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 Chapter 1 
 
    I ran as fast as I could, and my girls ran in front of me.  
 
    Anna led the pack, her red braid bounced on her back as she took long strides, and her athletic frame tensed with each bound. 
 
    Paige turned around to look at me, her long brown hair wasn’t in its usual messy bun, it flowed freely around her shoulders, and I could see her pink lips form words at me, but it was so loud I had no idea what she said. 
 
    The beautiful platinum blonde next to me was Tara, she wore a skimpy tank top, and her breasts bounced up and down with each step. She flashed me a toothy smile, and I thought of all the wonderful things she could do with her mouth. 
 
    Bailey, my other blonde girlfriend, ran next to Anna, and she wore denim shorts that were far too short for her long legs. I could see the bottom of her asscheeks and I heard myself growl as I took in the sight of her running. 
 
    Behind me I all I could hear was the constant buzz of people yelling, and I turned around to see what I was running from. There was a huge horde of people, but they all looked dead, and some of them had begun to decompose. There were men in National Guard uniforms with missing limbs, and they yelled orders. Then there were civilians, they were dirty and frostbitten, and they all yelled “eh” in unison.  
 
    I realized then that my long strides weren’t getting me anywhere, I was barely moving, and the swarm of undead was about to overtake me. I yelled out to my girls, but no sound came from my mouth. I felt the first hands on me, and they grabbed me and pulled me down to the ground, but I struggled against them and looked over to my girls. 
 
    “I’ll hold them off!” I yelled. 
 
    I could feel their mouths on me and I kicked against them and reached for my knife. I took two of them out with a blow to the head, but there were too many and I could feel my flesh rip as they tore chunks out of my legs and torso.  
 
    I heard the girls scream, and I looked over to see them all get pulled down at once by the horde. I shouted and struggled harder against the mass of dead bodies around me, desperately trying to reach the girls, but I was overpowered and the world went dark, and I was alone. 
 
    I shot up in bed, and a gleam of sweat covered my whole body. My clothes were soaked, and my breathing was heavy. I looked around in a panic as I tried to find my girls, but they weren’t anywhere to be seen. I took a deep breath as I realized that it had all been a bad dream. Though, judging from my erection, it hadn’t been a total nightmare.  
 
    I shook my head, stood up, tucked my dick into the waistband of the pants I slipped on, and headed downstairs. The sunlight was blinding as I stepped outside, and it took a second for my eyes to adjust before I could see where everyone was. Bailey and Tara tended to the garden, and Rolly worked on the pen for the horses.  
 
    “Where’s Paige and Anna?” I called to Bailey and Tara. 
 
    “Well, good morning sleepyhead,” Tara joked when she looked up and saw me. “They’re out checking the traps.” 
 
    “We made you breakfast,” Bailey said. “It’s by the benches.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, and I walked toward the two women. “How’s the garden going?” 
 
    “It’s good,” Bailey smiled at me. “We have things sprouting already.” 
 
    “I can’t wait for those tomatoes,” Tara said, and she crouched down to the row of plants that had begun to sprout. “You’re going to grow into big juicy tomatoes for me to eat.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Bailey laughed. 
 
    “Aren’t plants, like, supposed to grow better if you talk to them?” Tara questioned. 
 
    “Well, yeah,” Bailey chuckled. “But you probably shouldn’t threaten them.” 
 
    “They have a right to know what’s going to happen here,” Tara smiled.  
 
    “Great, now we won’t get any tomatoes,” Bailey teased. 
 
    “Oh, we’ll get tomatoes,” Tara said, and she narrowed her eyes at the plant. “Won’t we?” 
 
    “I think we should let Bailey talk to the plants from now on,” I laughed.  
 
    “I guess so,” Tara pouted, and when she stood up her breasts bounced in her shirt, and I thought about my dream and the sight of all the girls getting pulled down by the undead Canadians.  
 
    “Hey!” Paige called out from behind me, and I turned to see her and Anna walking toward us with Winchester in tow. 
 
    “Morning,” I smiled at the girls, but I was still stressed from my dream, and all I could think about was the coming swarm of people. 
 
    “Winchester caught this,” Anna said, and she lifted a small brown rabbit up to show me. “We weren’t sure if we should let him keep it or if we should keep feeding him like we have been.” 
 
    “Let him have it,” I shrugged. “He earned it.” 
 
    “It won’t affect him to let him hunt like that, will it?” Paige asked, and she pushed her thick glasses further up the bridge of her nose. 
 
    “No,” I chuckled. “He’s pretty domesticated at this point. I don’t think there’s much danger in allowing him to hunt when he’s hungry. We’ll still feed him at mealtimes.” 
 
    Winchester eyed the rabbit in Anna’s hand and wagged his tail happily, his tongue flopped out of his mouth, and he panted slightly. 
 
    “Sit,” Anna commanded, and Winchester obeyed. “Good boy.” 
 
    Anna tossed the rabbit to Winchester, and he caught it in his mouth and laid down to devour his catch.  
 
    “Did you eat breakfast yet?” Paige asked.  
 
    “Not yet,” I shook my head. 
 
    “Well let’s go sit for a minute,” Anna suggested. “There’s coffee over there, and I could use a cup.” 
 
    “I’ll go get Rolly,” Bailey said, and she headed toward the horses and Rolly.  
 
    The girls and I made our way to the fire pit, and I found my breakfast still warm in the pan, even though the fire was out. 
 
    “This looks great,” I said as I hefted the pan of beans, venison, and mushrooms. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Anna smiled, and she handed me a cup of coffee.  
 
    “Let’s head up to the roof,” I said. “I want to keep watch.”  
 
    “Alright,” Paige said, and she grabbed the skillet and we all made our way up to the roof.   
 
    “You look rested,” Rolly chuckled as he and Bailey made their way onto the roof and sat down. 
 
    “I don’t feel too rested,” I laughed. “The extra sleep was nice, but don’t let me sleep in again.” 
 
    “Oh please,” Tara said. “You work super hard. A little extra sleep every now and then is good for you.” 
 
    “You all work hard too,” I told her. “Next time I’ll let you sleep in.” 
 
    “I’ll take that deal,” Tara grinned.  
 
    I ate my breakfast while the girls and Rolly sipped their coffee.  
 
    “How’s the pen coming?” I asked once I was done eating. 
 
    “It’s coming along fine,” he said. “But I am worried about what we’ll feed them once the grass starts to die.” 
 
    “Hmm,” I frowned. “For now we’ll take them out each day and let them graze near the school.” 
 
    “I wonder if Betty has some hay we can have?” Anna asked. 
 
    “She might,” I said. “But she has livestock too that she’ll have to consider.” 
 
    “Maybe we can grow some ourselves,” Paige suggested.  
 
    “We’ll look into it,” I nodded. “We should ask Betty if they can stay there once the grass starts to die.” 
 
    “Should I keep working on the pen then?” Rolly asked. 
 
    “Probably not right now,” I said. “We may need one eventually, but for now I don’t think they’ll wander off too far.” 
 
    “Okay,” Rolly nodded, and he took another drink of his coffee. 
 
     “I’ll go to the library and do some research on if we can grow hay up here,” Paige said. 
 
    “I think I’m going to grab a shower,” I nodded. 
 
    “We figured you would want one,” Anna chuckled. “So we forbade Tara from getting one this morning.” 
 
    “I appreciate it,” I laughed, and I stood up and stretched. 
 
    “I get first dibs tomorrow though,” Tara grinned.  
 
    “I’ll take that deal,” I said with a wink, and then I headed downstairs to grab some fresh clothes. 
 
    The shower was only lukewarm, but it felt good on my sore muscles, and I lingered under the water before I stepped out and dried off.  
 
    I heard a cat call whistle from the garden and looked over to see Tara waving at me while Bailey laughed and pushed her lightly. 
 
    I laughed and shook my head, then I got dressed and headed toward the girls.  
 
    “We’re going to have a meeting,” I told them, and I reached down to pet Winchester while he chewed on his rabbit. “In five minutes by the firepit.” 
 
    “Okay,” Bailey nodded. 
 
    “I’ll need more than five minutes for a meeting with you,” Tara said, and she licked her lips.  
 
    I smiled at Tara, but I was more focused on our plan for the National Guard and the Canadians. As sexy as she was, we needed to be alive for me to do anything about it. 
 
    I headed for the library and found Paige sitting on the floor with several books around her. 
 
    “Meeting on the roof,” I told her. 
 
    “Okay,” she looked up from her books and smiled at me. 
 
    “Five minutes,” I smiled back at her. 
 
    “Got it,” she said, and she gave me a thumbs up.  
 
    I found Anna and Rolly filling up the five-gallon buckets with water for the horses.  
 
    “Meeting on the roof,” I said. 
 
    “Okay,” Anna nodded, and she shut off the water and hefted the bucket. 
 
    “Just come over when you’re done,” I told them. 
 
    “Will do boss,” Rolly said with a smile, and he lifted his own bucket and followed Anna toward the horses. 
 
    I made my way to the roof and sat on the edge.   
 
    “Those horses drink so much water,” Anna said as she and Rolly took seats on the benches.  
 
    “Well they’re pretty big animals,” Bailey said as she and Tara took their own seats, and Winchester laid down at their feet and continued to chew on his rabbit. 
 
    “I swear it’s like three times a day those damn things need to be filled,” Anna laughed.  
 
    “Let’s just be happy we don’t have to carry water from the stream anymore,” Rolly smiled. 
 
    “So true,” Tara sighed.  
 
    “We could ride them down to the stream so they can drink,” Bailey smiled.  
 
    “I’ll take any excuse to ride,” Tara giggled. 
 
    “We’ll have to do it a few times a day,” I said. “We can all take turns to get everyone used to riding.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s even better,” Tara purred.  
 
    “Do you ever stop thinking about sex?” Anna laughed.  
 
    “Ummmm, no?” Tara snickered.  
 
    “Hey,” Paige said as she walked up and took a seat next to Anna. 
 
    “Okay,” I took charge. “We need a plan.” 
 
    “What are you thinkin’ boss?” Rolly asked, and he leaned forward in his seat. 
 
    “We need to figure out what we’re going to do about the Guard, the civilians they are keeping as slaves, and the Canadians at the border,” I said. “We have a few options here.” 
 
    “I think our best option is to do nothing,” Anna shrugged. “We need to worry about ourselves and getting through the winter.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tara agreed. “It sucks for those people, but we’re all just trying to survive.” 
 
    “The civilians chose to go to the camp in the first place, and the Canadians took the risk to try to cross the border on their own,” Anna said.  
 
    “They did,” I nodded. 
 
    “They’re just people,” Bailey frowned. “We should help them.” 
 
    “No,” Anna shook her head. “We should help ourselves first.” 
 
    “Tav came along and helped us all out,” the blonde hippie protested. “We wouldn’t be where we are today without him.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Paige nodded. “I think we should help if we can, but I think Anna’s right too, we need to make sure we’re taken care of first.” 
 
    “Can’t we do both?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “There’s too many people at the border,” Tara shrugged. “We can’t feed a hundred thousand people.” 
 
    “What about just the civilians at the Guard camp?” Bailey said. “They're not as many people in there.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Anna conceded. “But that’s still extra people to take care of.” 
 
    “What if we don’t take care of them?” Bailey frowned again. “We can just break them out of there so they can at least try to take care of themselves.” 
 
    “They may not be able to,” Rolly said quietly.  
 
    “Yeah,” Tara agreed. “There’s a reason so many people went to the camps to begin with.” 
 
    “Not everyone knows how to survive on their own,” Anna nodded. 
 
    “We didn’t even really know how until Tav showed up,” Paige said, and she gestured in my direction. 
 
    “I guess,” Bailey said. “But couldn’t we teach them?” 
 
    “That’s a lot of people to teach,” I said and I gave Bailey a small smile and a squeeze on her arm. “Your empathy is admirable, but sometimes you can’t help everyone.” 
 
    “Tav is right,” Anna said to Bailey. “I know you want to help everyone, but they’re just too many people.” 
 
    “I can deal with eating meat again, and hunting, and everything like that,” Bailey said, and her breathing started to grow heavy. “But what kind of people are we if we don’t help others when we can?” 
 
    “That’s what we’re saying though,” Anna said, and she leaned forward in her seat. “We can’t help them right now.” 
 
    “I don’t see why not, though,” Bailey protested, it seemed the blonde hippie was not about to go down without a fight. “We can get the people out of the Guard camp so at least they’re free.” 
 
    “But what if they don’t even want to leave?” Tara scoffed.  
 
    “We can at least give them the choice,” Bailey said, but her voice was growing in volume, and I knew I needed to put a stop to this before the argument got worse. 
 
    “What about the farmers?” Paige asked before I could interject. “If we got those people out, they could make their way down here and attack the farmers and civilians.” 
 
    “Why would they attack them?” Bailey countered. “We just freed them, don’t you think they would be grateful?” 
 
    “I think they’d be hungry and desperate,” Anna said with raised eyebrows. “Desperation makes people do crazy shit.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tara agreed. “We can’t just let a bunch of people loose to attack our friends.” 
 
    “But we’ve taught them how to defend themselves,” Bailey said, but her face was growing red, and it looked like she might cry. 
 
    “We have,” I told her. “And they would be able to defend themselves, but once the Guard leaves for the winter, all those Canadians will come down, too.” 
 
    “And that’s if the Guard makes it to the winter,” Paige interjected. “It looked like they could be overwhelmed any day now.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “We need to focus on ourselves and our friends first,” Anna said with a gentler tone. 
 
    “We love you, Bailey,” Paige said. “And I admire your faith in people, but not everyone is as nice as you are.” 
 
    “They’re right,” Rolly smiled at the small blonde woman. “You’re nicer than most people. But we can’t take in every stray dog, we already have one.” 
 
    Bailey looked down at Winchester, and he stopped eating for a moment to look up at her with his tongue hanging out of the side of his mouth. Bailey laughed and reached up to wipe a tear from her eye, then she reached down and petted Winchester’s black head.  
 
    “What about the farmers and the civilians though?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “They are part of our community, and we will continue to protect them as well,” I said. “We’ll all need to work as a united tribe to prepare for winter.” 
 
    “Their farms are really out in the open though,” Tara frowned. “Once the guard leaves, the Canadians will get to them for sure.” 
 
    “That’s probably true,” I nodded, and I saw Rolly’s eyes widen. 
 
    “Why don’t we move them here with us for winter?” Rolly asked.  
 
    “That’s not a bad idea,” I said. “We can fortify one place a lot better than we can fortify four, and this place isn’t out in the open as much as the farms are.” 
 
    “We can’t really make any calls without them, though,” Anna said.  
 
    “Fair enough,” I nodded. “We don’t want to make a plan they don’t agree with.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tara grinned. “We don’t want to be responsible for breaking up Betty and Rolly.” 
 
    “No, we don’t,” I laughed. “Okay, Anna, Paige, can you go swing by the farms and the old school, tell everyone that we’ll have a meeting here tonight just before sunset, and everyone should come.” 
 
    “Okay,” Anna nodded, and she stood up and moved to Bailey. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Bailey said. “I know you’re just doing what you think is best.” 
 
    “I am,” Anna said. “But I want you to know that I always have your best interest in mind. It’s my job to protect your nice little butt.” 
 
    “She’s the best shot out of all of us,” Tara chuckled. “I don’t think she needs much protecting, she does have a nice butt though.” 
 
    “You know what I mean.” Anna scowled at the platinum blonde. “We have to protect her from her own niceness.” 
 
    “I know we’ll always do what we can,” Bailey smiled at her redhaired friend. “It’s just hard.” 
 
    “I know,” Anna said, and she hugged the blonde. “But we’re gonna kick this apocalypse’s ass.” 
 
    “We’re already doing a pretty good job of that,” Paige grinned, and she hugged the blonde as well. 
 
    “Don’t get too cocky,” I chuckled. “Winter hasn’t come yet.” 
 
    “Ugh,” Tara groaned. “I hate the snow. It’s gonna be so cold up here.” 
 
    “We did it once already,” Anna mused. 
 
    “Yeah, and it totally fucking sucked,” Tara replied with a pouty tone. 
 
    “It will be cold,” I said. “But we’re going to focus on our pillars of survival. What’s our fourth pillar?” 
 
    “Comfort,” Tara nodded. “Wait, does that mean we’re going to figure out a way to keep warm? Cuz last year I about lost my mind I was so cold.” 
 
    “Yes,” I laughed. “We’re going to build a stove for ourselves.” 
 
    “Oh my god,” Tara sighed. “You are literally the best.” 
 
    “Don’t thank me yet,” I grinned.  
 
    “Let’s head out,” Anna gestured to Paige, then turned to face the group. “We’ll be back in a little bit.” 
 
    “Drive safe,” Rolly called out as the girls walked to one of the trucks.  
 
    “Don’t worry, we’ll give Betty a big kiss for you,” Anna called back with a laugh.  
 
    “Let’s leave the kissing to me,” the old man chuckled, but he still turned bright red.  
 
    Anna and Paige hopped in the truck and started down the drive, so I turned to Bailey and Tara. 
 
    “You guys can get back to gardening,” I told them.  
 
    “Good,” Tara grinned. “I have a lot of plants to threaten.” 
 
    “What all is growing over there?” I asked Bailey. 
 
    “We have some carrots, tomatoes, cabbage, squash, potatoes, and beets,” the blonde hippie answered. 
 
    “Next year we’ll have a bigger garden and start planting earlier,” I told her. “And you can grow whatever you want.” 
 
    “I’d love to grow some corn,” she sighed. “Canned corn just isn’t the same as sweet corn on the cob.” 
 
    “Beans too,” Rolly smiled. “I love some fresh beans.” 
 
    “Strawberries!” Tara squealed, and she threw her head back and moaned. “God, I love strawberries.” 
 
    “Okay,” I laughed. “That sounds like a great lineup for next year, but for now let’s focus on what we have this year.” 
 
    “Let’s go check on the seeds,” Bailey said to Tara, and she stood up and extended a hand to the platinum blonde. 
 
    “Can I bully them when they’re still in the packet?” Tara smiled, and she grabbed the other blonde’s hand to pull herself up. 
 
    “I’d prefer you do it then,” Bailey laughed, and they both headed toward the dorm building with Winchester behind them.  
 
    “What’s my agenda for the day, boss?” Rolly smiled at me. 
 
    “First things first, let’s make more coffee,” I told the old man. 
 
    “I’ll never say no to that,” he grinned and reached for the pot. 
 
    “We need to make some plans and draw some blueprints,” I told him. “I’ll go grab some paper if you’ll start the coffee.” 
 
    “Can do,” he said, and he stood to go fill the pot with water. 
 
    I made my way to the library and found a pencil and some graph paper, then I went back to the firepit and found Rolly already brewing a pot of coffee. The girls were right, his coffee was better than mine, and even the aroma was so pleasant I closed my eyes when it hit me. 
 
    “Smells good,” I told him as I took a seat next to him. 
 
    “It’ll taste even better,” he grinned. “Now what are we drawing up plans for?” 
 
    “We need a woodstove for the dorm building,” I said. “Winter will be a lot worse if we’re too cold to do anything.” 
 
    “Right,” he nodded.  
 
    “We also need a barn,” I told him. “Whether or not the farmers come here for winter, we’ll need one for the horses.” 
 
    “A loft in there would be a good place to store things too,” Rolly said.  
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. “We’ll talk to Betty about the hay, but we’ll also look for some bags of feed when we go on runs.” 
 
    “The barn design will be easy,” Rolly said. “Getting the supplies will be the hardest part.” 
 
    “Make me a list of what you’ll need,” I nodded. “We’ll try to get it all on our runs.” 
 
    “Okay,” he said. “Now, the wood stove will be more difficult.” 
 
    “If we can find one that’s already built how difficult would it be to install?” I asked. 
 
    “Well,” Rolly pursed his lips and thought for a moment. “We might have to put a hole in the wall.” 
 
    “What about the vents?” I asked. 
 
    “We can check them out,” he said. “But we want to make sure that the building won’t fill with smoke while we’re sleeping.” 
 
    “Good point,” I told him. “Let’s have some coffee and do some sketches, then we’ll go check out the ducts in the building.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Rolly said, and he poured us each a cup of coffee.  
 
    Rolly completed the barn sketch easily, so we finished our coffee and headed into the dorm building to scope out the vent system. 
 
    “Follow me,” Rolly said as he led me to a room I hadn’t been in before. “This is the maintenance room. There should be a diagram of the air ducts.” 
 
    “You’re a genius, old timer,” I grinned and clapped the man on the back. 
 
    “If I’m a genius, then so is every maintenance man,” he laughed, then he opened a file cabinet and started to look through it. “Here it is.” 
 
    “There’s a lot of ducts in here,” I frowned as I looked at the paper Rolly held up on the wall. 
 
    “There are,” he nodded. “But I have an idea.” 
 
    “Well don’t hold out on me,” I chuckled. 
 
    “I gotta find it first,” he laughed and continued to scan the diagram. “There it is.” 
 
    “What is it?” I asked as I looked to where his finger pointed. 
 
    “There’s a laundry room in this building,” he said. “And the vents from the dryers lead right outside.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve been in the laundry room,” I said.  
 
    “Well you never had a need for it,” he laughed, then he headed out the door. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Rolly led me to a small laundry room that had three washers and three driers, I helped him pull the driers away from the wall, and he undid the connection and looked through it.  
 
    “Looks like this will be our spot,” he smiled. 
 
    “Will this area be enough to keep the place warm?” I frowned. 
 
    “Yeah,” he nodded. “But we’ll need a fire going most of the time. And if we can get a couple stoves instead of just the one that would keep the place nice and toasty.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do,” I said.  
 
    “I’ll make a list of all the materials I’ll need,” the old man nodded.  
 
    “Thanks, Rolly,” I smiled. “Not just for this, but for everything. You work hard around here, and I really appreciate it.” 
 
    “I’m just doing my part,” he said with a wave, then his face grew serious. “Do you really think it will be better for the farmers to come here for the winter?” 
 
    “I do,” I nodded. “Either we band together and fortify this place, or we hit the road and head south to get ahead of this mess and never come back.” 
 
    “I don’t want to leave,” Rolly said.  
 
    “I’m not sure I do either,” I told him. “But we have to see what everyone else says too.” 
 
    “Alright,” he nodded.  
 
    “But there’s a bright side,” I told him. 
 
    “Yeah?” he laughed. “What’s that?” 
 
    “You get to see Betty today,” I grinned. 
 
    “Yes, I do,” he grinned back at me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    We had all spent the remainder of the day working on various tasks around the college, but I put Anna on guard duty on the roof, and we had just finished dinner when the civilians and farmers began to arrive, so I called Anna down and we greeted the others in our tribe.  
 
    “Over here,” I waved our visitors to the fire after they parked.  
 
    “Good to see you,” Tara said, and she stood to give Jenny a hug.  
 
    “You too,” Jenny said, and she reached down to pet Winchester who stood in front of her with his tail wagging. 
 
    I looked over to see Rolly and Betty embrace and whisper softly to each other.  
 
    “Good to see you,” Justin said, and he clapped me on the shoulder. His wife and their two boys were with him as well, along with Briar, the other farmer who lived near them. 
 
    “You too,” I smiled at the man. “Briar, you’re looking good.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m almost back to my normal self,” the white-haired man said with a grin. 
 
    “Hey Jeff,” I said to the civilian as he approached, and I reached my hand out to shake his.  
 
    “Nice to see you,” Jeff smiled and shook my hand.  
 
    Cathy’s group made their way to the firepit, and I reached out my hand to the sandy blonde woman. 
 
    “How are you all doing up at the farm?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s nice,” she smiled. “We’re getting things growing and trying to heal.” 
 
    “Good,” I nodded and gave her a smile. “I’m glad you’re here.” 
 
    “Let’s all find a place to sit,” I said loud enough for the large group to hear. “A lot of us will probably end up sitting on the ground.” 
 
    Everyone found a seat, and the younger people all sat on the floor and gave the benches to Betty, Rolly, Briar, and Marla since she had her kids with her.  
 
    I sat down on the bench as well, and Winchester laid by my feet.  
 
    “We have some bad news,” I started.  
 
    “What did you find out?” Mike, one of the civilians, asked. 
 
    “The guard camp is bad like you all said,” I confirmed. “But we have another even bigger problem on our hands.” 
 
    “Bigger than the National Guard?” Briar asked, and his eyes widened. 
 
    “I’m afraid so,” I nodded. “The Guard is the only thing standing between us and a hundred thousand starving Canadians at the moment.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Cathy asked, and her sandy blonde eyebrows pulled together. 
 
    “Yeah,” the dark-haired woman who I recalled was named Donna added. “What do you mean standing between us?” 
 
    “There’s too many Canadians,” Paige said. “If they get through, then they’ll swarm the area, and they’re cold and hungry and desperate.” 
 
    “She’s right,” I nodded. “But it’s not a matter of if they get through, it’s when.” 
 
    “What?” Jeff said, and he shook his head. “I thought you said the Guard is holding them off.” 
 
    “They are,” I confirmed. “For now, at least, but the guard is going to leave before winter comes.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Betty asked, and I saw her squeeze Rolly’s hand tighter. 
 
    “The wagons they’ve been building won’t work in the snow or mud,” I answered. “They’ll head out before winter, and when they do the Canadians won’t have anything standing in their way.” 
 
    I heard Marla whisper to her boys, she gave them a stick from the kindling pile and pointed to Winchester, and then to the courtyard.  
 
    “What do we do?” Marla asked, and she watched her boys as they ran into the grassy area and threw the stick for Winchester.  
 
    “The way I see it, we have two options,” I said. 
 
    “What’s option one?” Jeff asked, and he tugged lightly on his red beard. 
 
    “We can turtle up here,” I said. “Or we can head south before winter hits.” 
 
    “What about everyone in the camp?” Joanna asked. “Shouldn’t we try to save them?” 
 
    “There’s less people in the Guard camp,” Anna said. “But there’s a hundred thousand or more behind the border. I think we should focus on ourselves. If the Canadians weren’t there, I would be all for saving the people in the camp, but we need to make sure we’re safe first.” 
 
    “I agree,” Briar said. “Winter is coming sooner rather than later, and I plan on surviving through it.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t even be here without our help,” Marla scowled at Briar half-heartedly. “We should at least consider helping these people.” 
 
    “We could at least help those in the Guard camp,” Cathy interjected. 
 
    “We could try,” I said. “But it would be dangerous, and even if we freed them, we don’t have anywhere for them to go.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Jeff said. “And what’s the point of freeing them if we can’t help them anymore than that?” 
 
    “At least they would have a chance,” Jenny frowned. 
 
    “True,” Paige said. “But not everyone can take care of themselves, and they could become dangerous if they get desperate for supplies.” 
 
    “I think at least for now we should focus on ourselves,” Justin said, and Marla gave him a small look of disbelief, so he turned to her. “I know honey, but we need to remember how the world is now. We can’t help anyone if we aren’t prepared ourselves.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Donna agreed. “Like how when you fly, they tell you to put on your mask before assisting others.” 
 
    “So, we focus on ourselves for now,” I said. “Can everyone agree to that?” 
 
    “I don’t think I like the idea of leaving,” Mike said. “We just started growing food, and where would we even go?” 
 
    “We’ll continue to grow food and stockpile for winter,” I told him.  
 
    “Okay,” Betty said. “But I don’t like the idea of leaving either. We have no idea what is out there waiting for us.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jeff nodded. “And like Mike said, where would we even go? There’s a lot of us to move now too.” 
 
    “If we want to stay here for the winter, then everyone will need to move to the college,” I said, and I waited for the protests.  
 
    I was not disappointed. The group grew loud, and all the farmers began to talk over one another, so I put my hand up and waited for everyone to quiet down. 
 
    “This is why we’re here,” I said. “We all need to make a plan we can agree on.” 
 
    “What are your concerns about moving here?” Anna asked, and she looked at each of the farmers.  
 
    “My farm is my life,” Betty said. “My family has lived there for three generations, I’m not just going to leave it to be ransacked.” 
 
    “We all have livestock,” Justin added. “And we have gardens there to keep us going.” 
 
    “Nothing will grow in winter,” Bailey said with a small voice.  
 
    “Yeah,” Paige agreed. “We’re not asking you to come here right now, but there’s too many people to defend against.” 
 
    “We can take care of ourselves,” Briar said in a gruff voice. “We’ve been takin’ care of ourselves and each other for years.” 
 
    “We know you’re tough, old man,” I laughed. “We’re not saying you can’t take care of yourselves, but a few trespassers are one thing, a mob of a hundred thousand is another thing entirely.” 
 
    “Well, I for one, would rather die defending my land,” Briar’s eyes narrowed, and his tone was serious. 
 
    “I can’t force you all to do anything,” I said and I raised my hands in a show of submission. “But I do need you to understand the gravity of the situation.” 
 
    “Your farms are out in the open plain,” Anna said. “They’re visible from the road, but this place isn’t, and we’re up the mountain with only one road in and out. We can defend this place.” 
 
    “If we’re all going to work together, then we need to be a community,” Paige said. “And it’s easier to fortify one place than it is to fortify four.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Jeff interjected, and he looked around to his group, who nodded. “We’re willing to relocate here.” 
 
    “We are too,” Cathy said, and her small group nodded behind her. 
 
    “It’s different for us though,” Joanna said in a small voice. “We aren’t attached to our new homes yet. These people have been living in theirs forever.” 
 
    “We have,” Marla smiled at the young sandy blonde girl. “And it is hard to think about leaving them.” 
 
    “We just want you to be safe,” Tara spoke for the first time since the discussion had begun. “We don’t want to take anything from you. And you can always go back to your farms after winter is over, we’ll even help you with the cleanup if they’ve been trashed.” 
 
    “That’s true,” I smiled at the platinum blonde. “You don’t have to stay here forever, we just don’t want to leave you to your own devices against a horde of hungry people.” 
 
    “What about our livestock?” Justin asked.  
 
    “We’re building a barn for our horses,” Rolly smiled at the man. “It will be big enough to house all the animals.” 
 
    “I’ve lost too much already,” Briar shook his head. “I won’t be leaving my farm.” 
 
    “Oh Briar,” Marla sighed. “I’m not happy about it either, but let’s be sensible, we have to consider what will be the best course for survival.” 
 
    “Your wife is a smart woman,” I smiled at Justin.  
 
    “I am,” Marla said, and she smiled back at me. “I also have two young boys to think about, and I won’t take any chances with them.” 
 
    “What do you think Grandma?” Dan asked Betty. 
 
    “I think Marla is right,” Betty sighed. “I don’t want to leave my home, but we need to think about what’s best to get through the winter.” 
 
    “There’s safety in numbers,” Bailey smiled.  
 
    “Once the snow hits, we won’t have to worry too much about people up here,” I nodded. 
 
    “Yeah,” Tara agreed. “The snow will block in this area since there aren’t any plows to clear the road up the mountain.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Justin said. “But won’t the snow do the same for the farms?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Paige shook her head. “The farms are too open, if someone saw them, they could make their way up there, even through the snow.” 
 
    “Even if snow would protect the farms, there’s a good chance they could be overrun before the first snow storm hits,” I said.  
 
    “This place is a lot more difficult to find,” Anna nodded.  
 
    “We’ll barricade the roads that lead to this place before the snowfall,” I said. “Then once the snow hits, it’s a waiting game.” 
 
    “What do you mean it’s a waiting game?” Donna asked. 
 
    “The guard will leave before the snowfall,” I said. “And they’ll take the civilians with them. That leaves the Canadians.” 
 
    “They won’t be able to survive the winter,” Paige nodded.  
 
    “Yes,” I agreed. “It’s too cold. If they’re smart, they’ll head further south to warmer weather, if not, then they won’t be set up enough to survive through winter.” 
 
    “So, we wait for them to leave or die?” Cathy asked.  
 
    “Yup,” Tara shrugged.  
 
    “As long as we have food, water, a place to stay, and a good defense system, we will get through the winter just fine,” I nodded. “Everyone else won’t be as prepared.” 
 
    “We’ll come here,” Marla said, and she watched her boys run and giggle with Winchester in the courtyard. 
 
    “I appreciate you trusting us,” I told her.  
 
    “You haven’t let us down yet,” Justin smiled. 
 
    “Betty?” I asked. “What about you?”  
 
    “We’ll come here too.” She nodded.  
 
    “Thank you,” I told her, and I saw Rolly put his arm around the old woman. “Briar?” 
 
    “I’ll take my chances on my own,” the stubborn old man said. 
 
    “Okay,” I nodded. “If you’re okay with it, maybe we can still help each other get set up for winter.” 
 
    “That I’ll do,” he gave a curt nod.  
 
    “Winter will be hard,” I told the group. “But it will save us too. If we’re prepared, the winter will go by quickly. For anyone else it will be a death sentence or a cause to flee. If we outlast winter, we’ll have outlasted everyone else too.” 
 
    “So, what do we need to do to prepare?” Cathy asked.  
 
    “We’ll come up with a plan,” I said. “Everyone should meet back here at the same time tomorrow, and we’ll discuss preparations.” 
 
    The group nodded, and everyone moved to their vehicles.  
 
    “I just want to thank you,” Cathy said after everyone else got into the trucks. “You’ve been so kind to all of us, and we appreciate everything. We want to be helpful to the group, too.” 
 
    “I’m sure you will be,” I smiled at the sandy blonde-haired woman. “We just want everyone to be safe.” 
 
    “I know,” she nodded.  
 
    “Go get some rest,” I told her. “We’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    Cathy nodded and hopped in the truck, and I waved to the farmers and civilians as they started down the road, then I walked over to where my girls sat by the fire.  
 
    “Drink, anyone?” Anna asked as she came out of the dorm building holding a bottle of vodka, some soda, and cups. 
 
    “Good god, yes,” Tara groaned. “That shit was intense.” 
 
    “It went about as well as I expected,” I laughed.  
 
    “I figured everyone would be a bit more willing honestly,” Paige said, and she poured herself some vodka and Sprite. 
 
    “Nah,” Anna shrugged. “I figured they would take some convincing. I mean, when my parents wanted to sell my childhood home I freaked out.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Bailey agreed, and she took a drink of her booze. “When you find comfort in a place it can be really hard to leave it.” 
 
    “These farmers have been here for as long as I can remember,” Rolly nodded, and he poured some vodka straight. “I’m sure even longer than that, really.” 
 
    “It makes sense that they don’t want to leave their homes,” I said, and I poured myself some liquor. “But they trust us, and they know we’re just trying to help.” 
 
    “Except for Briar,” Anna chuckled. “That old man is stubborn as hell.” 
 
    “It’s hard to teach an old dog new tricks,” I grinned and I reached down to pet Winchester who had laid down between me and Bailey. 
 
    “How old do you think Winchester is?” Paige asked. 
 
    “Hmm, let me see,” I said, and I lifted Winchester’s lip to look at his teeth. “He’s not very old, maybe a year or two.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Well his teeth don’t have buildup on them,” I shrugged. “But they aren’t puppy teeth either, and he doesn’t have any white on his muzzle. He’s still very active, so a rough guess is 1-2 years old.”  
 
    “The Guard must not have had him for that long then,” Paige said. 
 
    “They probably had him since he was a puppy,” I nodded. “He’s trained well.” 
 
    “He really likes Marla’s boys,” Bailey said with a smile, and she reached down to pet Winchester’s black head.  
 
    “Do you think Briar will come around?” Paige moved us back to the bigger issues. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I mused. “But I think so.” 
 
    “I mean he’d be kind of an idiot not to,” Tara shrugged. 
 
    “Tara!” Bailey raised her voice and smacked the platinum blonde on the shoulder. “That’s so mean.” 
 
    “It’s true though,” Anna said from behind her drink, and Tara looked at Bailey with an ‘I-told-you-so’ face. 
 
    “I hope he does come,” Rolly said. “I’d hate to think about him out there all alone.” 
 
    “Me too,” Paige said, and she took another drink. 
 
    “I think it’s time for us to get to bed,” I said. Then I tipped my cup back, finished off my vodka, and stood up.  
 
    “Yeah,” Tara sighed. “That discussion took a lot out of me.” 
 
    “You barely talked,” Anna laughed.  
 
    “I did my part,” Tara said indignantly. 
 
    “You did good,” Anna chuckled, then she stood up and downed her drink. “I’m just teasing.”   
 
    “Come on,” I grinned, and I walked toward the dorm building. “Time for bed. We have a lot of work to do tomorrow.”  
 
    “Don’t we always?” Anna asked with a raised brow. 
 
    “Yup,” I laughed, and I led my team inside.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    I woke the next morning before the girls, pulled their arms off me, and got dressed. 
 
    “What time is it?” Paige groaned with her eyes still closed. 
 
    “You can sleep a while longer,” I said and I smiled at the brunette’s messy hair. “It’s barely dawn.” 
 
    “Okay,” Paige grumbled, and she snuggled closer to Tara.  
 
    I made my way out of the building and across the courtyard to the library. I needed my whiteboard to start making the plan, but when I entered the building, I found that Rolly was already there and he had made coffee. 
 
    “Smells good,” I grinned as I walked in. 
 
    “I figured I’d get a jump on the day,” the old man smiled, but he lacked his usual gusto.  
 
    “Something the matter?” I asked as I poured a cup of joe. 
 
    “I’m just worried about Betty,” he frowned and took another sip of his coffee. 
 
    “What about her?” I asked. “She said she would be coming here for winter.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he nodded. “But I think she’s still upset about it. I don’t want her to resent us for making her leave her farm.” 
 
    “She won’t resent us,” I assured him. “Besides, this will be your opportunity to help take care of her.” 
 
    “That’s true,” he smiled wider than he had before. “It will be nice to have her here all the time.” 
 
    “I’m sure it will be,” I chuckled.  
 
    “What about the farms though?” he asked in a low voice. “I’d hate to have them ransacked and destroyed.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. “We’ll do what we can to try to prevent that, but that will be secondary. We need to focus on getting the college fortified right now.” 
 
    “Right,” Rolly sighed. “What’re you doing up so early? I couldn’t sleep, but I figured you all could use the extra Z’s.” 
 
    “It’s hard to sleep when I don’t have a plan in place,” I said. “I was antsy to get up and get going.” 
 
    “That I can understand,” the old man nodded, then he pointed to the whiteboard. “Should we get to it then?”  
 
    “I think we should,” I smiled and I took another drink of coffee. “You know, I didn’t want to admit it, but your coffee is better than mine.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, you don’t get to be my age without knowing how to brew a mean cup of joe,” Rolly smiled.  
 
    “Let’s hope you can teach me then,” I laughed. “I’d like to make it to your age.” 
 
    “Oh, you will,” Rolly chuckled. “But I’ll give you some pointers, nonetheless.”  
 
    “Much appreciated, old man,” I said and I took the last drink of my coffee and headed to the whiteboard.  
 
    I began to lay out a plan and write down things that we would need for preparation, but then the girls came in looking a bit tired, and I was surprised they hadn’t slept in longer. Even Winchester seemed sluggish to me as he followed the girls in and then laid in front of Rolly.  
 
    “Is that coffee I smell?” Paige asked. She was dressed in a college t-shirt and dark jeans.  
 
    “It is,” Rolly smiled. “Help yourselves.” 
 
    “Oh yes,” Tara sighed. “I used to hate that nasty bean juice, but I totally see why people love it now.” 
 
    “Pour me a cup,” Anna called out to Tara and Paige, who were filling their own cups. 
 
    “Me too, please,” Bailey smiled, and she took a seat next to Rolly. 
 
    “I’ll get you a cup, Bailey,” Tara said. “But Anna didn’t say please.” 
 
    “Oh my god,” Anna rolled her eyes, then made big pouty lips at Tara. “Please sir, can I have coffee.” 
 
    “Well now you called me sir,” Tara laughed, but she brought Anna a cup and took a seat next to her. 
 
    “So, what do you have so far?” Paige asked, and she took a seat and a sip of her coffee.  
 
    “I have five focuses,” I said, and I pointed to the board. “We need a place for the livestock, we need to finish our water purification system, we need to stockpile food, we need a wood stove for the dorms, and we need to fortify our defenses.” 
 
    “How are we going to stockpile the food we harvest?” Anna asked. “Won’t it go bad?” 
 
    “We should can it,” Paige smiled.  
 
    “Do you know how to do that?” Tara asked with a raised brow. 
 
    “I do,” Bailey smiled. “We had to can stuff in Home Ec class in high school, plus my mom always made canned jams and stuff.” 
 
    “Paige is right,” I smiled. “We’ll can as much food as we’re able to, and we’ll have the farmers do the same.”  
 
    “Okay, so what about the livestock?” Bailey asked, and she took a sip of her coffee.  
 
    “I had Rolly draw up plans for a barn,” I said. “We’ll need someplace to put them come winter.” 
 
    “Why don’t we use one of the buildings in town?” Paige suggested. 
 
    “Well we need a large open building for them,” Rolly said, and I noticed he was rubbing Winchester’s belly with his foot.  
 
    “Isn’t there a barn in town?” Tara asked.  
 
    “Yeah,” Bailey agreed. “I think you’re right. Somebody was using it as a garage or something.” 
 
    “Okay,” I nodded. “If we can fix up the barn in town, then we can put the animals there.” 
 
    “How are we going to water them?” Paige asked. 
 
    “Yeah, they already drink way too much,” Anna said, and she shook her head.  
 
    “Can we run another pump from the stream?” Tara asked.  
 
    “That might work,” I said with a smile. The girls had gotten really good at this, and I was proud of all their suggestions.  
 
    “Someone will have to go down in the winter to let them out during the day though,” Bailey said.  
 
    “We can all take turns taking care of the livestock,” I nodded.  
 
    “We should make a chart of some sort when everyone gets here,” Paige said with a smile. “That way everyone can know what they’re doing each day.” 
 
    “You would be excited about a chore chart,” Tara laughed. 
 
    “It’s a great way to keep track of things,” Paige grinned.  
 
    “Okay, but let’s get to that stove,” Tara said, and she bit her lip with excitement. “I’m so stoked to not be freezing again this winter.” 
 
    “We’re probably going to need to find a couple wood stoves that we can move,” I said. “Making one ourselves might prove to be difficult.” 
 
    “I can do some research on it,” Paige offered. 
 
    “That would be great,” I nodded. “But you have another focus first.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Paige asked with a raised brow. 
 
    “You’re in charge of finishing our water purification system,” I told her. 
 
    “Okay,” she smiled. “I can do that.” 
 
    “We’re going to need a lot of wood if we’re using a woodstove all winter,” Anna commented. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “We’ll give everyone the task of chopping down and splitting two trees every day so we can start a stockpile.” 
 
    “That seems fair,” Bailey nodded.  
 
    “Let’s move on to defenses,” I said. “We’re going to need to fortify this place. That includes roadblocks, sentry duty, and people on guard at all times.” 
 
    “What’s sentry duty?” Tara asked, and her blonde eyebrows pulled together. 
 
    “It’s where you’re out farther from the compound and you alert the group if there’s trouble,” I told her. 
 
    “How do you alert them from far away though?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “We’ll set up a fire pit that can be seen from the campus,” I said. “If the sentry runs into trouble, they’ll light the fire, then we’ll know to come and assist.” 
 
    “Oh, like in Mulan,” Tara grinned.  
 
    “Now all of China knows you’re here,” Bailey impersonated a male voice, and all the girls laughed. 
 
    “Yes,” I chuckled. “Like Mulan.”  
 
    “Okay,” Anna said, back to her business tone. “We can do that.” 
 
    “We can’t block the roads until we have enough supplies though,” I said. “Once we block it, we’re locked in for the winter.” 
 
    “So, we’re making supply runs?” Paige asked.  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “We’ll make runs to gather whatever supplies we can since we won’t be able to leave after winter hits.” 
 
    “What about the farms?” Tara asked. “Are we going to barricade them too?” 
 
    “They’re pretty out in the open,” Anna said, and she pursed her lips. “I don’t think we can really defend them.” 
 
    “We’ll try if we can,” I said, and I looked to Rolly. “But right now, we’ll focus on the school first since everyone will be here. We need to make sure this place is protected.”  
 
    “So, who’s doing what?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “We’ll start making runs today,” I said. “Anna and I will go on the first run.” 
 
    “Sweet.” Anna grinned. 
 
     “Paige, you’re working on our water filtration system, so make a list of everything you’ll need,” I said. 
 
    “On it,” the brunette grinned. 
 
    “Tara and Bailey, I need you on trap duty this morning,” I said. 
 
    “Lame,” Tara pouted. “Next time I call dibs on a road trip with Tav.” 
 
    “I’ll try to get everyone a chance,” I laughed, then I turned to Rolly. “Can you check out the barn in town? Make a list of anything you’ll need for repairs, and a list of things for a wood stove.” 
 
    “On it,” the old man replied. “I’ll check the houses for wood stoves we can move too.” 
 
    “If we don’t have lists yet then what are we looking for on our run today?” Anna questioned. 
 
    “We’re going to look for canning supplies,” I said. “If we can get things going, then the farmers may feel better about leaving their homes, and one good way to do that is to show we have a way to preserve food for winter.” 
 
    “Okay,” Anna nodded.  
 
    “Tara and Bailey, once you’re done with traps help Rolly and Paige,” I said. 
 
    “We won’t take long,” Bailey smiled. “Rolly, you should wait for us to get back before heading into town. I’ll go with you.” 
 
    “Oh, I think I’ll be alright,” the old man waved. 
 
    “I think Bailey is right,” I smiled at the old timer. “We should use the buddy system.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Betty can be your buddy soon,” Tara grinned at the old man. 
 
    “I don’t think I’d mind that,” Rolly laughed, and it seemed like maybe he was finally growing accustomed to the girl’s dirty jokes.  
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Let’s break for the day and head out.” 
 
    “Can we take the horses to check the traps?” Tara asked with a grin. 
 
    “I don’t see why not,” I smiled. “Let them get a good drink from the stream too. It might save us on water trips.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, we have to take them down there a few times a day, right?” Paige asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “I want everyone to get used to riding. Since Bailey, Tara, and I have the most experience you’ll all ride with us your first few times.” 
 
    “Okay,” Bailey said, and she stood and followed Tara out the door.  
 
    “Couldn’t even say goodbye,” Anna muttered with a laugh. 
 
    “They’re excited to ride,” Paige said with a smile. “It’s kinda cute.”  
 
    “It is,” I agreed. “Paige, before you start on the water, can you go over a map with Anna and I?” 
 
    “Sure,” she nodded. “What are we looking for?” 
 
    “We need to find some towns that weren’t hit by the bikers,” I said. 
 
    “Okay,” Paige pursed her lips, then she stood up and retrieved some maps and laid them out on one of the library tables. “Brownsville will probably be a safe bet.”  
 
    “It looks pretty small,” Anna commented.  
 
    “Yeah,” Paige nodded. “But it shouldn’t have been hit by the bikers, and if it’s untouched, then probably more southern towns are too. I figured we should start small and work our way up.” 
 
    “Good thinking,” I smiled at the pretty brunette.  
 
    “Thanks,” she smiled back.  
 
    “It looks like we just follow Highway 7 all the way down,” Anna said.  
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “Let’s get ready to go.” 
 
    “Just a day trip, right?” Anna asked.  
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. “We need to be back before the farmers and civilians get here later.” 
 
    “Right,” she said. “I’ll go grab my pack.” 
 
    “Make sure you grab your vest too,” I told her. “We’re not taking any chances out there.” 
 
    “On it,” Anna called out, then she exited the library.  
 
    “I think we should build more showers,” Paige said.  
 
    “That’s a good idea,” I nodded, and I added it to the board.  
 
    “There’s going to be a lot of people,” she said. “I don’t want anyone getting smelly.” 
 
    “Good call,” I chuckled. “Anna and I will be back later, try to have your lists ready.” 
 
    “Will do,” Rolly nodded and finished off his coffee. 
 
    “Yup,” Paige gave me a thumbs up. 
 
    I headed to the dorm room to gather supplies for my day trip with Anna. I put on my vest, grabbed two magazines for my pistol, and a spare magazine for my rifle as well. Then I filled my bag with a couple canned goods, but I realized then that I had forgotten to make breakfast for the team, so I grabbed a couple granola bars for Anna and me and threw them in my pack along with two water bottles.  
 
    Anna was standing by the trucks when I made my way to the courtyard. She had on a black athletic tank top, a pair of dark skinny jeans, and she had her vest on, but unclasped.  
 
    “Finish doing up your vest,” I told her.  
 
    “Alright,” she nodded. “This thing just gets so annoying.” 
 
    “It does,” I laughed. “But it just might save your life.” 
 
    “Well let’s hope I don’t get shot again,” she chuckled and held up her still wrapped wound. 
 
    “Battle scars are sexy,” I grinned. “You ready?” 
 
    “Ready,” she grinned back, then she tossed her bag in the truck. 
 
    “We’re going to bring the trailer too,” I told her, and I moved to hook up the trailer to the military truck. 
 
    “Okay,” she nodded, then she helped me position the trailer and put it in place. “We should grab the gas cans too.” 
 
    “Good thinking,” I told her. “I know a few are empty. We’ll see if we can fill them up while we’re out.” 
 
    Anna loaded the gas cans in the back of the truck, then she hopped in, and I fired up the vehicle.  
 
    “I’m happy to get out of the campus for a bit,” Anna smiled once we hit the highway. 
 
    “You weren’t too happy about being left behind then?” I chuckled. 
 
    “I always like to be where the action is,” she said.  
 
    “Well you are my second in command,” I reminded her. “Sometimes you have to watch over the troops while I go on missions.” 
 
    “I know,” she smiled. “But I wouldn’t mind a few missions of my own from time to time.” 
 
    “I’m sure we can work something out.” I smiled back at her. 
 
    “I can offer you sexual favors if that would help?” Anna said with a raised brow. 
 
    “That might just do the trick,” I chuckled. It had been awhile since I’d made love to one of my women, and her comment stirred my erection a bit.  
 
    “So, what do you think of our plan so far, Major?” I asked with a wry smile to keep myself from staring at her toned body.  
 
    “Major?” Anna asked, and she cocked her head at me. 
 
    “Second in command,” I smiled.  
 
    “I’ll take it,” she grinned. “And I think our plan is good so far. Any plan that doesn’t include us freezing our butts off like last year is good with me.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it,” I laughed.  
 
    “I think Briar will come around too,” she said and she looked out the window.  
 
    “What makes you so sure?” I asked.  
 
    “He’s a stubborn old man,” she chuckled. “But he’s not stupid. He reminds me of my grandpa some.” 
 
    “How so?” I smiled. 
 
    “Strong willed,” she shook her head. “My grandpa never wanted to be a burden either. And he always had to do things on his own.” 
 
    “Not wanting to be a burden doesn’t seem like a bad thing,” I commented.  
 
    “It’s not,” she said. “But it can become a bad thing when you won’t allow people to help you who want to.” 
 
    “That’s true,” I said.  
 
    “But I think that’s why he’ll come around,” she smiled. “He’s been staying with Marla and Justin, and I don’t think he’d ever admit it, but I can see that he likes being around them.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” I asked. “I didn’t notice anything.” 
 
    “He loves those boys,” Anna said. “He was watching them play with Winchester last night.” 
 
    “I didn’t notice,” I said, but I smiled at the thought of the gruff old farmer watching the boys play.  
 
    “That’s why you have a second in command,” Anna grinned. “Somebody has to pick up your slack.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t exactly call that slack,” I laughed.  
 
    “Close enough.” Anna shrugged, and she flashed me a grin.  
 
    We drove in silence for a few minutes, then a sign on our right told us we had arrived in Brownsville.  
 
    “It doesn’t look like much here,” Anna commented. “Somehow it seemed bigger on the map.” 
 
    “It is small,” I chuckled, and I drove past the sign and down the highway further until we came to some buildings.  
 
    “It looks like there’s a junkyard over there,” Anna said, and she pointed to our right. “You think we can find some gas?” 
 
    “Maybe,” I said, and I pursed my lips. “But let’s see if we can find a gas station first.” 
 
    “Good call,” she said.  
 
    “There’s a farm supply store,” I said, and I pointed further up the road.  
 
    “Let’s see what we can find,” Anna grinned at me.  
 
    I pulled the truck over a little way down from the store, then I made sure my pistol was loaded and hopped out of the truck.  
 
    “It doesn’t look like anyone’s around,” I said. “But we don’t want to take any chances.”  
 
    “Right,” Anna nodded, and she chambered a round in her pistol.  
 
    “I’ll go left, you go right,” I told her as we walked up to the storefront.  
 
    “Got it,” she said, then I pushed open the heavy wooden door and flanked left.  
 
    “Holy shit!” a man’s voice yelled, and it was followed by the sound of tools hitting the floor. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said, and I took in the sight of four terrified men. It seemed Anna and I had startled them when we came in, but I didn’t see any firearms on them, so I didn’t want to attack them for no reason. 
 
    “Where the fuck did you come from?” one of the guys asked, and I could hear that his breathing was heavy.  
 
    “We’re out looting,” I told him, but I didn’t lower my pistol. “Same as you, I reckon. We can just divide up the things here and call it even.” 
 
    “No way,” one of the guys said with a thick French Canadian accent. “We were here first. It’d be even if you just left and let us have our score.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I scoffed. “I’m the one with the gun here, so I figured offering you half was more than fair given your position.” 
 
    “Fuck this, man!” a small yellow haired man yelled, and he took off toward the back of the store. “I’m not going to die today!”  
 
    I stared in disbelief at the coward who had run to the back, I hadn’t even really threatened them yet. I heard one of the other men move and looked over to see a brown-haired man leap at me with a pathetic pocketknife that he clutched incorrectly. I took him down with a single shot, then turned to see Anna’s face go into battle mode, her jaw clenched and her eyes narrowed to slits.  
 
    “Okay,” I called out to the others. “Anyone else want to try that?” 
 
    I waited a moment, but there was no answer. The general store was fairly large, and it seemed the guys thought hiding was the best way to get out of this. Since their buddy attacked me, I had no way of knowing if the others had weapons as well, but I figured I would give them one chance to leave.  
 
    “If you leave now, I’ll let you go peacefully,” I hollered. “If you choose not to leave, you’re going to wind up like your friend.”  
 
    “Let’s do a sweep,” I whispered to Anna after I had waited for a moment and received no response.  
 
    “Got it,” the redhead nodded to me.  
 
    “You good to sweep the right side alone?” I asked. 
 
    “I think I can handle it,” Anna grinned. 
 
    “Meet me at the back of the store when you’re done,” I told her and I pointed ahead.  
 
    “See you on the other side,” Anna smiled and gave me a sloppy salute before she raised her pistol and moved swiftly up the right side of the store.  
 
    I headed up the left side and paused to sweep each aisle before moving forward.  
 
    “Clear so far over here,” I hollered. “How’s your side?” 
 
    “Good so far,” Anna called back, but it was followed with, “Oh shit.” 
 
    I heard a scuffle, and I whipped around and headed toward the redhead, but I didn’t see her anymore, so I figured she must be on the ground. That was good, it meant that these guys didn’t have firearms, but it was also bad because he probably had a knife. Anna knew how to defend herself, but if the guy had caught her off guard, I didn’t want him to overpower her.  
 
    “Where are you?” I called out as I ran through the aisles. My heart was hammering in my chest, and I prayed that she’d answer.  
 
    “Down here!” Anna yelled with a strained voice, and I followed the sound and found her on the ground fighting with one of the men.  
 
    The guy did have a knife, but his technique was poor, and he was attempting to push it into Anna’s chest, but she had a hold on his hands and was keeping it at bay.  
 
    I wasn’t going to give him the option of defeat, this asshole had attacked one of my girls, and he was about to pay. I raised my pistol, but he was moving too much, and I didn’t want Anna caught in the crossfire, so I reached for my knife instead and I grabbed him by the hair and yanked his head back. Then I slid my knife across his throat, and he half gurgled a scream before his body went limp, then I looked down to see Anna covered in blood.  
 
    “You could’ve warned me,” she said and she grabbed a roll of paper towels off the shelf next to her and ripped them open. 
 
    “Sorry,” I chuckled. “Let me help you.” 
 
    I grabbed the paper towels from her and used water from my pack to wet one and wipe her face off.  
 
    “Great,” she said, “now I’m going to get a disease.” 
 
    “You aren’t going to get a disease,” I laughed. “None got in your eyes or mouth. You’ll be fine. Besides, you’ve had plenty of blood on you before.” 
 
    “I guess that’s true,” she chuckled.  
 
    “Sorry I didn’t warn you,” I smiled at the redhead. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she smiled back. “I wouldn’t have said anything either. If somebody on my team was attacked, I would’ve done exactly what you did.” 
 
    “That’s why you’re the major,” I grinned and I finished wiping the blood from her neck.  
 
    “If I’m the major then what does that make you?” she asked. “The captain?” 
 
    “More like a general,” I laughed.  
 
    “I don’t like that,” she said, and her face twisted like she had smelled something foul. “I like captain better.” 
 
    “Captain it is,” I grinned, and I let her keep the name, I figured there was no point in telling her that a Major outranks a Captain.  
 
    “Aye aye captain,” she said, and she gave me a salute. 
 
    “That’s why you wanted captain, isn’t it?” I chuckled. 
 
    “Yup,” she grinned, and the movement reminded me of how hardened my women had become. I’d just murdered a man and sprayed his blood all over her, but she was still making jokes and ready to kill again. 
 
    Capable warrior women were so hot.   
 
    “Alright,” I smiled, and I stood up, then stretched out a hand to Anna. “I think there’s a couple more guys in here.” 
 
    “We’re gone,” I heard a male voice call out, and I turned to see him and another man trying to sneak to the door.  
 
    “Yeah,” the other guy said, and he held his arms up in a show of surrender. “We’re leaving, please don’t shoot.” 
 
    “Go then,” I growled and I lifted my pistol. 
 
    The two men scurried out the door, and I turned to see Anna looking at me with a raised brow.  
 
    “That attack got you all fired up huh?” she said with a wry smile. 
 
    “I don’t like my team being in danger,” I shrugged. 
 
    “I didn’t like it very much either,” she laughed, then she reached out and touched my shoulder. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You don’t have to thank me,” I said. “It’s my job to protect you.” 
 
    “I think it’s more my job to protect myself,” she said with a lopsided smile. “But I can only do that thanks to you.” 
 
    “You were doing well on your own,” I smiled. “I just wasn’t going to take any chances.” 
 
    “The idiot was trying to push it through my vest,” she said with an eye roll.  
 
    “Nobody said people would be smart in the end of the world,” I shrugged. 
 
    “No,” she chuckled. “But you would think the smart ones would survive.” 
 
    “They do,” I smiled. “But the idiots are often not above doing things that a smart person does.” 
 
    “Ah, so they only survive until their stupidity gets them killed,” she laughed. 
 
    “Pretty much,” I chuckled. “I mean they can’t all just drop dead as soon as shit starts to go down.” 
 
    “I suppose not,” she smiled. “But it would be nice if they did.” 
 
    “Yes, it would,” I laughed, and I walked toward the front door. “Come on, let’s lock this door, then we’ll look through this place.”  
 
    “Oh my god, does that door lock?” she asked, and her eyes widened incredulously when I clicked the lock in place.  
 
    “Why didn’t they lock it?” she asked, like it was the most obvious thing in the world.  
 
    “Well, as you said before, they’re idiots,” I laughed.  
 
    “This is a whole new level of idiot,” she chuckled. 
 
    “It won’t necessarily keep anyone out,” I told her. “But it will alert us if anyone tries to come in.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we move their bodies out?” she asked.  
 
    “Not right now,” I shrugged. “They aren’t in our way yet.” 
 
    “Good enough for me,” the redhead replied, and she started to look through the shelves.  
 
    “Looks like there’s some good stuff in here,” I said as I looked at the shelves.  
 
    “They have saddles,” Anna called out. “And other horse stuff.” 
 
    “Horse stuff?” I laughed as I walked to where the redhead stood. 
 
    “Well I don’t know what it’s called,” she shrugged.  
 
    “Saddles would be nice,” I said. “But they aren’t necessary. More harnesses and rope are always a good thing though.” 
 
    “Why aren’t the saddles necessary?” Anna asked with a raised brow. 
 
    “Well riding bareback will teach you all to ride very carefully,” I told her. “When you don’t have a saddle, the horse feels everything so you’re more aware of your movements.”  
 
    “Oh,” she nodded. “Does it hurt more though?” 
 
    “No,” I laughed. “I mean saddles are more comfortable I suppose, but I prefer bareback.” 
 
    “Oh, I know,” the redhead said, and she gave me a wink. “Me too.” 
 
    “Will the bareback jokes ever end?” I chuckled. 
 
    “Yes,” she grinned. “When they stop being funny, but that might take a while.” 
 
    “You might have to warn Tara when the time comes,” I laughed.  
 
    “Oh, she’ll be the first to know,” Anna smiled. 
 
    “If they have harnesses and rope, I bet they have some feed,” I said, and I moved through the aisles to look for horse feed. 
 
    “I don’t think they have hay here,” Anna said with a raised brow. 
 
    “No,” I chuckled. “But they might have some sweet feed.” 
 
    “What is sweet feed?” Anna asked. 
 
    “That is,” I smiled and pointed at the shelf full of bags.  
 
    “That’s a lot of horse feed,” Anna said, and she whistled low. 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. “But it won’t be enough to last the winter.” 
 
    “Really?” Anna asked. “It seems like a lot.” 
 
    “It is,” I said. “But we’ll have the farmers’ livestock as well. We can feed them this throughout the winter, but we’ll still need hay to feed them too.” 
 
    “So, we’ll take all these bags though?” the redhead asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. “But let’s look around a bit more and see what else is in here.” 
 
    “I’ll leave the horse stuff up to you,” Anna smiled.  
 
    “I can do that,” I laughed, then I headed back to the bridles and leads. 
 
    I picked out four bridles and eight more leads, then I made my way to the register and grabbed a bag to put them in. I checked out the rest of the aisles and found some salt blocks for the horses, and in the back of the store I also found a couple large feeding and watering troughs.  
 
    “I found a bunch of canning jars,” Anna called, and I made my way over to her. 
 
    “Perfect,” I said. “We’ll take those. I also found some troughs and some salt blocks that we’ll take.” 
 
    “I’m not even going to ask what a salt block is,” Anna said, and she shook her head. “Just tell me what to load.” 
 
    “Let’s start with the feed,” I laughed.  
 
    Anna and I made quick work of the bags of sweet feed, we loaded them into the trailer, and threw in all the salt blocks that would fit, then we put the feeding troughs in the back of the truck and loaded the mason jars next to them. I was happy I had chosen her to go on the run with me, she was strong, and she didn’t get tired as quickly as the other girls, not that they complained most of the time, but it was nice to have a partner that could match my speed.  
 
    “You don’t think they’ll break on the drive back, do you?” Anna asked.  
 
    “I think they’ll be okay,” I said. “But we’ll be careful.” 
 
    “Okay,” she nodded. “Is there anything else we need from here?” 
 
    “I want to see if they have another spigot,” I said. “And some hose.” 
 
    “I know I saw hose in there,” Anna nodded, and I followed her back into the building. 
 
    “This is great,” I said as I looked at the hoses Anna had led me to. “Let’s fit as many as we can in the truck.” 
 
    “You got it, captain,” Anna smiled, and she grabbed some hoses.  
 
    By the time there was no more room in the truck we had packed in almost all the hoses in the store, along with a spigot I had found. Getting water to the animals wouldn’t be nearly as difficult if we didn’t have to waste gas taking it down there, or worse, lug it on foot once the gas was gone.  
 
    “Alright,” I grinned once our truck and trailer were stuffed. “Let’s get back.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Anna said, and she hopped in the passenger seat. “This was a good score.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded, and I fired up the truck. “It seems like this area hasn’t been picked over too much.” 
 
    “Hopefully the same goes for the bigger cities down this way,” the redhead smiled.  
 
    “I imagine most of them will be mostly intact,” I said, and I started off down the road back toward home. 
 
    “These run-ins with Canadians are becoming a bit much,” Anna said, and she pursed her lips.  
 
    “I don’t like it either,” I told her.  
 
    “Do you think our defense plan is enough?” she asked and she bit her lip.  
 
    “We’ll make sure it is,” I said.  
 
    “Winter is gonna be a bitch,” the redhead commented. “But at least we have more people to help defend.” 
 
    “That’s true,” I nodded. “That’s also more people to feed, and to keep track of too though. There’s always an upside and a downside.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Anna said. “But they’re all being helpful and growing food too, so I don’t really think the food will be a concern.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “But we’ll have to focus on comfort too. There’s a lot more people now, and a bit of comfort will go a long way, especially for those who are leaving the comfort of their homes to come to ours.” 
 
    “Right,” Anna nodded. “Maybe we should make an effort to find a few comfort items on each outing.” 
 
    “I think that’s a great idea,” I smiled.  
 
    “Obviously they’ll be secondary,” she said. “Necessity comes first, but I think we can fit in a few small things on our trips.” 
 
    “We have quite a bit of booze,” I said. “But I’m sure everyone would appreciate a nice stockpile.” 
 
    “I know I would,” Anna chuckled. “We could always raid the ski lodge too.” 
 
    “We need to leave it intact,” I shook my head. “That’s our backup plan.” 
 
    “We need a backup plan?” she asked with a raised brow. 
 
    “You always need a backup plan,” I grinned. “If shit goes south, we’ll all head there and hold out through the winter.” 
 
    “Ugh,” Anna groaned. “Sometimes I wish we could just go there forever. That hot bath is just sooooo good.” 
 
    “It is,” I laughed. “But comfort is our fourth pillar for a reason.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Anna said, and she rolled her eyes, then she turned to smile at me. “I know you’re right, I just would love a hot bath right about now.” 
 
    “Me too,” I grinned at her, and I thought of her naked in the tub on top of me. 
 
    “Are you eyefucking me?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Am I what?” I laughed.  
 
    “Eyefucking me,” she said with a serious face. “Fucking me with your eyes.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize there was a name for it,” I grinned. “But yeah, I guess I am.” 
 
    “Good,” Anna smiled. “It’s nice to know I still got it.” 
 
    “Oh, you definitely got it,” I grinned at her. 
 
    We drove the rest of the way home in comfortable silence. A few strands of Anna’s hair had come loose from her braid, they flowed wildly in the wind as we drove, and I couldn’t help but constantly look over at the gorgeous redhead. I was incredibly lucky to have stumbled upon these women, and I was damn lucky to have such a strong second in command, even in the army I served with plenty of men who weren’t as apt in tactical defense as Anna was, and I was proud to be the one who taught her.  
 
    I made the turn up the hill toward the campus, and Anna hopped out to pick up the spike strip at the bottom. When we got to the top of the hill, nobody was around, but after we parked and hopped out the girls came from behind the buildings to greet us. 
 
    “Hey!” Bailey called out, and she set her rifle down and made her way toward us.  
 
    “Oh my god,” Paige said, and she came running toward Anna. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah,” The redhead laughed. “It’s not my blood.” 
 
    “That didn’t take too long,” Tara said, and her eyes widened as she took in the full trailer. “Looks like you found some good stuff.” 
 
    “We did,” I grinned.  
 
    “Oh, is that sweet feed?” Bailey asked, and she moved to inspect the bags. “You didn’t happen to find any salt blocks, did you?” 
 
    “Yup,” Anna smiled.  
 
    “Do you even know what a salt block is for?” Tara asked Anna with a raised brow. 
 
    “Nope,” Anna chuckled.  
 
    “It’s just to supplement salt in their diet,” Paige shrugged. “I did some research.” 
 
    “Where’s Rolly?” I asked.  
 
    “He’s in the dorms looking at the area for the wood stove,” Bailey said. “Should we go get him?” 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “Let’s unload this stuff first, then we can go grab him and start cooking some dinner.” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Anna frowned. “I didn’t eat breakfast, and I kinda forgot I brought food today.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded.  
 
    “Why don’t you guys go get a snack?” Paige suggested. “We can handle the offloading.” 
 
    “I can wait,” Anna said, and she grabbed a bag of feed. “Where should we put this stuff?” 
 
    “Let’s grab the hoses and mason jars first,” I said. “If the barn worked out for Rolly, then we can take the feed down there. No sense in offloading it twice.” 
 
    “Okay,” Anna said, and she dropped the feed bag and grabbed some hoses, then she headed toward Rolly’s shed and started a pile of hoses.  
 
    I grabbed a couple hoses and left them out, then I pulled out the troughs and Paige helped me carry them over to our makeshift horse pen. We hooked up the hoses to our pump and filled the horses’ trough halfway, then I grabbed a bag of sweet feed and dumped it into their feeding trough. 
 
    “I’m sure they’ll love that,” Bailey said, and she set a salt block in the horse pen. 
 
    “Well at least we know Winchester likes the salt blocks,” Anna laughed, and I looked down to see Winchester licking at the block.  
 
    Gray Lady wasn’t happy about him being in her pen, she pulled her ears back and knelt her head down to nip at him.  
 
    Winchester jumped, and backed out of the pen, but he kept his eyes on the salt block.  
 
    “Come here buddy,” Paige laughed, and she knelt down to pet Winchester.  
 
    “Let’s go find Rolly,” I said, and I headed toward the dorm rooms.  
 
    We found Rolly in the laundry room. He had moved the dryers away from the wall, and he worked on salvaging the ducting from the back of them.  
 
    “How goes it old timer?” I grinned. 
 
    “Pretty well,” Rolly smiled. 
 
    “How did that barn work out in town?” I asked.  
 
    “It looks good,” he nodded. “It’s got good bones, but it needs some patching up, and it’ll need to be cleaned out.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Do you have a list of materials you’ll need?” 
 
    “Right here,” Rolly said, and he pulled out a small piece of paper from his front shirt pocket.  
 
    “Great,” I said. “We’ll work on getting this stuff tomorrow.” 
 
    “I have my list too,” Paige said, and she handed me another piece of paper.  
 
    “Good work,” I smiled. “Now let’s start some dinner, I’m starving.” 
 
    “Me too,” Anna sighed, and we headed out to the fire pit.  
 
    “I’ll grab us some drinks,” Tara said, and she broke off from the group as the rest of us went outside.  
 
    I started to make a fire, and by the time it was going Tara had returned with drinks in hand.  
 
    “Thanks,” I said as the platinum blonde handed me a cup. “What is it?” 
 
    “Vodka,” the busty blonde replied.  
 
    “Straight?” Paige asked with a raised brow.  
 
    “I brought a chaser too for you uncultured people,” Tara chuckled. 
 
    “I don’t think not wanting straight vodka makes you uncultured,” Anna said dryly. 
 
    “Yeah,” Bailey nodded. 
 
    “Not usually,” Tara said, “but this is good vodka.” 
 
    “Vodka is vodka,” Anna shrugged. 
 
    “You have so much to learn,” Tara laughed, and she shook her head. 
 
    “You can teach me later,” Anna laughed. “Now hand me the sprite.” 
 
    “Only a couple drinks with dinner,” I told the girls. “The other groups will be here later, and we need clear heads to go over the plan.” 
 
    “Right,” Anna nodded.  
 
    “Besides,” Bailey frowned. “Isn’t it mean to not share?” 
 
    “It does seem a bit selfish,” Paige nodded. 
 
    “How about we offer them some after our discussion later?” Rolly suggested. “I’m sure a stiff drink will help everyone relax a bit.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I smiled at my team.  
 
    “We’re asking everyone else to share,” Anna shrugged. “We should share too.” 
 
    “Not the good vodka though,” Tara joked.  
 
    “We’ll leave that for you,” Anna assured her with a laugh.  
 
    “So, whose blood is that all over you?” Paige asked Anna as I threw a slab of meat from the shed in a pan. 
 
    “Yeah,” Bailey frowned. “What happened?”  
 
    “Just more Canadians,” Anna shrugged. 
 
    “Jeez,” Paige said. “I feel like we’re running into them so much now.” 
 
    “It’s only been a few times,” Anna chuckled, and she sipped her drink. 
 
    “Yeah,” Bailey said. “But Paige is right, it feels like a lot.” 
 
    “Well we’ve had a pretty eventful time of it lately,” Rolly smiled. 
 
    “Yes, we have,” I agreed, and I flipped the meat in the pan. 
 
    “God that smells so good,” Anna sighed.  
 
    “How many Canadians were there today?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “Four,” I told her. “Two of them gave up easily and left though.” 
 
    “I’m guessing the other two didn’t?” Tara asked with a raised blonde brow. 
 
    “Not exactly,” I smiled.  
 
    “Tav got super protective,” Anna grinned. 
 
    “Why?” Paige asked with wide eyes. “Did they hurt you?” 
 
    “No,” Anna shook her head. “But one tried too. He tried to attack me with a knife.” 
 
    “He didn’t get you, did he?” Paige asked, and she cocked her head as she took a closer look at the redhead.  
 
    “I’m fine,” Anna laughed. “His form was terrible. And he was trying to stab me through my vest.” 
 
    “Well your vest is bulletproof,” I said.  
 
    “Isn’t it stab proof too then?” Paige asked, and her brown eyes pulled together. 
 
    “To a degree,” I smiled. “Kevlar does make a stab proof vest too, but I’m not sure what the vests we have are classified as.” 
 
    “Doesn’t it have a tag?” Tara asked, and I couldn’t help but laugh, so she narrowed her eyes at me. “What? Most clothing has a tag, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes,” I grinned. “But typically, not military armor.” 
 
    “Well how was I supposed to know,” Tara muttered and crossed her arms over her chest. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I smiled at the platinum blonde. “You’re just cute is all.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Anna nodded. “Like a five-year-old who believes in Santa Claus.” 
 
    “I don’t believe in Santa Claus,” Tara sneered playfully. “But I believe in bitches. ‘Cause I’m looking right at one.” 
 
    Anna burst out laughing, and the rest of the girls joined in, I laughed along too while I poured some canned beans and veggies in the pan with the meat. 
 
    “Hey,” Bailey said. “Isn’t Halloween soon?” 
 
    “Must be,” I smiled.  
 
    “Okay,” Paige grinned. “If you could be anything for Halloween this year, what would you be?” 
 
    “I’d be Marilyn Monroe,” Tara smiled, and she finished off her drink. 
 
    “I mean the hair would make that easy,” Paige nodded. 
 
    “But out of anything in the world, what would you be?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Well what would you be?” Tara glared. “Some serial killer again?” 
 
    “Isn’t that the whole point of Halloween?” Anna asked redundantly. “I mean, you gotta be something scary right.” 
 
    “Sexy is much better,” Tara shrugged. 
 
    “So, what would you be Anna?” Paige asked.  
 
    “I think I’d be that creepy Annabelle doll from The Conjuring,” Anna grinned.  
 
    “That thing is beyond creepy,” Bailey shuddered. 
 
    “What would you be?” Anna asked the pretty blonde. 
 
    “Hmm,” Bailey pursed her lips and thought for a moment, and I smiled, it was nice to have some normal conversations among all the chaos surrounding us. “I think I’d be Captain Marvel.” 
 
    “Wow,” Tara laughed. “First Harley Quinn, and now Captain Marvel, you’re, like, more of a nerd than Paige.” 
 
    “You’re just jealous you didn’t think of it,” Bailey laughed and stuck out her tongue at Tara, then she turned to Paige. “What about you?” 
 
    “I think I’d go with Jackie Kennedy,” Paige smiled.  
 
    “Didn’t think any kids your age would even know who that was,” Rolly smiled. “But if anyone does, I’m not surprised it’s you.” 
 
    “I’ve always wanted to be her for Halloween,” Paige grinned. “I could just never find the right costume.” 
 
    “What about you, Rolly?” I asked, since the old man had joined the conversation. 
 
    “Never was much into Halloween,” Rolly chuckled. “But if I had to pick, I’d say Frank Sinatra.” 
 
    “Not what I expected,” I laughed. 
 
    “That would be awesome,” Bailey grinned, and then she turned to me. “What about you Tav?” 
 
    “Werewolf,” I said confidently, and all the girls laughed at my quick response. 
 
    “Why a werewolf?” Paige asked through her giggles. 
 
    “I always liked them,” I shrugged. 
 
    “That’s what I’m talking about!” Anna exclaimed, and she pointed at me. “Gotta be something scary.” 
 
    “Tav would be far sexier as a werewolf than he would be scary,” Tara commented, and she eyefucked me as I stirred our dinner. 
 
    “Dinner’s ready,” I laughed, and I moved to grab some plates and utensils.  
 
    We ate in silence and savored our dinner. I wasn’t the best cook in the group, but after a long day my cooking tasted as good as anyone’s, and I was in no mood to compare. As we ate, I thought about the discussion to come, and the best way to lay things out for the group, I didn’t think the civilians would be a problem, and I hoped that the farmers were willing to try things my way for the time being.  
 
    I heard the rumble of engines as I took the last bite of my dinner, and I realized I wouldn’t have to wait long to see how everyone would respond to the plan.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 4 
 
    We greeted the farmers and civilians as they arrived, and I ushered everyone into the library where the whiteboard was and lit some lanterns so we could see.  
 
    “Okay,” I started once everyone had a seat. “We have a solid plan, now we just have to figure out the details.” 
 
    “Let’s hear the plan first,” Betty said, and she sat holding hands with Rolly. 
 
    “Focus number one is our food and water,” I began. “We’re going to can our food, and Paige is finishing up our water filtration system, so we won’t have to boil water any longer.” 
 
    “You mean we’ll have fresh, drinkable water?” Donna asked with wide eyes. 
 
    “That’s right,” I nodded. “We’ll keep hunting and trapping as well, and we’ll preserve what we can with salt. If anyone gets too big of a catch, you can bring it here, and we’ll smoke it and send it home with you for now.” 
 
    “That seems good,” Jeff nodded, and he tugged on his red beard.  
 
    “I have a canning machine,” Betty offered.  
 
    “That would be great,” I nodded. “We also found plenty of mason jars to use.” 
 
    “What else?” Mike asked. 
 
    “We’re installing a couple wood stoves in the dorm building,” I said. “So, every group should be cutting down and splitting at least two trees per day so we can stockpile wood for winter.” 
 
    “Do you want us to bring it here after it’s chopped?” Justin asked, and I noticed Marla was not with him, so I figured she must have stayed home with the boys. 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “We’ll hold off on that and bring everything at once.” 
 
    “We went on a supply run today,” Anna added. “It would be helpful if we could have everyone make a list of clothing and shoe sizes so we can grab some winter gear for everyone.” 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “If we can do that this evening that would be best, so we have the list for our run tomorrow.” 
 
    “You’re going on runs every day?” Cathy, the sandy blonde civilian, asked.  
 
    “As much as we can until we have a good stockpile of resources,” I nodded.  
 
    “Also, we have decided we will try to find some comfort items on each trip,” Anna interjected. “So, if there’s any small thing that you would like to have, we’ll try to grab it if we see it, just know that necessities will always come first.” 
 
    The group smiled and nodded. 
 
    “What about the barn?” Dan, Betty’s grandson, asked. 
 
    “We found one right in town that is large enough for the animals,” I told him. “We’ll keep them there.” 
 
    “Are we going to need to lug water to them?” Justin asked. 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “We got some hose and another spigot we’ll install down there.” 
 
    “Okay,” he nodded, but his eyebrows were still pulled together.  
 
    “We found a lot of sweet feed today,” Anna added. “And we’ll be looking for more on our runs.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “We’ll still need some hay too probably, but it will be a good supplement.” 
 
    “I have some hay in my barn,” Briar offered. “I don’t think I’ll be able to chop a lot of wood myself, so if you could trade me some for it, I’d be much obliged.” 
 
    “I think that’s a fair deal,” I smiled at the old man.  
 
    “I brought a list of useful medications,” Justin said, and he stood to hand me a piece of paper. “Marla made it.” 
 
    “Great,” I told him as I took the paper. “Tell her thank you.” 
 
    “What about defenses?” Cathy asked. “We need to make sure we’re safe up here.” 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “And we have a defense plan in place. We’ll make roadblocks, and we’ll have someone on guard at all times.” 
 
    “We’ll have sentry duty as well,” Anna interjected. 
 
    “That brings me to another point,” I nodded. “You have some time to do this, but think about your skills and the skills of those in your group so everyone can be assigned some specific tasks they’ll enjoy.” 
 
    “What do you mean our skills?” Donna asked, and her black brows pulled together.  
 
    “Well, for example,” I started, “we’re not going to put people who aren’t comfortable with a rifle out on sentry duty.” 
 
    “Okay,” Joanna nodded. “Should we write that down too?” 
 
    “Not tonight,” I smiled at the young sandy blonde girl. “But if it helps you, you can make a list of your own skills as a reference, and if anyone isn’t sure where they belong come talk to me or Anna, and we’ll help you figure it out.” 
 
    “I have a question,” Jenny said, and she raised her hand. “What exactly is sentry duty?” 
 
    “It’s like in Mulan,” Tara smiled, and Jenny responded with a puzzled look. 
 
    “Like the guy on the wall who lights the fire,” Paige explained. 
 
    “Oh,” Jenny nodded. “So, we’re a lookout?” 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “A lookout that is further from base camp.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Jenny said.  
 
    “We want to use people’s strengths for their positions,” I said. 
 
    “So, we’ll have the same job every day?” Jeff asked. 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “We’ll rotate jobs so nobody gets stuck in one place, but we’d like to be able to assign you more of what you will like doing.” 
 
    “How do you assign jobs now?” Paige asked the group. 
 
    “Well we go off of size and strength a lot,” Mike said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Jeff agreed. “Like the men will go hunting for deer since we don’t want the women to have to carry them back.” 
 
    “Are the men a better shot than the women?” Bailey inquired. 
 
    “Donna is a hell of a shot,” Jeff conceded.  
 
    “Maybe it would be more prudent for her to be the hunter,” Anna suggested with a shrug.  
 
    “Yeah,” Tara nodded. “You could always have a guy go with her to help carry it back.” 
 
    “That brings me to my next point,” I said. “The buddy system.” 
 
    “You mean like the school field trip buddy system?” Jenny asked with a smile. 
 
    “One and the same,” I grinned. “Everyone needs a buddy at all times.” 
 
    “Even just when we’re doing things around the land?” Cathy asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “There’s enough of you that you should be able to have two people doing a task.” 
 
    “It’s especially important when you go out to hunt or check traps though,” Anna added.  
 
    “Right,” I said. “We should be checking traps daily, and first thing in the morning is best.”  
 
    “Betty, I know you have chickens,” Paige said. “Do you think there’s any way you can get chicks?” 
 
    “Well I’d just need a rooster,” Betty nodded. “Justin, do you have one?” 
 
    “I do,” the black-haired man said. “And I was planning on getting more chicks myself.” 
 
    “That would be great,” I said. “What will the chickens need as far as daily care?”  
 
    “They’ll need a coop,” Betty said. “And we’ll need feed for the winter.” 
 
    “And the cows?” I asked. 
 
    “The barn should be fine,” Justin answered. “But they’ll need to be let out during the day to exercise.” 
 
    “Will it be a problem for the horses and cows to share a barn?” Paige asked. 
 
    “Shouldn’t be,” Dan answered. “They don’t really care as long as they’re warm and fed.” 
 
    “Will there be calves to take care of?” I asked. 
 
    “Not until spring,” Betty answered.  
 
    “Okay,” I nodded. “We have a solid plan to go forward with, but there’s a couple more things I want to discuss tonight.” 
 
    “What’s up?” Mike asked. 
 
    “We need to talk about food distribution and problem solving,” I said. 
 
    “What do you mean food distribution?” Jenny asked, and she gave me a puzzled look. “Aren’t we going to all share?” 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed. “But I’m talking about daily intake.” 
 
    “You mean we have to make sure we aren’t overeating,” Jeff said. 
 
    “Right,” I told him. “We should be eating enough to sustain us and give us enough energy, but we don’t want to eat huge meals and waste food.” 
 
    “A good rule is to eat whatever you prepare for the night,” Paige said. “So, make sure you prepare just enough, and if there is any leftover, you can eat it for lunch or a snack.” 
 
    “How do we know what our daily intake should be?” Cathy asked.  
 
    “That depends on your body size and the amount of work you do,” Paige told her with a smile.  
 
    “But when you’re doing a lot of work, you’ll notice that it’s easier to eat the right amount,” Tara added.  
 
    “So, everyone just tries not to be wasteful basically,” Anna nodded. 
 
    “That’s doable,” Jeff said.  
 
    “Yeah,” Donna agreed. “It’s hard to be wasteful when you’re working so hard to survive.” 
 
    “Good,” I smiled. “Now we should talk about problem solving amongst ourselves.” 
 
    “We should all be a team, right?” Joanna piped up. 
 
    “We are a team,” I confirmed.  
 
    “Teams normally have leaders though,” Anna said quietly. 
 
    “Well  isn’t Tav the leader?” Betty asked, and she gestured to me. 
 
    “I’m not appointing myself leader,” I laughed. “I would like everyone to have a say.” 
 
    “So, like a democracy,” Cathy nodded. 
 
    “To a degree,” I said. “We will take into consideration people’s knowledge on various subjects as well.” 
 
    “Like relying on an expert opinion and making a decision from there,” Donna said. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded.  
 
    “Well that seems fair,” Justin said.  
 
    “I’m glad we can all agree,” I smiled, and I looked around at the group in front of me. My girls would always be my priority, but it felt good to have a tribe to help each other, and these were good people that I was beginning to feel that I could count on. 
 
    “Was there anything else for the night?” Briar asked. 
 
    “Paige, would you grab some paper and pens?” I asked the brunette. 
 
    “Sure,” she said, and she got up and headed toward the back of the library. 
 
    “Okay,” I said when Paige returned with the pens. “Everyone should write their name and their shirt, pant, and shoe sizes, as well as two comfort items.” 
 
    “What counts as a comfort item?” Jenny asked. 
 
    “It could be anything,” Anna told her. “Maybe some crackers, or a pillow, or even a board game or something.” 
 
    “Anything that you think would make the winter more bearable,” I said.  
 
    “We will be spending more time inside than we do now,” Bailey added with a smile.  
 
    “Yes,” I smiled back at the blonde. “Girls, you should write down your comfort items as well.” 
 
    “With pleasure,” Tara grinned.  
 
    “Everyone just remember to make it something small,” I said, and then I chuckled. “We can’t be picking up mattresses left and right.”  
 
    “We’re already so grateful,” Cathy said. “We wouldn’t think of asking for something so large.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” I smiled at the sandy blonde-haired woman. “But we’re all a team now too, so we’re helping each other out.”  
 
    The group was quiet as they filled out the paper with their sizes and comfort items, and it had grown dark outside by the time everyone was done. We sent the civilians and farmers home, and I threw another piece of wood on the fire and sat down. 
 
    “I think that went well,” Anna said, and she plopped down next to me and stuck her boots out toward the fire. 
 
    “I think so,” I smiled.  
 
    “I’ll draw up some plans for that chicken coop in the morning,” Rolly said, and he sat down across from me. 
 
    “That would be great,” I nodded. “Tara, you’re with me in the morning.” 
 
    “Oooh, you know I’ll come with you anytime,” the platinum blonde replied with a wink.  
 
    “We’re going to make a run,” I chuckled.  
 
    “We can do both,” Tara grinned, and Rolly rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Rolly,” Anna laughed, and she patted the old man on the arm. “Betty will be here for winter soon enough, then you’ll be the one making jokes.” 
 
    “No,” the old man chuckled. “Somehow I think that will still be your job.” 
 
    “I’ll take it,” Tara laughed. 
 
    “It’s not too late,” Bailey said. “Do you think we can have another drink before bed?” 
 
    “I don’t see why not,” I smiled at the blonde hippie.  
 
    “Yay,” she said and she got up to retrieve the vodka and cups. 
 
    Winchester perked his head up when Bailey stood, but he laid back down after she returned.  
 
    “Do you think we could get in some range time tomorrow?” Anna asked, and she took the cup that Bailey handed her.  
 
    “I think that’s doable,” I answered. “But we’ll have to really limit the rounds we use.” 
 
    “I would love some range time,” Tara grinned, and she took a drink of her vodka. 
 
    “Me too,” Bailey smiled. “It feels like forever since I’ve gotten to shoot.” 
 
    “We’ve been doing a lot of live shooting,” Paige chuckled.  
 
    “True,” Bailey nodded. “But I do love target practice.” 
 
    “If the internet was still up, you’d totally be a sensation,” Tara grinned at the blonde. 
 
    “She’s right,” Paige agreed.  
 
    “You are fun to watch,” Rolly smiled.  
 
    “I just like shooting,” Bailey said, and I could see her face grow red in the firelight.  
 
    “And you’re damn good at it,” I complimented my small, blonde sniper.  
 
    “Alright,” Rolly said, and he stood up. “I think I’m off to bed.” 
 
    “Goodnight Rolly,” Bailey smiled.  
 
    “I think I’m right behind you,” Anna yawned. 
 
    “Me too,” Tara said, and she and the redhead both stood up and headed toward the dorms. 
 
    “Are you guys okay to put out the fire?” Paige asked, and she stood up too. 
 
    “We got it,” I nodded.  
 
    “Okay,” the brunette yawned, and she downed the last of her drink. “See you in the morning.” 
 
    Bailey and I sat quietly for another minute after everyone else had gone to bed, she was always shy, but the way she stared into the fire made me think there was something else on her mind. 
 
    “How do you think today went?” I asked the pretty blonde. 
 
    “I thought it was good,” she responded with a small smile. 
 
    “Do you want to tell me what you’re thinking about?” I asked, and I smiled back at her. 
 
    “I’m just thinking about the people in the camps,” she sighed. “It just sucks to not be able to help people.” 
 
    “That’s true,” I nodded. “It’s not my favorite thing either. But think about all the people you are helping.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Bailey smiled, and it seemed a bit more genuine. “We do have a small community that we’ve helped.” 
 
    “Yes,” I smiled. “And we have a dog, and two horses that we saved too.” 
 
    “I don’t know if we saved the horses,” Bailey laughed. “I imagine they were treated better than Winchester was.” 
 
    “Probably true,” I chuckled. “But we treat them far better here.” 
 
    “I do love horses,” Bailey grinned, and she took a drink of vodka. 
 
    “Where did you learn to ride?” I asked. 
 
    “My mom got me lessons when I was a kid,” Bailey smiled. “I never did competitions or anything, but I would go a few days a week after school to just ride.” 
 
    “Your mom must have been nice to support you like that,” I commented with a smile. 
 
    “She was,” Bailey smiled back at me. “I miss her.” 
 
    “I’m sure she misses you too,” I said, and I reached over and grabbed the blonde’s hand.  
 
    “She’s probably in some camp taking care of everyone,” Bailey chuckled. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked, and my eyebrows pulled together. 
 
    “My mom is a nurse,” she said. 
 
    “I’m sure she’s helping a lot of people then,” I smiled. “Just like her daughter.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Bailey smiled at me. “I’m sure we’d all be making her proud.” 
 
    “Come on,” I said, and I stood up. “Let’s get up to bed.” 
 
    “That sounds good,” Bailey smiled, and she stood up as well. 
 
    We put out the fire then headed into the dorm rooms. The other girls were already fast asleep, so Bailey and I found a spot in the middle of them all, and the small blonde curled up against my side while Anna scooted closer to me in her sleep. I smiled at the women I was surrounded with, and I reached over to stroke Paige and Tara’s hair, just so I could touch them all at once.  
 
    So far everything was going according to plan, but there were bound to be hiccups along the way. Whatever came my way, I was happy to be surrounded by so much beauty, at least for the night.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 5 
 
    The next morning I was the first awake, so I headed to the firepit with Winchester in tow and started breakfast. I was surprised to see that even Rolly wasn’t awake when I went to the library to grab some coffee to make, so I did my best to brew it as strong as he did, and I pan fried some deer and canned corn. I fed Winchester some raw deer pieces as I cooked, and petted his dark black head.  
 
    Once breakfast was done, I spent a few minutes playing fetch with Winchester, then I crept back into the dorm room, woke the girls, and knocked on Rolly’s door to wake him up as well.  
 
    “Breakfast is ready,” I called out as I headed back outside.  
 
    “Oh yes,” Paige groaned. “I’m so hungry.” 
 
    “Well, come and get it,” I hollered as the door closed behind me, then I made plates for each of my team members and poured coffee from the pot.  
 
    “Oh, that smells heavenly,” Tara said as she exited the dorm building, and all the girls followed behind her. 
 
    Tara was dressed in ripped jeans and a black tank top that barely covered her breasts, the perky white rounds pushed up from her bra and practically popped out of her top. Her hair and makeup were beautiful as always, and I wondered how she managed to do her makeup so quickly. 
 
    “Is it venison?” Anna asked, and the redhead took a seat next to me. She had on an athletic tank top and a pair of workout pants that showed off her curves, and her long red hair was pulled back in its usual braid, but a few strands fell around her face, and they swayed gently as she spoke.  
 
    “Yes,” I smiled at the redhead. 
 
    “Yum,” Bailey piped up. The blonde hippie wore dark blue skinny jeans, her usual Chuck Taylors, and a bright green tank top. Her chest wasn’t nearly as well-endowed as Tara’s, but the pretty blonde wasn’t wearing a bra, and I could see her small, hard nipples trying to break through her shirt.  
 
    “Hey buddy,” Paige said to Winchester as she took a seat on the ground to pet the dog. She was dressed in a casual pair of jeans, hiking boots, and a gray college T-shirt, her hair was up in a messy bun, and her thick glasses framed her face. Despite her casual clothes, Paige’s beautiful face still stood out, her mouth opened in a yawn, and I thought of her full pink lips wrapped around my cock.  
 
    “Let’s see if you’ve learned anything,” Rolly smiled, and he took a sip of the coffee I had made.  
 
    “How is it, old timer?” I grinned. 
 
    “Not bad,” he grinned back. Rolly wore his gray newsboy cap, and a semi-dirty work shirt with matching work pants.  
 
    “Thanks for breakfast,” Bailey smiled, and she took a bite of her food. 
 
    “No problem,” I told the pretty blonde. “I figured we could start the day on a high note.” 
 
    “Breakfast is always the best way to start the day,” Tara said, and she moaned as she bit into her venison.  
 
    “I can think of a few better ways,” Anna smiled, and she winked at me. 
 
    “Unfortunately, we don’t have time for those,” I laughed.  
 
    “When do we leave?” Tara asked through a mouth full of food. 
 
    “We’ll head out after breakfast,” I chuckled at the platinum blonde.  
 
    “Is there anything specific you want us to do today?” Paige asked. 
 
    “You and Bailey should ride to check the traps,” I told the brunette. “I want you to practice, and Bailey is experienced.” 
 
    “We’ll stop by the river and let the horses drink for a bit too,” Bailey smiled. 
 
    “Good idea,” I smiled back. “We do have the hose set up now, so no need to take them out multiple times a day.” 
 
    “Anything you want me to start on today?” Rolly asked, and he took another drink of his coffee. 
 
    “Draw up the chicken coop designs,” I told him. “We’ll see what materials we can get to fix up the barn today.” 
 
    “You got it boss,” Rolly smiled.  
 
    “Bailey,” I started. “Once you’re done with checking traps, I want you to keep working on the garden. And Paige can help.”  
 
    “Does that mean I’m with Rolly for the day?” Anna asked.  
 
    “Actually,” I thought for a moment, then I turned to the redhead. “You can help Bailey. Paige, I want you to make an updated list of our supplies.” 
 
    “Aye aye captain,” Anna said, and she gave me a sloppy salute before she took another drink of her coffee. 
 
    “Captain?” Paige asked with a raised brow. 
 
    “Yeah,” Anna said. “I’m the major, and he’s the captain.” 
 
    “Isn’t that, like, for a ship?” Tara asked before she picked up the last bite of food on her plate. 
 
    “It is,” I laughed. “There are captains in the Army too, though.” 
 
    “I like it,” Bailey chuckled. 
 
    “I think I’ll stick with ‘boss’,” Rolly said with a laugh. 
 
    “Boss works too,” I grinned, then I turned to Tara. “Okay, let’s go get packed up for the day, everyone else, I want you to put someone on guard duty while I’m gone.” 
 
    “Alright,” the platinum blonde said, then she downed her coffee, stood up, and headed toward the dorms.  
 
    I followed Tara inside and grabbed my vest, rifle, sidearm, spare magazines, knife, and my backpack that still had food in it from Anna and mine’s run the day before, then I headed outside to check out the trailer and truck. I had forgotten that the sweet feed didn’t get offloaded yesterday.  
 
    “Shit,” I muttered as I looked at the full trailer. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I heard Tara say behind me.  
 
    “We didn’t offload the sweet feed yesterday,” I said. “Looks like we’ll have to stop by the barn on our way out of town.” 
 
    “Okay,” Tara said. “I’m just happy to get a day with you.” 
 
    “We’ll have a good run,” I smiled.  
 
    “Where are we going?” the platinum blonde asked.  
 
    “We’re heading just one town below where Anna and I went yesterday,” I told her, then I looked her up and down. “You ready?” 
 
    “Totally,” she grinned, and then she hopped onto the passenger’s seat.  
 
    “Let’s go,” I grinned back and climbed into the driver’s side.  
 
    Tara and I stopped at the barn and made quick work of the sweet feed, I was surprised how quickly the work went, Tara seemed to be in a particularly cheery mood.  
 
    “We have one quick stop to make,” I said when we climbed back in the car.  
 
    “Okay,” Tara nodded. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “We need to go to the Miller’s,” I said. 
 
    “What for?” Tara asked, and her blonde eyebrows pulled together. 
 
    “Marla made a list of medication,” I started, “but I want to see if she knows any generic brands or replacements for Rolly’s medication so we can stock up.” 
 
    “Smart,” Tara smiled. 
 
    “I try,” I laughed.  
 
    We made the short drive to the Miller’s home, and Justin greeted us outside after we waved out the window. 
 
    “Wasn’t expecting you all today,” the black-haired man said. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Everything is fine,” I answered. “I just had a quick question for Marla.” 
 
    “Okay,” Justin nodded. “She’s around back in the garden, follow me.” 
 
    He led us around the back of the house, and we found Marla tending to some tomato plants while the boys played nearby. The tomatoes looked almost ready to be picked, and I found myself salivating at the thought of a BLT with these tomatoes and Betty’s bread. 
 
    “Hey honey,” Justin said as we approached. “Tav has a question for you.”  
 
    “Sure,” she said and then looked up from the plant. “What do you need?” 
 
    “First of all, I want to thank you for the list,” I smiled. “I really appreciate it.” 
 
    “Of course,” the woman nodded.  
 
    “I have a prescription here,” I told her, and I handed her the piece of paper with Rolly’s prescription name on it. “I’m not sure how to pronounce it, but I was wondering if you could tell me about some replacement meds or what the generic brand is called.” 
 
    “Is this for Rolly?” she asked, and her eyes narrowed as she read the prescription. 
 
    “Yeah,” Tara said. “He has a heart condition.” 
 
    “Let me go grab a pen,” she said, and she headed inside.  
 
    “Does he have meds right now?” Justin asked, and he looked concerned. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “I found some a while back, but I want to make sure he has enough for the winter.” 
 
    “Right,” Justin nodded. 
 
    “Here you go,” Marla called as she came down the back steps and handed me back the piece of paper. “These should work if you can’t find the prescribed medicine.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I nodded.  
 
    “Is there any way you can do some checkups for him?” Tara asked. “I mean, just now and then.” 
 
    “Of course,” Marla replied. “We should probably be doing that with everyone. And over the winter we need to weigh everybody to make sure nobody is losing weight.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t hurt,” I agreed. 
 
    “Are you all heading out on a run then?” Justin asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Tara nodded. “We’ll be back later today, but the others are at the college if you need anything.” 
 
    “Oh, we’re okay,” Marla said with a wave of her hand. “Just be safe out there.” 
 
    “Will do,” I smiled, and I led Tara back to the truck. 
 
    “It was nice of you to ask Marla to check up on Rolly,” I told the blonde once we were back on the main road. 
 
    “Yeah, well, he wouldn’t do it himself,” she chuckled. 
 
    “No,” I laughed. “He wouldn’t.” 
 
    “He’s pretty stubborn,” Tara smiled. “But I never really had grandparents around, so having him around is really nice, and I want to keep it that way.” 
 
    “I didn’t really have grandparents around either,” I mused. “There is something comforting about having Rolly around though.” 
 
    “He’s just always so nice,” Tara said.  
 
    “And you give him such a hard time,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Well, isn’t that what grandkids are supposed to do?” she laughed. 
 
    “I suppose you’re right,” I grinned.  
 
    “Besides,” she said. “I think he secretly loves it.” 
 
    “Whatever you need to tell yourself,” I said, and Tara scoffed and hit me on the arm, so we both laughed. 
 
    We drove in silence for a few minutes, and occasionally I looked over at the gorgeous blonde to see her staring out the window. It was a beautiful fall day, and the leaves had begun to change from green to orange.  
 
    “I hate fall,” Tara said, and her face pulled into a grimace. 
 
    “What?” I laughed. “I was just thinking about what a beautiful fall day it is.” 
 
    “Fall means winter is coming,” the pretty blonde sneered. “And I hate winter.” 
 
    “Oh, come on,” I said. “You might hate it now, but I’m sure you didn’t always hate it.” 
 
    “Oh yeah I did,” she said. “Ever since I was a kid. I just hate being cold.” 
 
    “I don’t think anyone likes to be cold,” I chuckled. “The snow is gorgeous, don’t you at least like how it looks?” 
 
    “Snow is only pretty for, like, five minutes,” Tara said, and she rolled her eyes. “After that it gets driven on or walked on and it turns gray and nasty.” 
 
    “That’s true,” I conceded. “But we don’t really have to worry about it being driven on this year.”  
 
    “Yeah,” she nodded, and I thought maybe she was coming around, but then she turned to me again. “Still hate it though.”  
 
    “As long as we make it through it,” I said. “That’s all that matters.” 
 
    We continued straight through the small town Anna and I had gone to the day before, and shortly after we arrived in Green Valley.  
 
    “This looks like it could be promising,” Tara said with a smile. 
 
    “Could be,” I smiled back, but I wasn’t as sure. It looked like some of the windows in the shops were broken, so it was likely that looters had come this way already, or maybe the town had gotten out of hand after the EMP hit but before everyone made their way to the camps.  
 
    I parked the truck on the side of the road, and Tara and I hopped out and walked toward the nearest store, it was a pharmacy, but the windows were busted out like the others on the street.  
 
    “Maybe I was wrong,” Tara said, and she pursed her lips as she looked at the disheveled storefront.  
 
    “We’ll give it a go,” I said, but I was not hopeful. 
 
    We made our way inside the pharmacy and found that the shelves had been picked through, there wasn’t much left in the way of medicine, but we did find some gauze and band aids, so we put those in our packs and headed outside. 
 
    “Well, that was a bust,” Tara said. 
 
    “It wasn’t great,” I nodded. “But we were able to get a few things.” 
 
    “Hey,” Tara pointed across the street, and a little way down. “That’s a lumber store.”  
 
    “I think you’re right,” I smiled, and I thought maybe the trip wouldn’t be a total lost cause after all.  
 
    “We should pull the truck over there,” Tara said.  
 
    “Let’s check it out first,” I told her. “We don’t want to drive the truck over only to find there’s nothing left.” 
 
    “Good point,” the platinum blonde nodded. “Though I’m not sure why anyone would be looting a lumber store.” 
 
    “People do strange things when they’re desperate,” I said as we walked. 
 
    “Do you think the bikers were the ones who did this?” she asked. 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “It’s more likely that it was the people who lived here.” 
 
    “You think they did this to their own town?” Tara asked, and her eyes widened. 
 
    “I think it’s possible,” I nodded.  
 
    “But why?” she asked. “I mean... I know they’re desperate and all, but who would go to looting that fast?” 
 
    “We don’t know how long people were here before they got moved to the camps,” I shrugged. “I’m sure you did some looting yourself.” 
 
    “That’s true,” she blushed. “But there was nobody left in our town.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” I said. “But desperation is still desperation, and we can’t judge people solely by their actions when they’re near to starving.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tara nodded. “I guess it doesn’t matter what they did if they were doing it to stay alive. That’s something I get.” 
 
    We had reached the front of the store, and I didn’t see any windows busted out, so I thought that was a good sign.  
 
    “Let’s try the door,” I said and I walked to the front of the building and pulled on the handle.  
 
    “Of course, it can’t be easy,” Tara groaned when my pull didn’t yield the desired result. 
 
    “Let’s see if they have an entrance around back,” I said, and I walked toward the back of the store.  
 
    “We can just bust a window,” Tara suggested with a shrug.  
 
    “We could,” I laughed. “But let’s try the door first.” 
 
    “Fine,” she said, and she reached for the handle, then she grinned at me when it pulled open. 
 
    “At least you don’t have to break a window,” I smiled. 
 
    “Yeah,” she nodded. “I really didn’t want to have to crawl through.” 
 
    “Let’s see what we have in here,” I said as we entered the building. 
 
    “It looks good,” Tara said, and she turned to smile at me. 
 
    “It does,” I said, and I looked around at the shelves. Most of the wood appeared untouched, but I noticed that the shelves of tools appeared quite bare.  
 
    “How much wood does Rolly need?” Tara asked as she scanned the store. 
 
    “Let me see,” I said, and I pulled out the paper from my pocket. “Looks like quite a few two by fours.” 
 
    “You’ll have to remind me what those are again,” Tara laughed.  
 
    “It’s these right over here,” I said as I walked through the aisle and stopped in front of a row of two by fours. 
 
    “Okay,” Tara nodded. “It might take a bit to load them all.” 
 
    “We’ll make it fast,” I said with a wink. 
 
    “Not too fast I hope,” Tara said, and she licked her lips.  
 
    “I’m going to get the truck,” I laughed, and I headed back toward the door.  
 
    “You sure you didn’t want a quicky?” the platinum blonde asked, and she shimmied her chest at me. “All this talk of wood is getting me all hot and bothered.” 
 
    “Don’t tempt me,” I called, and I shook my head as I walked out.  
 
    I made my way to the truck and pulled it around to the back of the building where there was a garage type door to allow larger items to be taken out of the store easily, then I hopped out and made my way back to Tara.  
 
    “Took you long enough,” she joked. 
 
    “I was gone for two minutes,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Any time without you is a long time,” she pouted. 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” I laughed, and I opened the garage style door before I grabbed some two by fours and headed toward the trailer.  
 
    It took Tara and I about half an hour to load all the two by fours the store had in stock, along with some chicken wire and a couple boxes of nails.  
 
    “Where to now?” Tara asked. 
 
    “Let’s see if we can find a store that hasn’t been picked through,” I said.  
 
    “We found this one,” Tara grinned. 
 
    “You did,” I smiled at the platinum blonde. 
 
    “Yeah,” she nodded. “I am pretty crafty like that.” 
 
    “Don’t get too big of a head now,” I laughed.  
 
    “Do you think the towns up north are more well-stocked?” she asked, and it took me back to the gravity of our situation. 
 
    “Hard to say,” I shook my head. “The guard could have already picked it over. And it definitely would be more dangerous with the guard and the Canadians nearby.” 
 
    “Yeah, but if we can get everything sooner rather than later that gives us more time to set up our defenses,” the blonde said. 
 
    “Look at you,” I smiled. “You’re really getting the hang of planning for this stuff.” 
 
    “Well, I had a good teacher,” she winked. 
 
    “Now I’m going to get a big head,” I chuckled. 
 
    We walked along for a moment more, then Tara pointed ahead once more.  
 
    “A liquor store,” she squealed, and started to jog toward the storefront. 
 
    “I’m not sure what all you’ll find in there,” I laughed. “It’s probably picked pretty clean.” 
 
    “You can always find something,” the blonde said, and she crawled through the broken window. 
 
    “So, you’ll climb through a busted window for booze, but not for wood?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Well, not for that kind of wood,” Tara grinned. “But also, yes.” 
 
    I laughed at the platinum blonde’s antics but climbed in the window behind her.  
 
    “Looks pretty ransacked,” I commented as I looked around at the mostly bare shelves.  
 
    “Yeah,” Tara nodded, and she reached for what was left on the shelf and looked at the label. “Schnapps?” 
 
    “Have you ever had Schnapps?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” Tara shook her head. “Is it good?” 
 
    “It’s the only thing left on the shelf,” I commented with a laugh. “What do you think?” 
 
    “That bad, huh?” she asked with a raised brow. 
 
    “I’m afraid so,” I nodded.  
 
    “Well shit,” the platinum blonde put the Schnapps back on the shelf and continued down the aisle.  
 
     “I’m betting that the liquor store was probably the first thing to go,” I said, but I walked down the aisle after the blonde. There was no harm in her looking, and though I hadn’t looked at the list, I was sure that liquor was on the top of her comfort items.  
 
    “You’re probably right,” Tara sighed. “I guess we should head out.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. “Let’s see what the other stores have to offer.” 
 
    We made our back out through the window, and I watched Tara’s perfect ass as she raised it up to lift herself over the windowsill.  
 
    We walked further down the road until we saw a gas station.  
 
    “Should we give it a go?” my blonde companion asked. 
 
    “I don’t see why not,” I smiled and headed toward the gas pumps and found the manhole cover that housed the fuel underneath the station. 
 
    “Do we just open it up?” Tara asked. “How do we get it out?” 
 
    “We’ll need a hose,” I told her. “And the gas cans from the truck.” 
 
    “How do know there’s anything in it?” the blonde asked. 
 
    “We don’t yet,” I smiled at her. “We need the hose for that.” 
 
    “There’s a few houses across the street,” she said, and she pointed to the right. “Should we see if they have one?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded, and I stood up and headed toward the houses with my blonde companion in tow.  
 
    From further away the houses didn’t appear to be in too bad of shape, but the closer we got the more I could see just how much they’d gone through. There were some busted windows, and the grass in the front yards was long, but dying with the fall. We made our way to the back of the house and found a small shed that housed two garden hoses, an old lawn mower, and some various tools. 
 
    “Anything in here we could use?” Tara asked after she had grabbed one of the hoses. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” I said. “Rolly is pretty well stocked on tools, and most of these look like they were in bad shape even before the world went to hell.” 
 
    “Yeah, they’re like, more rust than tool at this point,” Tara laughed.  
 
    “The last thing we need is for someone to get tetanus,” I chuckled, and I started toward the truck to get the gas cans. 
 
    “Seeing these houses is kind of eerie,” Tara commented as we walked. 
 
    “Eerier than the other towns we’ve been to?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Tara nodded. “I don’t know what it is, but something about this place gives me the creeps.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I shrugged. “These people couldn’t have been too bad off if they left the Schnapps behind.” 
 
    “I thought you said it was bad,” Tara laughed. 
 
    “It is,” I agreed, and I grabbed the gas cans out of the truck and headed back toward the gas station. “But if you’re that desperate you’d take anything.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Tara said, and she pursed her lips. “Maybe nobody is ever desperate enough for Schnapps.” 
 
    “Oh, trust me,” I laughed. “You can be desperate enough for Schnapps.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tara said, and she side eyed me. “How do you know how bad it is anyway?” 
 
    “I was a teenager once,” I said.  
 
    “Underage drinking?” Tara asked, then she tsked at me a few times, and feigned a look of disappointment. “I expected more from you, Tav.” 
 
    “I’m sure I’m not the only one here who didn’t wait until they were twenty-one,” I chuckled. 
 
    “True,” Tara laughed, and we had reached the manhole, so I pulled the cover off and released the hose into it.  
 
    I waited until the hose was as far down as it could get, then put my mouth to the end I held and sucked.  
 
    “Ew,” Tara said.  
 
    “It’s not great,” I laughed between sucks. “If you want to know what Schnapps tastes like, here’s your chance.” 
 
    “I’m okay on that,” the platinum blonde said, and I sucked once more on the hose before gas started to come out. 
 
    “We might be able to get a decent bit here,” I said as I filled up the first gas can. “Run inside and see if there are any other gas cans.” 
 
    “On it,” Tara said, and she spun toward the entrance of the gas station and ran toward it. 
 
    “Clear it!” I called out as she reached the front door. 
 
    Tara didn’t respond, but she lifted her pistol to show me that she already had it out, and I smiled and watched her head inside. She returned a moment later with two more gas cans.  
 
    “Great,” I smiled. “Was that all that was in there?” 
 
    “No,” she said and then set the cans down in front of me. “There’s a couple more, but they’re smaller.” 
 
    “Grab them too,” I nodded. “We’ll take all that we can.” 
 
    Tara headed back into the station and returned again with another two gas cans that she set in front of me, I was halfway through filling the third can, and I thought that this alone was worth the trip. 
 
    “It’s great that we found gas,” Tara commented. “But aside from the lumber we haven’t really found any other supplies.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. “We’ll give the town one last walk through before we head out, but I don’t think there’s a lot left here.” 
 
    “Where’s the next run?” Tara asked, and she sat down on the concrete across from me. 
 
    “I think we need to head back north,” I said. “I don’t like it, but we need to get ready for winter as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “Okay,” Tara nodded. “Who are you taking?” 
 
    “You’ll be coming,” I chuckled, and the platinum blonde grinned at me. 
 
    “Good,” she said. “I would be super bummed if I used my run on this town.” 
 
    “Well, it won’t just be you,” I told her. “Anna and Paige will come too.”  
 
    “Fourway,” Tara grinned. “I think I can get behind it.” 
 
    “I think that’s my job,” I joked, and we both laughed.  
 
    We finished filling the gas cans and walked them back to the truck before we made one last stroll around town. The place was picked pretty clean, but we did manage to find a couple winter jackets in the houses that fit the sizes we needed, but we would need a lot more to get everyone prepared for winter.  
 
    “We need an outlet store,” Tara commented as we walked back to the truck with the jackets. 
 
    “An outlet store?” I asked. “Like at the mall?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she smiled. “I bet the mall is, like, totally untouched.” 
 
    “That’s not a bad idea,” I told her, and I tried to remember seeing a mall on our last trip to Burlington, but I didn’t recall one. “Does Burlington have a mall?” 
 
    “Totally,” Tara grinned. “I used to go there since there’s like nowhere to shop around the college.” 
 
    “You’ll have to lead the way then,” I told her as we reached the truck and put the jackets in the back. 
 
    “Oh, with pleasure,” Tara smiled, and she hopped in the passenger’s seat. 
 
    “Maybe I’ll let you pick me out an outfit,” I joked as I hopped in the driver’s side and fired up the truck. 
 
    “You joke, but I totally would,” the blonde grinned at me. “You would look so hot in a V-neck shirt and some skinny jeans.” 
 
    “Skinny jeans?” I asked with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “Oh yeah,” Tara smiled.  
 
    “I don’t do skinny jeans,” I laughed. 
 
    “Not even for me?” she pouted. 
 
    “They’d be too difficult to get off,” I chuckled. “I’d just end up ripping them.” 
 
    “That could be hot to watch,” the blonde said, and she eyed me up and down. 
 
    “Do you think the mall will have winter stuff out?” I asked her to stop myself from pulling over and taking her right then. 
 
    “Well, the EMP hit in winter,” she shrugged. “So, I’m betting there would be lots of winter apparel.” 
 
    “We could probably find some comfort items on the list as well,” I nodded.  
 
    “What did everyone put?” she asked.  
 
    “I don’t remember them all,” I said, and I reached into my pocket and handed her the list. “But you can look it over. Maybe you’ll know the best places to get some of the stuff.” 
 
    “Let’s see here,” Tara smiled as she unfolded the paper. “Paige wants trivial pursuit.”  
 
    “That’s a good one,” I smiled.  
 
    “You would think that,” she laughed. “Oh, and she wants some contacts. She even wrote her prescription down.”  
 
    “I bet it would help her shooting,” I said, but Tara was engrossed in the contents of the paper and barely noticed.  
 
    “Let’s see what Anna wants,” she said, and she scanned the page. “Anna wants some gritty comic books and a journal.” 
 
    “I think that’s doable,” I smiled. “What about Bailey?” 
 
    “She wants a game too,” Tara said with a puzzled look. “It’s called Cards Against Humanity.” 
 
    “I’ve never played,” I said.  
 
    “Me neither,” Tara mused. “You’ll never guess what the other thing was.” 
 
    “What?” I grinned. 
 
    “A collar for Winchester,” Tara said, and she gave me a sappy look. “She is so sweet!” 
 
    “She really is,” I chuckled, and I thought it was cute that Bailey had given one of her items to Winchester.  
 
    “We should make that Winchester’s comfort item,” Tara said. “Bailey shouldn’t have to give up one of her items.” 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing,” I smiled at the blonde. “And if we can find one, we’ll get Winchester a dog bed too. He should get two comfort items just like everyone else, right?”  
 
    “Totally,” Tara grinned at me. “We’ll tell Bailey when we get home.” 
 
    “You never told me your comfort items,” I pointed out. 
 
    “I didn’t,” she nodded. “But I see that yours aren’t even listed here, so how about we trade?” 
 
    “I guess that seems fair,” I grinned. “You go first.” 
 
    “Mascara and face moisturizer,” Tara told me with a straight face.  
 
    “Those are your comfort items?” I laughed. 
 
    “Winter is very drying for your skin,” Tara informed me. 
 
    “Whatever you say,” I laughed a bit harder.  
 
    “Skincare is not a joke, Tav,” Tara said, and she gave me eye daggers, but she was smiling too. 
 
    “I think those are doable,” I smiled. 
 
    “What are yours?” she asked me with a raised brow. 
 
    “To be honest, I hadn’t given it much thought,” I shrugged. 
 
    “Well, you can’t just leave yourself out,” the blonde scoffed. “If anyone deserves something, it’s you.” 
 
    “We all work hard,” I smiled. “But I guess I’d go with a new pillow.” 
 
    “I like it,” Tara nodded. “But you get two.” 
 
    “Christmas cookies,” I smiled. 
 
    “Wait, like the ones that come in the little blue tins?” Tara asked with wide eyes. 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. 
 
    “Those are terrible,” she laughed. “The only reason to buy them is for the tin.” 
 
    “They’re not that bad,” I chuckled. “I had them every year growing up.” 
 
    “Your mom didn’t bake you cookies?” Tara frowned.  
 
    “She did,” I grinned. “They just weren’t very good.” 
 
    “Christmas cookies it is,” Tara smiled. 
 
    We sat in silence for the remainder of the car ride. It was about midday when we arrived back home, and the girls greeted us once they recognized our vehicle. 
 
    “Hey!” Paige called out as she made her way to the truck with the rest of our team. 
 
    “How did it go?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Alright,” I told her as I hopped out of the truck. 
 
    “We found some gas and the wood Rolly needed, but not much else,” Tara frowned. 
 
    “Well, we still have more runs to go on,” Bailey smiled. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “We’ll be going on another tomorrow.” 
 
    “You and Tara again?” Paige asked. 
 
    “Yes, plus you and Anna,” I told her. 
 
    “Sounds good,” Anna said. “Where should we put this stuff?” 
 
    “By the shed is good for now,” I told the redhead. “We’re going to leave first thing in the morning tomorrow.” 
 
    “Let’s get this offloaded then,” Anna clapped, and everyone moved to help. 
 
    My team made quick work of the supplies Tara and I had retrieved that day, then Rolly took over guard, and Bailey went back to work, but I kept Tara, Anna, and Paige with me. 
 
    “Paige, are there any roads that lead to Burlington that aren’t main roads?” I asked the brunette. 
 
    “Yeah,” she nodded. “I think so, but let’s go check.” 
 
    “We’re going to Burlington?” Anna asked as we walked to the library. 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. “The town Tara and I went to was picked pretty clean. And Burlington is pretty large, I think we can stock up pretty well there.” 
 
    “Okay,” Anna nodded. “It will be more dangerous though.” 
 
    “The higher the risk, the higher the reward,” I grinned, but I didn’t like it either. Leading my team into enemy territory was something that I tried to avoid, but if we could get stocked up sooner, then we would have more time to prepare our defenses for winter. 
 
    We sat down at a library table, and Paige laid out a map in front of us. 
 
    “Okay,” the brunette said as she studied the roads. “If we take 100 up and get on the smaller roads, I don’t think we’ll run into any problems.” 
 
    “There are some other towns around there too,” Anna said. “We could check them out on the way.” 
 
    “What’s this Morrisville town?” I asked, and I pointed to the map.  
 
    “It’s decent sized it looks like,” Paige nodded. “We’ll have to go right through it too.” 
 
    “How much longer will this way take to get to Burlington?” Tara asked. 
 
    “At least double the time I would say,” Paige answered. 
 
    “But that’s worth it if we don’t have to run into any National Guard assholes,” Anna nodded. 
 
    “Okay,” I agreed. “We’ll head out in the morning, so make sure you pack your bags tonight so we can be ready to go.” 
 
    “You got it, captain,” Paige teased, and she refolded the map. 
 
    The rest of the evening was uneventful. My team went about our work and had dinner and a few drinks before bed. It had been a good few days, but I was still on edge about our trip to Burlington, I didn’t want another run in with the Guard or any Canadians, even though I knew my team could handle it if we had one. Winter was approaching fast, and we needed to get a handle on everything. 
 
    I woke just before dawn the next morning and woke up Anna, Tara, and Paige as well, they were still tired, but I could tell they were excited to go by their willingness to rise. I retrieved my pack, threw on a T-shirt and some pants, along with my hiking boots, and I grabbed my pistol and rifle and headed to the truck. On the way I stopped and grabbed some granola bars Paige and I had retrieved on our Starbucks run, and I threw them in my pack for the girls, I knew we would all need some breakfast, but I also decided coffee wouldn’t be a bad thing either, so I fired up the propane stove and brewed some coffee while I waited for the girls. 
 
    “That smells so good,” Tara smiled as she came out from the dorm building.  
 
    “We have some travel cups from Starbucks,” Paige said excitedly. “I’ll go grab them.” 
 
    “What about breakfast?” Anna asked. 
 
    “I grabbed us some granola bars,” I smiled. “But I figured coffee might be more important than a hot breakfast.” 
 
    “You are correct,” Anna smiled and nodded. 
 
    “It’s still not as good as Rolly’s coffee, though,” Tara chuckled. “But I still appreciate it all the same.” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll have learned by the time I’m his age,” I laughed. 
 
    “Let’s hope so,” Anna grinned. “We wouldn’t want to have to vote you off the island because your coffee making skills are subpar.” 
 
    “You’ll totally be one of those hot old guys with abs and stuff,” Tara smiled.  
 
    “I’m glad you think so,” I chuckled.  
 
    “Got the cups,” Paige said as she approached the group carrying four silver travel cups. 
 
    “Thanks,” I smiled at the brunette and filled up the cups. “Are we ready?” 
 
    “Let’s do it,” Tara said, and she stood up and grabbed a cup. 
 
    “Why are you so excited?” Paige asked the blonde. 
 
    “Clothes shopping, duh,” Tara chuckled. 
 
    “We’re going clothes shopping?” Anna asked with a raised brow. 
 
    “We need winter clothes for everyone,” I nodded. “But it depends on what we find today whether we’ll need to go to the mall or not.” 
 
    “Nobody find any clothes,” Tara whispered loudly to the other girls. 
 
    “I heard that,” I laughed.  
 
    “You were supposed to,” the platinum blonde grinned at me. 
 
    “Who gets to ride up front?” Paige asked. 
 
    “I bet we can all fit,” Anna shrugged. 
 
    “I’m sure you can,” I nodded. “It’s set up for three, but you girls aren’t very big.” 
 
    “We can squeeze,” Paige said. “I would hate for one person to have to ride in the back.” 
 
    “Hopefully we’ll need all the room back there for our loot anyway,” I grinned. 
 
    “You’re sounding more like a captain every day,” Anna smiled, and she shook her head. 
 
    “I think that’s more like a pirate,” Paige laughed. 
 
    “Arrrr,” I joked, and then I slipped into the driver’s side and fired up the truck. 
 
    The girls squeezed in through the other side, and I started down the road, but took state road 100 instead of our usual path away from the campus. We all sipped our coffee and ate our granola bars on the way, we were squeezed in tight with my large frame, but I was happy to have Paige pressed up against me.  
 
    The drive didn’t take long, and the coffee helped to boost everyone’s spirits for the morning. A sign ahead informed me that I was only a mile out until I reached Morrisville. 
 
    “We’re almost there,” I told the girls, and they nodded. “I want us in teams, and clear each store or home you go in.” 
 
    “Okay,” Anna nodded. “Is there anything specific we should look for?” 
 
    “I made copies of the lists for everyone,” Paige said, and she pulled out some papers from her pack and passed them to Anna and Tara. 
 
    “Thank you,” I smiled at Paige. “That was really helpful.” 
 
    “No problem,” the brunette said, and she blushed and looked down. 
 
    “Tara, you and I can go together,” Anna said. 
 
    “I guess I did get alone time with Tav yesterday,” Tara smiled. “Paige can have him today.” 
 
    “So now I’m getting passed around?” I chuckled. 
 
    “Hasn’t that been the case for a while now?” Anna replied with a wry smile. 
 
    “I guess it has,” I laughed. 
 
    “Doesn’t seem like you mind too much,” Paige grinned. 
 
    “Not at all,” I smiled. “I’m happy to be of service.” 
 
    “And we thank you for your service,” Tara smiled and gave me a sloppy salute. 
 
    We had arrived in Morrisville, and I scanned the area, but I didn’t see anyone, so I parked on the street and shut off the engine. There were a few larger buildings down the way, and some houses on either side of us. The area looked dingy and abandoned, the grass was dying from fall, and there weren’t any signs that people had been through recently.  
 
    “Are those Christmas lights?” Paige asked, and she leaned to look out the window. 
 
    “Looks like it,” I said, and I inspected the houses nearby and found more. 
 
    “You think everyone left right after the EMP hit?” Anna asked with wide eyes. 
 
    “It’s a possibility,” I said. “Since Burlington is so close, it would make sense for them to round up people nearby fairly quickly.” 
 
    “It looks pretty dead,” Tara commented, and she took the last drink of her coffee. 
 
    “It does,” Anna nodded. “And it doesn’t look very ransacked. I mean, I don’t see any broken windows yet.” 
 
    “That’s a good sign,” Paige smiled. 
 
    “It is,” I nodded. “But remember our rules.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Anna confirmed. “Buddy system and clear each place.” 
 
    “Alright then,” I smiled. “We ready to get some supplies?” 
 
    “Don’t you mean booty?” Tara asked with a grin, and the other girls rolled their eyes at her. “What? Isn’t that what pirates say, captain?” 
 
    “Supplies now,” I chuckled, and I hopped out of the truck. “Booty later.” 
 
    “I’ll take that deal,” Tara said, and she crawled out from the passenger’s side after Anna.  
 
    “We’ll go right,” I said, and I gestured to Paige and myself. “You go left.” 
 
    “Got it,” Anna gave a thumbs up.  
 
    “Bring whatever you find back to the truck,” I said. “But regardless, let’s meet back here at around noon.” 
 
    “Ugh,” Tara groaned. “I suck at using the sun as a clock.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Anna laughed, and she shoved the blonde lightly. “I've got you covered.” 
 
    Paige and I made our way to the right and started with the houses near us. She was quick and efficient when it came to clearing the homes, and we were able to gather some shoes, canned goods, and coats just in the first few houses. When we dropped the stuff off at the truck, we noticed that Anna and Tara must have had similar luck because there were some supplies already loaded in the back. 
 
    By the time noon came, we had the back of the truck almost totally full, and we still had the trailer to fill. Paige and I waited at the truck for Anna and Tara, and it didn’t take long for them to arrive with another armful of supplies. 
 
    “Looks like we’re doing pretty good,” I commented. 
 
    “We haven’t even hit the whole town yet,” Tara smiled. 
 
    “I think we might be able to fill up the trailer too,” Anna smiled, and she wiped some sweat from her brow, then reached into the cab of the truck to grab her coffee cup. 
 
    “What?” Tara pouted. “You still have coffee?” 
 
    “Mhm,” Anna said from behind her travel cup. 
 
    “Can I have some?” Tara gave her puppy dog eyes. “Please?” 
 
    “Okay,” Anna laughed. “But don’t drink it all.” 
 
    “You’re the best,” Tara smiled, and she took a swig of the dark liquid and moaned at the taste. “God that’s good.” 
 
    “Let’s grab some lunch,” I told the girls. “And drink some water. Coffee is great, but it can be dehydrating.” 
 
    “I feel like I never drank water before all this happened,” Paige commented. “I basically lived off of coffee.” 
 
    “All I drank was water before this,” Anna chuckled. “I was so focused on being in shape.” 
 
    “I lived for diet Coke,” Tara sighed. “I’d kill for a cold diet Coke right about now.” 
 
    “Diet Coke?” Anna asked. “Why diet?” 
 
    “You weren’t the only one worried about their shape,” Tara chuckled. “Besides, it’s so much better than normal Coke.” 
 
    “Ew,” Paige said, and she wrinkled her nose. “No way.” 
 
    “Yes way,” Tara said, and she ate some crackers she had taken out from her pack. 
 
    “I’ve seen diet Coke,” Anna told the pretty blonde. “Why didn’t you say anything? We could’ve grabbed you some.” 
 
    “It’s only good cold,” Tara shook her head. 
 
    “Have you even tried it warm?” Paige asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Tara nodded. “Gross.” 
 
    “Well, it will be snowing soon,” Paige chuckled. “You could always put it out in the snow.” 
 
    “I did always like diet Coke,” I chimed in as I ate some wolf jerky. 
 
    “See?” Tara said, and she gave Anna an ‘I-told-you-so’ look.  
 
    “Tav also likes to eat wolves, and he lived in the forest for a year,” Anna said with a wry smile before she turned to me with a grin. “No offense, Tav.”  
 
    “None taken,” I chuckled and chewed my jerky. 
 
    “Has anybody found any comfort items for anyone?” Paige asked as she ate a spoonful of canned corn. 
 
    “I found some toys for Marla’s boys,” Tara nodded. 
 
    “I found some board games,” Anna said. “Somebody had a closet full of them, so I grabbed the ones on the list plus a couple more.” 
 
    “That’s perfect,” I smiled at the girls. “Paige and I found some Oreos and cookies.” 
 
    “Oh, and some pajamas,” Paige grinned. 
 
    “It’s going to be a long winter,” I nodded. “Whatever small comfort we can bring people will be worth it.” 
 
    “Should we move the truck up further after lunch?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. “We’ll hit the other side of town next.” 
 
    “Let’s hurry up and eat then,” Tara said. “I’m on the hunt for my own comfort items.” 
 
    “Of course you are,” Anna rolled her eyes. 
 
    “What?” Tara raised her perfect, blonde brow at her redheaded companion. “I’m getting everyone else’s too.” 
 
    “It’s fine to think about yourself as well,” I chuckled. “After all, you’re doing the work of gathering it.” 
 
    “See?” Tara stuck out her tongue at Anna. 
 
    “Everyone done?” I laughed, and I put away the rest of my jerky and my water bottle. 
 
    “Yeah,” Tara nodded, and she stood up. 
 
    “Me too,” Anna said, and she did the same. 
 
    “I’ll finish while we drive,” Paige said through a bite of corn, and all the girls got into the truck. 
 
    I drove us down the road a ways until we were on the other side of town, then I hopped out and Paige and I went right again and cleared the first place on our side, it was a small gas station, with a bar on the door, so we broke a window to get through. 
 
    “This place is a jackpot,” Paige said, and she looked around at the dusty but well-stocked store.  
 
    “Let’s see if they’re some boxes in the back,” I said.  
 
    “I saw some when we cleared,” Paige told me, and she went into a back office and returned a moment later with some broken down boxes.  
 
    “We’ll grab whatever is nonperishable,” I said as I took a couple boxes from her. 
 
    “It’s a gas station,” she said with a wry smile. “Do they even sell anything perishable?” 
 
    “Good point,” I laughed. “This stuff won’t be the most nutritious, but it will still be good to have.” 
 
    Paige and I filled our boxes with candies, potato chips, and whatever canned goods were on the shelf, along with crackers, cleaning supplies, lighters, and booze. We were even able to find some lighter fluid and fire starter logs. 
 
    “I think we’ve pretty much cleaned this place out,” Paige said after the last box was full. 
 
    “Yeah,” I grinned. “This was a good score. Let’s get these boxes to the truck and head to the next one.” 
 
    When we arrived at the truck, we realized that Anna and Tara had beat us back once more, there were more jackets, canned goods, and shoes piled in the trailer.  
 
    Paige and I continued to scavenge until there was no room left in the trailer and we had hit most of the stores and houses on our side of town, then we waited for Anna and Tara to get back. 
 
    “Any more room?” Anna called out as she walked over to us with a large box in her arms. 
 
    “Not much,” I chuckled, and I headed to help her with the box. “But we’ll make it work.” 
 
    “It seems pretty late,” Tara commented as we moved things around in the trailer to make room for Anna’s box. 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige nodded. “It’s probably almost five o'clock by now.” 
 
    “We should head back to campus and drop this off,” Anna said. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “But I don’t want to be driving in the dark, it’s too risky.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Tara asked. 
 
    “Somebody could see our headlights,” I said. “We leave ourselves too open for an attack.” 
 
    “We should stay here for the night, then,” Paige nodded. 
 
    “I think so,” I confirmed. 
 
    “I saw a fire house up the road,” Anna said. “We could park the truck in there for the night.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I smiled and hopped in the truck, and the girls followed suit. 
 
    “Can we make a fire?” Tara asked. 
 
    “A small one would be okay,” I nodded as I fired up the truck. 
 
    “A hot dinner would be nice right about now,” Paige sighed. 
 
    “It’s been a long day,” I told the girls. “But you did good work, I’m proud of you.” 
 
    “We know,” Tara grinned. 
 
    “Well, good,” I laughed. 
 
    “Not like that,” Tara rolled her eyes. “You’re just always proud of us.” 
 
    “I am,” I smiled. “You ladies are strong and beautiful, what’s not to be proud of?” 
 
    “You think we can sneak some of those potato chips we grabbed?” Paige asked, and she bit her lip. 
 
    “I think that would be okay,” I chuckled and pulled up to the firehouse. 
 
    Anna hopped out and Tara followed to help her clear the place before they opened the garage door for me to pull in. Once the truck was parked, we closed the door once more and headed to a nearby patch of grass behind the station. 
 
    “Are we good here for the night?” Tara asked. 
 
    “We should be,” I said. “But we’ll still sleep in shifts just in case.” 
 
    “Okay,” the platinum blonde nodded, but she frowned too. 
 
    “I’ll take first shift,” I smiled.  
 
    “You’re the best,” she grinned. “I’ll make dinner. What did everyone bring?” 
 
    We all pulled out our canned goods and laid them out for Tara to see, then she went to the truck and grabbed a pot we had scavenged and began pouring the different cans into the pot. 
 
    “What is it going to be?” Anna asked as she watched Tara. 
 
    “Chili,” Tara smiled. “Well, chili of sorts.” 
 
    “Yum,” Paige grinned. “I’ll grab some firewood.” 
 
    “I’ll make a pit,” Anna added.  
 
    I was proud to see my girls working together so well.  
 
    I sat back and kept watch while the girls got the fire going and cooked dinner, we talked about our scores for the day, and I noted that about half of our list was taken care of. We had managed to find a few bottles of activated charcoal for the water filtration system, some canned goods, comfort items, and clothes, along with a few other things. 
 
    “We got activated charcoal,” I said after everyone had eaten, and I turned to Paige. “We still need gravel and sand right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she nodded. “The sand is what I’m most concerned about. Where do we get clean sand?” 
 
    “We could try a pet store,” Anna suggested with a smile. 
 
    “Pet stores carry sand?” Tara asked with a look of skepticism. “Don’t most people just get sand from, like, the beach or something?” 
 
    “Not for your fish and reptiles,” Anna shook her head. “They have bags of clean sand you can put in their cages for them.” 
 
    “That would be perfect,” Paige grinned.  
 
    “Oh dang,” Anna frowned. “I wonder how dreary a pet store would be right now.” 
 
    “It could be bad if nobody let the animals out,” I nodded. 
 
    “Oh,” Paige said, and her eyes widened. “You think they just left the animals to die?” 
 
    “It’s a possibility,” I frowned. “Let’s hope they released them.” 
 
    “Is that what you’d do?” Anna asked. “Just let them go?” 
 
    “It’s better than letting them starve to death,” Paige muttered. 
 
    “There’s a pet store in the mall in Burlington,” Tara informed the group. “I bet they would have sand.” 
 
    “We’ll check it out,” I smiled. “You guys get some rest in the truck, I’ll take first shift.” 
 
    “Should we leave the fire going?” Paige asked. “I mean, it’s dark out here.” 
 
    “I think I’ll put it out,” I said. “If anybody is here or comes through, we don’t want to alert them to our presence.” 
 
    “Okay,” Anna nodded, and she started to kick dirt on the fire. 
 
    Once the fire was out, the girls gave me kisses and headed inside the fire station to get some sleep, so I stayed outside with my rifle and kept a lookout. While I was on guard, I thought about what we still needed for the coming winter, we had found some birth control, tampons, and antibiotics in this town, but we still needed Rolly’s medication. Once the roadblocks were up, nobody would be leaving during the winter, and I needed to make sure that we had all we would need to not only feed ourselves but protect ourselves as well. We would need to try to find some pawn shops to get more weapons, but I figured that might prove difficult, the liquor store and pawn shops were probably the first places to get broken into. 
 
    Just then I heard a noise through the darkness, and I felt my body tense as my eyes scanned the area. It could just be an animal, I thought, but then I saw light coming from a house down the street. If there were other people here, I needed to go check it out and figure out the best course of action, so I readied my rifle and made my way down to the house. There was the barest glimpse of yellow light shining through a break in the window curtain, so I sat below the window and listened for a moment.  
 
    “Hey Viv, is there any more corn?” I heard a male voice ask, and I thought I recognized that name. 
 
    “Not much,” a female voice answered.  
 
    “We’ll need more food before we head south,” another male voice said.  
 
    “We need a truck,” the female voice answered. 
 
    “Yeah,” a third male voice said. “We should’ve taken one from the camp.” 
 
    “And then how would we have gotten out, genius?” the female voice snapped. 
 
    “I’m just saying,” the third male voice said, “that we’re gonna be walking forever.” 
 
    “Yeah, well that’s better than dying in that camp,” the first male voice said.  
 
    I recognized the voices I heard, but I wasn’t sure from where until one of them mentioned the camp, then I realized that these must be the prisoners that Paige and I helped before, and I decided I should talk to them, they seemed like they might need more help. 
 
    “Hello?” I called out from my position under the window, and I heard the room go quiet. “I’m Tav.” 
 
    “I think someone is outside,” the female voice whispered. 
 
    “No shit,” one of the men responded, then he called out louder. “What do you want?” 
 
    “I don’t want anything,” I said. “I helped you before, after you got out of the Burlington camp.” 
 
    “How do we know you’re not lying?” the female called out. 
 
    “How else would I know that?” I asked. 
 
    “He’s got a point,” one of the men whispered. 
 
    “There were two of you,” the female called out. “What did the other one look like?” 
 
    “Her name is Paige,” I said. “She has brown hair and glasses, and she gave a girl her backpack that day.”  
 
    “Okay,” the female voice called out. “Come to the front door and put your hands up.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, and I moved to the front door. Normally I wouldn’t take a risk like that, but I knew there was no risk here, these people were hungry, and I was sure they weren’t armed. Even if they were, I doubted they would know how to shoot.  
 
    I stood in front of the door for a moment, then the woman opened the door, and I recognized her honey blonde hair.  
 
    “Hurry and come in,” she told me.  
 
    “Thank you,” I nodded and stepped into the house. The escapees sat on the living room floor, and two cans of food sat between them all, I sat next to the woman after she took a seat in the small circle. 
 
    “I’m afraid we don’t have any food to offer you,” a man with shaggy blonde hair told me after I sat down. 
 
    “That’s okay,” I smiled. “Your name is Thomas, right?”  
 
    “Yeah,” the man nodded.  
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t remember your names,” I said, and I looked at the other three people.  
 
    “Viv,” the blonde-haired girl said. 
 
    “Corey,” the man with curly blonde hair said. 
 
    “I’m Rick,” the guy with short black hair told me. 
 
    “How long have you all been here?” I asked. 
 
    “We just got here tonight,” Corey told me.  
 
    “We’ve been walking, trying to gather some stuff before we head down south,” Viv said.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” Rick asked, and he eyed me with skepticism.  
 
    “I’m here with my team,” I told him. “We’re doing the same as you, gathering supplies for winter.” 
 
    “You’re heading south too?” Thomas asked. 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “We’re going to make a go of it here.” 
 
    “Where’s your team?” Viv asked. 
 
    “They’re nearby,” I said. “Is it okay if I go get them?” 
 
    “What for?” Rick asked, and his eyes narrowed once more. 
 
    “I’m not here to hurt you,” I said. “We have some food and water, I’ll bring you some.” 
 
    “That would be awesome,” Corey grinned at me. 
 
    “Thank you,” Thomas said. 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” I nodded, and I stood up and walked out of the house and back toward the fire station. 
 
    I gently nudged the girls to wake them up, and Anna shot up once she realized it was still dark outside. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked, and her eyes were wide. 
 
    “Nothing,” I chuckled. “Everything’s fine.” 
 
    “Oh good,” the redhead sighed. “I got worried there for a second.” 
 
    “Is it my shift now?” Paige asked with a yawn, and she put her glasses on. 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “But I do need your help with something.” 
 
    “What is it?” Tara asked, and she stretched her thin arms above her head.  
 
    “The prisoners Paige and I helped are here,” I informed the girls.  
 
    “Where?” Paige asked, and her brown eyebrows pulled together. “Are they okay?”  
 
    “They’re fine,” I said. “But it looks like they’re out of food and water.” 
 
    “Okay,” Anna nodded. “Should we make them a box?” 
 
    “A small one,” I said. “Let’s get some canned goods for them, and some water.” 
 
    “Where are they?” Paige asked as she stood up and moved to the truck. 
 
    “They’re in a house just down the road,” I said.  
 
    “Did you already talk to them?” Tara asked, and she put some canned goods in the box Paige had. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “It seems they got here after you all headed to bed.” 
 
    “They must’ve been pretty sneaky to get past you,” Tara grinned. 
 
    “I’m sure they were,” I chuckled, and I grabbed the now full box from Paige. “Let’s go spread the wealth.” 
 
    I led the girls back to the house where the escapees were, and I called out once we were at the front door, then Viv came and opened the door for us, and her eyes widened when she saw the box that we carried. 
 
    “Is that for us?” she asked incredulously. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “There should be more stuff in the houses around here, but this will give you some food for tonight and in the morning.”  
 
    “Wow,” Corey said. “That’s so generous of you.” 
 
    “No problem,” Paige said, and she sat down in the circle. “How have you guys been holding up?” 
 
    “Better than in that camp,” Viv frowned. 
 
    “Not great though,” Corey said, and he reached for one of the cans in the box. “This helps a lot, thank you.” 
 
    I looked at the escapees, they wore different clothes, but I could still see how scrawny they were, and I frowned at the sight of their gaunt faces.  
 
    “So where are all of you headed?” Anna asked the group, and she sat down next to Paige. 
 
    “South,” Viv answered. 
 
    “South where?” Paige frowned. 
 
    “We don’t know,” Thomas said. “We’re just going to head south until it’s warm.” 
 
    “Do you have a map?” Paige inquired. 
 
    “No,” Corey said. “We had one for a little bit, but we lost it somewhere.” 
 
    “I bet there’s some in the library,” Anna commented. 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige nodded. “I’m sure we can find you a map tomorrow.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Viv smiled. “That would be really helpful.” 
 
    “We do think the Guard is heading south too,” I said.  
 
    “Yeah,” Rick nodded. “That’s why they had us making those wagons and shit.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. “So, I would avoid the interstate and main highways if I were you.” 
 
    “Okay,” Thomas nodded.  
 
    “Where do you think the guard is going?” Viv asked. 
 
    “We can’t be sure,” I said. “But we think Virginia.” 
 
    “They never told us anything,” Corey said. “All we did was work.” 
 
    “How did you get out of there anyway?” Tara asked. 
 
    “There’s a sewer grate that leads from a corner of the lot,” Thomas said.  
 
    “It goes over to some country club,” Rick nodded.  
 
    “Do the guards know how you got out?” I asked, and I narrowed my eyes. 
 
    “No,” Corey shook his head. “The only reason they knew we were out was because one of them spotted Annabelle.” 
 
    “Right,” Paige nodded. “You mentioned last time that they caught her.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Thomas frowned. “It was terrible.” 
 
    “Did they shoot her?” Anna asked. 
 
    “No,” Viv said, “they tackled her and tied her up.” 
 
    “That must’ve been awful to see,” Tara frowned.  
 
    “Tav and I saw how they treated you all,” Paige said, and she reached out a hand and laid it on Viv’s hand. “I’m sorry you all had to go through that.” 
 
    “It wasn’t as bad after Colonel Harkness left,” Viv said. “He would let his men use the women.” 
 
    “We took him out,” Anna said with a hard nod. “You don’t have to worry about running into him.” 
 
    “What do you mean ‘took him out’?” Rick asked with wide eyes. 
 
    “The whole camp,” Tara grinned. “We saved all the civilians too.” 
 
    “Why would you do that?” Viv asked. 
 
    “Wait, just the four of you?” Thomas asked. 
 
    “No,” Anna shook her head. “There were six of us.” 
 
    “Six?” Corey asked incredulously. “That’s still such a small team.” 
 
    “We’re well trained,” I grinned.  
 
    “I guess so,” Thomas said. “How are the people that were there?” 
 
    “They’re better now,” Tara nodded. “They found somewhere to make a home, and they’re safe, at least for the time being.” 
 
    “That’s amazing,” Viv said, then she frowned. “I hope we can find the same peace.” 
 
    “I’m sure you will,” Paige smiled. “We’ll get you a map, and I’ll help you figure out where to go.” 
 
    “You guys have already done so much for us,” Thomas said as he began to blink his eyes quickly. “How can we repay you?” 
 
    “No worries,” Anna said.  
 
    “Yeah,” Paige smiled. “We like to help.” 
 
    “Just pay it forward,” I smiled. “Help someone else when you can.” 
 
    “We will,” Thomas nodded, and he smiled at me. 
 
    “We should probably let you all get some sleep,” I suggested. “I’ll be on lookout for the evening, and I’ll keep an eye on this place as well.” 
 
    “That would be amazing,” Viv said. “It would be nice to get a good night’s rest.” 
 
    “We’ll get that map for you in the morning,” Paige smiled, and then she stood up, and the other girls followed suit. 
 
    “If you need anything tonight,” I said. “Let us know.” 
 
    “Okay,” Viv nodded. “Thank you again.” 
 
    My team and I made our way back to the firehouse, and Paige offered to take over as lookout, but I told her to get some rest and that I would wake her if I needed a break. 
 
    After the girls had gone back to bed, I thought about our skinny escapee friends and the torture they must have endured at the camp. It made me sick to think about it, but I was happy we had been able to help them out once more, and now we knew how they had escaped. Even if we chose to not act on that information, the rest of the group had a right to know, and we would need to have a discussion on the topic.  
 
    I sat on lookout and watched the small light in the house go out, then the street was dark, and I was left alone with my thoughts, so I tried to focus on the good in our situation, instead of the inevitable dangers that winter would bring.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    The next morning, I woke the girls at dawn. I hadn’t slept at all, and I was ready to head back home and offload our supplies. Truth be told, I was extremely concerned about the winter. My girls and I were capable fighters and resourceful survivors, but even the most competent people couldn’t stem a hundred-thousand strong tide of humanity. My thoughts had been dwelling on the impending crisis and the different options available, and I had to admit to myself that for the time being I didn’t have all the answers. 
 
    “Were you on lookout all night?” Anna asked with wide eyes once she noticed the daylight shining through the windows. 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. “I couldn’t sleep.” 
 
    “You should’ve woke me up,” Paige frowned.  
 
    “It’s fine,” I told the pretty brunette. “We should go get a map for the others.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige nodded. “Anna, did you say you know where the library is?” 
 
    “Yeah,” the redhead answered. “I’ll go with you.” 
 
    The girls stood up, rolled up their sleeping bags, and headed out the door.  
 
    “Soooo…” Tara said, and she rolled on her side to look at me. “Wanna fool around?” 
 
    “We should probably get ready to go,” I chuckled. “It is tempting though.” 
 
    “Okay,” Tara pouted, and she stuck out her full bottom lip at me before she stood up and stretched.  
 
    Tara raised her arms over her head and arched her back as she stretched, and I couldn’t help but watch her perfect, perky breasts push against the top of her tank top. 
 
    “You stare a lot for someone who doesn’t want to fool around,” Tara said, and she cocked an eyebrow at me. 
 
    “It has nothing to do with want,” I laughed.  
 
    “Well, that’s good to know,” the platinum blonde smiled and then leaned forward and gave me a kiss.  
 
    “We should go help Anna and Paige,” I said in an attempt to stay focused as I headed toward the door.  
 
    “Should we get the other people?” Tara asked as she followed me.  
 
    “Not yet,” I shook my head. “Let them sleep a while longer.” 
 
    “Okay,” the blonde nodded, and we walked toward the library.  
 
    We found Paige and Anna looking through the shelves in search of a useful map, so we moved to help, but it only took a few moments for Paige to find what she was looking for. 
 
    “This should work,” Paige announced as she looked over a large, foldable map. 
 
    “Does that show them how to get south?” Anna asked, and she looked over Paige’s shoulder. 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige nodded. “It should help them avoid the guard too, they can try to follow the lakeshore down.” 
 
    “That might be smart,” Anna commented. “The coastline doesn’t seem like a bad idea.” 
 
    “If they could find a boat that would be even better,” Tara said, then she sighed. “It’s been forever since I’ve been on a boat.” 
 
    “You like boating?” Anna asked, and she cocked a red eyebrow at her blonde friend. 
 
    “Well, yachting,” Tara nodded. “But yeah.” 
 
    “I don’t know if that counts as boating,” Paige chuckled. 
 
    “A yacht is just a big boat, isn’t it?” Tara sneered playfully.  
 
    “I guess so,” Anna laughed. “I wouldn’t know, I’ve never been on one.” 
 
    “We’ll make that our summer goal,” Tara grinned. “We’ll find a yacht and have a party.” 
 
    “A party, huh?” I asked with a smile. 
 
    “Well we can drink all we want if we take it out onto the lake,” Tara chuckled. 
 
    “I’m not sure about that,” Anna laughed again. “But we’ll put it on the list.” 
 
    “That’s all I ask,” Tara smiled. 
 
    “We should get this map over to the others,” Paige said, and she started to walk to the front door of the library. 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded, and I followed her. “We should get home and offload this stuff. We need to call a meeting.” 
 
    “What for?” Anna asked as she walked beside me. 
 
    “Well, now we know how the prisoners escaped the Burlington camp,” I said. “I think it’s only right we share the information.” 
 
    “I thought we decided to focus on ourselves?” Anna asked rhetorically in a confused tone. 
 
    “We did,” I nodded. “But we should still share any information we receive. We want to build a solid trust between everyone.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Anna said, and she pursed her lips. “I guess even if we don’t do anything about it, it would be nice to include everyone in what we know.” 
 
    “Right you are, Major,” I chuckled. 
 
    When we arrived at the house where the escapees were, we knocked on the door and waited for someone to answer. 
 
    “Hey,” Viv said as she opened the door. “Come in.” 
 
    “No thanks,” I shook my head. “We really should be going.” 
 
    “But we brought you the map,” Paige said. “I marked some roads I think are best.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Viv said, and she frowned. “Are you sure there isn’t anything we can do in return?” 
 
    “Just take care of yourselves,” Anna smiled.  
 
    “We will,” Viv nodded. “Thank you again.” 
 
    We made sure all our supplies were strapped in and that nothing would fall out, then we grabbed some granola bars from one of the boxes to eat on the way home, and before long we were back on the road. 
 
    It was a beautiful day with chilly morning air, and a bright orange sun rising in the east.  
 
    “I’m glad we ran into those people again,” Paige said as she ate her granola bar. 
 
    “It feels good to help people,” Anna smiled.  
 
    “It does,” I nodded. “I think they’ll be fine on their own. It was really nice of you to help them with a map, Paige.” 
 
    “It was nothing,” the brunette said, and she turned a bit red.  
 
    “Give yourself some credit,” Anna smiled at the brunette. 
 
    “Yeah,” Tara nodded. “Without you I’d be so lost. Like, literally lost.” 
 
    “I’m pretty handy with a map,” I said. “But I think you’re better.” 
 
    “I’ve just always been good with directions,” Paige shrugged, and she smiled at me.  
 
    “I can’t wait to be home,” Tara groaned. 
 
    “We still have to offload all this,” Anna pointed out. 
 
    “Yes,” Tara nodded. “But I called first dibs on a shower.” 
 
    “When?” Paige asked the blonde. 
 
    “Right now,” Tara grinned. 
 
    “That’s not how dibs work,” Anna laughed. 
 
    “Pretty sure that just worked,” Tara shrugged. 
 
    “Oh my god, you’re ridiculous,” Paige chuckled. 
 
    “I call second dibs,” I said. 
 
    “I guess we’re SOL for the day,” Anna said to the brunette. 
 
    “Looks that way,” Paige said. “I’m sure we can find something better to do anyway.” 
 
    “We do have board games now,” Anna grinned. 
 
    “Actually, could you two run and tell the farmers and civilians to come for a meeting tonight?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Anna said. “Same time as usual?” 
 
    “That will work,” I nodded. 
 
    The drive home seemed longer than it was, and by the time we arrived I had forgotten how tired I had been from not sleeping, and I was just happy to be back home.  
 
    Bailey rushed over with Winchester in tow to give me a hug. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re home,” the blonde hippie said into my chest. 
 
    “It’s good to be back,” I said as I kissed the top of her forehead, then I turned to Rolly. “How ya doin old timer?” 
 
    “Not too bad,” the old man grinned. “Got started on the chicken coop.” 
 
    “Great,” I smiled. “We have lots of unloading to do.” 
 
    “Looks that way,” Rolly nodded. “Had a good score in Burlington?” 
 
    “We didn’t quite make it that far,” Paige told him. 
 
    “Yeah,” Anna nodded. “We got this stuff from Morrisville.” 
 
    “Looks like you cleaned out the place,” Bailey smiled as she inspected the full trailer. 
 
    “Pretty much,” I chuckled. “Let’s get this offloaded.” 
 
    “Do you want some coffee first?” Rolly asked. “We just made some since we got back from checking the traps.” 
 
    “Yes, please,” Tara groaned.  
 
    “Me too,” Paige nodded, and everyone started to walk toward the firepit. 
 
    “Come on, Tav,” Anna called. “I’m sure you could use some coffee.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed. “You’re probably right.” 
 
    I was antsy to unload and tally up our supplies, but Anna was right, they weren’t going anywhere and a cup of coffee sounded like just what I needed right then, so I followed the redhead to the fire pit and took a seat next to her. 
 
    “Hey buddy,” Paige said as she petted Winchester. 
 
    “He turned out to be a damn good dog,” Rolly grinned as he poured us cups of coffee. 
 
    “He did,” I nodded. “I wasn’t sure if the guard guys had done a number on him or not.” 
 
    “He seems like he got over it pretty quick,” Anna chuckled, and she reached out to pet our dog. 
 
    I took the cup of coffee from Rolly, and we were all quiet for a moment as we enjoyed our first sips of the hot beverage. 
 
    “After we unload is there anything specific you want us to do?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “We’re going to have another meeting tonight,” I told the pretty blonde. 
 
    “About what?” Rolly asked. 
 
    “We found out some information we want to share with the others,” I said. 
 
    “Do we get an inside scoop?” Bailey asked with a smile. 
 
    “Of course,” I smiled back. “We found the escapees that Paige and I helped on our trip to Burlington.” 
 
    “They were in Morrisville?” Rolly asked, and his bushy gray brows pulled together. 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige nodded. “But they wanted to head south.”  
 
    “That’s good for them,” Bailey said. “But does that warrant a meeting?” 
 
    “Well, that’s not the information we’re sharing exactly,” I smiled. 
 
    “They told us how they got out of the camp,” Anna said, and Bailey’s eyes widened. 
 
    “That’s great!” Bailey exclaimed. 
 
    “Don’t get too excited,” I warned her. “We’re going to talk to the group and make a decision together about what we should do with the information.” 
 
    “Right,” the pretty blonde nodded. “That makes sense.” 
 
    “We’ll figure out the best course of action for our group,” I told her, and I put my hand on her shoulder. “Even if it’s not what we really want to do.” 
 
    “We have to think about survival first,” Anna nodded, and she gave Bailey a small smile. 
 
    “I get it,” Bailey nodded. “But that’s why we’re having a meeting right? I can share how I feel with the group too.” 
 
    “Yes, you can,” I grinned at the cute blonde. Even if everyone decided against helping the prisoners, it made her feel better to know that her voice would be heard, and I was proud of her for standing up for what she felt was right. 
 
    After we finished our coffee, we unloaded the truck and trailer, which took some time, but we were still able to get in some target practice and make dinner before the others arrived for the evening. Once everyone was seated around the fire, I stood up and moved so everyone could see me. 
 
    “What’s the meeting about, Tav?” Betty asked, and she leaned her head against Rolly’s chest. 
 
    “We’ve been doing all our daily chores,” Jeff told me. 
 
    “I have full trust that everyone is doing their jobs,” I smiled. “That’s not what this is about.” 
 
    “We found out how the civilians escaped from the Burlington camp,” Anna announced. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “There’s a sewer grate that leads to the country club.” 
 
    “Wow,” Cathy said. “If only we had known when we were there.” 
 
    “The question tonight,” I started, “is what to do with this information.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Justin asked. 
 
    “Well, we have two options,” I said. “We can choose to use this information to help the other civilians still in the camp, or we can do nothing with it.” 
 
    “I think we should help,” Bailey smiled at the others. “We don’t have to let them live with us, but we should at least free them.” 
 
    “Isn’t that risky?” Joanna asked with a frown. 
 
    “It is,” I nodded. 
 
    “Yeah,” Mike said. “I know you guys are badasses and everything, but I wouldn’t want to volunteer you to do that.” 
 
    “I’m willing to go if that’s what we decide,” I said, and I smiled at Bailey. 
 
    “Yeah,” Bailey grinned. “Me too.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Jeff frowned. 
 
    “If it all went wrong, I don’t think we could last without you,” Betty said, and she looked at me. 
 
    “That won’t happen,” I said. “But even if it did, I know you all would be fine.”  
 
    “The guard does have a lot of supplies,” Jeff said. 
 
    “That’s true,” Cathy nodded. “If we could sneak in there, we may be able to get some stuff.” 
 
    “We can scavenge for our own supplies,” I said. “Without having to secretly infiltrate a military base to do it.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jeff said. “But they have a reserve of gasoline.” 
 
    “And I know they have some canning machines,” Joanna offered. 
 
    “Another canning machine would help a lot,” Betty said. “It’s going to be impossible to keep up with just the one while we harvest, even if we have someone on it twenty-four seven.” 
 
    “Well, if we’re going to get the canners and gasoline there’s no harm in helping the prisoners,” Bailey said with a frown. 
 
    “You’re right,” I nodded. “We do need the canning machines if we’re going to survive the winter. We’ll go in and grab the supplies, but we’ll help the civilians escape as well. But let’s be clear, the canning machine is the priority. Everything else we sacrifice if we have to.” 
 
    “Are we all in agreement?” Anna asked, and the group nodded.  
 
    “Alright,” I said. “Tara and I will head out in the morning to scout the situation.” 
 
    “How long will you be gone?” Jenny asked. 
 
    “Probably one full day,” I smiled. “We need to see the perfect time to sneak in.” 
 
    “Is there anything we can do to help?” Mike asked. 
 
    “Not right now,” I told the dark-haired man. “But I’ll let you know if I think of anything.” 
 
    “The best thing we can do is keep preparing,” Anna told the group. “Is anyone experiencing any problems?” 
 
    “No,” Cathy shook her head. 
 
    “Not at the school either,” Jeff said.  
 
    “That’s good,” Paige smiled. “We were able to find some comfort items today, but we don’t have all of them yet.” 
 
    “Any of them is amazing,” Donna smiled. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I think it’s best if we hold everything here,” I said. “Less to move later when we’re in a rush.” 
 
    “Yes,” Cathy nodded. “I agree.” 
 
    “Good by me,” Jeff agreed.  
 
    We wrapped up the meeting, sent the farmers and civilians back to their homes, and then we sat around the fire and Anna fetched us some tequila. 
 
    “Hey,” Bailey said quietly. “I’m not mad or anything, but why does Tara get to go?” 
 
    “It’s only because she’s the sneakiest,” I smiled at the blonde. 
 
    “Yeah,” Tara grinned at the other blonde. “Gotta send the ninja in first.” 
 
    “Besides,” I smiled, “we aren’t doing anything fun. It’s only reconnaissance.” 
 
    “We’ll see about not doing anything fun,” Tara cooed, and she winked at me.  
 
    “That makes sense,” Bailey smiled. “As long as I’m there for the mission, I’ll be happy.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t go without you,” I grinned at my hippie girl.  
 
    “Are we taking the truck tomorrow?” Tara asked, and she took a sip of tequila.  
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “We’ll take the motorcycle.” 
 
    “Can we make coffee to go again?” Tara pleaded. 
 
    “I don’t see why not,” I chuckled. “But you have to make it.” 
 
    “Deal,” the platinum blonde grinned at me. 
 
    We all enjoyed a single cup of tequila, and I watched as my girls laughed with one another. Tomorrow was set to be a good day, and I was excited to spend another day with Tara.  
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    I woke the next morning before dawn, reached over to Tara, and shook her lightly by the shoulder. 
 
    “Five more minutes,” she grumbled and shoved her face into her pillow. 
 
    “No way,” I whispered. “You have to make the coffee.” 
 
    “Okay,” she pouted, then she sat up and yawned. 
 
    “Is your bag all packed?” I asked.  
 
    “Yup,” she whispered. “I just need to get dressed.”  
 
    “Go ahead and get ready,” I told her. “Just meet me outside in five.” 
 
    I threw on some jeans, a T-shirt, my hiking boots, my Kevlar vest, and my already packed backpack and headed outside, then I gassed up the motorcycle and started boiling water on our small propane stove for coffee. 
 
    “Oh great,” Tara said as she exited the building. “Did you grab the coffee?” 
 
    “Not yet,” I said. “But the water is going.” 
 
    “I’ll grab some,” Tara nodded, then she headed toward the library and returned a moment later with a bag of coffee grounds. 
 
    “Bring me a cup when you’re done,” Rolly said, and I looked up to see him on the roof.  
 
    “Will do,” the platinum blonde called back.  
 
    “How are we going to drink the coffee on the motorcycle?” I asked with a raised brow as the blonde dumped some grounds into the now boiling water. 
 
    “Well, I don’t know how you’ll drink it,” Tara said with a shrug, and she flashed me a wicked grin. “But I’ll do just fine.” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll make you drive,” I teased. 
 
    “No way,” she chuckled. “It’s way hotter for me to be on the back of the bike.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I grinned. “You are pretty hot on a bike.” 
 
    “I’m hot all the time.” Tara smiled, and I noticed that once again her makeup was perfectly done, it seemed to always be there, and I often forgot that she had any on.  
 
    “Yes, you are,” I told her, and I took a peek at her breasts as they pushed against the top of her tank top.  
 
    “Are you going to stare,” Tara said with a raised brow. “Or are you going to do something about it?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, we don’t have time right now,” I laughed. “Soon though.” 
 
    “You promise?” the blonde grinned. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” I grinned back, and that was a promise I intended to keep. I had been so wrapped up in our situation lately that it had been far too long since I had a night with one of my girls.  
 
    “I’ll hold you to that,” Tara said, and she winked at me before she started to pour the coffee into our travel mugs. 
 
    “You better put on that vest,” I told her and I nodded to the Kevlar that sat by her backpack. 
 
    “For protection or to keep you from staring?” she laughed. 
 
    “Both,” I grinned.  
 
    After our coffee was poured and the first couple sips taken, we hopped on the motorcycle and headed toward Burlington. I took the roads that Paige and I had taken on our trip there, and the drive was short and uneventful. It was nice driving and feeling Tara’s full chest pressed against my back, but I had to focus on our first mission, which was gathering intel on when we would be able to infiltrate the camp.  
 
    We arrived in Burlington, and I parked the motorcycle in the same mechanic shop I had with Paige, then I led Tara to the country club and stopped out front. 
 
    “It’s been so long since I’ve been to a country club,” Tara sighed. “This one isn’t that nice though.” 
 
    “We’ll stay here tonight,” I told her. “But we’ll keep watch as long as we can to gather intel.” 
 
    “Right,” the platinum blonde nodded. “Should we leave our bags here?”  
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. “It will be easier to move around without them. But keep your pistol on you.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said. “Do we need to clear the club first?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Let’s do that now so we can get to our posts.” 
 
    “Aye aye, captain,” Tara said with a grin, and I rolled my eyes.  
 
    It didn’t take long to clear the club, and we found it just as empty as I had left it a week before, so we found a place to put our bags, then I led Tara to the side of the building and gestured to the trees Paige and I had hid behind before. 
 
    Tara nodded, and we made our way to the trees and laid down. 
 
    Watching the civilians work made it seem as though I had never left, they were in a perpetual state of hammering and gardening, and the guards were ever vigilant in their posts as well.  
 
    As we watched, I noticed several more wounded soldiers sitting outside of the med tent, but I didn’t see any arrive throughout the day.  
 
    There were more finished wagons than there were before, and several of the trucks were filled to the brim with supplies, I figured they would be heading out sooner rather than later.  
 
    “Tav,” Tara whispered, then she pointed to the far corner of the compound, and I could make out a manhole cover. “That must be the way the civilians took.” 
 
    “I think you’re right,” I whispered back.  
 
    “This place is fucking depressing,” Tara sneered quietly. 
 
    “It is,” I nodded. “Keep an eye on the guards and when they do shift changes.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we wait until nightfall?” the blonde asked. 
 
    “We need to scope it out,” I told her. “Any information we can gather will be good.” 
 
    “Okay,” she nodded, and she turned to face the camp once more.  
 
    Tara and I watched for another hour or so before something eventful happened, and it was not an event I was happy to witness. A young man fell while carrying some wood, and when he went down, he fell onto a pile of scrap wood. I assumed there must have been nails in the wood by the way he screamed, and when the guards finally moved to help him up, I could see that his clothes were becoming red from blood.  
 
    My eyes narrowed as I watched two guards inspect the man, they ripped his shirt off, and I watched as blood streamed down his back. I was surprised when the guards escorted him to the med tent, but I was not surprised when a few moments later they emerged once more and led the man around to the side of the building. I heard a single gunshot, and I turned to see Tara’s nostrils flare and her jaw clench. 
 
    “Fucking—” 
 
    “I know,” I whispered, and I put my hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “Why would they do that?” she whispered, a bit too loudly. 
 
    “Shh,” I told her, and I put my finger to my lips. “Let’s go get some food.” 
 
    Tara still frowned, but she nodded and made her way back to the clubhouse. 
 
    “What the hell is wrong with people?” the platinum blonde asked, and she flopped herself onto a bench outside of the building. 
 
    “He probably punctured a lung,” I told her. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, and she frowned harder. “But why is that a death sentence?” 
 
    “It’s hard to repair a lung,” I said. “But even if they could, I’m not sure they would waste supplies on a civilian.” 
 
    “It’s not a waste though,” she snapped. “That’s someone’s life.” 
 
    “I know,” I said and placed a hand on her shoulder to try to comfort her. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Tara said, and she closed her eyes for a second. “I didn’t mean to snap on you, I’m just upset.” 
 
    “I am too,” I told her. “That was a hard thing to see.” 
 
    “Well it won’t matter for too much longer,” the blonde said, and her jaw clenched. “We’re busting these people out.” 
 
    “Yes,” I laughed. “We’re bustin’ em out.” 
 
    “Why is that funny?” she smiled at me. “Isn’t that what people on T.V. say?” 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “And that’s why it’s funny.” 
 
    “Whatev,” Tara said, and she rolled her eyes, but then she smiled and kissed me. 
 
    “I think that’s the manhole that leads inside,” I said after I spotted a covering in the grass across the way.  
 
    “You’re probably right,” Tara nodded. “Should we check it out?” 
 
    “I think we should,” I smiled, and I moved to the manhole cover and removed the lid. 
 
    “Ugh,” Tara groaned. “It smells.” 
 
    “Well, it is a sewer,” I chuckled, and the blonde wrinkled her nose at me. “Come on.” 
 
    I climbed down the small hole and was careful to stay on the large lip that was meant for workers to walk on, then I pulled out a lighter from my pocket to see. Tara came down after me and put her hand on my back as she looked around. I felt goosebumps pop up on my arms from the coldness of the tunnel, and I reached out and touched the wall. I held the lighter down to my feet and saw the stream of sewage that flowed through the tunnel.  
 
    “Spooky,” the blonde said.  
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded, and I started walking. “Let’s follow it down this way.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said, and she kept her hand on my back as we walked. 
 
    “Be careful not to go over the edge,” I said. “We need to avoid that water at all costs.” 
 
    “Yeah,” the platinum blonde whispered. “Nasty.” 
 
    “It is,” I chuckled. “But we also can’t afford to get sick from touching it.” 
 
    “Ew,” she said. “No thank you.”  
 
    “Just stay on the lip here, and you’ll be fine,” I said.   
 
    “I think I see some light up there,” Tara whispered after a few minutes of walking.  
 
    “I think you’re right,” I whispered back, and I flicked my zippo closed. 
 
    We made our way to the small beams of light that shone from above us and stopped just below them. I narrowed my eyes and tried to peer through the light, but I didn’t see much, just then a footstep landed on the cover above us, and Tara jumped slightly.  
 
    I pulled the blonde closer to me and listened, I could make out voices, and after a moment some people had come close enough for me to hear their conversation.  
 
    “Hey, did you get lunch today?” a male voice asked.  
 
    “No,” another male voice replied.  
 
    “Me neither,” the first voice sneered. 
 
    “I’ll just grab extra MRE’s later,” the second one said. 
 
    “I fucking hate it here, I can’t wait until we hit the road,” the first one said, and I stopped listening and pulled Tara behind me as I started back the way we had come.  
 
    “God, I’m so happy to be out of there,” Tara said after we both had stepped out of the sewer. 
 
    “It’s not ideal,” I chuckled. “But it will definitely work.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tara nodded. “It seems like the soldiers aren’t too happy here either.” 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “It would appear they aren’t.” 
 
    “Is it bad that I’m kind of happy they didn’t get lunch?” Tara laughed. 
 
    “No,” I smiled. “I think they deserve to skip some meals.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tara grinned. “Fuck those guys.”  
 
    “Let’s get some food,” I smiled at the blonde. 
 
    “I’d eat just to spite those dicks,” the blonde laughed, and we went inside to retrieve some food from our bags.  
 
    We ate some lunch of smoked venison, leftover coffee, and some crackers, then we went back to our post and continued our watch.  
 
    I kept my eye on the guards and their shift changes, but I hadn’t seen a shift change since we arrived, so I kept watching, and at about four o'clock they finally changed. The guards getting off duty grabbed MRE’s from a building to my left, and then they disappeared into the larger building. The guards getting on shift seemed tired, and they walked sluggishly around the perimeter.  
 
    “They seem tired,” Tara whispered, and I nodded.  
 
    By the time it was dark, yet another wagon had been constructed, and shortly afterwards the civilians were sent to bed with no dinner. I watched the guards move even more lazily than they had before, and I even noticed a few of them yawn, but it was well into the early morning when I noticed our peak time.  
 
    Around one o’clock the guards on duty were barely making rounds, they stopped to chat, moved slowly, and they continuously looked at their watches, which made me think there was a shift change around two in the morning. Sure enough, a new batch of guards came out, and those getting off duty were so tired they were half asleep on the job, I turned to Tara and pointed toward the club. 
 
    Once we were inside, I took off my vest and sat down on the couch.  
 
    “Are we done?” Tara asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I smiled. “We have what we need.” 
 
    “And what is that?” the platinum blonde asked. 
 
    “One-thirty,” I told her. “The guards are tired and waiting for a shift change, so that’s the best time to infiltrate.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she nodded. “I did see a lot of them yawning, I think I saw one of the guys in the guard tower doze off.” 
 
    “You did,” I laughed. “He jolted himself awake, and I was almost afraid he was about to open fire.” 
 
    “You saw that too?” Tara chuckled.  
 
    “Sadly, that isn’t totally uncommon,” I told her.  
 
    “It’s not common at our campus,” Tara grinned. “These guys could learn a thing or two from us.” 
 
    “They could,” I smiled. “But that would make them a lot more difficult to sneak up on.” 
 
    “True,” the platinum blonde said, and she took off her Kevlar vest. 
 
    Tara’s tank top had been pulled down by the vest, and when she took it off, I could see the top of a black lace bra.  
 
    I stood up, stepped toward her, and placed my hands on her small waist. 
 
    “I was hoping that would do the trick,” Tara grinned, and I felt my cock grow hard in my pants.  
 
    “Your plan to seduce me is definitely working,” I smiled.  
 
    “Finally,” she moaned as she grabbed my neck, and I let her pull me down for a kiss.  
 
    I pushed my tongue inside her mouth and kissed her deeply while my hands ran up and down her sides before they landed on her ass.  
 
    Tara pushed herself into me and gasped when she felt my hard cock press against her stomach.  
 
    I growled when she gasped and I pulled her hips even closer to mine, then I kissed down her soft neck and lifted her up to put her on the couch. Her top came off easily, and it was followed by her black lace bra. Once her breasts were exposed, I admired them for a moment, and then I pinched her small pink nipple. Her breasts filled my large hands, and I squeezed them and pushed my hips into hers.  
 
    “Don’t make me wait,” the blonde moaned, and she rubbed her hips against my erection.  
 
    “I just want to look at you for a minute,” I smiled, then I bent down to bite her ear and kiss my way down to her pink nipples. 
 
    I licked the first one slowly and felt the blonde arch her back as her breathing grew heavy, then I reached my hand down the front of her pants and cupped her pussy before I slid a finger into her. She was already so wet that two of my fingers slipped in easily, and she bucked as I moved them slowly in and out of her.  
 
    “Please, Tav,” she moaned. “I need you.” 
 
    I bit her nipple and pushed my fingers into her as deep as I could, then I wiggled them up and down inside of her and listened as her breaths grew shallow, and her body tensed.  
 
    “I’m gonna come,” she breathed, then she bucked her hips hard into my hand, and I felt her pussy spasm around my fingers.  
 
    I pulled my fingers from her and put them in my mouth to taste her sweet juices, then I unzipped my pants, pulled my cock out, and rubbed it against her slick pussy lips. 
 
    “Oh fuck,” Tara moaned. “Please give me your cock.” 
 
    I didn’t hesitate, I pushed myself deep inside her and paused for a moment to breathe as I felt her clench me.  
 
    “Goddamn you’re so tight,” I groaned, and I pulled out only to push back in harder and deeper. 
 
    Tara lifted her hips to meet my thrusts, and I pumped in and out of her tight velvety tunnel with ferocity as I watched her soft full breasts bounce with each thrust.  
 
    “Wait,” Tara breathed, and she put her hand on my chest. 
 
    “What?” I gasped, and I realized I was pounding her so hard I was sweating.  
 
    Tara flipped herself over on the couch and stuck her ass in the air for me.  
 
    “I want you to fuck me from behind,” she said, and then she turned her head so I could see her bite her plump bottom lip.  
 
    “Of course.” I shoved my cock deep inside her and pushed her shoulders into the couch so her ass was as far up as I could get it, then I put my fingers in my mouth to lubricate them, and I rubbed them in circles against her tight little asshole. 
 
    “Oh my god,” Tara moaned. “Fuck yes.” 
 
    “Do you like that?” I asked breathily. 
 
    “Yes,” she breathed. “You can put them in me.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked.  
 
    “Oohh,” she moaned as I rubbed harder and kept thrusting. “Please put a finger in my asshole.” 
 
    I gently pushed one finger inside her while I continued to thrust my cock into her pussy. As soon as I was deep in both of her holes, she started to tremble around me.  
 
    “Oh! Yessssss!” Tara screamed into the couch cushion as her pussy and ass spasmed around me.  
 
    “Oh fuck,” I moaned. “Did you just come again?” 
 
    “Don’t stop!” she cried. “Don’t stop fucking me it feels so good. I keep cuming.” 
 
    I pushed my fingers in deep and held them there as I thrust my cock into her tight pussy, then I reached my hand other hand around and felt her clit, it was soaked with her juices, and I rubbed it hard until she came on my cock again. 
 
    And again. And again.  
 
    “Please come in me,” the platinum blonde begged after her sixth climax, and she spread her legs wider for me. “Fill me up. I want to feel your hot cum inside of me. Please, Tav. Come in me now.” 
 
    “Yesss.” I thrust once more and then my whole body vibrated as I unloaded into her. My climax was incredibly powerful, and Tara started to come a seventh time as soon as she felt me pour into her. I stayed on top of her for what felt like a whole minute while my cock twitched and emptied inside her, and then I was finally empty, and she was full, and we both sighed with satisfaction.  
 
    “Fuck,” Tara moaned as I pulled out of her.  
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded, and my breathing was heavy. “I needed that.” 
 
    “Me too,” she smiled, and she turned to face me.  
 
    “Fuck you’re gorgeous,” I said as I saw a stream of my cum dribble out of her cute little pussy and run down the inside curve of her tight ass.  
 
    “So are you,” she said, and she bit her lip and looked at my still erect dick. “You came a bunch in me. I can’t even hold it in.” 
 
    “How about some dinner after you clean up?” I smiled. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Tara grinned. “I think I’m ready for round two.” 
 
    “Can you even fit anymore in there,” I snickered as I ran my pointer finger across the gushing lips of her vagina.  
 
    “Ohh,” she sighed when I touched her, and then she pushed her ass back a bit so that I might slide my finger into her. “I just can’t get enough of you. I want you all the time. It feels so good when you cum in me.” 
 
    “And you’ll get more,” I laughed. “But let’s eat first, I’m starving.” 
 
    “If you insist,” she replied with a smile and then put back on her tank top, but didn’t bother with the bra.  
 
    “We can’t make a fire,” I told her while she finished getting dressed. “So, we’ll have to make do with a cold dinner.” 
 
    “That’s not so bad,” the blonde shrugged as she put back on her panties, but I noticed she didn’t even bother to clean up the cream dripping out of her.  
 
    “No?” I asked with a raised brow. 
 
    “I mean, I got you all to myself tonight,” she smiled. “I’m fine with a cold dinner.”  
 
    “Good to know,” I smiled, and I opened some canned goods for the two of us. 
 
    We ate our dinner, then Tara curled up next to me, and I looked down to see that her eyes were closed.  
 
    “Guess I’ll take a rain check on round two,” I chuckled softly. 
 
    “I’m awake,” the blonde said, but her eyes didn’t open.  
 
    I smiled and pulled her closer against me, then I adjusted myself and pulled her onto the couch to lay down with me. Her small head rested on my shoulder, and I kissed her forehead and closed my eyes while I took in the feel of her warm body against mine. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    I woke the next morning to sunlight pouring in through the window of the country club. 
 
    “Shit,” I said as I shot up from the couch. 
 
    “What?” Tara said, and her eyes were wide open as she sat up. 
 
    “We overslept,” I said and I pushed my hair back.  
 
    “Oh my god,” Tara groaned. “I thought we were under attack.” 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “The light woke me, and I startled myself. I’m sorry for panicking you.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” she chuckled. “I know you’re not used to the sun waking you like other normal people are.” 
 
    “Hey,” I laughed. “I’m normal.” 
 
    “No.” Tara shook her head and smiled. “You’re not. But I love you for it.”  
 
    “We should head out,” I smiled. “The others will be expecting us today.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tara nodded, and she put on her Kevlar vest.  
 
    I put on my own vest, grabbed my backpack, and waited for Tara, but it wasn’t long before she was ready as well, so we headed back to the mechanic shop where we had left our bike. 
 
    “Are we taking the same roads back?” the blonde asked after we had retrieved the bike. 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. “I didn’t see anyone on our way up here, so I think it’s our safest bet.” 
 
    “Right,” she nodded, and she hopped on the back of the bike.  
 
    “You seem particularly relaxed this morning,” I commented with a smile. 
 
    “Well... I did get laid last night,” she said with a wink. 
 
    “I’m guessing that has something to do with it,” I chuckled. I hopped on the bike, fired it up, and headed back down toward the campus.  
 
    Tara and I rode in silence, and I enjoyed the warmth of the sunshine paired with the cool wind on my face.  
 
    We were about halfway home when I saw figures on the road ahead of us, so I pulled to the side of the road, shut off the bike, and pulled Tara down behind it with me. 
 
    “Are those people up there?” the blonde asked.  
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. “And we’re right between fields, so we don’t have any tree cover.” 
 
    “Do you think they saw us?” she asked, and I saw her put her hand on her pistol.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I shook my head. “But even if they didn’t see us, there’s a chance that they heard us.” 
 
    “Right,” the blonde nodded, and she gestured to the bike. “This thing is pretty loud.” 
 
    “Let me take a look,” I said and then poked my head around the bike’s front tire and saw the men still standing where they had been. 
 
    “Are they moving?” Tara asked.  
 
    “No,” I shook my head. 
 
    “The wheat is pretty tall,” the blonde said. “Do you think we could sneak over there and get a better look?” 
 
    “We might be able to,” I nodded. “Let’s push the bike into the field first.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said, and we pushed the motorcycle into the wheat and laid it down so it couldn’t be seen easily, then we crouched and made our way toward where the men stood.  
 
    We took a wide half circle to get there and wound up behind a barn that was close enough for us to see what was happening.  
 
    Three men stood above some dead bodies on the ground, and they picked through each article of clothing and backpack. The people they killed didn’t seem to have much, because one of the men turned a bag upside down and threw it angrily when nothing came out.  
 
    “These guys killed those people for their stuff,” Tara whispered. 
 
    “That’s what it looks like,” I nodded. 
 
    “Let’s take ‘em out,” Tara said. 
 
    “Hold on a minute,” I told her. “Let’s watch them for a bit longer.” 
 
    Tara nodded, and we watched the men for a moment longer before they began to walk in our direction. 
 
    “Tav,” Tara whispered. “They’re coming this way.” 
 
    “I know,” I said. “I want to hear what they say.” 
 
    “Fine,” Tara rolled her eyes. “But if I get shot, I’m totally blaming you.” 
 
    We watched the men walk closer to us, but they stopped outside the barn and sat on the ground.  
 
    “What the fuck, man,” one of them said, and he wore a black T-shirt and cargo pants. 
 
    “Yeah,” another one with blonde hair responded. “Nobody around here has shit.” 
 
    “That’s because they’re all from the same place we are, dipshit,” the last man responded, and he had a blue bandana around his head.  
 
    “We don’t know that,” the man in the black T-shirt said. 
 
    “Well that’s what it fuckin seems like,” blue bandana replied.  
 
    “Arguing won’t help us,” blonde hair said, and I thought I heard a Canadian accent.  
 
    “Should we just leave those people in the road?” black T-shirt asked. 
 
    “Well where are we gonna put them?” blue bandana asked back. 
 
    “I don’t know, man,” black T-shirt spat. “But if we leave them there, they’re gonna scare away anyone else who tries to come through.” 
 
    “We just need one group to come through who has some shit we can take,” blonde guy said. “Then we can head south.” 
 
    “We’re gonna have to keep robbing and fuckin killing people all the way down there, man!” black T-shirt yelled.  
 
    “Well then that’s what we have to fuckin do,” blonde hair said, and he grabbed black T-shirt by his shoulders.  
 
    I had heard enough, I raised my pistol, and took aim. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Tara do the same, and I let off a round into blue bandana’s skull.  
 
    Tara took down black T-shirt, and before blondie could say anything, I took him out with a headshot. 
 
    “That was kind of sad,” Tara said after the men were dead. 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. “But we can’t have people who are willing to kill so easily come through our area.” 
 
    “True,” the blonde nodded. “Should we see if they have any supplies?” 
 
    “Might as well,” I said, and I walked toward the men and picked up one of the backpacks they had nearby. It was light in my hands, and I opened it to find it completely empty except or a half-eaten granola bar. 
 
    “Anything in yours?” Tara asked as she peered in another bag. 
 
    “Half eaten granola bar,” I smirked. 
 
    “Mine just has the wrapper,” she said, and she looked completely unimpressed. 
 
    “Let’s check the last one,” I said, and I opened the bag to find a single white bic lighter in the bottom. “Just a lighter.” 
 
    “I used to be superstitious of those,” Tara told me as I put the lighter in my pocket. 
 
    “Lighters?” I asked with a raised brow. 
 
    “White lighters,” she informed me, and we started back toward where we had left the bike. 
 
    “What’s there to be superstitious about with a white lighter?” I asked, and I was truly puzzled. “Why does the color make a difference?” 
 
    “The twenty-seven club!” Tara said excitedly. 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “You haven’t heard of the twenty-seven club?” she asked with wide eyes. “Oh my god, it’s this thing where people die at twenty-seven, and like all of them had white lighters on them.” 
 
    “Well, thank God I’m past twenty-seven,” I chuckled. 
 
    “A bunch of celebrities were part of the twenty-seven club,” Tara said. 
 
    “Next you’ll tell me you believe in the illuminati, too,” I laughed and rolled my eyes at the blonde. 
 
    “No,” she laughed and hit me on the arm. “But Tom Cruise is into some weird stuff though.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled. “I heard about that.” 
 
    “Super weird,” Tara nodded at me with wide eyes.  
 
    “Did you keep up with all celebrity gossip before this?” I asked her. 
 
    “Kinda,” she smiled at me. “I read Cosmo and People, and I followed a lot of them on Instagram.” 
 
    “I don’t even know what that is,” I laughed.  
 
    “It was great,” she sighed.  
 
    “I’m sure it was,” I smiled at the blonde, and moved to lift the bike.  
 
    “Should we move those bodies?” Tara asked as she looked down the road.  
 
    “Nah,” I shook my head. “At this point, I think maybe it will deter some people from coming closer to the school.” 
 
    “Okay,” Tara shrugged, and she hopped on the bike behind me.  
 
    We made the rest of the drive home without running into any more trouble, and it was about midday when we arrived.  
 
    “Hey,” I called out after I hopped off the bike, and I saw the girls make their way around the dorm building to greet us, except for Bailey who waved hello from the roof then disappeared and came out of the dorm building. 
 
    “Hey!” Anna called out, and she jogged over to us with Winchester following close behind.  
 
    “How are things here?” I asked the redhead as I knelt down to pet Winchester.  
 
    “They’re fine,” she replied, then her eyes narrowed in on me. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “We had a run-in today,” I told her. 
 
    “Canadians again?” she asked. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Paige asked as she, Bailey, and Rolly approached the group. 
 
    “Tav and Tara ran into more Canadians,” Anna explained. 
 
    “We’ve been running into them left and right,” Bailey frowned. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “But it’s getting worse.” 
 
    “How so?” Rolly asked, and his gray brows pulled together. 
 
    “These guys were ambushing and killing people for supplies,” Tara spoke up. 
 
    “Right,” I confirmed. “They were out of food and desperate as hell.” 
 
    “They also said that other groups have been coming through,” Tara nodded. 
 
    “And it seems like none of those have had many supplies either,” I said. 
 
    “So, what does that mean exactly?” Paige asked, and she pushed her glasses further up her nose. 
 
    “It means the first trickle of the swarm has begun,” I told her, and I felt the weight of my words as they came out of my mouth.  
 
    “But the guard hasn’t left yet, right?” Anna asked. 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “But it looks like any day now.” 
 
    “How much time do we have?” Rolly asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I said. “But we’ll make the most of it. The important thing is that we all need to be extra careful, these people are dangerous, and they’re ready to kill for supplies.” 
 
    “Okay,” Anna nodded.  
 
    “We should call a group meeting,” Paige suggested. 
 
    “Yeah,” Anna said. “The others should know too.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I told the brunette. “Can you and Bailey go tell everyone to meet us here tonight?” 
 
    “We got it,” Bailey smiled at me.  
 
    “Thank you,” I smiled back.  
 
    My team had handled the news well, but it was still haunting me knowing that people were that desperate to get food and water. It pained me because I wanted to help them, but I knew that I couldn’t. I had to take care of my family and my community first, and that meant that I couldn’t provide for these people.  
 
    I hoped that they would make their way south and not cross our path, but if they did, there was no way around it, they would have to die. I couldn’t risk them coming back to try to steal from us, or worse, telling others and rallying a group to come try to take what we had made for ourselves.  
 
    I would have to turn my back to people in need, and that meant I would have to be the bad guy to prevent the bad guys from coming for us, and that was a role I was more than willing to take on for the women I loved and our friends.   
 
    The rest of the day was spent working on our filtration system and chicken coop, then we ate a dinner of venison, beans, corn, and some chocolate to boost our spirits. I could tell my team was on edge, but as soon as the others began to arrive they took charge of the situation and did not let their nerves show.  
 
    Justin and Marla were the first to arrive, and they had Betty, Jenny, Dan, Briar, and their boys with them. Winchester ran over to greet them as soon as they got out of the truck, and my team made our way over to them as well. 
 
    “Hey,” Betty called out. “We’re having a lot of meetings lately, should I be concerned?” 
 
    “We just want you all to be involved in everything,” Anna told her, then she gave her a hug.  
 
    “How are things on the farm?” Tara asked.  
 
    “Oh they’re alright,” Marla smiled.  
 
    “Yeah,” Justin nodded. “Just harvesting and looking after the animals.” 
 
    “Do we have chicks yet?” Paige asked with a big smile. 
 
    “Not yet,” Jenny laughed. “We got the rooster over at our place right now, though.”  
 
    “Oh, okay,” Paige nodded. “Baby chickens are so cute.” 
 
    “Have you ever seen a freshly hatched chick?” Dan asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “No,” Paige shook her head. “I’ve seen them when they’re yellow and cute.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jenny smiled. “It takes a few days before they’re cute.” 
 
    “Oh,” Paige frowned. 
 
    “They come out looking kinda bald,” Bailey laughed.  
 
    “How do you know?” Anna asked the blonde.  
 
    “My mom had cockatiels when I was a kid,” Bailey smiled. “They had babies, and I’m guessing all baby birds look pretty similar.” 
 
    “Right you are,” Marla chuckled, and then she turned to me. “Tav, how did the trip up north go?” 
 
    “It went alright,” I nodded. “But that is the reason we called you here.” 
 
    “I figured as much,” she said with a frown.  
 
    Just then the civilians arrived, along with those who lived at the farm.  
 
    “Hey,” I called out as they parked their trucks.   
 
    “Hey,” Jeff called back. “I’m guessing we have bad news.” 
 
    “Good news and bad news,” I smiled.  
 
    “Well at least there’s something good,” Cathy said as she hopped out of the back of the truck. 
 
    “Let’s all come sit by the fire,” Anna suggested. “We’ll tell you all the news.” 
 
    Everyone made their way to the fire and took their normal seats either on the ground or on the benches, Betty and Rolly sat together, and Betty’s legs were thrown over Rolly’s, and he rubbed his lady’s knee.  
 
    After everyone was seated, I could see that all eyes were on me, and I looked around at the faces of those in this group, and I was saddened that I had to bring them the news of desperation setting in. 
 
    “Would you like the good news or bad news first?” I smiled in an attempt to keep things relatively light.  
 
    “Bad news first,” Jeff nodded. 
 
    “I agree,” Justin said, and he leaned forward and rested his hands on his knees.  
 
    “Okay,” I nodded. “Well the bad news is that the swarm has begun.” 
 
    “Do you mean the Guard?” Joanna asked, and her sandy blonde brows pulled together. 
 
    “Yeah,” Donna nodded. “Is it the Guard or the Canadians?” 
 
    “The Canadians,” I confirmed.  
 
    “So what does that mean exactly?” Mike asked. 
 
    “Well... it means that we’re running out of time,” I said. 
 
    “Shit,” Jeff cursed, then he looked over to Marla’s boys, and his eyes went wide. “Oh, sorry.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Marla smiled. “I’m sure they’ve heard worse.” 
 
    “So what about our plan?” Betty asked. 
 
    “The plan is still on,” I assured her and the rest of the group.  
 
    “So we just keep harvesting?” Justin asked. “Don’t we need to move here if the swarm is starting?” 
 
    “Not yet,” Anna answered. “But we do need to take extra precautions.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Donna asked.  
 
    “You need to have someone on watch at all times from here on out,” I said, and I kept my voice cool but authoritative.  
 
    “What happened exactly?” Jenny asked. “I mean, how do you know the swarm has started?” 
 
    “We ran into some Canadians today a few miles up the road,” Tara said. “They had just killed some other Canadians when we found them.” 
 
    “What?” Betty asked, and her eyes went wide. “They’re killing each other?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so,” I nodded. “We checked their bags after we took them out, and they had nothing on them.” 
 
    “No food at all?” Mike asked.  
 
    “A half-eaten granola bar,” Tara shrugged. “But nothing else.” 
 
    “Wow,” Jenny frowned. “They’re really bad off.” 
 
    “Yes,” I told her. “But they’re also very dangerous.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Anna agreed. “They’re willing to kill other people trying to survive in order to get supplies.” 
 
    “It’s really sad when you think about it,” Joanna said. 
 
    “That’s what I said,” Tara interjected. 
 
    “Yeah,” Jeff nodded. “But if they’re killing random people on the road, what would they do to us?” 
 
    “That’s true,” Donna said.  
 
    “They also mentioned that they had taken out a couple other groups of travelers,” I informed the group.  
 
    “That means they’re already making their way down here,” Betty said in a small voice. 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed. “And that’s why we need someone on guard at all times.” 
 
    “You should take turns,” Anna said.  
 
    “How will we see at night to be on guard duty?” Jeff asked, and he tugged on his red beard. 
 
    “If you have lanterns, you can set them up so you can see,” I said.  
 
    “You have guard towers at the school,” Bailey smiled. “You can use them to get a good vantage point.” 
 
    “Right,” Donna nodded.  
 
    “Wasn’t there some good news?” Marla asked. 
 
    “There is,” I smiled. “We figured out how to get into the Guard camp, and we also found the right time to do it.” 
 
    “That’s great,” Joanna smiled.  
 
    “Can we come and help?” Mike asked. 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “You all are doing well with your training, but this needs to be a stealth operation, so a small team will be best.” 
 
    “Okay,” the black-haired man nodded.  
 
    “Are you going to try to free the people in there?” Jenny asked with hopeful eyes. 
 
    “Yes,” I smiled, and I saw Bailey smile too. “We’re going to get what we can first, then we will get the civilians out.” 
 
    “When will you leave?” Betty inquired.  
 
    “We’ll leave in the morning,” I told her.  
 
    “This is all happening so fast,” Donna noted. “I’m more scared now than I was before about the Canadians.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Cathy nodded.  
 
    “It is quite scary,” Marla frowned, then she turned to the old man next to her. “Briar, please say you’ll come here for the winter.” 
 
    “I can make it on my own,” the old man replied in a gruff voice. 
 
    “But the Canadians are already making their way down,” Justin pushed.  
 
    “I’ve got weapons,” Briar said, and he crossed his arms over his chest. “I don’t need any help. Been taking care of myself longer than most you been alive.” 
 
    “I can’t make you come here,” I smiled gently. “But I do hope that you do.” 
 
    “I was still hesitant about leaving the farm,” Betty said. “But now I feel like it’s necessary.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Dan nodded. “I don’t know if we could hold all of them off on our own.” 
 
    “And they’re out killing just for what people have on them,” Jenny frowned. “Imagine what they would do if they found a house that was well stocked.” 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “That’s why we will continue to stock up and make preparations to move everyone here. I want you all to be as involved as possible in the decision making.” 
 
    “It sucks being stuck here though,” Joanna said. “I mean, it feels like we’re putting a lot of pressure on you all to do something that we aren’t even a part of.” 
 
    “Nobody put pressure on us,” Anna chimed in.  
 
    “Yeah,” Paige agreed. “We want to help.” 
 
    “It’s scary now,” Rolly added. “But it would be a lot scarier if we didn’t have each other to rely on.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Cathy nodded.  
 
    “Well, do you need anything before you go?” Betty asked. 
 
    “We could bake you some bread,” Jenny offered. 
 
    “That would be great,” I smiled. “But I don’t think we’ll have time to get it. We’re going to leave first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “Are we all going?” Rolly asked.  
 
    “You’ll stay here,” I smiled at the old man. “We need someone to be here to hold down the base and in case anyone needs help or has questions.” 
 
    “Guess you’re in charge while we’re gone,” Anna grinned at Rolly. 
 
    “Guess so,” the old man chuckled. “But I don’t plan on giving any orders.” 
 
    “No need,” I told him, then I looked around at the group of farmers and civilians. “Everyone knows what to do, just know that you can go to Rolly if you’re having trouble with anything.” 
 
    “You might have to pry him away from Betty though,” Tara joked, but both Rolly and Betty went red with embarrassment and moved further apart.  
 
    “Yeah right,” Dan chuckled and rolled his eyes. 
 
    “I think you’re very cute together,” Marla smiled and patted Betty on the arm. 
 
    “It is nice to see that someone found something good in all this mess,” Donna commented with a smile. 
 
    “Maybe some of us will be that lucky one day,” Cathy nodded. 
 
    “Well, until then, let’s focus on getting through winter,” I chuckled. 
 
    “I do have one question,” Donna said.  
 
    “What’s up?” I asked the black haired woman. 
 
    “Well,” she started. “I don’t think we’re going to have many crops at the school since we planted so late.” 
 
    “I was worried about that as well,” Cathy nodded. 
 
    “So I was thinking maybe we should be helping the farmers,” Donna said, and she looked to Betty and Marla.  
 
    “I think that’s a good idea,” I nodded. 
 
    “It would be nice to have help,” Betty said. “Especially with the canner.” 
 
    “We can set up shifts,” Paige suggested. “That way someone can be canning basically all the time.” 
 
    “That would help a lot,” Marla said.  
 
    “Great idea ladies,” I smiled at Donna, Cathy, Betty, Marla, and Paige.  
 
    “It will be nice to feel like we’re helping more,” Jeff nodded. “Is there anything else for tonight?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” I shook my head. “How is everyone feeling?” 
 
    “I’m a bit unnerved,” Jenny said after a moment. 
 
    “That’s to be expected,” Paige smiled softly at the red-headed girl. 
 
    “I mean, we knew they were coming,” Joanna said. “But it seems a lot more real now.” 
 
    “And that’s okay,” I nodded. “That often happens in situations like this.” 
 
    “It’s just a lot to take in,” Cathy said.  
 
    “It can be,” I assured her. “Just rely on those around you for comfort and keep yourself busy.” 
 
    “You all will be up here soon enough,” Bailey smiled at the group. “And I hope you will feel safer then.” 
 
    “I’m sure we will,” Marla said, and she stroked her boys’ hair.  
 
    “Everyone should go home and get some rest,” I told the group. 
 
    “Yeah,” Anna nodded. “We have some chocolate over there if anyone would like some, as a little spirit booster.” 
 
    “That would be great,” Jenny smiled, and she stood up and walked toward the shed where Anna pointed. 
 
    The farmers and civilians grabbed some chocolate and headed toward their trucks. 
 
    “Remember to go to Rolly if you need anything tomorrow,” Anna announced as the others got in their vehicles. 
 
    “We might be gone a couple of days,” I added.  
 
    “You all be safe out there,” Jeff said, then he started up his engine. 
 
    Rolly walked Betty to her truck and kissed her goodnight, and soon enough our driveway was empty once more, and it was quiet except for the crackle of the fire. 
 
    “Who wants a drink?” Tara asked as we all made our way to sit by the fire once more. 
 
    “Me,” Anna nodded. 
 
    “I second,” Paige added. 
 
    “Third,” Bailey smiled. 
 
    “Me too,” Rolly shook his head slightly, the old man looked tired. 
 
    “What about you Tav?” Tara asked. 
 
    “I’ll take one,” I smiled at the platinum blonde, then I turned to Rolly. “You okay, old timer?” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” he told me with a wave of his hand. “Just tired.” 
 
    “You sure you’re not stressed out?” Bailey asked with a frown. 
 
    “I might be a bit stressed,” the old man nodded.  
 
    “Are you worried about being left in charge?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Oh no,” Rolly shook his head. “I just worry about Betty and the girls, they seemed real upset.” 
 
    “You’re so sweet Rolly,” Paige smiled at the man and patted his arm. 
 
    “You are,” I confirmed with my own smile. “I think they’ll be okay.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rolly smiled. “You’re right, I just hate to see them upset.” 
 
    “She’ll be a lot less upset when she’s living here with you,” Tara grinned, and the old man blushed again. 
 
    “I hope so,” Rolly chuckled. 
 
    “I’m going to grab drinks,” Tara said, and she headed into the dorm building.  
 
    “We should go over our plan,” Anna said, and her face was stern so I knew she was in prep mode. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “We’ll do that as soon as Tara gets back.” 
 
    “Can I give Winchester a bone?” Bailey asked, and she petted Winchester with her foot. “I saw some in the meat shed earlier with only a bit of meat on them.” 
 
    “You don’t need to ask,” I smiled at the blonde. “Of course he can have a bone.”  
 
    “I know,” she chuckled. “I just meant is it safe for him to have the bones in there.” 
 
    “Oh,” I laughed. “Yeah, it should be. He just can’t have chicken bones.” 
 
    “Okay,” Bailey smiled, and she got up and retrieved a deer femur from the meat shed.  
 
    Winchester perked up when he saw her coming toward him with the treat, and his tail wagged ferociously and hit Rolly in the shin. 
 
    “I think he’s excited,” Rolly chuckled. 
 
    “Do you want this?” Bailey grinned, and she held out the bone to Winchester. “Can you shake?” 
 
    The black and brindle dog put his paw up, and Bailey took it in her small hand and laughed as she shook it, then she gave him the bone, and he happily munched on it in front of her. 
 
    “Okay,” Tara said as she approached the group once more. “I grabbed drinks and cups.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Anna smiled at the blonde. 
 
    “Don’t thank me too much,” Tara grinned. “You gotta pour them yourselves.” 
 
    Anna scoffed at the blonde, but laughed and grabbed the bottle of liquor from her. 
 
    “Hey!” Tara exclaimed, and she reached for the bottle. 
 
    “You said I had to pour it myself,” Anna shrugged, and she poured herself a drink. 
 
    “Yeah,” Tara’s eyes narrowed on the redhead. “After me.” 
 
    “Mmmm, I don’t think so,” Anna laughed, then she turned to Paige and offered her the bottle.  
 
    “Oh, yes please,” Paige grinned and poured herself a drink, and Tara crossed her arms over her chest and glared playfully. 
 
    Once all our drinks were poured, and we had a moment to savor them, I figured it was time to go over the plan. 
 
    “Okay,” I said to call everyone’s attention. “Let’s make our plan.” 
 
    “Well when is the best time to sneak in?” Paige asked, and she pushed her glasses further up her nose. 
 
    “Around one-thirty,” Tara answered, and she took a drink of her liquor. 
 
    “Right,” I nodded. “There’s a shift change at two am, and the guards on duty were tired by one.” 
 
    “If we aren’t going in until dark, then why are we leaving at dawn?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “I want you all to scout it out during the day,” I told the blonde. “That way you’ll know what you’re dealing with.” 
 
    “So, we go in at one-thirty and take out the guards on shift,” Anna said.  
 
    “No,” I chuckled. “This is a stealth operation.” 
 
    “So we go in and try to avoid contact with anyone,” Paige said. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “I think Tara and I should be the ones to go in.” 
 
    “What will the rest of us do?” Bailey asked, and her pale blonde brows pulled together. 
 
    “You’re our backup,” I told her with a smile. “You’re there in case anything goes wrong.” 
 
    “Okay,” Anna nodded, and she took a drink of her booze. “Are we bringing the trailer?” 
 
    “Yes,” I answered. “We’ll take the truck and the trailer, and we’ll look for supplies the next day on the way home, we don’t want to hang around too long after we rob the guard.” 
 
    “So are we planning on being gone for two nights?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I answered, and then I turned to Rolly. “I told everyone to have someone on guard at all times, but obviously you won’t be able to do that with us gone.”  
 
    “I was just wondering about that,” Rolly nodded. “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll be fine here,” I told him. “Just be extra aware, and if you get into trouble and don’t think you can overpower someone, don’t be afraid to run or hide.” 
 
    “Okay,” the old man said, but he didn’t seem happy about the hiding idea. 
 
    “I know you’re tough,” I chuckled. “Just take care of yourself while we’re gone. You’ll be fine.” 
 
    “You got it boss,” Rolly smiled.  
 
    “Besides,” Bailey smiled. “You’ll have Winchester here.” 
 
    “He is a pretty good guard dog,” Paige grinned. 
 
    “Best guard dog ever,” Bailey cooed to the black headed dog. “Isn’t that right boy?” 
 
    “I’m sure Winchester will take good care of you,” I chuckled, then I turned to the girls. “I want you to pack your bags tonight and be ready to go in the morning.” 
 
    “I’ll get up and make y’all some coffee for the road,” Rolly offered. 
 
    “That would be awesome,” Tara sighed. “I’m not as good at making it as you are.”  
 
    “We would appreciate that,” I smiled at the old man.  
 
    “No worries,” he grinned. 
 
    “Let’s finish our drinks and prepare for tomorrow,” I said to the girls. 
 
    “Are we going to go through Morrisville?” Paige asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. “We’ll go the long way so we can try to avoid the Guard and more Canadians.” 
 
    “Okay,” the pretty brunette nodded, and she took another drink of her liquor. 
 
    I smiled to myself as I looked around at the faces of these ladies, our mission would be dangerous, and I would do whatever I could to protect and provide for my tribe. Failure in our planning now would mean disaster later when the border fell, and failure wasn’t an option. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    I woke before dawn and looked up to see Rolly making his way outside.  
 
    “Girls,” I said, and I sat up. “Time to get going.” 
 
    “Ugh,” Tara groaned.  
 
    “Mission time,” Anna said with a grin, and she sat up and stretched with a big smile on her face. Her red hair was wavy from being in a braid the day before, and her nipples poked through her sports bra as she stretched. 
 
    “At least Rolly promised us coffee,” Paige smiled, and she sat up next to me, her long brunette hair hung down around her shoulders, and I couldn’t help but smile at her bedhead.  
 
    “I’m ready,” Bailey smiled as she hopped out of bed, and I watched her pull her pants on over her pink cotton panties. 
 
    “Ugh,” Tara groaned again, then she sat up and glared at all of us. “How are you all so chipper?” 
 
    “I’m excited,” Bailey smiled. “We’re going to help the people in the camp.” 
 
    “And get supplies,” Anna smiled at the blonde hippie. 
 
    “That too,” Bailey grinned. 
 
    “It will be nice to go on a mission with all of us,” Paige added with her own smile. 
 
    “Rolly is already outside,” I told Tara. “I bet he’s making our coffee right now.” 
 
    “Well  I guess it’s not too bad then,” she said, but she still glared at us playfully, and I smiled at how cute she was when she was irritated. 
 
    We all got dressed, geared up, and grabbed our bags before we headed outside to find Rolly sitting by the firepit. He had the fire going and the smell of coffee filled the air. 
 
    “This almost makes getting up at three am worth it,” Tara sighed, and she took a seat by Rolly. 
 
    “It’s not three am,” Anna laughed. 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige chuckled. “More like five.” 
 
    “The sun is barely up,” Tara said, and she gestured at the still dark sky. “If the sun isn’t up, it’s three am.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s how time works,” Bailey laughed at the platinum blonde.  
 
    “It can be five once I’ve had coffee,” Tara grinned.  
 
    “You all work hard,” Rolly said. “Making you some coffee is the least I can do.” 
 
    “You work just as hard,” I smiled at the old man, and I sat down by Anna. 
 
    “It’s true,” Paige said. “But we appreciate it.”  
 
    “Just be careful out there,” Rolly said, and he looked around at each of us. 
 
    “We will,” I said, and I smiled softly at the old man.  
 
    “Get me your to-go cups,” Rolly said, and he pulled the large pot of coffee off the fire. 
 
    “I’ll get them,” Bailey offered, and she stood up and headed inside, but returned a moment later with five travel mugs.  
 
    Rolly filled the mugs for us and filled a small cup for himself.  
 
    “I know we won’t be gone long,” Bailey said, and she hugged Rolly. “But we’ll miss you.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige grinned, and she went in for a hug as well. “Be careful.” 
 
    “Let me get in there,” Anna smiled, and joined the group hug. 
 
    “Me too,” Tara said, and she wrapped her arms around the group. “Thanks Rolly.” 
 
    “I guess I need some of this too,” I chuckled, and I wrapped my large arms around the girls and squeezed them tight. “You stay safe old man.” 
 
    “That will be hard to do if you all squeeze me to death,” Rolly laughed. 
 
    “Oh shoot,” Paige giggled, and she let go so the rest of us followed suit. 
 
    “Time to go,” I smiled at the girls. “Thanks again for the coffee, Rolly.” 
 
    “No problem,” the old man grinned, and the laugh lines on his face grew deeper. I thought that the group hug probably made him happy. 
 
    We made our way to the truck and loaded in, all the girls were able to sit up front, though it was a tight squeeze. We waved to Rolly as we headed down the driveway, and before long we were on the road to Morrisville.  
 
    “I wonder if the other prisoners are still in Morrisville,” Anna said. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Paige said, and she pushed her eyebrows together. “I hope they went south by now.” 
 
    “That would be best for them,” I nodded.  
 
    “You did give them a map,” Tara shrugged.  
 
    “Yeah,” Anna said. “They could have more information though.” 
 
    “We have all the information we need,” I said. “We know how to get in and the best time to do it.” 
 
    “True,” Anna nodded. “I just like to be over-prepared.” 
 
    “That’s why we’ll scope it out today,” I grinned. 
 
    “It’s going to be a long day again,” Tara said.  
 
    “Did you guys scout in the same place you and I did?” Paige asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. “We stayed at the country club and scouted in the trees.” 
 
    “Will there be room there for all of us?” Tara asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I said and I pursed my lips. “But there are other trees around, so we might have to split into groups.”  
 
    “That might give us more insight anyways,” Anna said. “That way we can get multiple angles.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I smiled at the redhead. 
 
    “The sunrise is so pretty,” Bailey smiled, and she stared ahead at the orange and pink sky that was overtaking the blue of the night. 
 
    “It is,” I said. 
 
    “I love fall,” Paige sighed. 
 
    “Ew,” Tara sneered playfully. 
 
    “How can you not like fall?” Anna scoffed. 
 
    “It’s just, like, the prequel to winter,” the platinum blonde said. 
 
    “Fall is the time for Halloween, and soup, and hot chocolate, and apple cider,” Paige said, and her eyes closed as if she was tasting apple cider right then. 
 
    “I do love apple cider,” I smiled.  
 
    “Apple cider is good,” Tara nodded. “Fall just sucks.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Anna laughed. “Fall is amazing.” 
 
    “Why do you like fall so much?” Bailey asked the redhead. 
 
    “It’s not too hot, not too cold, and it’s perfect for running,” Anna grinned. 
 
    “No thank you,” Tara chuckled. “I’d take summer any day.” 
 
    “I do love summer,” Bailey said.  
 
    “What’s your favorite season, Tav?” Paige asked.  
 
    “I like spring,” I told her.  
 
    “Why spring?” Anna asked, and she raised a red brow. 
 
    “Because of all the flowers, duh,” Tara answered for me, and she turned to flash me a grin. 
 
    “The flowers are nice,” I chuckled. “But I like the new life in spring. Spring is full of hope.” 
 
    “Wow,” Paige said. “I think Tav is trying to impress us with his poetry skills.” 
 
    “Hardly,” I laughed.  
 
    “I don’t know,” Tara said. “I think Paige is right.” 
 
    “Well then,” I said. “Is it working at least?” 
 
    “Totally,” Tara grinned. 
 
    “Definitely,” Paige added. 
 
    We all laughed, and then we sipped our coffee and drove on while we enjoyed the sunrise, but by the time we arrived in Burlington the sun was fully up, and it was growing warm. 
 
    “Where are we going to park the truck?” Anna asked as we pulled into town. 
 
    “Morrisville gave me an idea,” I said. 
 
    “Firehouse?” Paige asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I smiled and nodded.  
 
    “That is smart,” Bailey said. “It’s big enough for the truck and trailer.” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Tara said, and she looked at Bailey. “I forgot you weren’t with us in Morrisville.” 
 
    “Nope,” Bailey smiled.  
 
    “I think the firehouse is right up the road to the right,” Paige said, and she pointed ahead. 
 
    “I believe so,” I confirmed, and I turned right and saw the firehouse a few blocks down. 
 
    We cleared the building, parked the truck, and made our way over to the country club.  
 
    “Okay,” I said once we were outside the front of the club. “There’s a group of trees that have a good middle spot.” 
 
    “The ones we were at,” Tara nodded. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Since you and Paige know those, why don’t you two take those trees?” 
 
    “Can I be on my own?” Anna asked.  
 
    “I think that can be arranged,” I smiled at the redhead and remembered our conversation about her having solo missions, and I figured this would be a great tester. 
 
    “Great,” Anna smiled. “Do you want me right or left?” 
 
    “You can be right,” I said. “That will put Bailey and I closest to the country club. I’ll motion to you when we break for lunch.” 
 
    “Okay,” Paige nodded.  
 
    “Thanks,” Anna grinned.  
 
    “Should we show them the manhole first?” Tara asked.  
 
    “Might as well,” I shrugged, and I walked over to the covering. “It’s right here, and it leads to a corner of the camp.” 
 
    “Okay,” Anna nodded. “We’re going in with you tonight right?” 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “Two of you at least. One of you will stay over here on lookout.” 
 
    “I’ll be the lookout,” Anna volunteered. 
 
    “I think that would be best,” I smiled at the redhead.  
 
    “Okay,” Paige said. “Let’s go check this place out.” 
 
    We dropped off our bags inside the club and made our way to the side of the building, then out to the trees where we could see inside the camp. Bailey and I found a clump of trees near the left corner of the fence and laid down behind them. I looked to see Paige and Tara already laying in their spot, and Anna had found a few trees to lay behind, though it took me a moment to find her because she was hidden so well. 
 
    I looked into the camp to see more wounded soldiers sitting in front of the medical tent, though I thought I recognized some from the last time as well.  
 
    “There’s a lot of injured guards,” Bailey whispered. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “They’re coming back from the border like that.” 
 
    We watched for a moment more and saw the civilians hard at work in their perpetual state of gardening and building wagons. I wasn’t surprised that nothing had changed, but then I noticed that more of the carts were full of supplies than last time. The guards continued their usual rounds, but they did not seem particularly focused, and I watched as two bumped into each other when they criss-crossed.  
 
    “They just bumped into each other,” Bailey said in hushed tones. “Is that a good sign?” 
 
    “It shows that they aren’t very focused,” I whispered back. 
 
    “Better for us,” the blonde grinned at me, and I smiled back at her. 
 
    Just then, the CO came out of one of the buildings and started yelling orders and pointing at different soldiers. Unlike before, the soldiers did protest some when their names were called, but they still loaded into a truck and headed out of the compound, so I figured they must be going up north. I wouldn’t be happy about being sent up there either, not this close to leaving, and it looked like they were very close.  
 
    A scream came from the med tent, and Bailey jolted slightly next to me, but I noticed that none of the civilians had seemed to notice, and I figured maybe they were so used to it by this point that it was barely noticeable to them. 
 
    I put my hand on Bailey’s shoulder and smiled at her.  
 
    “You okay?” I asked softly. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she nodded. “This is really sad though.” 
 
    “It is,” I said. “But we’re here to help.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she grinned at me, and we continued our watch. 
 
    When I figured it to be around noon, I stood up with Bailey and made my way to the side of the country club, then I gestured to my team to follow me, and they all made their way to the front of the club. 
 
    “Jeez,” Anna said.  
 
    “Yeah,” Paige nodded. “It’s not good.” 
 
    “No,” Anna agreed. “It’s not. But they have a lot of supplies in there.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tara said. 
 
    “At least we’re here to help the people too,” Bailey smiled. 
 
    “Yes,” I smiled back. “We will help them as well. But for now let’s get some food and take a short break. Anna, what did you gather?” 
 
    “Criss-crossing patrols,” the redhead started, and I was proud that she was so ready to answer my question. “They also have four men in towers with .50 cals, and they trade off patrols, though I’m not sure when yet.” 
 
    “We haven’t been here long enough to see it yet,” Tara nodded. 
 
    “Good job Major,” I grinned at the redhead, then I turned to Paige. “What about you?” 
 
    “Well,” the brunette said, and she swallowed a bite of jerky. “It’s easy to see that the guards aren’t happy, they’re unfocused and moving slowly.” 
 
    “Right again,” I smiled at the pretty brunette, then I turned to Bailey. “Bailey, do you have anything to add?” 
 
    “I figured out that I could take out the guys in the towers from the roof of the club,” Bailey grinned, and we all laughed. 
 
    “That’s good,” I chuckled. “But not quite what we’re here for.” 
 
    “They have more wagons with supplies,” Tara said. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “They’ll be leaving soon.” 
 
    “Those guys in the med tent sound pretty fucked up,” Anna said, and she took a large pull from her water bottle. 
 
    “I jumped when that guy screamed,” Paige added. 
 
    “Yeah,” Tara agreed. “I did too, but it seemed like the civilians didn’t even notice.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Bailey frowned. “It’s like their daily life now.” 
 
    “Was everyone able to spot the manhole in the yard?” I asked the group, and they all nodded. “Good, we’ll finish lunch and then get back to reconnaissance.” 
 
    We ate our jerky and crackers and drank some water, and when everyone was done, we went back to our posts to continue our watch.  
 
    It appeared that nothing had changed since we took our lunch break, the guards were still sluggishly making their rounds, the civilians were still working hard, and every so often we could hear some screams from the med tent.  
 
    Around six in the evening the guards changed rotation, and I was happy to see it was the same guards that had taken over when Tara and I had been there the day before. I doubted they had become less stressed, and that was good for us, their lack of focus and tiredness would be their downfall.  
 
    I waited until nightfall and a little bit longer to check the shadows that were over the manhole cover. It was well hidden in the darkness, and it should theoretically be easy to slip in under the cover of night, but I knew from experience that most things weren’t that easy. I had seen all that we needed for the moment, and I made my way back to the side of the building and motioned for my team to follow, Tara and Paige made their way to Bailey and me, but it seemed that Anna had missed my cue, so I waited a moment for her to notice that her team wasn’t in place any longer, and when she did, she made her way to the side of the building as well, and I led the team into the club.  
 
    “Jeez Anna,” Tara teased. “Take forever, why don’t you.” 
 
    “Hey,” Anna scoffed. “I was just really into watching.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” I told the redhead. “Just make sure you’re more alert during the actual raid.” 
 
    “Okay,” the redhead nodded, and I could see her blush in the light that shone through the window. 
 
    “It’s fine,” I chuckled. “You didn’t do anything wrong.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige smiled at Anna. “We all know you have our backs when things get going.” 
 
    “Always,” Anna smiled back at the brunette.  
 
    “I was only joking,” Tara said in a softer tone, and she reached out to touch Anna’s shoulder. 
 
    “I know,” Anna replied, and she put her hand over Tara’s.  
 
    “So, are we just grabbing some dinner?” Bailey asked, and she sat down on the carpeted floor.  
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. “Let’s eat something, but we won’t head back out there until it’s time for the raid.” 
 
    “Why not?” Anna asked, and she pulled her thin red brows together. 
 
    “We have all the information we need right now,” I told her. “And I don’t want anyone to get tired out there watching. So we’ll eat some food and go over the details of our plan, then we’ll do one last quick watch before we head in.” 
 
    “Okay,” Paige nodded, and she pushed her glasses up with her ring finger. 
 
    The girls pulled out some food from their bags, Tara opted for more crackers and some smoked venison, Paige ate some venison and beans, Anna took out some wolf jerky and ate it alone, Bailey pulled out a can of corn and a can of beans, and I grabbed some crackers and venison. 
 
    “You know what I miss?” Tara sighed as she ate her crackers. 
 
    “What?” Bailey asked with a smile. 
 
    “Cheese,” Tara said, and she smiled longingly and looked at her crackers and meat. 
 
    “Oh my god, yes,” Paige breathed. “I miss cheese so bad.” 
 
    “I never really ate a lot of cheese,” Anna shrugged. “But I did love spray cheese.” 
 
    “I think you’re safe there,” I laughed. “That shit is probably like twinkies and cockroaches.” 
 
    “You’re probably right,” Paige chuckled. 
 
    “Cockroaches and twinkies?” Tara asked, and she raised a blonde brow. 
 
    “Yeah,” Anna nodded. “It’s something about how they could survive a nuclear war.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard that,” Tara shrugged. 
 
    “I hope you’re right,” Bailey smiled. “I would love some spray cheese.” 
 
    “How long has it been since you’ve had cheese?” Paige asked the pretty blonde. “I know you were vegan before so it’s probably been awhile right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Bailey nodded. “I think four years.” 
 
    “Oh my god,” Tara groaned. “How did you live without cheese for that long?” 
 
    “Well, I still had cheese,” Bailey laughed. “Just vegan cheese.” 
 
    “You poor thing,” Tara said, and she shook her head.  
 
    “It’s good,” Bailey chuckled, and she pushed Tara’s arm playfully. 
 
    “Not as good as real cheese though,” Anna grinned.  
 
    “Yeah,” Bailey nodded. “I used to love spray cheese as a kid. I know it’s terrible for you, but it’s so good.” 
 
    “We’ll look for some when we scavenge,” I laughed. “I used to love it too.” 
 
    “That should’ve been my comfort item,” Anna chuckled.  
 
    “It’ll be our secret,” I smiled.  
 
    “I can keep a secret,” Bailey smiled. “As long as I get some.” 
 
    “I think that can be arranged,” I grinned. 
 
    “Should we go over the plan?” Anna asked after everyone took the last bites of their dinner. 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded at the redhead. “Do you want to go over it?” 
 
    “Sure,” she smiled. “Just let me know if I need to add anything.” 
 
    “Will do,” I told her.  
 
    “Okay,” Anna started. “So we’re going to do one last watch, let’s say ten minutes?” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I smiled. 
 
    “Then we’ll head to the manhole,” the redhead continued. “I’ll stand guard outside while everyone else heads in. Bailey and Paige will stay down below, and Tara and Tav will sneak up and get the canner first.” 
 
    “Right,” Tara nodded. 
 
    “You’ll bring the supplies to Paige and Bailey,” Anna said, and she looked at Tara and me. “One of them will run the supplies over to me, and the other will stay for backup.” 
 
    “Then we get the civilians, right?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Anna nodded. “After we get the canner and whatever other supplies we can, Tav and Tara will go talk to the civilians and get them out.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Paige smiled at the redhead. 
 
    “Me too,” I grinned at Anna. “Good job, Major.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she smiled and blushed.  
 
    “I warned you about her getting a big head,” Tara rolled her eyes, but she laughed as well. 
 
    “I think you’re head is big enough for the both of us,” Anna told the blonde with a wry smile. 
 
    “Probably true.” Tara grinned.  
 
    “So are we all ready then?” I asked the group, and they all nodded. 
 
    “We’ll only take our pistols, right?” Tara asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “No point in taking our rifles, and we’ll try to use your silenced Rugar, but only if we really, really have to.” 
 
    “I’m excited,” Bailey smiled.  
 
    “I know,” I smiled back at the blonde. “But remember, our priority is the canning machine.” 
 
    “Right,” she nodded, and her smile faded slightly. 
 
    “If push comes to shove, we take it and leave all else,” Anna added, then she grinned at the blonde. “But we’re pretty badass so I think we’ll be fine.” 
 
    “We are pretty badass,” Bailey agreed, and her smile returned.  
 
    I let the girls continue to talk and rest up before the mission, it was important to keep morale up, and I figured a small break before the heist would help them maintain focus. When I figured it was about twelve-thirty, I called my team to action. 
 
    “Okay,” I clapped and stood up. “It’s time to head out.” 
 
    “Great,” Anna grinned, and she stood up too, and the rest of the girls followed. 
 
    I led my team around to the side of the building, and we all took our posts once more, Bailey and I were extra careful because there were two guards talking by the fence near our position. Once we were in place, I could hear their conversation. 
 
    “I don’t even see why we’re out here anymore,” the first guard said. 
 
    “We haven’t had a break out in a while,” the second one agreed. 
 
    “Yeah,” the first one nodded. “And we put the civilians to bed earlier now.” 
 
    “It seems pointless,” the second guy spat. “I’m fuckin tired of being on night shift.” 
 
    “I’ve always hated night shift,” the first guy groaned. “We’re leaving soon anyways, so I don’t see how it matters if these people want to run away.” 
 
    “Less mouths to feed,” the second guy said.  
 
    “Ugh,” the first guy groaned. “Let’s make these rounds before we get shipped up north.” 
 
    “Yeah,” the second guy said, and he started to walk away. “I’ve already done that shit, I’ll go AWOL before I go back up there.” 
 
    “Right,” the first guy nodded, and he continued his rounds as well. 
 
    We watched for a few minutes more, and I could tell the guards were already tired, they were walking even slower than before, they took more breaks to talk to each other, and the guards posted in the towers looked like they were half asleep already.  
 
    “I think it’s time,” I whispered to Bailey, and she nodded.  
 
    I stood up and motioned to my crew, then I headed toward the manhole with my team right behind me. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Is everyone ready?” 
 
    “Ready,” Paige nodded. 
 
    “Yup,” Bailey smiled. 
 
    “Aye aye captain,” Anna said. 
 
    “Let’s fuck ‘em up,” Tara grinned. 
 
    “Alright” I said in a serious tone. “We have to be quiet. Don’t use your weapon unless you absolutely have to. And remember that this tunnel will echo, so don’t speak unless necessary.” 
 
    My team nodded, so I pulled the cover from the manhole and crawled in, then I waited for the other girls to follow, and once we were all below except for Anna, I began the walk toward the compound. I could feel Tara’s hand on my belt loop, and I figured that the girls all had a hold of each other, that was something I hadn’t covered, but I was proud of their quick thinking since I opted not to use a lighter or flashlight.  
 
    Once we arrived at the small light that shone through the manhole in the compound I stopped and listened, but I didn’t hear anything, so I motioned for Tara to follow me, and I ascended the short ladder that led to the cover. I listened once more once I was just below the cover, but again, I didn’t hear anything, so I slowly pushed the cover off, and climbed out.  
 
    Tara moved quickly behind me, so I covered the manhole once more, and moved back to the dark corner where Tara waited for me.  
 
    “We’re in,” she whispered. 
 
    “Let’s get over to the commissary,” I told her, and I made my way down the fence line toward the nearest building.  
 
    Two guards crossed paths in front of us, and I put my arm out to pull Tara behind me.  
 
    “We’re off soon right?” the guard on our right called out to the other one. 
 
    “Half an hour,” the other guard called back. 
 
    “Wake me when it’s time,” the first one chuckled. 
 
    “Yeah, right,” the other laughed. “I’ll be out too.” 
 
    After they were out of our direct line of sight I moved toward the commissary building, but quickly pulled back when I saw a guard sitting in front of the next building over. I crouched down, and Tara crouched next to me. 
 
    “There’s a guard outside of the building next to the commissary,” I whispered. 
 
    “Shit,” the blonde said, and her eyes narrowed. “What do we do?” 
 
    “We’re going to go around this building and get to the back of the commissary,” I told her. “Then we’ll carefully make our way to the front.” 
 
    “Got it,” Tara said, and I headed back around the building we were crouched behind. 
 
    We made it to the side of the commissary and up toward the front, so I peeked my head around the corner and saw the guard on duty had his hat pulled over his eyes, and he leaned against the building.  
 
    “He’s tired,” I told Tara in hushed tones.  
 
    “Yeah,” she nodded. “I think I can slip past him.” 
 
    “I’ll go first,” I told her. “Cover me with your silenced pistol.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said, and she crouched down and lifted her pistol to aim at the sleeping guard.  
 
    I slipped around the corner of the building and kept tight against it. Once I was at the door, I opened it and cleared the room quickly before I went back and motioned Tara inside.  
 
    “Let’s find this canner,” Tara grinned at me after I shut the door to the building. 
 
    “Let’s do it, ninja,” I grinned back, and we began to search the large, open space. 
 
    “I’m guessing this was the gym?” Tara whispered. 
 
    “Looks that way,” I said. 
 
    There were tables in rows all the way to the opposite side of the building, but only about half of them were still stocked with supplies, and it was mostly MREs and canned goods.  
 
    “I think I found it,” Tara whispered, and she waved me over to her. 
 
    “That’s it,” I nodded as I inspected the machine. “But there should be one more.” 
 
    “Okay,” Tara said, and she pulled her eyebrows together as she scanned the room, then she pointed to a table across the way. “Over there.” 
 
    “Great,” I whispered. “Go grab it and meet me by the door.” 
 
    “Should we grab anything else?” Tara asked. 
 
    “Not yet,” I shook my head. “We need to get these to the girls, they’re our first priority.” 
 
    “Right,” the platinum blonde nodded, and she picked up the other canning machine and followed me to the door.  
 
    We slipped past the sleeping guard once more, making sure to close the door slowly and silently, then we made our way back to the sewer grate, and I sent Tara down first, and held her canning machine, then I passed it to the girls at the bottom, along with the one I had carried over, and made my way down as well.  
 
    “We’ll take these to Anna,” Paige whispered. 
 
    “Only one of you,” I said. “Carry one at a time and be very quiet, if you were to drop it we could give away our position.” 
 
    “Right,” Bailey nodded.  
 
    “Tara and I will go back up and see what else we can get,” I whispered. 
 
    “I’ll be here,” Bailey said. 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” Paige said, and she started to walk back toward the club.  
 
    I climbed back up the small ladder and waited for Tara, then we went back around the building closest to us, and before Tara could round the corner to head to the commissary, I grabbed her by the back of her vest and pulled her back to me.  
 
    Tara was about to speak, but I put my hand over her mouth and pointed. There was one lone civilian in a striped jumpsuit working in the yard, he was digging a hole, and I wondered why he was out there when he hadn’t been the last time we had passed by. 
 
    “Should we go talk to him?” Tara whispered after she removed my hand from her mouth. 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. “I think we should.” 
 
    “He’s out in the open,” she said. “How do we get to him?” 
 
    “I don’t think we have to,” I told her, and I pointed to the wagon behind him. “We just have to get to that.” 
 
    “Good thinking,” Tara nodded. “But we’ll have to go all the way around.” 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “Just be careful, the guards are still on patrol.” 
 
    “Lead the way,” she said, and she crouched further into the darkness, so I stepped in front of her and made my way along the fence line.  
 
    I saw a guard approach from my left, so I crawled underneath one of the trucks in the yard and pulled Tara down to me. I made sure to steady my breath as the guard walked by, but it was an ominous sight watching his boots take slow steps in front of the vehicle, and I couldn’t hear Tara breathing at all, but her finger was on her trigger, and she was ready to shoot. I didn’t touch her because I didn’t want to startle her, so I waited for the guard to walk past, and I heard Tara release a breath.  
 
    “A bit nerve wracking?” I asked in a whisper.  
 
    “Just a bit,” the platinum blonde replied, and she gave me a smile.  
 
    “Let’s go,” I said, and I rolled out from beneath the vehicle. 
 
    As we crept to the wagon, I thought about the best way to approach the situation, I didn’t want him to scream and alert the guards to our presence, but I wasn’t sure I could trust him to not do just that if I tried to talk to him from behind the wagon. We arrived at the wagon on the opposite side of the civilian that was working, and I waited until the guards crossed one more time, then I turned to Tara. 
 
    “Cover me,” I told her. 
 
    “On it,” she whispered back, and she raised her pistol.  
 
    I crept to the civilian and wrapped my arms around him, then I whispered in his ear. 
 
    “We’re here to help,” I said. “We aren’t soldiers, just don’t make any noise. Nod if you understand.” 
 
     He nodded, and I pulled him behind the wagon, and introduced myself. 
 
    “I’m Tav,” I whispered, and I gestured to my blonde companion. “And this is Tara.” 
 
    “We’re here to help you,” Tara said quickly.  
 
    “Help me?” the man asked, and his brows pinched together. He was a slender young man, and he couldn’t have been above the age of twenty-five, if he was even that old.  
 
    “Yeah,” Tara nodded. “We’re here to bust you out.” 
 
    “Not just you,” I whispered. “All the people that are being kept here, now what’s your name?” 
 
    “Brian,” the young man whispered heatedly. “But we’re not being kept here. We chose to come here.” 
 
    “I know this is a lot to handle,” I told him. “But we know a way in and out of this place.” 
 
    “The sewer,” the young man nodded.  
 
    “You know about the sewer?” Tara asked. “Why haven’t you left?” 
 
    “We’ve seen what happens to the guardsmen that go up north,” the guy said. “I don’t want to try to make it on my own.” 
 
    “There are other people here,” I told him. “You all can work together.” 
 
    “Anybody who wanted to leave has already left,” the guy said.  
 
    “Why would you want to stay?” Tara asked, and her face was one of total confusion. “They’re horrible to you here.” 
 
    “At least I have a place to sleep and food,” the young man said, and he looked down. 
 
    “They’re working you to the bone,” I told him. “You could be hunting and scavenging for yourself.” 
 
    “I don’t know how to do any of that stuff,” the boy said.  
 
    “What about the other people in your group?” I asked.  
 
    “Yeah,” Tara nodded. “Are you sure none of them want out?” 
 
    “We’re safer here,” he said. “I told you, whoever wanted to leave already did.” 
 
    “I know you’re scared,” I whispered to the man. “It’s okay to be scared, but I think you’d be better off outside of this camp.” 
 
    “The guardsmen are coming back injured every day,” he said, and his eyes grew wide. “It’s a shitshow out there, I’d rather stay here, and so would everyone else.” 
 
    “We can’t make you leave,” I told him. 
 
    “No,” he shook his head. “I think you should leave though. I’d be in a lot of trouble if anyone saw you, and I’m supposed to be digging.” 
 
    “What are you digging  anyways?” Tara asked. 
 
    “One of the soldiers died tonight,” the boy said in a low voice. “I’m just digging a grave.” 
 
    “And you’re sure you don’t want to leave?” Tara asked incredulously, and a bit too loud.  
 
    “I told you no,” the man snapped. “I’ve got to get back to work.” 
 
    He stood up and made his way back to the hole and continued digging, so I turned to Tara to see that she still had a stunned look on her face. 
 
    “What the fuck?” she whispered. 
 
    “We need to get out of here,” I said. “Now.” 
 
    “Do you think he’ll tell them we’re here?” she asked, and her eyes widened. 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “Not yet at least, but I don’t think he would take kindly to us stealing from them. Once they know the canners are gone, he will squeal.” 
 
    “Oh,” Tara said. “Shit. Yeah, let’s go.” 
 
    We quickly made our way back to the tunnel, and I kept lookout while Tara descended the ladder, but just as I was about to go down one of the guards came around the corner of the building, so I stepped back into the shadows and waited for him to cross. It couldn’t have taken more than thirty seconds for him to walk by, but it felt like an eternity, and after he was out of eyeshot I felt myself release a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding.  
 
    I crawled back down the ladder of the sewer, put the lid back on, and turned toward where I thought the girls were, though it was far too dark at that point for me to be able to see them.  
 
    “Head back to the club,” I whispered. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “I’ll explain when we get back,” I said. 
 
    “Okay,” Paige said, and I heard footsteps in the water. 
 
    My team made their way back to the light that shone through from the open manhole Anna guarded, and we took turns climbing the ladder with me going last.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Anna asked.  
 
    “Let’s get in the clubhouse,” I said, and I put the cover back over the manhole. “I’ll explain then.” 
 
    “Okay,” Anna said, but I could hear in her voice that she was concerned.  
 
    Once we were in the club, I lit a candle I had brought with me, and I put it between all of us. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Bailey asked, and her confused face was illuminated by the candlelight. 
 
    “We got the canners,” I said. “So we got what we came for.” 
 
    “What about the civilians?” Bailey asked quickly, and I looked to Tara to see that she had her head down. 
 
    “It’s not going to make sense,” I said softly.  
 
    “What do you mean?” the blonde hippie asked, and then she bit her lip. 
 
    “They didn’t want to leave,” Tara said quietly. 
 
    “What do you mean they didn’t want to go?” Paige asked, and she leaned closer to the platinum blonde. 
 
    “We tried,” I said. “We talked to a guy working in the yard, and he refused to come with us.” 
 
    “But--” Bailey started, but then she paused for a moment.  
 
    “They treat them so bad,” Anna said. “I mean, I thought there was a chance they wouldn’t want to leave, but I figured it was pretty slim.” 
 
    “They’re scared, they see the wounded and dead soldiers coming back from up north and they think the whole world has gone to hell,” I said. “And they don’t know how to make it on their own.” 
 
    “Neither did we,” Paige said. “But we learned.” 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “But some people don’t want to learn.” 
 
    “They already knew how to get out,” Tara said.  
 
    “What?” Bailey asked with wide eyes.  
 
    “It’s true,” I nodded. “The guy told us about the sewer before we even said anything.” 
 
    “He said everyone who wanted to leave is already gone,” Tara added.  
 
    “Why didn’t you go back for more supplies then?” Paige asked. 
 
    “If they had, the civilian might have given them away,” Anna said. 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. “Since they’re staying here, I’m guessing they wouldn’t like us stealing from them.” 
 
    “But we still got the canners,” Anna grinned. 
 
    “Yes,” I smiled.  
 
    “So, I guess we’re counting this as a win,” Tara sighed. 
 
    “I know it may not feel like one,” I said softly. “But people who don’t want to take care of themselves, those aren’t the kind of people we want to associate with anyways.” 
 
    “True,” Anna nodded, then she turned to Bailey who sat frowning. “And they know how to get out, so if they wanted to leave they could. We have nothing to feel bad about.” 
 
    “I know you’re right,” Bailey sighed. “But that just sucks.” 
 
    “You did a good thing,” I smiled at the small blonde. “You fought for others, and that’s an admirable quality.” 
 
    “And we’ll do some scavenging tomorrow still, right?” Anna asked, and she looked to me. 
 
    “That’s the plan,” I smiled. “But we will need to be further away from the compound here, once they discover they’ve been robbed we don’t want to be anywhere near here.” 
 
    “Got it,”Anna said, then she grinned at Bailey. “We’ll find us some spray cheese.” 
 
    “Everything’s better with spray cheese,” Tara chuckled. 
 
    “I actually used to eat spray cheese when I was sad,” Paige laughed.  
 
    “It is a good comfort food,” Anna smiled. 
 
    “See?” I looked to our resident hippie girl. “We’ll get you some spray cheese, and you’ll feel better.” 
 
    “I guess so,” Bailey said, and she smiled a bit. 
 
    “We’ll head out first thing,” I said. “But for tonight we’ll stay here.” 
 
    “We should go by the brewery tomorrow,” Paige said. “We might be able to use some of the aluminum cans they’ll have in there.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I nodded. “We’ll do that as well.” 
 
    “I don’t know about everyone else,” Paige said. “But I’m not tired quite yet, anyone want some chocolate? I snuck some in my bag.” 
 
    “Shhh,” Anna joked. “Don’t tell Tav.” 
 
    “You can tell me,” I laughed. “But only if I get some too.” 
 
    “I think that can be arranged,” Paige grinned. 
 
    The girls and I ate our chocolate and talked and laughed. It had been a bittersweet adventure, we had gained two canning machines, which would help exponentially, but on the downside our sweet Bailey was distressed about the civilians. I wished that Rolly had been there, our team mascot always knew what to say to boost morale, but for the time being chocolate and the promise of spray cheese had the pretty blonde smiling, and that was good enough.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10  
 
    I woke to the dawn the next morning surrounded by my girls, there had been a perfectly good couch in the room, but we had all opted to sleep on the floor together, and it was nothing to complain about. I smiled at their sleeping forms before I woke them gently and pushed myself up to my feet. 
 
    “We have a long day ahead,” I smiled. 
 
    But inside, I wasn’t all smiles. I had the nightmare with the zombies again last night, and I knew it was my subconscious trying to deal with my worries about the Canadians at the border. I was able to push the dream out of my head easily enough, but the reality of our situation was every bit as frightening as a horror movie. I knew the girls must be even more worried than I was, so it was important for me to handle business confidently since that would keep their confidence and morale up for the trying times ahead. 
 
    “It’s like you never sleep,” Tara groaned, but she sat up and yawned and stretched, and her breasts pushed against her tank top in the most delightful way. 
 
    “I’m excited to do some scavenging,” Anna grinned, and she hopped to her feet. Her red hair was still in its braid from the day before, but some of the hairs had gotten loose, and they framed her beautiful face perfectly. 
 
    “I think I’m getting too used to coffee in the morning,” Paige muttered, and she sat up to pull her wild brown locks into their usual messy bun before she put her glasses on. 
 
    “As long as spray cheese is still a goal for today, I’m happy,” Bailey said with a small smile, and she stood up and stretched.  
 
    “Let’s grab some breakfast,” I told the girls. “Then we’ll hit the brewery.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we take the canning machines to the truck first?” Paige asked. 
 
    “The brewery is close,” I said. “We’ll go there first, then we’ll take the canners and whatever we find at the brewery back to the truck.” 
 
    “Okay,” Anna nodded, and she pulled some smoked venison from her bag and sat on the couch to eat. 
 
    We had a quiet breakfast, then we put on our vests, packed up, and headed to the brewery. Anna and I each carried a canner since we were the strongest of the group, and when we arrived at the brewery, we set them outside the back door.  
 
    “It’s locked,” Paige frowned after she tugged on the back entrance. 
 
    “Do you think we could pick the lock?” Tara asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Anna answered sarcastically. “We know how to pick locks, we’ve only been busting windows for fun.” 
 
    “I was just asking,” Tara said, and she narrowed her eyes at her redheaded friend. 
 
    “Well silly questions require silly answers.” Anna grinned, then she stuck her tongue out at the blonde and Tara returned the favor. 
 
    “Ladies,” I chuckled. “Quit flirting and help us look for a window that we can get in through.” 
 
    “Flirting?” both Anna and Tara gasped in unison, but I just snickered at them.  
 
    “The campus is so close,” Paige said, and she bit her lip. “I’m worried they’ll hear us.” 
 
    “We can try the front door,” I suggested. “We’re far enough away that they shouldn’t see us.” 
 
    “I’ll go,” Tara offered. 
 
    “Good idea.” I grinned at the platinum blonde. 
 
    “Just be careful,” Bailey said. 
 
    “Of course,” Tara said, and she slipped around the side of the building. 
 
    “Do you think she’ll be okay?” Paige asked. 
 
    “She’ll be fine,” I told the brunette. “We’re far enough away that they shouldn’t be able to see her.” 
 
    “Okay,” Paige nodded, but she bit her lip again. 
 
    Just then Tara pushed open the back door. 
 
    “Hey bitches,” the platinum blonde grinned. 
 
    “Excuse you,” Anna scoffed, and the girls all giggled. 
 
    “I hope you weren’t talking to me,” I chuckled. 
 
    “No,” Tara smiled. “Unless you’re into that kind of thing.” 
 
    “I think you know very well that I am not,” I laughed. 
 
    “Whoa,” Anna said from inside the brewery, and I stepped inside to see the large equipment and open floor of the assembly line.  
 
    “How much beer do you think is in here?” Tara asked, and she raised a brow at me. 
 
    “Probably a lot,” I chuckled. “But let’s focus on the essentials first.” 
 
    “You mean beer isn’t essential?” Paige grinned.  
 
    “I would think not,” I smiled at the brunette. “Cold beer is a different story though.” 
 
    “Cold beer is essential?” Anna asked with a wry smile. 
 
    “Absolutely,” I grinned. 
 
    I took in the smell of hops and old beer as I walked in search of aluminum cans. The building was huge, and the floor was slightly sticky, just enough where my shoes suction cupped to the ground and made a small popping sound with each step. Three large brewing tanks sat in different corners of the room, each attached to their own separate assembly line, and the wall was lined with full cans, kegs, and bottles ready for shipping, so I took a bottle out and twisted the top off.  
 
    I took a swig of the amber lager and immediately spit it back into the bottle. It was skunked, and I quenched the urge to throw up, I was just hoping none of the girls had witnessed my debacle.  
 
    “Over here,” Paige called out. 
 
    “Did you find the cans?” Anna asked, and we all made our way to Paige. 
 
    “Yeah,” the brunette answered. “It’s just the cylinders though. There’s no top or bottom.” 
 
    “Even better,” I said, and I moved closer to inspect the cans. “We can put tops and bottoms on them as long as they’re the right size.” 
 
    “Don’t we need to compare them to the canning machine?” Anna asked.  
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded, and I grabbed a cylinder and headed outside. As I compared the cylinder I realized that the canning machines we had taken were fairly advanced, and they were able to be adjusted for size. I smiled to myself and headed back inside to the girls.  
 
    “How’s it looking?” Tara asked as I walked back up with the cylinder in hand. 
 
    “Looks good,” I grinned. “The canning machines are adjustable.” 
 
    “That’s good,” Paige smiled. “We are able to can anything now.” 
 
    “That we can,” I nodded. “We can grab a few boxes of these, and we should find some lids and bottoms too.” 
 
    “Already done,” Anna grinned.  
 
    “Alright then,” I smiled. “Let’s grab some boxes and head back to the truck.” 
 
    The girls each grabbed a box, and Anna and I carried the canners back to the firehouse where we had parked our military vehicle. The walk was fairly long, but none of the girls complained, and it didn’t take us long to arrive back at the abandoned firehouse. 
 
    “We’ll head to South Burlington,” I told the girls. “That way we’ll be farther away from the compound.” 
 
    “Okay,” Anna nodded, and we all hopped in the truck.  
 
    I drove us the short distance to South Burlington and took in the sight of the abandoned city. The daylight made the dust that covered the place that much more apparent, and the soft scent of hot asphalt filled my nostrils. I pulled the truck into the parking lot of a supermarket and hid it between several cars that had been left there, then I hopped out and took a deep breath of the still crisp morning air. 
 
    “Do you think this is hidden enough?” Paige asked. 
 
    “I do,” I nodded. “We’re far enough away we’ll be alright, just be on guard.” 
 
    “Should we split up?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I answered. “Bailey, you’re with me. Tara, Anna, and Paige, you’ll be a group as well.” 
 
    “Okay,” Anna nodded. “We’ll head right, you head left?” 
 
    “Works for me,” I smiled at the redhead, and headed to the left with Bailey by my side.  
 
    “Wait,” Paige said. “Does everyone have their list?” 
 
    “Yup,” Bailey smiled, and she held up her supply list.  
 
    “Okay,” Paige nodded. “Be safe.” 
 
    “You do the same,” I called out.  
 
    As we walked, I looked over to Bailey and saw her staring at the ground, it seemed she wasn’t actually as chipper as she had been portraying, but I spotted a pharmacy up ahead and pointed it out to her. 
 
    “Let’s try there,” I smiled at the pretty blonde. 
 
    “Sure,” she said, and she smiled slightly. 
 
    “It looks like one of the windows has been busted out,” I said as we got closer, and I pursed my lips. 
 
    “Should we clear the building?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “Always err on the side of caution.” 
 
    “Right,” she said, and she pulled out her pistol as we approached the broken window. 
 
    “I’ll go in first,” I told her. “I’ll flank left, you flank right, okay?” 
 
    “Got it,” she said, and she readied her sidearm.  
 
    I crawled through the window and flanked left, I heard Bailey’s footsteps as she moved swiftly down the right side, and we met at the opposite end of the store near the center aisle. 
 
    “All clear,” she smiled and holstered her gun on her hip once more. 
 
    “My way too,” I nodded. 
 
    “It looks like the pharmacy has been hit,” she said as she turned to look at the lifted partition. 
 
    “It looks like there’s still plenty of meds here,” I said as I looked at the mostly stocked shelves, and my eyebrows pulled together. 
 
    “Yeah,” Bailey agreed. “I wonder what they took?”  
 
    “Only one way to find out,” I grinned and hopped over the pharmacy counter.  
 
    Bailey followed my lead, and we looked at the bottles on the shelves to try to determine what was missing. 
 
    “I think I figured it out,” Bailey said after a moment. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “All the pain meds are gone,” she told me, and I moved to her aisle to look at the empty shelf space she was staring at. 
 
    “Hydrocodone, oxy,” she pointed at the shelves, “there’s none of it over here.” 
 
    “How do you know?” I asked. 
 
    “It seems like the shelves are alphabetical,” she said, and she pointed to the label names.  
 
    “I think you’re right,” I nodded. “But there’s still plenty here, let’s see if we can find the stuff on Marla’s list.” 
 
    “Okay,” the blonde said, and she pulled out her copy of the supply list. 
 
    “Marla also gave me some replacements for Rolly’s meds,” I told her, and I showed her the writing on my own supply list. 
 
    “Should we look for that first?” she asked. 
 
    “Make it a priority,” I said. “But keep an eye out for anything on the list.” 
 
    “Paige should’ve been in charge of pharmacy runs,” Bailey said, and she half smiled at me. 
 
    “Well, you’re my partner today,” I told her with a soft smile. “And we ran across this place so we’ll do our best. Besides, Marla is a certified nurse, so we have all the information we need right here.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right,” Bailey nodded, and she began to mosey through the aisle while she looked at the shelves.  
 
    I made my way to the other side of the pharmacy area and looked for Rolly’s medication, the alphabetical layout made it a lot easier, and I was able to find the medication easily, as well as some generic brands that Marla had listed for me. I grabbed a bag from behind the counter and filled it with all the pills they had in stock, then I looked for more names from the list Marla had given us, but I found that Bailey already had quite a few in her own bag. 
 
    I watched the blonde as she looked through the aisles, she was moving slower than usual, but not so slow that she was wasting time. Still though, I was used to my happy-go-lucky hippie chick Bailey, and sad Bailey made me want to hug her and never let go. She reminded me of Eeyore from Winnie The Pooh. 
 
    “Hey,” I said softly across the aisle. 
 
    “Yeah?” the blonde asked, and she looked over to me. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked, and I watched her face intently. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said, but her small smile didn’t reach her eyes, and she looked away from my gaze almost immediately. 
 
    “It’s okay to be upset,” I told her in a gentle voice.  
 
    “I’m not upset,” she said, but it came out in an angry tone that I don’t think she intended, because she looked up at me, and her eyes got big. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I smiled and I moved to hug her. “Talk to me.” 
 
    “I just don’t understand,” the blonde said, and she relaxed against my chest for a moment. 
 
    “I know,” I nodded.  
 
    “Why wouldn’t they want to leave?” she said and looked up at me with eyes more gray than the usual bright blue. 
 
    “They’re not like you or me,” I told my pretty hippie girl. “They feel safe there.” 
 
    “I just don’t know how someone could feel safe somewhere where they’re treated so poorly.” She frowned. 
 
    “It’s hard to understand,” I said. “But people often exchange freedom for a feeling of safety.” 
 
    “It’s dumb,” she said and she frowned harder. 
 
    “Listen,” I told her and I lifted her small chin with my finger. “We tried, and that’s all we can do. But the important thing is that they know how to get out, it’s up to them if they use that information or not.” 
 
    “You’re right,” the blonde sighed. “It’s just a sucky feeling.” 
 
    “It is,” I smiled. “But who knows? Maybe they’ll change their minds and decide to escape.” 
 
    “Maybe,” she said and then she smiled the first real smile I had seen on her all day. 
 
    I doubted the civilians would change their minds, but if it helped her to think that they might, I wasn’t going to take that away from her.  
 
    “I found Rolly’s medication,” I grinned at her, kissed her on the forehead, and then she lifted her face so I could kiss her on the lips. We made out for a handful of seconds, and then I released her from my embrace. 
 
    “Good,” she grinned back at me. “And thanks, Tav.” 
 
    “No worries,” I smiled. “I’m glad you feel a bit better.” 
 
    “I do,” she nodded. “Also, I found a lot of the other stuff from the list, and some more tampons and pads hiding under one of the counters. We should be good until summer at least.” 
 
    “Great,” I said. “Let’s see what else we can gather, then we’ll see what the rest of this Rite Aid has to offer.” 
 
    “Deal,” the blonde smiled, and she leaned up to kiss me again.  
 
    Bailey and I found all the meds on Marla’s list, plus a lot more birth control, and we were able to find some food stuffs and a few comfort items, so we headed back to the truck with the first load of our supplies, and we saw the other girls approaching the truck just as we were. 
 
    “Hey,” Anna called out with a smile. “Good timing.” 
 
    “Find anything good?” Paige asked. 
 
    “We found a pharmacy,” I said with a grin. “We got all the meds from Marla’s list.” 
 
    “And we got some woman stuff,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Oh cool,” Paige smiled. “We found some over-the-counter stuff, flu relief, ibuprofen, that sort of thing. Also more woman stuff.” 
 
    “Good find.” I smiled as I set my box in the trailer. “We weren’t able to get any pain meds.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Bailey nodded. “The pharmacy was broken into, but that was all that was missing.” 
 
    “Who would break into a pharmacy and only take pain meds?” Tara asked, and she cocked her hip to the side after she set her box in the truck. 
 
    “Um, a junkie?” Anna said, and she raised a red brow at Tara. 
 
    “Oh,” Tara said, and her face pulled into a grimace. “Gross.”  
 
    “Unfortunately, a lot of junkies are pretty crafty,” I chuckled. “I wouldn’t be surprised if a lot of them made it this long on their own.”  
 
    “Well let’s hope we don’t run into any more,” Anna said.  
 
    “Agreed,” I smiled. “Let’s meet back here for lunch around noon.” 
 
    “Isn’t that always the plan?” Paige rolled her eyes and chuckled at me. 
 
    “Yes,” I laughed. “But I figured it wouldn't hurt to reiterate.” 
 
    “You gotta give us some credit,” Anna joked.  
 
    “I’ll give you that credit when you’re here on time,” I smiled. 
 
    “Maybe you can give us more than that.” Tara winked at me. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Anna groaned, and she rolled her eyes at the blonde and grabbed her by the arm to pull her away. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “What?” Tara said in feigned surprise. “You know I’m funny.” 
 
    “I know you’re ridiculous,” Anna chuckled. 
 
    The two continued to bicker as they walked off, and Paige turned to wave at Bailey and I as she followed the platinum blonde and redhead across the parking lot. 
 
    “Those two fight like sisters,” Bailey laughed, and she turned to head back to the pharmacy. 
 
    “They do,” I chuckled. “It’s pretty cute.” 
 
    “Makes me miss my sisters,” Bailey said in a longing tone, but she had a slight smile on her lips. 
 
    “How many sisters did you have?” I asked, and I was surprised I didn’t know about this before. 
 
    “Two,” she said. “And two brothers, too.” 
 
    “Wow,” I chuckled. “That’s a big family.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she laughed. “That’s why I went to Piper College, to get away from them.”  
 
    “Are they older or younger?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m the middle kid,” she smiled. “My sister is the oldest, then my brother, then me, then my little brother, then my little sister.” 
 
    “I’ve heard it’s hard being the middle kid,” I said.  
 
    “It wasn’t always easy,” the blonde laughed. “But it wasn’t all bad either. I got a lot of time to myself.”  
 
    “You liked that, didn’t you?” I smiled. 
 
    “I did,” she chuckled. “I spent a lot of time outside. I’ve always loved the outdoors.”  
 
    “I’m sorry you haven’t been able to see your family,” I told her softly. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” she smiled at me. “I mean, I miss them, of course, but you all are my family too.”  
 
    “Yes,” I grinned. “We are.”  
 
    The girls and I spent the rest of the day gathering supplies, and though I wasn’t happy about the length of time that we had been in the area, I had yet to see anyone from the guard around, and we had a full truck and trailer of goods, so I couldn’t complain. 
 
    “I don’t think we can fit anymore,” Tara said as she stacked a box on the trailer. 
 
    “No,” I chuckled as I watched her try to steady the box. “I don’t think we can.” 
 
    “Let me do it,” Anna said, and she attempted to take the box from Tara. 
 
    “I got it,” Tara snapped, and she held onto the box, and tried to rearrange where it sat. 
 
    “Okay,” Anna said, and she stepped back and crossed her arms. “Whatever you say.” 
 
    It took Tara a minute more to get the box to stay put, and we all watched her and shook our heads at each other, but finally she got it and she spun around to Anna. 
 
    “Ha!” she said, and she stuck her tongue out at the redhead. 
 
    “Good job,” Anna said with a wry smile. “Only took you ten years.” 
 
    “Whatev,” Tara said, and she narrowed her eyes at the athletic redhead, then they both laughed.  
 
    “Anyways,” Paige chuckled, and she turned to me. “Time to head home?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” I said, and I looked to the horizon to see that the sun had begun to set. “I think we should stay here for the night.” 
 
    “What about the guard?” Bailey asked, and her blonde brows pulled together. 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige nodded. “Don’t you think they’ve noticed stuff is missing by now?” 
 
    “Maybe,” I shrugged. “It looked like a lot of their canning was done already, but I don’t think they would send the whole cavalry out to search for a couple canning machines.” 
 
    “Probably true,” Anna agreed. “Still though, I think we should find somewhere to lie low.” 
 
    “Did you think I meant we would stay here in the parking lot?” I laughed. 
 
    “Well, you didn’t specify,” Tara said, and she cocked her hip out at me. 
 
    “I guess I didn’t,” I chuckled. “We’ll go back to the firehouse for the night, come on.” 
 
    We all hopped in the truck, and I pulled us around to the old firehouse. It wasn’t quite fully dark yet, so I opted to leave my lights off in case there happened to be anyone around who could see them.  
 
    “We can’t have a fire tonight,” I told the girls as I hopped out of the truck and moved to close the large garage-like door.  
 
    “I think we’ll live,” Anna laughed. 
 
    “We can always cuddle for warmth,” Tara said, and I turned around to see she was eyeing me up and down. 
 
    “I think you mean huddle for warmth,” Paige corrected with a laugh. 
 
    “This isn’t football, Paige,” Tara said.  
 
    “Wow,” Paige’s eyes grew big. “I’m surprised you even knew that was a football term.” 
 
    “I was a cheerleader in high school,” the platinum blonde shrugged. 
 
    “Of course you were,” Anna laughed. 
 
    “I think I still have my uniform in my dorm room,” Tara said, and she licked her lips at me.  
 
    “We’ll come back to that,” I chuckled as I sat down on the concrete floor. “For now, let’s grab something to eat,”  
 
    “Yes,” Paige groaned. “I’m starved.” 
 
    “How are you always hungry?” Anna laughed, and then she turned to Bailey and gasped. “Wait one second!”  
 
    “What’s going on?” Bailey chuckled as she watched Anna run toward the truck. 
 
    “You forgot, didn’t you?” Anna smiled, and she walked toward us with her hands behind her back. 
 
    “What did we forget?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Tara questioned, and her eyes narrowed on the redhead. “What’s behind your back?” 
 
    “Ta-da!” Anna exclaimed, and she pulled two cans of cheese wiz and a box of crackers from behind her back.  
 
    The girls all rushed toward her with happy gasps and thanked her. 
 
    “I had forgotten all about the spray cheese,” Bailey grinned as she inspected the bottle. 
 
    “Oh man,” Tara sighed. “I missed this stuff so bad.” 
 
    “Me too,” Paige nodded.  
 
    “Well,” Anna grinned. “What are we waiting for? Let’s bust it open.”  
 
    “Don’t you think we should eat some protein?” I asked with a raised brow, and the girls all gave me death glares, so I put my hands up in surrender. “Nevermind.” 
 
    We all sat down on the floor in a circle, and Anna opened the crackers and spray cheese for us. She made us each a cracker and refused to let us eat until everyone had one. 
 
    “Okay now,” she said, and she put the whole cracker in her mouth and immediately moaned in a very sexual way. “Oh my God, it’s so good.” 
 
    “Oh fuck,” Tara said, and she leaned her head back as she chewed.  
 
    I watched as Paige swallowed her cracker and sighed, she left her mouth parted, and her eyes were closed in pure ecstasy. 
 
    “I didn’t realize food brought out your orgasm faces,” I laughed, and I looked around at all the girls’ pleasured faces. 
 
    Bailey had been sucking cheese off her finger, but when I made eye contact with her she quickly pulled it from her mouth and went red.  
 
    “Oh, you love it,” Tara said, and she reached for the cheese wiz. 
 
    “I do,” I grinned. “Remind me to get you spray cheese more often.”  
 
    The girls finished off the first can of spray cheese quickly, along with a sleeve and a half of crackers, I could tell they wanted more, but they were quite full at that point, and they all laid on the ground and held their bellies. 
 
    “Not used to eating so much junk anymore, huh?” I chuckled. 
 
    “It was sooooo good,” Bailey smiled, and she closed her eyes.  
 
    “I’m glad it made you all happy,” I grinned, and I truly meant it. The girls had worked hard not just that day, but for so many days, and they deserved some extra special treats now and then.  
 
    Just then I heard the sound of glass shattering, and I quickly moved into a crouched position and put my hand on my rifle. 
 
    “What was that?” Paige whispered, and I looked to see that all my girls had moved into crouched positions as well. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I shook my head, but then I heard the sound of another bottle shattering followed by laughter outside. 
 
    “Stay low,” I said, and I moved to the window of the firehouse to look outside, but I didn’t see anything. 
 
    “Pssst,” Tara said, and I turned to see that she was on the other side of the firehouse looking through another window. 
 
    “It’s soldiers,” Anna whispered after we made it to Tara’s window and spotted the figures that walked down the street. 
 
    We watched for another moment as the men laughed and staggered down the middle of the road, one threw a beer bottle, and it landed in front of them with that familiar shatter. 
 
    “Are they drunk?” Paige asked, and she looked at me with wide eyes. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. 
 
    “What do we do?” Tara asked. 
 
    “We let them pass by,” I said. “We only attack if they become a threat.”  
 
    “Okay,” Anna said.  
 
    We watched the men drunkenly make their way toward the firehouse, and soon they were close enough for us to hear their conversation. 
 
    “--yeah, fuck him,” the first guy said, he had a white T-shirt on, and his camo jacket was tied around his waist. 
 
    “He’s such a diiiiiiiick,” the second groaned, and I noticed that he had kept his full uniform on, but his vest was undone. 
 
    “At first I liked our CO,” the first guy said, and he downed the rest of his beer and then threw the bottle. “But now I’m just fucking done with this place.” 
 
    “No shit,” the second guy sneered. “Fuck all of this. This is not what I signed up for.” 
 
    “Do you need another beer?” the first guy asked and then pulled two more beers from a backpack. 
 
    “Hang on,” the second guy said, and he downed his beer and threw it at the fire station, it hit the side of the building and both men laughed. “Now I do.”  
 
    “Do you think if we had a match this firetruck place would just like whoosh,” the first guy asked the second, and he made a motion with his hands that I assumed was supposed to signify the place going up in flames. 
 
    “Ah fuck,” the second guy laughed. “I bet it would, but let’s throw a couple more on there.” 
 
    These two drunk idiots were getting on my last nerve.  
 
    “No, no, wait,” the first guy snickered, and he held onto his buddy when he almost fell from laughing too hard. “Let’s go get some gas from the compound.” 
 
    “Don’t we, like, need that for the drive?” the second guy asked, and he took a large pull from his beer. 
 
    “These two are gonna have to die,” Tara whispered, and she shrugged like there was nothing she could do about it. 
 
    “They’ll probably forget about the gasoline in like ten seconds,” Anna said. 
 
    “They’re gonna blow it up anyway,” the first soldier said after he chugged his beer and threw the bottle at the firehouse. 
 
    “What?” the second guy said, and he looked utterly astounded. 
 
    “Dude,” the first guy said. “You fuckin knew that. The gas, like, whatever we don’t take, they’re gonna blow it up.” 
 
    “Oh shit,” the second guy said, and then he laughed. “Yeah, I did know that.” 
 
    “Let’s go get some,” the first guy said, and he slung on his backpack. 
 
    “Wait,” the second soldier said, and he finished his beer and threw yet another bottle at the firehouse. 
 
    “Called it,” Tara said smugly. 
 
    “Tav?” Anna asked, and she looked at me. 
 
    “Yeah,” I shook my head. “She called it.” 
 
    “Well shit,” Anna said. “We gotta catch them before they make it back to camp.” 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded, and pointed. “There should be roof access in the loft up there.”  
 
    “I got it,” Bailey smiled, and she grabbed her rifle and headed for the stairs. 
 
    “Wait,” I said. “We need to be quiet.” 
 
    “Shit,” Bailey frowned.  
 
    “Tara, where’s your silenced Rugar?” I asked. 
 
    “Right here,” the platinum blonde said, and she pulled the gun from its holster and handed it to Bailey. 
 
    “This is yours,” Bailey said, and then she offered it back to Tara. 
 
    “Yeah,” Tara grinned. “But I want to see what you can do with it.” 
 
    “Should I go to the roof?” Bailey asked me with a grin. 
 
    “I don’t see why not,” I shrugged, and Bailey headed for the stairs once more, then I turned to the other girls. “Let’s watch the show.” 
 
    I had confidence in Bailey, but I still readied my rifle and watched out the window just down from the one the girls were at, and I waited for Bailey to take the shot. 
 
    The two men were half falling over their feet they were so drunk, but I knew it wouldn’t be an easy shot with them moving so sporadically.  
 
    I watched one of the men leaned far to the left then dropped suddenly as blood splattered from his head.  
 
    Bailey had taken the shot, and she didn’t hesitate to take the second, just as the other guy spun around and reached for his pistol she took him out with a shot square between the eyes, and I watched him fall backwards almost in slow motion. 
 
    “Damn,” Anna said. 
 
    “Damn is right,” I grinned, and I lowered my rifle. 
 
    “Got ‘em,” Bailey breathed as she rushed down the stairs toward us. 
 
    “Good shot,” Paige smiled at the blonde. 
 
    “Thanks,” Bailey said, and she handed Tara the Rugar. “And thanks for letting me borrow it.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” the platinum blonde grinned.  
 
    “Let’s clean up these bodies,” I said, and I headed toward the door with the girls following me. 
 
    “Damn, Bailey,” Tara said once we approached the bodies, and she checked out the dead men. “I don’t even think I’m that accurate with that thing, and it’s my gun.” 
 
    “It’s pretty nice,” Bailey grinned. “But I’m used to shooting more from a long distance than you are.” 
 
    “No,” Anna laughed and shook her head. “You’re just a better shot than all of us. You should be proud.” 
 
    “I am,” the blonde said. “I never thought I would love shooting, but it's kinda my favorite thing now.”  
 
    “A little help here?” I chuckled as I picked up the arms of one of the dead guys. 
 
    “Oh shoot,” Paige said, and all the girls moved to help me. 
 
    “Where are we taking them?” Anna asked after we lifted the bodies. 
 
    “Let’s move them to the building across the street,” I said. “If anyone comes looking for them, at least they won’t find them until we’re long gone.” 
 
    “Haven’t we had enough excitement for one night?” Tara asked with a raised brow. 
 
    “I hope so,” I chuckled. “But we do need to leave soon.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Anna nodded. “Who knows when more drunk douchebags will come out.” 
 
    “Discipline is breaking down,” I said after we dropped the bodies behind the building and started back toward the firehouse. 
 
    “What does that mean?” Paige asked, and she took a seat on the concrete floor once more. 
 
    “It means this is probably our last trip to Burlington,” I said as I sat next to the brunette. 
 
    “Shit,” Anna muttered. “But at least we got a bunch of supplies today.” 
 
    “We did,” I nodded.  
 
    “There are still other towns to scout too,” Paige offered. 
 
    “We’ll be doing that,” I smiled at the brunette. 
 
    “Is anyone else concerned about this potential explosion?” Tara asked. 
 
    “What?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “That the guy was talking about,” Tara said, and she gestured outside. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Paige frowned. “He said they’re going to blow up their gasoline.” 
 
    “Right,” Anna frowned too. “Is that going to reach us?” 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “If anything it will alert us that they’re leaving.” 
 
    “We’ll be able to see it from home?” Bailey asked with wide eyes. 
 
    “It will be small,” I said. “But yes, we should if there’s enough. At the very least we’ll see a big cloud of black smoke coming from Burlington.”  
 
    “Damn,” Tara said. “Why would they just blow it up?” 
 
    “Well, they can’t take it with them,” Anna said. 
 
    “Right,” I nodded. “And they probably want to destroy it in case the Canadians have working military vehicles.” 
 
    “Can’t get far without gas,” Anna said. 
 
    “Jesus,” Tara said. “That’s pretty fucked up.” 
 
    “It is,” I agreed. “But desperate times call for desperate measures.” 
 
    “I’m just glad we have you,” Paige chuckled. “We are so much better off than we would’ve been.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Anna laughed. “We’d probably already have been killed by Canadians.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I would’ve lasted the bikers out,” Bailey snickered. 
 
    “You guys were doing well,” I smiled. “But I’m happy to be here too.” 
 
    “Do we need to leave right now?” Anna asked, back to business. 
 
    “No,” I said. “But we’ll leave as early as possible.” 
 
    “Okay,” the redhead nodded.  
 
    “You have to drive,” Paige said, and she frowned at me. “I’ll take first watch so you guys can get some sleep.” 
 
    “I would appreciate that,” I smiled and I suddenly realized how sore I was from lifting and moving all day. “But for now I think I’d like some more spray cheese.” 
 
    “You got it,” Anna grinned, and she reached for the cheese wiz and the crackers, then she handed me a heavily cheesed cracker. “Here you are captain.” 
 
    “Why thank you, Major,” I joked, and I took the cracker. 
 
    “Oh,” Tara exclaimed with a mouthful of cracker, and she turned to Bailey and me. “Did you two find any mascara?” 
 
    “Yes,” Bailey chuckled. “Now please swallow.” 
 
    “Oops,” Tara said, and she swallowed. “What kind is it?” 
 
    “Um,” Bailey thought for a moment. “I think I grabbed you the maybelline stuff, I got a few tubes for you, and it says it’s waterproof.” 
 
    “You’re a saint,” Tara said, and she leaned over to hug the other blonde. 
 
    “Of course,” Bailey laughed, and she hugged Tara back. “I got you some face moisturizer too.” 
 
    “I take it back,” Tara said very seriously. “You’re not a saint, you are a goddess.” 
 
    “It was just something on the list,” Bailey chuckled.  
 
    “Yes,” Tara nodded. “But I am about one day away from my mascara running out and I don’t think I could’ve held out any longer.” 
 
    “I mean, you wouldn’t have had a choice,” Paige laughed. 
 
    “Is going without mascara that terrifying of an idea to you?” Anna asked with a wry smile.  
 
    “Yes,” Tara said with a nod, and Anna laughed at her seriousness. 
 
    “But what about when there’s no more mascara left?” Paige asked with a raised brow. 
 
    “I’ll learn how to make it,” Tara said.  
 
    “Why don’t you just do that now?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “Because there’s still mascara in the world,” Tara said, and all the girls laughed.  
 
    It had been a long day, but I was happy to sit and eat spray cheese with the girls, and listen to them talk about mascara, it was these small moments that made everything else worth it.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    I woke at the college surrounded by my girls, then I put on some clothes, gave Winchester a pat on the head, and headed outside. It had been a little over a week since our trip to Burlington, and I thought about all the work we had done since as I breathed in the crisp fall morning air.  
 
    We had spent three days at each farm helping the farmers and civilians with the harvest and canning; the barn was nearly done, thanks to Rolly’s tireless effort, and we had managed to get the water filtration system nearly done, though we needed to figure out a way to store water for winter since I was sure that our hoses would freeze once the snow came. We now had a large supply of wood, Briar had given us plenty of hay for winter, and since we had been busy at the farms and campus there hadn’t been any run-ins with Canadians for a few days, which let everyone relax slightly.  
 
    I made my way to the roof and found Rolly reading a book and drinking coffee.  
 
    “Hey boss,” he said as I approached. “Coffee’s hot.” 
 
    “Hot coffee is the best kind,” I said, and I poured myself a cup. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Did you wake the girls?” the old man asked. 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “I figured they could use some extra sleep, I’ll wake them in a bit.” 
 
    “They have been working hard,” Rolly nodded, and he took another drink of his coffee. “Farm labor ain’t easy.” 
 
    “While we’re here,” I said. “Let me pick your brain about something.” 
 
    “What’s up?” Rolly asked, and his gray brows pinched together. 
 
    “We need to figure out how to store water for winter,” I said. “I don’t trust our line not to freeze once the snow hits.” 
 
    “Hmm,” he nodded, and he swirled his cup of coffee. “What if we buried it below the frost line?” 
 
    “That would work,” I said. “But that’s a lot of digging, especially if we were to make one that goes to the barn as well.” 
 
    “True,” the old man nodded. “We could get some large containers?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “That’s my plan for the moment. But keep thinking and let me know if you come up with anything.” 
 
    “Will do,” the old man grinned.  
 
    “Good morning,” Anna called out as she came out onto the roof with the rest of the girls and Winchester. 
 
    “Mmm, coffee,” Paige smiled, and she moved to pour herself a cup. 
 
    “Still hot,” I grinned.  
 
    “Pour me a cup too, please,” Tara said to Paige. 
 
    “Me three, please,” Bailey smiled.  
 
    “I’ll help,” Anna said, and she rolled her eyes and poured a cup of coffee for herself and Bailey. 
 
    Once the girls all had their coffee, I let them chat for a while while I enjoyed my little cup of heaven. 
 
    “So, what’s the plan for today?” Paige asked, and she rubbed Winchester’s belly with her foot. 
 
    “I’ll go check traps,” I said. “And I think I’ll try to do some hunting as well.” 
 
    “Can Bailey and I go for a ride?” Tara asked excitedly, and Bailey grinned. 
 
    “I think you’ve earned that,” I chuckled. “Just don’t tire the horses out too much.” 
 
    “I think I’ll keep working on fixing up the barn if you don’t need anything else from me,” Rolly said. 
 
    “I think that’s a great idea,” I nodded. 
 
    “I’m going to map out some more towns for us to hit,” Paige said. 
 
    “That would be great,” I smiled at the brunette. “Can you do that while on guard duty?” 
 
    “Of course,” she said with a smile  
 
    “Can I come hunting?” Anna asked with a grin. 
 
    “Sure,” I smiled. “I’d enjoy the company.” 
 
    “I did some calculations,” Paige said. 
 
    “Calculations?” Tara asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige nodded. “To see how much food we will need for winter to sustain all of us.” 
 
    “What did you figure out?” I asked.  
 
    “We’re doing good so far,” Paige said. “But we’re still under what we’ll need.” 
 
    “Is that bare minimum to survive?” I inquired. 
 
    “I added some on top,” Paige said. “I figured that it would be a lot better to be over than try to work with exactly what should sustain us.” 
 
    “Good call,” I smiled. 
 
    “All the more reason to go hunting,” Anna said. 
 
    “Could you look up some information about mechanics and EMPs?” I asked Paige.  
 
    “Sure,” the brunette nodded. “Are you going to try to make some stuff work?” 
 
    “I’d like to, but let’s see what’s possible,” I said and then I turned to Anna. “Let’s go bag us a deer.” 
 
    “I’ll go grab my rifle,” Anna grinned, and she downed the rest of her coffee and went outside. 
 
    I met Anna at the edge of the forest a few moments later, we each had a rifle, a hunting knife, and a dark sweatshirt on. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked the redhead as she walked up to me. 
 
    “Ready,” she grinned, and we started to walk toward our traps. “It’s been awhile since I’ve been hunting.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. “We’ve been doing a lot of farming and trapping.” 
 
    “Trapping is fine,” Anna said, then she turned to grin at me. “But hunting is better.” 
 
    “I agree,” I chuckled. “Plus a single big deer can feed a lot of people for a long time.” 
 
    “I actually feel pretty good about this winter,” Anna smiled. 
 
    “I’m not sure everyone else shares your sentiment,” I said. “What makes you so confident?” 
 
    “Well,” she started. “Last winter we didn’t have you here, and we managed to get through it. This year we have you, and we’re already far better prepared than we were before, so even if it sucks, I know it will be better than last year.” 
 
    “That’s a good way to look at it,” I smiled.  
 
    “That’s why I’m the Major,” the redhead grinned, and I chuckled inwardly that she still didn’t know that Major was a higher rank than Captain in the Army. Or maybe she did? 
 
    “You’re a good major,” I said, and I heard the screech of a wild rabbit as we walked, so I smiled at Anna. “Seems like we’ve caught something.” 
 
    “We usually do,” Anna grinned, and we headed toward the sound.  
 
    We found a fat brown rabbit trapped in one of our snares, and it screamed harder as we approached. I moved to pick up the rabbit, but Anna beat me to it.  
 
    “I got it,” she said, and she grabbed it by the head and snapped its neck in one smooth motion. 
 
    “I guess it’s been awhile since I’ve gone trap checking with you,” I said. “How did you figure out that one?” 
 
    “Just seemed the easiest way,” Anna grinned, and she started to prep the now deceased rabbit. 
 
    “It’s amazing how well you all pick up on things,” I grinned at the redhead as I watched her work. 
 
    “Well, you did all the teaching,” she said as she pulled out the guts of the rabbit. 
 
    “I did,” I nodded. “But you girls have been able to adapt in an incredible way, and you especially when it comes to formulating a plan.” 
 
    “Thanks,” the redhead blushed, and she looked back down to the rabbit. “I mean, Paige is a lot better at prepping meat than I am, but I guess we all have our strengths.” 
 
    “That you do,” I smiled. “But if you think Paige is a better hunter why did you volunteer to come?” 
 
    “I said better at prepping meat,” she grinned. “Not better at hunting.” 
 
    “Right,” I chuckled.  
 
    “If I’m being honest,” Anna said, and she looked up to smile at me. “I just wanted some quality Tav time.” 
 
    “It has been awhile since we got some time alone,” I grinned. “If I didn’t know any better, I would think you brought me out here to seduce me.” 
 
    “Good thing you know better,” Anna said with a wink.  
 
    We didn’t find any other rabbits, but once we were done checking the traps, we moved to the trout lines and found five fish, so we baited the lines once again using the innards from the rabbit.  
 
    “Time for the fun part,” Anna smiled after we had attached all our rabbits and fish to a stick. 
 
    “I guess it is,” I grinned, and I turned to head deeper into the woods. “Follow me.” 
 
    “With pleasure,” Anna said. 
 
    I found some deer tracks as we walked, and I followed them to a small clearing, but I didn’t see any deer, so I knelt down for a moment, and I heard Anna kneel down next to me. 
 
    “Are we gonna be here for a while?” Anna whispered. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “The tracks lead here, so some deer are bound to come through.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said, and she sat down next to me. 
 
    We sat quietly as we watched the clearing, but at some point, I found myself watching Anna. She sat with a focused look on her face, and her green eyes were homed in on the clearing. Her red hair sat in its usual large braid against her back, and a few small strands poked out around her ears. Her breath was steady and calming, and I admired the delicate features of her face and neck as we waited. 
 
    Anna’s eyes narrowed further, so I turned to investigate the clearing, and I saw three deer making their way into the meadow to graze. 
 
    I lifted my rifle slowly and lined up my shot. There was a loud bang as my gun went off, and I watched the doe closest to us fall limp while the others ran off back into the woods.  
 
    “Whoo-hoo,” Anna exclaimed, and she stood up and walked toward the dead deer. “Good shot.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I smiled. It did always feel good to be able to give the creature a swift death without a lot of suffering. 
 
    “Should we skin it here?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Let’s wait until we get back to camp to deal with the messy stuff,” I said, and I grabbed a rather large stick from the ground to tie the deer to.  
 
    “Okay,” Anna nodded, and she helped me tie the deer up, but before we lifted the doe to head for home, she placed her hand on mine and bit her lip. “I don’t think I’m ready for Tav time to be over.” 
 
    “What did you have in mind?” I asked the beautiful redhead, though I was sure I already knew. 
 
    “Well,” Anna started. “This jacket is so tight, could you help me get out of it?” 
 
    “I think I can do that,” I grinned, and I unzipped her black athletic jacket to reveal her uncovered breasts underneath. I groaned at the sight of them, and Anna pulled my neck so she could kiss me while my hands cupped her naked breasts.  
 
    She sighed into my mouth and pushed me back so I was sitting on the ground, then she climbed on top of me and rubbed her pelvis against my already hard cock.  
 
    “Oh fuck,” she moaned as she felt my member press against her through our pants. “I’ve needed this for so long.” 
 
    I reached around and undid Anna’s braid, and her red hair fell over her shoulders like a copper waterfall and grazed my face and neck. I grabbed her hair at the scalp and pulled her into me, and I pushed my tongue into her mouth so she moaned once more. Then I finished pulling off her jacket and felt her soft, cool skin against my hands as I touched all over her body. 
 
    Anna moaned as I stroked her nipples with my thumbs, then she moaned harder when I pinched them. Her moans were driving me wild, so I grabbed her by the waist and repositioned us so I was behind her, and she was on her hands and knees. Then I yanked her pants down and pushed my finger inside her dripping wet tunnel while my other hand undid my pants. Once my member was free, I pressed my cock against her wet slit and held it there.  
 
    “Not yet,” I told her as she tried to push back into me so I’d penetrate her. 
 
    “Please,” she breathed, and she spread her legs wider for me while I rubbed my shaft up and down her wet lips.  
 
    Her athletic ass looked great from this angle, and I growled when she pushed her face to the ground and lifted her hips even higher. 
 
    “Now,” I whispered. Then I plunged into her in one swift motion and felt her spasm around me. After I enjoyed her squeeze me for a few moments, I pulled out slowly and pushed myself back inside of her even deeper. 
 
    “Oh fuck,” Anna moaned as I filled her completely. 
 
    I grabbed onto her hips and thrust over and over until I felt her body tighten around me. 
 
    “That’s it,” I said as I thrust harder. “Come for me.” 
 
    “Oh Gooood,” Anna groaned, and I felt her pussy spasm as I watched her grip the forest floor and leave streaks from how ferociously she dug her nails into it. 
 
    “Good girl,” I told her as she spasmed around my cock, and then I grabbed her long red hair. “Do you like this?” 
 
    “Oh yes,” Anna moaned. “Pull it harder.” 
 
    “Keep coming for me,” I ordered, and then I held onto her hair as I fucked her from behind.  
 
    Anna’s legs were spread wide for me, and her pussy gripped me tighter with each thrust, but her long climax was starting to fade, so I turned her over, put her knees on my shoulders, and felt her legs wrap around my neck.  
 
    Anna lifted her arms over her head, and her perfect tits bounced as I fucked her. The redhead’s body was absolutely delicious, and her small pink nipples stood erect, so I leaned down to cover one of them with my mouth while I angled my hips upward so that the tip of my cock scraped along the upper part of her tunnel.   
 
    “Oh please,” she groaned as the new angle made her legs shake. “Come in me, Tav.” 
 
    “Soon,” I growled against her nipple and bit it gently.  
 
    That bite was enough to drive her over the edge again, and I felt her body tighten again with orgasm. She felt absolutely amazing around me, so I gave her three more deep thrusts and then left my cock deep in her as my own climax hit me. I released my load deep inside of the beautiful redhead, and she let out a squeal of joy when she felt my warm cum spray into her accepting body like a firehouse.  
 
    “Fuck,” Anna huffed into my shoulder a few moments later when we had both finished enjoying each other.  
 
    “Any other clothes you need help getting out of?” I chuckled breathily, then I slowly slid my cock out of her. 
 
    “I think you’ve already done that,” she laughed and then she stood up. 
 
    “You are so damn beautiful,” I told her. I stopped to take in the sight of her, fully naked, wild red hair, and my seed dripping out of her pink lips as she stood in the woods. 
 
    “Thanks,” she grinned. “You aren’t too bad yourself.” 
 
    “I hope that’s a compliment,” I scoffed, and we both laughed.  
 
    “Thanks for that,” Anna smiled after we had gotten dressed.  
 
    “No thanks necessary,” I grinned. “I should probably be thanking you.” 
 
    “Let’s agree to thank each other,” the redhead laughed. 
 
    “Deal, and I think we just did,” I chuckled, and I lifted one side of the stick the deer was on while Anna lifted the other side. 
 
    We made our way back to the campus, and just as we approached the tree line, I could smell meat cooking. 
 
    “That smells so good,” Anna said. 
 
    “It does,” I smiled, and I led us to the fire pit where Paige, Bailey, and Tara sat.  
 
    “Hey,” Anna smiled at the girls. 
 
    “Hey,” Paige smiled back. 
 
    “Heeeeey,” Tara said, and Bailey giggled and hit her on the arm. 
 
    “Tara,” Bailey whispered. “Stop it.” 
 
    “We realized we forgot to make breakfast,” Paige offered. 
 
    “Seems like you guys could use some after all those calories you burned out there,” Tara laughed, and Bailey put her red face in her hands. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Anna asked with a raised brow. 
 
    “I’m curious as well,” I said. 
 
    “Tara and Bailey,” Paige started. “They uh… they saw you and Anna in the woods.” 
 
    “It was an accident,” Bailey said quickly. “We were just riding and we just kinda--” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I chuckled.  
 
    “It was pretty hot seeing you in action,” Tara said, and she looked me up and down. 
 
    “Well I… I hope you enjoyed the show,” Anna grinned. 
 
    “Oh, we did,” Tara said. 
 
    “No way!” Bailey exclaimed at the same time. 
 
    “No shame in enjoying seeing your man in action,” Tara told the other blonde. 
 
    “I’m gonna go get Rolly for breakfast,” a blushing Bailey said, and she quickly headed toward the town, and Winchester followed her. 
 
    “Poor girl,” Anna laughed. “I think she’s more embarrassed than I am.” 
 
    “You don’t seem embarrassed,” I commented. 
 
    “Probably because I’m not,” the redhead grinned. 
 
    “So how was it?” Tara asked. “I’ve always wanted to have sex in the woods, but it seems so dirty.” 
 
    “Oh, it was dirty,” Anna said, and I looked over at her with surprise. “What? It was.” 
 
    “You’re going to embarrass me,” I chuckled. “And I don’t embarrass easily.” 
 
    “No need to be embarrassed,” Paige laughed. “From what Tara said it seemed like everyone enjoyed themselves.” 
 
    “Well, I certainly did,” Anna grinned. 
 
    “I’m, like, super jealous,” Tara grinned, then she turned to me and gave me a pouty face. “When do I get my turn?” 
 
    “My door is always open,” I smiled. 
 
    “Oh please,” Paige said. “I’m sure you guys fucked when you scouted out Burlington.” 
 
    “That was like over a week ago!” Tara exclaimed. “I’m a very sexual creature.” 
 
    “We know,” Anna said, and she rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Here comes Rolly and Bailey,” I told the girls. “Let’s cool it for a bit.” 
 
    “If we have to,” Tara pouted.  
 
    “I’m sure Rolly would appreciate it,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Looks like the hunt went well,” Rolly said as he approached, and he pointed to the deer Anna and I had taken down. 
 
    “It did,” I smiled. 
 
    “I should start cleaning it,” Paige said. 
 
    “How about we eat first,” I suggested. “Anna and I can do it after.” 
 
    “Didn’t you already do it?” Tara laughed, and I was angry with myself for a second for walking into the joke. 
 
    “I don’t want to know,” Rolly said, and he sat on the bench next to Paige. 
 
    “No,” I assured him with a laugh. “I don’t think you do.” 
 
    “I’d like to help with the deer though,” Paige smiled. 
 
    “We can do it together after we eat,” Anna smiled at the brunette. “How’s breakfast coming?”  
 
    “Good,” Tara said. “Betty gave us a few eggs though, did you guys want them this morning?” 
 
    “That sounds great,” I smiled. 
 
    Tara served the cooked meat onto plates, then fried up some eggs for us, and Bailey retrieved some deer meat to feed Winchester. 
 
    “This is good,” I said after I had taken my first bite. 
 
    “Thanks,” Tara smiled. 
 
    “I think we should call a meeting tonight,” I said. 
 
    “What for?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Just to see how everyone is feeling now that we’ve gone to each farm and helped out,” I shrugged.  
 
    “Why don’t we go to Betty’s?” Paige suggested. “The farms are pretty close to each other, and I bet the civilians will already be there.” 
 
    “It’s a good idea,” I told the brunette. “But I want to get everyone accustomed to being here.” 
 
    “Right,” Paige nodded. 
 
    “I can go tell them,” Bailey offered. 
 
    “That would be great,” I smiled. “But you need a buddy.” 
 
    “Anna, you go,” Paige said. “I’ll take care of the deer.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Anna asked. “I can stay and help, and we can just go after.” 
 
    “It’s no problem,” Paige chuckled. “I don’t mind doing the dirty work.” 
 
    “Neither does Anna,” Tara snickered through a bite of her breakfast, and I saw Rolly roll his eyes, but Paige snickered at her joke. 
 
    “I think I’ll chop some wood after we eat,” I said in an attempt to ignore Tara’s remark. “Unless you need some help Rolly?” 
 
    “I think I’m all set,” the old man said. 
 
    “Okay,” I nodded, and finished eating my breakfast. 
 
    “Thanks for cooking, Tara,” Rolly smiled at the platinum blonde once everyone had finished. 
 
    “No problem,” Tara grinned. “I like cooking.” 
 
    “I’ll keep making the coffee if you keep cooking,” Rolly chuckled. 
 
    “You have a deal,” Tara said, and she shook Rolly’s hand playfully. 
 
    “Let’s get to work,” I smiled, and I stood up. 
 
    I chopped down four trees and split them while the girls went to tell the others about the meeting. I felt good after Anna and mine’s romp in the woods, and I found myself whistling while I split logs. 
 
    It had been a nice week of spending time with the others and preparing for winter, but I knew we would need to begin supply runs again, we still needed a lot of winter gear for everyone, and I figured that meant that there would be more run-ins with Canadians. I wasn’t thrilled about the idea, but I knew that it was something we would have to deal with, and I hoped that after winter was over, we would be in the clear for a while. 
 
    “Hey,” I heard Paige say behind me, and I turned to see her holding two water bottles. “I figured you might be thirsty.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I grinned, and I wiped the sweat off my forehead and took the water. 
 
    “I figured we would start dinner a bit early since everyone is coming over tonight,” Paige said. 
 
    “Good idea,” I told her, and then I took a long pull from the water bottle. 
 
    “Okay,” the brunette nodded. “I’m going to start it now and have Tara help. Is there anything specific you would like?” 
 
    “Surprise me,” I smiled at the brunette, and she blushed. It was cute that she had asked me what I wanted, and it made me feel almost husband like. 
 
    “Okay,” Paige smiled, and she offered me the other bottle since I had drained the first. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, and I opened the second bottle. 
 
    “Of course,” Paige said. “Do you need help stacking the wood?” 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “You girls start dinner. I’ll be over shortly.” 
 
    By the time I finished splitting the last few logs and stacking the wood, I could smell something delicious coming from the fire pit, so I made my way to the benches and took a seat. 
 
    “Smells good,” I said, and I looked at the large pot, then Winchester came over and nudged my hands, so I gave him a few pets before he went to lay by Bailey once more. 
 
    “It’s fish soup,” Paige smiled. 
 
    “It’s an old recipe,” Tara grinned. 
 
    “Old recipe, huh?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Tara nodded. “It was my grandmother’s or something, I found it one day in high school and I make it every fall.” 
 
    “Grandma’s are the best cooks,” Paige smiled. 
 
    “She was Norwegian, I think,” Tara mused. “I found a whole recipe book of hers, but this one is my favorite.” 
 
    “Well, it smells delicious,” I told her. 
 
    “Paige did a lot of it,” Tara said proudly.  
 
    “Tara, why didn’t you go to cooking school?” Anna asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Tara shrugged, and she stirred the soup. “I didn’t really care about school like you guys did.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige nodded. “But you’re a great cook. I’m surprised you didn’t want to be a chef.” 
 
    “Eh,” Tara shrugged again. “Honestly, I kinda figured my dad would give me a job, or I could marry someone rich he knew and not have to work at all.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” Anna laughed. 
 
    “Hey, it seemed like a good plan at the time,” Tara chuckled. 
 
    “But don’t you feel better now, being self-sufficient?” I asked with a smile.  
 
    “I do,” Tara nodded. “It’s nice to feel useful. Before, I didn’t really feel like I was good at anything.” 
 
    “Did you never cook for boyfriends?” Rolly asked. “I’m sure they would have told you how wonderful of a cook you are.” 
 
    “No,” Tara shook her head. “I made them take me out.” 
 
    “It sounds strange,” Anna chuckled. “But I think the apocalypse helped Tara become a better person.” 
 
    “I was a good person before,” Tara’s eyes narrowed at the redhead, then she chuckled too. “Just not as good as I am now.” 
 
    “I think what Anna means,” I started. “Is that you’ve grown a lot.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tara smiled. “I think we all have.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Anna said. “Rolly even has a girlfriend now.” 
 
    “Oooohhh,” the girls all said in a chorus, then they burst out laughing. 
 
    “I’ll have you know in my day I was quite the ladies’ man,” Rolly said to me, and he chuckled. “This is nothing new.” 
 
    “We know it’s not new,” Paige smiled at the old man. “We’re just happy for you.”  
 
    “And we like to tease you,” Tara grinned. 
 
    “You like to tease everyone,” Bailey chuckled, and she absentmindedly petted Winchester. 
 
    “Gotta be fair,” Tara laughed. 
 
    “I am really excited about this soup,” Bailey smiled. “It smells so good. There’s only one thing that could make it better.” 
 
    “Cornbread,” Paige and Anna said at the same time. 
 
    “Exactly,” Bailey laughed. 
 
    “You don’t make it with cornbread,” Tara informed us. “You make it with rolls or biscuits.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Bailey said. “I always liked cornbread more than biscuits.” 
 
    “That’s it,” Tara joked. “No soup for Bailey.” 
 
    “Hey,” Bailey pouted. 
 
    “Oh, alright,” Tara grinned. “But you have to say biscuits are better.” 
 
    The girls bickered playfully until the soup was done, and Paige poured each of us a bowl. We all moaned as we took the first bite of soup, it truly was delicious, even though I was sure Tara had to have been missing some ingredients. We ate quietly and enjoyed our dinner, and Winchester chewed on a leg bone from the deer we had caught that morning.  
 
    Just as we finished eating the others began to arrive. 
 
    “Perfect timing,” Anna said, and she stood up and waved our tribe over to the fire. 
 
    The other girls moved to the ground to sit, Winchester made his rounds to everyone to get maximum attention, and soon everyone was gathered around and had exchanged niceties, so I figured it was time to start the meeting. 
 
    “Okay,” I said to call everyone’s attention, and the talking died down. “This is just to see how everyone is feeling.” 
 
    “No bad news this time?” Cathy laughed. 
 
    “No,” I smiled and shook my head. “I just wanted to see what everyone was thinking.” 
 
    “I feel better about winter now,” Betty smiled. “Everyone has been working hard, and it’s nice to have the help at the farm.” 
 
    “I’m glad that’s working out,” I smiled. 
 
    “It’s good to feel more useful too,” Donna nodded, and she smiled at Betty. 
 
    “I’m still nervous about winter,” Jenny said softly. “It’s gonna be so cold, and I just want everyone to be safe.” 
 
    “We will be,” I smiled at the ginger-haired girl. “But it’s okay to still be nervous.” 
 
    “The barn is just about ready,” Rolly informed the group, and Betty kissed him on the cheek. 
 
    “We do have one thing to consider,” I said. 
 
    “I knew there was bad news,” Cathy joked. 
 
    “No,” I chuckled. “Just something we all should think about.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Jeff asked. 
 
    “We have our water filtration system up,” I explained. “But I’m not sure that I trust our water lines not to freeze once it snows.” 
 
    “Shoot,” Donna muttered. 
 
    “We have a plan now to find some large receptacles,” I said. “And we’ll be on the lookout for water jugs as well.”  
 
    “Having to store water would make it almost impossible to shower,” Mike said. 
 
    “And we have to think about the animals,” Marla nodded. “They require a lot more water than we do.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “So whatever ideas anyone has are welcome.” 
 
    “I’m guessing we don’t want to dig that long of a line?” Jeff asked. 
 
    “Not if we can avoid it,” I said.  
 
    “We can melt snow for the animals,” Jenny suggested. “We’ve done that before.” 
 
    “We could,” Betty said. “That’s a lot of snow, though.” 
 
    “That’s still an option,” I said. “But if we do end up having to store water, then Mike’s right, it will decrease our shower frequency.” 
 
    “I can live with that,” Cathy said.  
 
    “Yeah,” Donna nodded. “I’d rather be alive than clean.” 
 
    “We’ll try to avoid it,” I said. “And Rolly and I are considering possibilities, but anything you all come up with is welcome as well.” 
 
    “Okay,” Justin nodded. “I’ll give it some thought.” 
 
    “That would be appreciated,” I smiled. 
 
    “Does anyone have any concerns about how things are going now?” Anna asked. 
 
    “You all spent this last week helping everyone,” Dan noted. “But what about supply runs?” 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “We’ll be resuming supply runs tomorrow.” 
 
    “We’ve stockpiled a lot at this point already,” Paige smiled.  
 
    “Yes,” Anna said. “But we’re going to keep at it.” 
 
    “We have almost everyone’s comfort items now,” Bailey grinned. 
 
    “That’s great to hear,” Joanna smiled.  
 
    “How is everyone on coffee or tea?” I asked.  
 
    “We’re good at our place,” Marla said.  
 
    “I would take some tea,” Betty smiled. “If you’re offering.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said.  
 
    “How are we on winter clothes?” Jeff asked. 
 
    “We have some,” I told the red-bearded man. “But we still need quite a few things.” 
 
    “They’re our first priority right now on supply runs,” Anna added. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “That and water bottles.” 
 
    “However we can help, we will,” Cathy offered. 
 
    “I know,” I said, and I smiled at the sandy-blonde haired woman. 
 
    This routine meeting felt good. It was nice to be able to focus on survival and comfort, and I was proud of my tribe and all that they had accomplished. They had worked together very well over the last week, and we had built a decent stockpile that was only going to continue to grow. The best part was that we were all gaining confidence in each other, and I was trusting the others to do more and to do a good job, they had proven they were more than capable, and I was happy to give them more responsibility, though my team would always handle the tough jobs, at least for now. 
 
    I finished the meeting, and the others went home, leaving my girls and I to sit around the fire since Rolly had opted to spend the night at Betty’s and come back in the morning. The girls and I discussed plans for tomorrow and where we would head for our supply run, Paige picked out a small town to the south, and I chose Anna and Tara to accompany me on the run.  
 
    The fall air was crisp as the sun dropped below the horizon, and I looked at each of the girls’ faces in the firelight and thought about how far they had come since I first met them, and about how much they had taught the others. They really were warrior women, and I was proud to be their captain.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    I woke at dawn as normal, woke the girls, told them to get dressed and meet me for coffee, reminded Anna and Tara to get their backpacks and put on their vests, and then I headed to the fire pit with my own supplies. Betty drove up with Rolly just then so I stopped to greet them. 
 
    “Morning Betty,” I called out and I walked over to the vehicle.  
 
    “Good morning,” Betty smiled. 
 
    “Thanks for dropping Rolly off,” I said. 
 
    “Well, I took him,” Betty grinned. “I figured I should bring him back too.” 
 
    “Much appreciated,” I said. “Did you all enjoy your night?” 
 
    “Uh, yes,” Rolly said, and he blushed and got out of the car. 
 
    “Well,” I smiled. “I’ll let you say goodbye.” 
 
    I started a fire in the pit and waited for Rolly and the girls to join me while the water boiled for coffee. 
 
    “Good morning,” Bailey said, and she took a seat next to me. 
 
    “Morning,” I smiled at the pretty blonde. 
 
    “Are you making coffee?” Paige asked, and she took a seat next to Bailey. 
 
    “Water’s boiling now,” I smiled. 
 
    “We heard Betty pull up a few minutes ago,” Anna said, and she gestured to where Rolly stood with his head inside the driver’s window. “You’d think they wouldn’t mind saying goodbye after they spent the night together.” 
 
    “If anything, that makes it harder,” Tara chuckled.  
 
    “I agree,” I laughed.  
 
    “They’re so cute,” Paige sighed, and she went to the shed and retrieved some meat for Winchester.  
 
    “Hey everyone,” Rolly said when he joined the group. 
 
    “Have a good time last night?” Tara asked with a raised brow. 
 
    “I… uh,” the old man stuttered, and he held out a carton with one hand and rubbed his neck with the other. “Betty sent me with some eggs for breakfast.” 
 
    “That would be great,” I smiled.  
 
    “How come you get to hear all the details of our love life, but you won’t share yours?” Tara joked. 
 
    “Probably because I don’t ask to hear yours,” the old man chuckled and took a seat next to Anna. 
 
    Tara cooked us up some eggs and rabbit for breakfast, and Rolly took over the making of the coffee. Once everyone was fed and caffeinated, I figured it was time to go. 
 
    “Alright,” I clapped and stood up. “Let’s head out.” 
 
    “Right,” Anna nodded, and she took one last drink of coffee.  
 
    “I’m going to tend to the garden,” Bailey smiled. 
 
    “I’ll work on the water filtration,” Paige nodded. 
 
    “And I’m on barn duty,” Rolly said. 
 
    “Good plan,” I grinned. “Paige, Bailey, I want you to help Rolly when you’re done.” 
 
    The girls nodded, and I headed toward one of the trucks that sat in the courtyard.  
 
    “Which do you want to drive?” I asked Anna.  
 
    “Are we taking both?” she asked.  
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. “The Guard truck will have the trailer attached.” 
 
    “Um,” she said, and she pursed her lips. “I’ll drive the jeep.” 
 
    “Okay,” I chuckled, and I turned to Tara. “Who do you want to ride with?” 
 
    “Is that even a question?” Tara asked wryly, and she hopped in the passenger’s seat of the military vehicle.  
 
    “I guess not,” I laughed. 
 
    “I’ll follow you,” Anna called out, and she hopped in the old jeep. 
 
    “Okay,” I nodded, and I got in the truck and fired the engine up. 
 
    We were on the road in no time, and the town we were headed to wouldn’t take more than forty minutes to get to by car, so I took it easy since Anna was following us. 
 
    “So, what’s this town we’re headed to?” Tara asked. 
 
    “Wayfair,” I told her. “Paige showed us last night.”  
 
    “I’m not great with names,” Tara shrugged. 
 
    “You remembered my name just fine when we met,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Hot guy names are different,” the platinum blonde grinned at me.  
 
    “Oh,” I nodded and laughed at her response.  
 
    “It’s near the lakeshore, right?” Tara asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. “I’m hoping not many people have come this way.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t think so,” the blonde said, and she pursed her lips. “I wouldn’t head to the lake if I was going south.” 
 
    “Well, not everyone is as smart as you,” I said and I winked at the blonde. “But hopefully we’ll find some good supplies.” 
 
    “I think you’re, like, the first person ever to call me smart,” Tara laughed. 
 
    “Well, you are,” I grinned. “We all have a way of letting things other people say about us become the reality in our head, and if those stories are negative, it can put you in a bad place. You’ve proven so much in the last year, there is no need to hold on to those old limitations in your head.”  
 
    “Thanks,” she smiled at me, then she sighed. “You know what I miss?” 
 
    “What?” I asked.  
 
    “The radio,” Tara grinned. “Long drives listening to the radio in the sunshine, that’s the best.” 
 
    “The radio is boring,” I chuckled. “I always played CDs.” 
 
    “CDs?” Tara asked, and she raised a brow at me. “You’re so old.” 
 
    “I’m not that old,” I laughed. “I just prefer CDs.”  
 
    “Haven’t you ever heard of an iPod?” she asked. 
 
    “Well, yeah,” I said. “But I never had an interest in one.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” Tara groaned. “I wish we met before the apocalypse, I totally would’ve made you love iPods.” 
 
    “Somehow I don’t think you would’ve been nearly as interested in me before all this,” I laughed. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Tara asked, offended. 
 
    “I just doubt I was your type,” I shrugged. 
 
    “Um, you’re a hot guy,” she said. “So, definitely my type.” 
 
    “Is that all it took?” I chuckled. 
 
    “Pretty much,” the blonde grinned at me. 
 
    “Even if I hated iPods?” I joked. 
 
    “Especially then,” Tara smiled, then she laughed. “Every girl loves a broken man.” 
 
    “I’m not broken,” I scoffed. “A lot of people don’t like iPods.” 
 
    “Sure,” the platinum blonde grinned at me. “Whatever you have to tell yourself.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re asking for it,” I smiled. 
 
    “If by ‘it’ you mean your cock, then yes,” Tara smiled. “I’m always asking for that.” 
 
    “You’re bad,” I chuckled. 
 
    “You love it,” the blonde laughed, and I definitely did. 
 
    It was still early in the morning when we arrived in Wayfair, and I parked the truck on the side of the road and saw Anna pull in behind me. 
 
    “This place looks good,” the redhead said as she hopped out of the jeep. 
 
    “It does,” I nodded, and I looked around at the town, it appeared dingy but intact. 
 
    “I don’t see any busted windows,” Tara smiled. “That’s always a good sign.” 
 
    “Usually,” I chuckled.  
 
    “Where should we start?” Anna asked. “Stores or houses?” 
 
    “Let’s start with the stores,” I said.  
 
    “Okay,” the redhead nodded. “Are we splitting up?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “We’ll stick together, and we’re going to clear all the places we go into. I don’t want to take any chances.” 
 
    “Alright then,” Tara grinned. “Let’s go steal some shit.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s stealing,” Anna commented as we walked. “More like looting.” 
 
    “Is there even a difference?” the blonde asked. 
 
    “I have no idea,” Anna laughed.  
 
    We made our way to a strip mall and started at the shop closest to us, it was a hunting and fishing store, and we cleared the small place easily and were able to find some bullets, knives, bows, and fishing gear. 
 
    “I’ll pull the jeep over here,” Anna said, and she headed outside. 
 
    “This is a good score,” Tara said, and she put more stuff on our pile. 
 
    “It is,” I smiled. “Let’s hope the rest of the day goes half as well.” 
 
    “I saw a liquor store across the street,” Tara grinned. “I’m thinking it will go pretty well.” 
 
    “Good call,” I chuckled. “We’ll go there last though, we should stock up on other supplies first.” 
 
    “True,” Tara nodded, then she looked up to grin at me. “I also saw a beauty store down the street, though.”  
 
    “Don’t you already have your comfort items?” I asked with a raised brow. 
 
    “Yeah,” Tara said. “But I thought some soap and toothpaste would be nice.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I told the blonde, we had been running low on soap, and it was hard to feel clean after a shower when all you did was rub the dirt around instead of wash it off. 
 
    “Jeep’s out front,” Anna said, and she picked up some supplies. 
 
    We spent half the day in Wayfair and we were able to fill the jeep and the truck with supplies, but we still had room in the trailer, so we decided to drive to the other side of town, and we found ourselves by a yacht club. 
 
    “Whoa,” Anna said as we looked at the beautiful building and the marina in front of us. 
 
    “It’s kinda small,” Tara shrugged. 
 
    “Do you always have to remind us that you were a rich kid?” Anna asked with a wry smile. 
 
    “I’m just saying, I’ve seen better,” Tara grinned. 
 
    “Do all of these boats run on a motor?” I asked the blonde. 
 
    “Most do,” Tara nodded. “But some have sails too.” 
 
    “These aren’t a bad option if we ever needed to make a quick getaway,” I said. 
 
    “Yacht party!” Tara exclaimed, and I raised a brow at her.  
 
    “I’m only kidding,” she giggled. 
 
    “Seriously, though,” I began, “the lake leads to canals that eventually connect to the Hudson River which would take us all the way to New York City.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine how bad things must be in a big city,” Anna said somberly. 
 
    “I’m not suggesting we actually go there, just that we could if we had to,” I added. 
 
    “Hey,” Anna said, and she pointed at a vehicle in the parking lot of the club. “That truck has a trailer, do you think it would fit the jeep?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said, and I grinned at the redhead. “Only one way to find out.”  
 
    We found that the trailer did fit the jeep, so we had another trailer to fill with supplies. It was evening by the time we filled both trailers with supplies, but we had a good run, and we were even able to fit a decent bit of liquor in the second trailer. 
 
    “We had a good run,” Tara grinned as we got ready to head out. 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded, “but we still need winter clothes.” 
 
    “We should try a sporting goods store,” Anna suggested. “They usually have ski apparel.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I smiled at the redhead. “We’ll ask Paige about it when we get home.” 
 
    “Let’s get going,” Tara said, and she climbed in the truck. “I want to make dinner.” 
 
    “Alright,” I chuckled, and I hopped in the driver’s seat and started us on the way home.  
 
    We arrived back at the campus just before dark and the girls, Rolly, and Winchester rushed over to greet us. 
 
    “Whoa,” Paige said as she looked at our haul. “You found another trailer?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Anna nodded. “Wayfair was a good call, thanks.” 
 
    “Of course,” Paige grinned. “And I finished the water filtration system while you were gone.” 
 
    “That’s great,” I congratulated the brunette. 
 
    “And we’ll have some crops to harvest in the next few weeks,” Bailey smiled. 
 
    “Hey,” I grinned at the blonde, and I pulled her in for a hug. “That’s great. How’s the barn?” 
 
    “It’s ready,” Rolly smiled. 
 
    “Good,” I grinned. “Now we need to work on the wood stoves.” 
 
    “Yeah,” the old man smiled. “I’m happy to stay busy.” 
 
    “Should we offload this stuff?” Paige inquired. 
 
    “It’s getting dark,” I said. “I think we should offload tomorrow so that we can add it to the supply list as we go.” 
 
    “Good call,” Paige smiled. “It is a lot easier to count things in the daylight.” 
 
    “We’ll stay home tomorrow,” I nodded. “So, we’ll make that our first priority.” 
 
    “How about some dinner?” Tara asked, and she reached into the back of the new trailer and pulled out two bottles of Johnny Walker Blue Label liquor. “And some booze?” 
 
    “Yes please,” Bailey smiled. 
 
    “Should we just not add those bottles to the list then?” Paige chuckled. 
 
    “What?” Tara grinned. “Less inventory only makes our job easier.” 
 
    “I’m not going to argue,” Paige laughed. “Mostly because I want a drink.” 
 
    “What is that?” Anna asked, and she grabbed a bottle from Tara to inspect it.  
 
    “Whiskey, the expensive kind,” Tara said, and she walked toward the fire. “Now, what do we want for dinner?” 
 
    “Whatever you make will be delicious,” Rolly smiled at the platinum blonde. 
 
    “Chili it is,” Tara grinned.  
 
    “Grab whatever you need from the new supplies,” I said with a smile. I knew how hard everyone had been working recently, and they definitely earned a hearty meal.  
 
    “Do you need any help?” Paige asked the platinum blonde. 
 
    “Help is always appreciated,” Tara smiled. “First off, though, let’s make some drinks.” 
 
    Tara made drinks for everyone, and Rolly, Tara, and I drank our whiskey straight, but the others added some 7up.  
 
    “Everyone remember not to drink too much,” I reminded my team. 
 
    “We know,” Anna smiled, then she turned to Bailey. “Oh, I almost forgot.” 
 
    “What is it?” Bailey asked, but Anna ran past her to the trailer and retrieved a dog bed and collar. 
 
    “We got these today,” Anna said, and she handed them to Bailey. 
 
    “Oh look,” Bailey smiled, and she held the items down for Winchester to smell. “These are for you.” 
 
    “I’m not sure he should wear his collar all the time,” I said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Paige asked. 
 
    “Well,” I started. “Let’s take it off when he goes running in the woods, we don’t want him to snag it on something.” 
 
    “Good point,” Anna nodded. 
 
    “He’s going to love the bed,” Bailey grinned.  
 
    “So,” Paige said after a moment. “You said no runs tomorrow?” 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “We spent a lot of time at the farms recently, I think we should stay here for a day and work on things around here.” 
 
    “Okay,” Anna nodded.  
 
    “If it’s alright,” Rolly said. “I’d like to go over to Betty’s tomorrow evening.” 
 
    “Of course,” I nodded and then I looked at the old man and thought about all the work he did. “Why don’t you go spend the day with her?” 
 
    “You don’t need me here?” Rolly asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Bailey smiled. “You should go.” 
 
    “You work so hard,” Anna grinned. “You deserve a day off.” 
 
    “Well,” the old man smiled. “If you think that’s alright, I would definitely appreciate it.” 
 
    “Go have some fun,” Tara said with a wink at the old man, and he blushed. 
 
    “Go easy on him, Tara,” I chuckled.  
 
    “Really though,” Paige smiled at Rolly. “Go have a good time.” 
 
    “Well, thanks,” Rolly grinned.  
 
    “You can take the motorcycle if you know how to ride,” I told him. 
 
    “I think I’ll do that,” the old man said, and I smiled at him, I was sure there were some biker stories hidden in there, and now I was determined to get them out.  
 
    Tara started dinner, and she worked on her second drink while I was still on my first. I smiled at the tipsy blonde and figured she deserved a few extra drinks. Rolly would have the day off tomorrow, so there was no reason why the girls couldn’t have some fun too, I would just make sure I didn’t drink more than my fair share. 
 
    “The chili smells great,” I told Tara as she stirred the pot. 
 
    “Thanks,” she grinned. “It should be ready soon.” 
 
    “I always thought chili took hours to make,” Paige laughed. “Having to cook over a fire showed me just how quickly you can cook stuff.” 
 
    “Cooking isn’t as hard as everyone makes it out to be,” I smiled at the brunette. “It’s making it taste good that’s the hard part.” 
 
    “It is nice to have a good cook around,” Anna chuckled. “I’m happy it’s not just us eating from a can anymore.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige smiled. “That was not the greatest.” 
 
    “Can someone pass me the whiskey?” Bailey asked, and Anna handed her the bottle.  
 
    “I will admit,” Tara said, and I noticed her speech was slightly off. “Cornbread goes with chili.” 
 
    “If you didn’t admit that we’d have to vote you off the island,” Anna joked. 
 
    “Oh my gosh,” Tara said. “I used to love Survivor.” 
 
    “What?” Paige said, surprised. “You didn’t know anything about surviving?” 
 
    “I watched it for the drama,” Tara said. “Not the survival part.” 
 
    “How does Winchester like his bed?” I asked Bailey while the other girls talked about survivor. 
 
    “He loves it,” Bailey grinned, and she looked down at where Winchester laid on his new bed and chewed on a bone. 
 
    “I’m glad he likes it,” I smiled.  
 
    “Me too,” Bailey said, and she looked down and bit her lip. 
 
    I started to think that maybe Bailey had had a bit too much to drink as well, but I smiled at the blonde and poured myself another finger of whiskey. 
 
    The chili was done shortly, and we all ate in silence. 
 
    “You know what they say,” Rolly smiled, and he looked around at the quiet group. 
 
    “What do they say?” I asked. 
 
    “That silence means the food is good,” the old man grinned. 
 
    “This is delicious,” Anna sighed, and she took another bite of the chili. 
 
    “I think venison is even better than beef for chili,” Paige nodded. 
 
    “I’m glad you all like it,” Tara smiled. 
 
    After dinner was over, Rolly headed to bed, and Anna and Paige went in soon after. Tara and Bailey sat talking, and I figured it was time to get them to bed. 
 
    “You girls ready?” I asked with a smile. 
 
    “Oh, we’re ready,” Tara winked at me. 
 
    “I meant for sleep,” I chuckled. 
 
    Tara leaned in to whisper something to Bailey, and Bailey went red, but they both giggled. 
 
    “Alright,” I laughed, and I put out the fire, pulled both the girls to their feet, and pulled them toward the dorm rooms. “Time for bed.” 
 
    “Bed sounds good,” Tara purred, and I laughed, but once we arrived at the sleeping quarters Tara pushed on my back, and I let her force me into my old dorm room.  
 
    “What’s going on here?” I grinned, and I was surprised when I turned around to see Bailey as well. 
 
    “You said it was time for bed,” Tara pouted, and she gave me sexy eyes.  
 
    “I did,” I smiled.  
 
    “Well, we’re ready for bed, too,” Bailey grinned, and she stepped forward to kiss my neck.  
 
    “You are?” I groaned as Tara started to lick and kiss the other side of my neck. 
 
    The girls pushed me down to the bed, and Tara unbuttoned my pants so my erection sprung free, then she pulled Bailey to her and started to kiss her. It was hot watching the two of them make out, and I felt my erection throb as I looked at them.  
 
    Tara reached up and pulled Bailey’s shirt over her head to reveal her small but perky breasts, and then she cupped them in her hands, and Bailey moaned into her mouth. 
 
    “Oh fuck,” I moaned.  
 
    “We are just getting started,” Tara purred, and then she pulled Bailey toward my cock. 
 
    “He’s ready for us,” Bailey whispered as she eyed my erection like she was starving, and then they each put their tongues on one side of it and licked it from top to bottom.  
 
    They both licked, kissed, and sucked on me for a few minutes, and watching them moan over my cock was absolutely mind-numbing. I knew that if I didn’t stop them soon, I was going to lose it, so I grabbed them both and pulled them onto the bed with me. Then I licked them both from their necks to their pussies, and I fingered Bailey while I sucked on Tara’s clit. 
 
    I looked up to see the girls making out once more, and them touching each other was driving me wild, so I switched over to put my mouth on Bailey’s soaking wet slit, and I pushed my tongue inside her and felt her buck against my face. 
 
    “Fuck her while she is cuming!” Tara ordered as Bailey started to groan and thrash against my mouth. 
 
    “Damn,” I groaned and I lifted myself up and shoved my cock into Bailey. 
 
    “Yessss!” Bailey hissed, and I saw her eyes roll back into her head as soon as my cock bottomed out in her tight tunnel. She had pulled her mouth away from Tara’s as soon as I penetrated it, but I quickly replaced it and shoved my tongue down Tara’s throat while I thrust in and out of Bailey’s tight pussy. 
 
    And the blonde hippy just kept coming and coming.  
 
    I reached down to slide my finger into Tara, but I kept the pace as I pushed in and out of Bailey, and her pussy clenched me tight and spasmed around me as tight as a vice as she finally crested her last peak. 
 
    “My turn,” Tara moaned, and she flipped over and stuck her ass in the air for me. 
 
    “You are quite demanding,” I laughed as I pushed my cock deep into her. 
 
    “Oh, fuuuckkk,” Tara moaned and spread her legs wider, and then she positioned Bailey so she could eat her out. 
 
    “Wow,” Bailey gasped as soon as Tara started to lick her, and I couldn’t help but groan as my eyes enjoyed the scene and my cock enjoyed Tara’s tight tunnel. 
 
    “Hmmmmm,” Tara moaned when I hit a sensitive spot on the upper part of her pussy, and I angled up again so that I could brush it over and over again. 
 
    “Fuck,” Tara gasped and pulled her mouth away from Bailey’s pussy. “That’s it. Oh. God. Tav. Keep doing that.” 
 
    After a moment, I felt Tara’s pussy tremble around my cock, and then she let out a growl as her climax started to claim her body. Her orgasm lasted a good half minute, and I kept my dick buried in her as deep as I could while Bailey smothered her mouth with kisses. 
 
    Then, when Tara was done, she slid off my shaft, and Bailey shifted around the bed and reached for me. 
 
    Bailey took my whole erection down her throat in one swift motion, and Tara pushed her fingers into Bailey, so she moaned on my dick, and the vibration felt incredible.  
 
    I pulled both the girls to me and put them on all fours, so their asses were up in the air, then I pushed my cock into Tara, then Bailey. I went back and forth and savored the feel of each of their tight holes wrapped around my cock. When I was close to the edge, I pulled them both around to suck on my erection. 
 
    The girls masterfully licked my dick, and I closed my eyes so all I could feel was both their tongues on my cock. 
 
    “Fuck,” I groaned. “I’m gonna come.” 
 
    “Come on us,” Bailey purred, and I looked down to see her with her mouth open. 
 
    “Please, Tav,” Tara said, and she opened her mouth too.  
 
    My orgasm was powerful, and I made sure to aim in both the girls’ mouths so they each got some to drink.  
 
    “Mmmm,” Tara moaned, and she audibly swallowed. 
 
    Bailey stuck her tongue out to show me my cum, then made eye contact as she swallowed it all. 
 
    “God damn,” I said, and I realized I was covered in sweat. “That was hot.” 
 
    “Yeah it was,” Tara grinned, and she laid down on the bed. 
 
    “I’m not really into girls,” Bailey smiled, and she laid down next to Tara. “But I enjoyed that.” 
 
    “I don’t like girls either,” Tara said, then she winked at me. “But I like you, and Tav seemed to enjoy himself.” 
 
    “I admit,” I chuckled. “I really did.”  
 
    “We were hoping you would,” Tara said.  
 
    “Oh,” I smiled. “I see. You two had this planned out, did you?” 
 
    “Maybe a little.” Bailey grinned. 
 
    “Bailey,” I feigned shock. “I’m surprised.” 
 
    “I told you the quiet ones were the freakiest,” Tara laughed. 
 
    “What’s your excuse?” Bailey smiled. 
 
    “Damn,” Tara chuckled. “I like tipsy Bailey.” 
 
    “Me too,” I grinned. 
 
    “You better,” Bailey smiled. “Because I’m ready for round two.” 
 
    “I could go for that,” Tara said, and she looked at me. “What do you think, Tav? Can you handle both of us one more time?” 
 
    “Oh,” I grinned. “I can handle it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    I woke the next morning to Rolly closing the door to his room, and I realized it was still mostly dark outside.  
 
    “Getting a head start on the day?” I whispered to the old man. 
 
    “What can I say,” he whispered back. “I’m excited.” 
 
    “I’ll take over watch for you,” I said with a smile.  
 
    “I’d appreciate that,” the old man said with a nod.  
 
    “Enjoy your day off,” I told him and I stood up to get dressed. 
 
    “I will,” Rolly grinned, and he headed out the door. 
 
    “What time is it?” Anna groaned. 
 
    “It’s still early,” I told the redhead. “You can sleep a while longer.” 
 
    “Good,” she said, and she folded her pillow over her head. 
 
    The girls looked adorable, sleeping all in a pile as they always did, but I looked over to see Tara and Bailey cuddled against each other, and I smiled at the thought of what we had done the night before.  
 
    I threw on some clothes and went to the fire pit to start a fire, I knew my cooking wasn’t as good as Tara’s, but I figured the girls deserved a nice, hot breakfast after the pleasure they gave me last night. 
 
    I grabbed some biscuit mix we had gotten the day before that said it only required some water, as well as some gravy packets that said the same thing. I typically didn’t trust cooking things that only required water, but I thought I would try it, so I followed the instructions for the biscuits and covered the pan to let them cook in the fire, then I grabbed some venison, cut it into small pieces, and fried it for the gravy. 
 
    The girls came down shortly after sunrise, and just as the biscuits and gravy were done. 
 
    “Mmm,” Anna moaned as she took a seat. “That smells good.” 
 
    “It does,” Paige said.  
 
    “What is it?” Bailey yawned, and Winchester groaned and stretched out beside her before he laid down in the grass. 
 
    “Biscuits and gravy,” I told the pretty blonde.  
 
    “Yum,” Tara said, then she winked at me. “I love Tav’s gravy.” 
 
    I watched Bailey’s face as she figured out the joke, and her expression went from confusion, to understanding, to embarrassment. 
 
    “Is that a reference to your ménage à trois last night?” Anna grinned.  
 
    “Absolutely,” Tara smiled, and Bailey groaned and put her face in her hands, which concerned me. 
 
    “Bailey,” I said. “Can I have a word with you?” 
 
    “Uh, sure,” she said, and she stood up and followed me around the building. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked, and I put my hands on her shoulders. 
 
    “What?” Bailey looked puzzled. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You seemed very embarrassed,” I said. “I just want to make sure we didn’t do anything you regret.” 
 
    “Oh... no,” Bailey shook her head, then she blushed. “I liked it, I’m just embarrassed the other girls heard.” 
 
    “No need to be embarrassed,” I chuckled.  
 
    “I know I’ve gotten better,” Bailey said. “But I’m still pretty shy.” 
 
    “I know,” I smiled. “Just ignore them or crack your own jokes.” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll try that,” Bailey grinned.  
 
    I smiled and led the pretty blonde back to the group. 
 
    “Are you okay, Bailey?” Anna asked with a concerned look. 
 
    “Yeah,” Tara said, and she put her hand on Bailey’s. “I was only joking around.” 
 
    “I’m okay,” Bailey nodded. “Just embarrassed.” 
 
    “No need to be embarrassed,” Anna told her the same thing I had. “We’ve all had a piece of Tav.” 
 
    “Oh, I know, hunter,” Bailey said in reference to when she had seen Anna and I in the woods, and I couldn’t help but laugh.  
 
    “Damn,” Anna chuckled. “Bailey’s getting feisty.” 
 
    “She totally is,” Tara leaned in to whisper to the redhead, and Bailey scoffed and hit her on the arm. 
 
    “For real though,” Anna said. “How was it?” 
 
    “It was awesome,” Tara sighed. 
 
    “Bailey?” Paige asked, and I gave her an eyebrow. “What? I’m curious too.” 
 
    “It was great,” Bailey said quietly, and she bit her lip and blushed. 
 
    “I guess this means we’re next,” Anna laughed, and she smacked Paige on the arm. 
 
    “I’m fine with that,” the brunette grinned. 
 
    “Do I get a vote?” I asked with mock indignation. 
 
    “No,” the four girls answered in unison. 
 
    “Alright,” I chuckled. “Let’s eat some breakfast.” 
 
    “What about the coffee?” Tara asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Bailey agreed. “Can we make coffee?” 
 
    “Okay,” I smiled. “But I cooked, so you have to make it.” 
 
    “Deal,” Paige said. 
 
    “We should take it to the roof,” I said. “Rolly’s gone for the day so we need to be on watch.” 
 
    “Okay,” Anna said, and she grabbed the skillet with the gravy and headed inside.  
 
    The rest of the girls followed, and we ate our biscuits and gravy on the roof while drinking the coffee that Paige had made, it was almost as good as Rolly’s coffee, and I thought that I would have to tell the old man to teach me his secret since I was falling behind.  
 
    After breakfast was over, we left Bailey on watch, and the girls and I offloaded the trucks and trailers and added the items to our master list. 
 
    “It seems like enough supplies to last years,” Tara said as we looked at the gym and how stocked it was. 
 
    “We have a lot more people now,” I smiled.  
 
    “Yeah,” Paige nodded. “I’m happy to have them, but it does mean more supplies.” 
 
    “We’ll keep going on runs,” I said. “And we’ll be very well stocked for winter.” 
 
    “What are we working on today?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Well,” I said. “It’s already about noon.” 
 
    “Adding everything to the list did take some time,” Paige said. 
 
    “Let’s work on the garden for a while,” I suggested. 
 
    “Sounds good,” Paige said with a smile. “I’ll go get Bailey.”  
 
    “Later we should let the horses out of their pen to get some exercise,” I said. “But for now, Paige and Anna, could you go ask everyone to come for a meeting tonight?” 
 
    “Sure,” Anna said. “What’s the meeting about?” 
 
    “We need to discuss protection,” I said. “Particularly the bridge that leads to Lanceton.” 
 
    “Okay,” Paige nodded. 
 
    “What about the bridge?” Tara asked. 
 
    “We need to destroy it,” I told her. “And the biggest explosive we have is grenades, and they won’t be able to do that.” 
 
    “Couldn’t people just swim up the river if we take out the bridge?” Paige asked. 
 
    “They could,” I nodded. “But why do that when there is a perfectly good road to travel?” 
 
    “I guess the less work people have to do, they’ll do that,” Paige nodded. 
 
    “So how are we going to destroy it?” Tara asked. 
 
    “Well,” I said with a grin. “That’s what we’re going to figure out.” 
 
    “Okay,” Anna said. “Maybe someone knows how to make bombs.” 
 
    “The farmers may have some fertilizer left,” I said. “That’s how a lot of low level terrorists make bombs.” 
 
    “I could figure that out,” Paige said. “We have everything we would need in the library.” 
 
    “This is why people are scared of people who read all the time,” Tara said. 
 
    “Hey,” Paige laughed. “I don’t know how already.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tara chuckled. “But the fact that you know you could figure it out is creepy in any situation but this one.” 
 
    “I prefer helpful over creepy,” Paige smiled. “People who read books are badass. Don’t forget it.” 
 
    “Tav, don’t you know how to make bombs?” Anna asked.  
 
    “A little,” I said with a shrug. “That’s a sapper tab.” 
 
    “So they do teach that in the military?” Tara asked. “Like bombs and stuff?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said with a nod. “A lot of my buddies went through the course, but it never interested me much.” 
 
    “Tsk tsk,” Tara teased.  
 
    “I know,” I chuckled. “It would’ve come in handy right about now.” Never in my wildest dreams did I think that someday I might need to demo a bridge in America to defend against a Canadian invasion. 
 
    The girls left to inform the others of the meeting that night and Bailey and I worked on the garden while Tara stood watch. A few of the plants had vegetables growing, but none were quite ready to harvest, so we focused on removing the weeds and watering the area. 
 
    Once Anna and Paige had returned, we went through the dorm rooms and removed any unneeded items to make room for the newcomers when it was time, we moved all the other items to the gym with our supplies since we figured that some of the other women might be able to fit the clothes, then we had an early dinner and waited on the roof for the others to arrive. 
 
    “I’m excited that Betty is coming to stay,” Paige said after we all finished eating. 
 
    “Why is that?” I asked. 
 
    “She makes Rolly so happy,” the brunette smiled. 
 
    “She does,” Bailey said. “I was worried he was going to leave to go be with her forever.”  
 
    “He might,” I smiled at the blonde. 
 
    “Don’t jinx us like that,” Paige scoffed. 
 
    “I’m not jinxing us,” I chuckled. “But if he really did want to leave to live with Betty, would you stop him?” 
 
    “Well, no,” Anna said, and she pursed her lips. “But it’s so nice having him around.” 
 
    “It is,” I agreed. “And we know for sure that we have him for another winter. But if one day he wants to go live with Betty, we should support that.” 
 
    “They can just live with us forever,” Tara grinned. 
 
    “We can certainly offer that,” I laughed. 
 
    “Tav is right, though,” Bailey smiled. “Rolly will always be part of our family, no matter how far away he is.” 
 
    “He would be right down the road,” Anna chuckled. 
 
    “I know,” the blonde laughed. “I just like having him close by.” 
 
    “Me too,” Anna smiled, and I remembered what she had said about not having grandparents around a lot.  
 
    “We all love the old man,” I said. “And if the time comes for him to leave us, we’ll still love him.” 
 
    “Of course we will,” Paige grinned.  
 
    “I don’t think we can compete with Betty’s bread, though,” Tara chuckled. 
 
    “No,” I laughed. “I don’t think we can.” 
 
    Just then, Winchester perked his ears up, so I cocked my head for a moment and when I heard cars in the drive, I gestured for my team to hide, I figured it was the others, but we could never be too careful. We all retreated behind the dorm building, and Winchester followed Bailey’s commands and tailed us.  
 
    “Hey,” I heard Rolly call out after the vehicle had shut off. 
 
    “Hey!” Bailey called back, and she ran out to the truck with Winchester in tow.  
 
    Everyone exchanged greetings and gave Winchester his pets, it had become a custom that he received pets from everyone as they arrived, but nobody seemed to mind. I think some of the civilians who had been around him had been frightened of him at first, but everyone had grown to love the black headed brindle dog, including myself.  
 
    Once everyone was seated around the fire, I opened the discussion.  
 
    “So, we have something to figure out,” I smiled at the group. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Marla asked, and she pulled her boys closer to her. 
 
    “Nothing like that,” I shook my head. “We just need to share ideas.” 
 
    “Ideas about what?” Jeff asked, and he tugged on his red beard. 
 
    “The bridge that leads to Lanceton,” I said. “It’s not very big, but we need to destroy it.” 
 
    “Can’t we just block it off?” Justin asked, and he put his arm over Marla’s shoulders. 
 
    “We could,” I nodded. “But I think it would be more advantageous to destroy it.” 
 
    “Wait,” Jenny said, and her red brows pulled together. “Can you explain why it’s better to destroy it?” 
 
    “That’s the only way to the campus,” I said. “If we destroy it, then we completely disrupt the only way to get here, which means we can focus more on protecting our home.” 
 
    “But how will we get back home once winter is over?” Betty asked. 
 
    “We’ll still be able to get there on foot,” I said. “And we have the horses now.” 
 
    “What about the trucks?” Dan asked. 
 
    “The gas will all be spoiled by spring,” I said with a nod. “We’ll need to rely on horses and bicycles after that.”  
 
    “Okay,” Jenny nodded. “That makes sense.” 
 
    “We’ll need to get more horses,” Cathy said with a frown. 
 
    “Yes,” I said with a nod.  
 
    “Yay!” Tara squealed, and the group all looked at her and laughed. “What? I like horses.”  
 
    “We’ll only blow up the bridge as a last resort,” I clarified. “If too many Canadians show up, and we can’t take them out then we’ll need to blow it.” 
 
    “Okay,” Betty said, and she pursed her lips. “So a few of them we aren’t worried about.” 
 
    “Right,” I agreed. “But if thousands show up, we have no way of dealing with that, then we’ll have to blow it.” 
 
    “I still don’t like the idea,” Cathy said. “But I trust you.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” I said with a smile.  
 
    “So, we need to figure out how to make a bomb?” Cathy asked, and her eyes grew wide.  
 
    “Won’t people hear the explosion?” Joanna asked, and she leaned closer to her mother.  
 
    “Even if they did,” I told the sandy haired women. “Someone is more likely to move away from an explosion than toward it.” 
 
    “Besides,” Tara added, “the road would be blocked then so it wouldn’t matter anyways.” 
 
    “Right,” Justin nodded.  
 
    “So, we don’t necessarily need a bomb, right?” Jeff asked. 
 
    “No,” I said. “But we need some sort of explosive, or we need a different plan.” 
 
    “How about dynamite?” the red bearded man asked. 
 
    “Dynamite is good,” I nodded. “Do you know how to make dynamite?”  
 
    “No,” the man shook his head. “But I know where some is.” 
 
    “Where?” Anna asked quickly. 
 
    “In Burlington,” Jeff said. “I was on the road crew, and there’s an office there that houses the explosives we used.” 
 
    “Where at in Burlington?” Paige frowned. 
 
    “It’s in the center of town,” Jeff said, and he frowned too. “But I’m sure that’s a dangerous mission.” 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “When we were there last, the Guardsmen were walking around outside of the campus.” 
 
    “What for?” Betty asked with wide eyes. 
 
    “They were getting drunk,” Bailey said. 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “Discipline is breaking down, so it’s more dangerous to go there now than it was before.” 
 
    “Damn,” Cathy said.  
 
    “What are our other options?” Mike asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I shook my head. “Does anyone else have any ideas?” 
 
    “I can look up how to make a pipe bomb,” Paige interjected. 
 
    “Homemade explosives can be tricky,” Briar said. “A lot of risk there.” 
 
    “I agree,” I said. “It will take a lot of power to break that bridge, even as small as it is.” 
 
    “Good old-fashioned sledgehammers?” Mike suggested with a shrug. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” I chuckled.  
 
    “That would take forever,” Jeff laughed. “Not a bad idea, just very time consuming.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Mike smiled. “I was hoping we wouldn’t go with that one, but I figured I’d check.” 
 
    “I think the dynamite is our best bet,” Anna said. 
 
    “I agree,” I nodded. “It will be dangerous, but we don’t have a lot of other options right now.” 
 
    “Jeff,” Paige started, “can you show me on the map where the office is?” 
 
    “Sure,” the red bearded man nodded. “I can set up the demolition too.” 
 
    “That would be very helpful,” I smiled. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Would you rather I go with you to Burlington?” Jeff asked. 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “You all have come a long way, and I don’t want anyone to be offended by me only taking the girls, but I like to know my team before we go into enemy territory.” 
 
    “Makes perfect sense,” Mike nodded.  
 
    “Yes,” Cathy said. “We all want to help, but we trust you to do what is best.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” I smiled. “Maybe next year we can all be going out on missions.” 
 
    “I look forward to it,” Jeff grinned.  
 
    Jeff showed Paige where the office was on the map, and I decided that we would leave the next morning, then the others headed home and my team was left at the campus once more. 
 
    “So, what’s the plan for tomorrow?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Anna nodded. “Are we all going?”  
 
    “All but Rolly,” I told them, then I turned to the old man. “You’ll be in charge of the campus and looking after the others.” 
 
    “I think I can handle that,” Rolly smiled. “You all be safe out there.” 
 
    “We will,” Bailey smiled. “Take good care of Winchester.” 
 
    “Of course,” Rolly grinned, and he reached down to pet the brindle dog.  
 
    “What’s the best way to get to the office?” I asked Paige. 
 
    “I think it’s safest to go through South Burlington,” the brunette said, and she pulled out the map to look at it again.  
 
    “Good idea,” Anna said. “The farther away from the Guard, the better.” 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded.  
 
    “We should be able to walk from there,” Paige said. “It won’t take us long to get there, maybe forty minutes walking time.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Being on foot is better, it will call less attention to us.” 
 
    “So, we’ll leave at dawn?” Tara asked. 
 
    “As always,” I grinned, and the platinum blonde rolled her eyes playfully.  
 
    “I’ll make you some coffee to go,” Rolly chuckled. 
 
    “You are the best,” Tara groaned, and she patted the old man’s knee. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Rolly smiled, and he patted her hand in a grandfatherly way. 
 
    “Each of us will bring our backpacks,” I said. “But I only want water and food in two people’s bags.” 
 
    “Why?” Paige asked, and her brown eyebrows pinched together. 
 
    “More room in our bags for dynamite,” I said.  
 
    “Oh,” the brunette nodded. “That makes sense.” 
 
    “And this will only be a day trip,” I announced. “We are only there for the dynamite.” 
 
    “We aren’t going to look for any other supplies?” Anna asked. 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “We have one job with this mission, and one job alone. It’s too dangerous to try to look for other supplies, we need to get in and out as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “Okay,” the redhead nodded.  
 
    “I think we have a couple duffle bags,” Bailey offered. “Should we bring those?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “We need to be able to run quickly if necessary, and if we start getting shot at you drop your backpack and run.” 
 
    “Right,” Bailey said, and her eyes widened. “I really don’t want to explode.” 
 
    “Nobody does,” I smiled. “And it’s not a pretty sight to witness.” 
 
    “Did you ever see someone get blown up?” Tara asked incredulously. 
 
    “I have,” I nodded. “Land mines can be a real bitch.” 
 
    “Wow,” Paige said. “That must have been terrible for you.” 
 
    “Things like that really messed up some of my friends from ‘Nam,”  Rolly said.  
 
    “It can take its toll for sure,” I smiled gently at the gray-haired man. 
 
    “You seem to be a lot more mentally stable than some of the men I knew that served,” Rolly noted. “PTSD is such a common occurrence for soldiers.” 
 
    “It is,” I nodded. “I’m lucky to not suffer like some of them do, war affects different people in different ways.” 
 
    “That it does,” the old man nodded, and he looked sad.  
 
    “I’m sure your friends were very brave,” I told him.  
 
    “Yeah,” Rolly smiled softly at me, “I’m sure they were.” 
 
    We went to bed shortly after that discussion, but I had a hard time sleeping, I thought about Rolly’s friends, and what they must have gone through, and I hoped I wouldn’t put my girls into a situation that could hurt them mentally, but that was also part of the reason I only trusted them to come with me, I had no idea how the farmers or civilians would react when put in a crisis situation, but I knew my lovers could handle it.  
 
    The next morning, I got up and packed Anna and mine’s backpack with enough food and water for a full day, and I grabbed the other girl’s backpacks and brought them out to the truck.  
 
    Rolly was already awake, and he brewed coffee for us while I finished the preparations, and just as the coffee was done, the girls came out of the dorm building kitted out.  
 
    “That smells amazing,” Tara smiled, and she was dressed in dark skinny jeans with a few rips down the front, a black t-shirt, and, like the other girls, she already had her Kevlar vest on.  
 
    “It really does,” Anna sighed. Her long, red hair was pulled back in a tight braid, and she wore long athletic pants, running shoes, and an athletic tank top I could see under her vest. 
 
    “Do you need to-go cups?” Paige asked. She wore one of her old gray college T-shirts, along with some jeans and hiking boots. 
 
    “Yes, please,” Rolly smiled. 
 
    Paige went to retrieve our travel cups, and Bailey got some breakfast for Winchester from the meat shed.  
 
    “Here you go, boy,” Bailey smiled, and she petted Winchester’s black head. She was dressed in skinny jeans and a green tank top, and her medium length blonde hair was pulled back into a messy ponytail, and some loose strands fell around her face. 
 
    “Thanks for the coffee, Rolly,” I smiled at the old man. 
 
    “No problem,” he grinned, then he frowned. “Oh darn, I should’ve made you breakfast.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I shook my head. “I grabbed us some granola bars for the road.” 
 
    “Okay,” he nodded. 
 
    “Mmmm,” Paige said as she returned with the cups. “Did I hear granola bars?” 
 
    “You did,” I chuckled. “They’re in the car, we’ll eat them on the way.” 
 
    Rolly poured us each a travel cup of coffee, and we were soon on our way to Burlington once more. We opted to drive the long way to avoid the guard, and the sun had fully risen by the time we arrived in South Burlington. 
 
    We parked in the same mechanics shop we had before, and I addressed my team before we started toward the office.  
 
    “Okay,” I said. “What do you do if we get shot at after we leave?” 
 
    “Drop our bag and run,” Bailey stated. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “And what’s our goal for today?” 
 
    “Get the dynamite,” Tara said. 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed, “and?” 
 
    “And get in and out as quickly and quietly as possible,” Anna said with a hard nod. 
 
    “Right,” I confirmed. “Paige will lead the way, be aware of your surroundings, and keep the talking to a minimum.” 
 
    “Aye aye captain,” Tara grinned.  
 
    “Alright,” I smiled, and I had total confidence in my team. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Follow me,” Paige said, and she started down the street toward the center of town. 
 
    We followed Paige for almost an hour before we found the office that was labeled Burlington County Department of Engineering and Roads.  
 
    “This is it,” Paige said, as we arrived at the front of the building. 
 
    “Good work,” I told the brunette. 
 
    “Thanks,” Paige breathed, and she blushed a bit. 
 
    “I’m guessing it’s locked,” Anna said as she looked at the building. 
 
    “Most likely,” I nodded, but I pulled on the front door anyway and confirmed our suspicions. “Yup.” 
 
    “Is it safe to break a window?” Tara asked. 
 
    “I haven’t seen anyone yet,” I said. “But let’s use that as a last resort.” 
 
    “We could try to open the windows,” Bailey suggested.  
 
    “Good idea,” I nodded. “Though in buildings like this a lot of time the windows don’t open.”  
 
    “Sometimes they open in people’s offices,” Paige said. “None of the other windows opened in the library my mom worked at, but her office window opened.” 
 
    “Worth a shot,” I smiled. “Let’s check them out. Paige, you’re with me. Anna, Tara, Bailey, you three check the right side.” 
 
    “On it,” Anna nodded, and she lifted her pistol and led her team around the building. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I told Paige, and we lifted our pistols as well and made our way around the left side of the building.  
 
    We didn’t find any windows that could be opened on our trip around, and before we rounded the corner to the back of the building, I called out to the other girls. 
 
    “Anna,” I said. “Paige and I are coming around the corner.” 
 
    “Okay,” the redhead called back. “You’re clear.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I grinned as we moved toward the other girls. “I didn’t want you to think we were Guard.” 
 
    “No worries,” Anna smiled, then she gestured to the window in front of her. “I think we found one.” 
 
    “It does look like it can be opened,” I said, and I inspected the window. 
 
    “Yeah,” Tara nodded, “but it’s locked.”  
 
    “Let’s see what I can do,” I smiled and pulled out my knife, then I placed it between the window and the sill and pried them away from each other. I managed to get the window out without creating too much noise, and I helped each girl crawl through before I went in myself.  
 
    “If there is dynamite in here, we don’t want to shoot,” I told the girls. 
 
    “So, we shouldn’t clear the building?” Anna asked. 
 
    “I would be surprised if someone was here,” I said. “But we’ll still clear, just pull out your knives instead.” 
 
    “Okay,” Paige nodded, and she and the other girls holstered their pistols and pulled out their fixed blades or folding knives. 
 
    “Same groups as last time,” I said as I pulled out my own karambit that I had found on one of our recent runs. “Check all closets, Jeff said he wasn’t sure where in the building they kept the dynamite.” 
 
    “Right,” Anna nodded, then she turned to Bailey and Tara. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “I like your knife,” Paige grinned at me after the other girls had left. 
 
    “Thanks,” I grinned back.  
 
    “You haven’t always had that one, have you?” the brunette asked. 
 
    “No,” I smiled. “I found this on one of our recent runs.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, and she inspected the knife. “What’s it called?” 
 
    “It’s a karambit,” I told her.  
 
    “I like it,” she said, and she looked at her bowie knife. “I kinda want one now.” 
 
    “You should all have one,” I told her. “We’ll keep an eye out for more.” 
 
    “Are they better than our knives now?” she asked as we looked in a supply closet only to find cleaning supplies. 
 
    “Not better per se,” I said, and I pursed my lips. “But karambits are first and foremost a combat blade.” 
 
    “It looks badass,” Paige grinned. 
 
    “It is,” I grinned back.  
 
    “So far, no luck,” Paige said after we opened yet another door to find only a desk stacked with paperwork. 
 
    “Let’s hope the other girls have had more luck,” I said. 
 
    “Wait,” Paige said, and she pointed to the end of the hallway. “Those are stairs.” 
 
    “They are,” I nodded as I looked at the sign on the door. “Let’s check it out.” 
 
    We headed down the stairs with our knives ready, and I pulled out my flashlight. At the bottom of the stairs with another door with a warning label on it. 
 
    “This must be it,” Paige said, and she pushed the door open. 
 
    Inside the large dark room was dynamite, C-4, road work signs, and other various tools.  
 
    “Good find,” I grinned at the brunette.  
 
    “I try,” she smiled. “Should we go tell the others?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. “We need to fill up everyone’s packs.” 
 
    “Okay,” Paige said, and she started back up the stairs, but I stayed and inspected the goodies we had found. 
 
    The room was cool, which made sense for storing explosives, and I felt goosebumps prickle my arms as I walked around the shelves. 
 
    “Wow,” Anna said, and she whistled low as she entered the room. 
 
    “Wow is right,” Bailey nodded.  
 
    “What’s that gray stuff?” Tara asked, and she reached for a block of C4. 
 
    “It’s C-4,” I told her. 
 
    “Oh,” she said, and she pulled her hand back. “That’s bad isn’t it?” 
 
    “Not inherently,” I shook my head. “But it has been used for bad things.” 
 
    “I remember something about it on a crime show,” the platinum blonde said. 
 
    “I would imagine so,” I chuckled. “C-4 can be very dangerous if used that way.” 
 
    “Are we taking any of it?” Anna asked. 
 
    “I think we will,” I smiled. “It’s very safe to transport, and I’m guessing some extra explosives are never a bad idea.” 
 
    “Doesn’t C-4 need a detonator or something?” Paige asked. “Like in the movies how they always have the cell phone wired to the person they’re going to blow up?” 
 
    “It does need something to set it off,” I nodded. “But we should be able to find a way to do that no problem, especially if we have dynamite as well.” 
 
    “How much are we going to take of each?” Bailey asked, and she pulled her backpack off. 
 
    “We’ll take mostly dynamite,” I said. “Anna and I have the food in our bags, so we’ll put C-4 on top of it, everyone else fill your bags as full as you can.” 
 
    “On it,” Tara nodded, and she pulled off her backpack as well.  
 
    “You really think Jeff knows how to do this?” Bailey asked as we stuffed our bags full of TNT.  
 
    “I trust him,” I smiled at the pretty blonde.  
 
    “I mean, everyone has things they’re good at, right?” Tara shrugged. 
 
    “That’s true,” Bailey nodded. “I just worry about dangerous situations.” 
 
    “You have to trust your team,” Anna smiled at Bailey.  
 
    “Tara’s right,” Paige added. “We all have things we’re good at from our life before.” 
 
    “Or things we’ve learned we’re good at since life changed,” I grinned at the blonde hippie and thought about her newly acquired love of shooting. 
 
    “That’s true,” Bailey grinned. “I never liked guns before all this.” 
 
    “And now look at you,” Tara laughed. “You’re the best shot out of all of us.” 
 
    “Well, Tav excluded,” Bailey smiled. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I smiled. “It might be a tie.” 
 
    “You’re being too humble,” Bailey blushed, but I saw her smile as she looked back down at her bag. 
 
    “What are these?” Tara asked, and she held up a road flare.  
 
    “Those are flares,” I said, and I was surprised I hadn’t noticed them before. “We should take some of those as well.” 
 
    “Okay,” Tara nodded. “They kind of look like the dynamite, should we separate them?” 
 
    “Sure,” I smiled at the platinum blonde, it was easy for me to tell the difference, but I was glad that she knew when to inform me that she would need help with something. “Anna and I will put them in our bags with the C-4.”  
 
    “Why don’t you take my C-4,” Anna said, “and I’ll pack a bag of flares.” 
 
    “That works too,” I smiled at the redhead. “Good idea, major.” 
 
    Once we had our supplies, we headed back up the stairs, and I thought that we should scout out the Burlington camp while we were there. The finding and gathering of the dynamite hadn’t taken long, and I wanted to check on the camp and see if they were any closer to leaving, but I knew the girls were going to give me shit about defying my ‘in and out quickly’ plan. 
 
    “Do we have time to scout out the camp?” Anna asked before I could bring it up, and I grinned to myself. 
 
    “I was just thinking that,” I told the redhead. 
 
    “I know it’s not part of the plan,” she said, “but I’d like to check it out while we’re here.” 
 
    “Me too,” I nodded. “We should see if they are any closer to leaving.” 
 
    “Should we drop off these explosives first?” Paige asked. 
 
    I pursed my lips as I thought for a moment. 
 
    “Let’s leave them here,” I decided. “We’ll swing back by and grab them on the way to the truck.” 
 
    “Okay,” the brunette nodded. “It’s not a long walk from here to the compound.” 
 
    “Lead the way,” I told the brunette. “And everyone be on guard, remember there might be guys outside of the perimeter. Tara, have your silenced pistol ready in case we need to take someone out quietly.” 
 
    “I’m on it,” the platinum blonde said, and she checked the chamber of her Rugar. 
 
    Paige led us to the country club, and we made our way out to the trees in the same formation we had before, then we watched for a few minutes, and I recognized the signs of departure. 
 
    The wagons were stuffed to the brim, along with several of the vehicles, and it looked like some of the civilian tents had been torn down so there were only three left standing, and I guessed all the civilians were bunking together. The garden appeared bare of vegetables, so they must have harvested them already, and while the men still made their rounds, there were more soldiers in the yard helping to load and move things.  
 
    “They’ll be leaving soon,” Bailey whispered next to me. 
 
    “Yes,” I whispered back. “I think we’ve seen enough.” 
 
    I gestured to my team, and we all met around the front of the country club. 
 
    “It looks like they have a lot of stuff packed,” Paige frowned. 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. “They’re going to try to beat the first snowfall.” 
 
    “We have no idea when that is, though,” Bailey said, and she pursed her lips. 
 
    “It can’t be far off,” I told the blonde. “Though I can’t say when for sure.” 
 
    “I never thought I’d miss the weather channel,” Tara muttered, and Anna chuckled at her comment. 
 
    “We should get out of here,” I said. “If they’re packing up, then that gives the soldiers more opportunities to sneak out.” 
 
    “You’d think they’d be scared to go out and get drunk after we killed the last guys,” Anna commented. 
 
    “They may not know,” Paige said. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “It’s very possible they thought they went AWOL.” 
 
    “True,” the redhead nodded. 
 
    “Paige,” I said, and I looked at the brunette. “Lead the way.” 
 
    “You got it,” Paige smiled, and she started back toward the construction office.  
 
    “Okay,” I said once everyone had their backpacks on again. “I know we were careful on the way over here, but I want us to be ten times that careful on the way to the truck.” 
 
    All the girls nodded. 
 
    “Remember you have explosives on your back,” I looked at each of them very seriously. “What do you do if we start getting shot at?” 
 
    “We drop our bags and run,” the girls all said in unison, and I couldn’t help but smile.  
 
    “Okay,” I grinned. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    We made our way swiftly out of the building and kept behind trees or buildings on the way back to our vehicle. I kept side by side with Paige, and the other girls followed closely behind us, with Anna bringing up the rear, I hadn’t told her to take that position, but it was the one a leader would take, and I was impressed by her initiative.  
 
    We arrived safely at the mechanics shop and made our way inside. 
 
    “Whew,” Tara said after we shut the door.  
 
    “Yeah,” Bailey nodded, and her breath was slightly exaggerated. “I think that was worse than being in an actual fight.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I’d go that far,” Paige chuckled. “But the suspense really was killer.” 
 
    “Now you guys understand why I like horror movies,” Anna grinned. 
 
    “What?” Tara said with a look of disbelief, and she laughed. “We’re saying we didn’t like that feeling!” 
 
    “Whatever you say,” Anna joked.  
 
    “It is exhilarating,” Paige chuckled. 
 
    “See?” Anna smiled, and she stuck out her tongue at the platinum blonde.  
 
    Tara glared and stuck out her tongue back at her, then Anna pushed her playfully, and they both laughed. 
 
    “Alright,” I clapped. “Let’s head out.” 
 
    We all piled into the truck, but I put the explosives in the back, and tied them down so they didn’t get jostled on the ride, then we started back toward home, but just as we were about to make it out of Burlington I noticed two figures near a building to my right. 
 
    “Shit,” I said. 
 
    “I see them too,” Anna said quickly, and she lifted up in her seat and pointed. “Two soldiers by that Rite-Aid up ahead.” 
 
    “Damn,” Paige said. “Do you think it’s a checkpoint like we ran into before?” 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “I think they’re probably out scavenging.” 
 
    “Well we should be fine, right,” Tara said. “Just blow past them.” 
 
    “They probably think we’re Guard right now,” Anna said. 
 
    “Let’s hope so,” I said, and I watched the men staring in our direction. “Because we’ve already been noticed.” 
 
    “So, what’s the plan?” Anna asked, but we were almost where the men would be able to see in the cab.  
 
    “Hold on,” I said, and I gunned it. The truck lurched as I tore down the road, and I looked over to see the look of surprise on the soldier’s faces when they realized we weren’t their men.  
 
    I continued down the road but watched in my rearview and side mirrors as the men rounded a corner. 
 
    “They must be going back to the camp,” Paige said.  
 
    “Then we should get the fuck out of here,” Anna commented. 
 
    “That’s the plan,” I said, but I looked out my mirror again and saw another military truck take the corner by the Rite-Aid going so fast their tires squealed. “Fuck.” 
 
    “Oh shit,” Bailey said with wide eyes.  
 
    “Should we shoot at them?” Paige asked. 
 
    “No!” I hollered. “They haven’t shot at us yet, and if you shoot at them, they’re going to shoot back.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Tara groaned. “The dynamite.” 
 
    “What do we do?” Bailey asked, and her voice was slightly panicked. 
 
    “I’m going to try to lose them,” I said. “Anna, get ready, but only shoot if I tell you to.” 
 
    “Bailey,” Anna said hurriedly. “I think you should do this, switch spots with me.” 
 
    “Right,” Bailey said, and I felt the movement as the girls traded places and someone kicked me in the ribs. 
 
    I sped up and took a sharp left, then a right onto a residential road, but when I looked back the soldiers made the same right behind us.  
 
    “Hold on,” I said, and I hit the gas hard, and waited for the soldiers to speed up as well, once they did I pulled the emergency brake, and we did a full three-sixty, but I quickly pulled a one-eighty and tore down the road in the opposite direction, then I made three lefts, and a right. 
 
    “Do you see them?” I asked, and I kept my foot on the gas.  
 
    “I don’t think so,” Paige said. 
 
    “Three o’clock!” Bailey shouted, and I turned to see the other vehicle speeding down a side road headed right for us. 
 
    “Fuck,” I said, and I pressed harder on the gas, but then I had an idea, and I pulled the emergency brake and spun us around to face the Guard after they had turned down our road. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Tara exclaimed. 
 
    “Trust me,” I grinned. 
 
    “Oh my god,” Anna said. “Tav, you’re not…?” 
 
    “Chicken,” I nodded. 
 
    “They seem confused,” Bailey said, and she pointed at the vehicle in front of us that was barely moving, I could see the figures of the two men looking at us and then at each other. 
 
    I surveyed the area, and there were buildings on both sides of this road, I knew it was a risk, but I was confident my plan would work. 
 
    “Hang tight,” I yelled, and I gunned it. 
 
    We watched as the military truck came to a halt, then after a second they started to speed toward us. 
 
    “Um, Tav,” Tara said. “I don’t think this is working!” 
 
    “It’s working,” I said, and I pushed harder on the gas, and I watched the other car do the same. 
 
    “Fuck fuck fuck” Paige said, and I felt all the girls cringe back against the seat as we got closer and closer to the other truck.  
 
    “Give in,” I muttered, and my eyes narrowed on the driver of the other vehicle. 
 
    “Tav!” Tara yelled. 
 
    “Trust me!” I hollered, and I flashed the girls a smile. 
 
    All the girls screamed as we came almost head to head with the other truck, but at the last second the soldier swerved and pulled his truck hard to the right, and his vehicle went through a small boutique shop with a loud screeching of tires. 
 
    I whipped around a corner and got us back on track to head home, but I didn’t slow down.  
 
    “Holy… shit,” Paige breathed. 
 
    “What the fuck was that?” Anna asked, and her breathing was heavy. 
 
    “We’re okay now,” I grinned at the girls, that encounter had really got my adrenaline going, and I could feel that my fingers were still shaky.  
 
    “Where did you learn to drive like that?” Tara asked incredulously. 
 
    “I didn’t,” I chuckled. “But I was a pretty reckless teenage driver.” 
 
    “Bailey,” Anna said. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Bailey said quietly after a moment. “I’m just trying to figure out if I spilled my water or I peed myself.” 
 
    The girls all laughed, and Paige reached down and picked up an empty water bottle off the floorboard. 
 
    “It’s water,” the brunette chuckled. 
 
    “Thank God,” Bailey sighed, then she laughed too. 
 
    “I wouldn’t blame you if it was pee,” Anna commented. “That was fucking intense.” 
 
    “It was,” I nodded.  
 
    “What the hell were they doing?” Tara asked. 
 
    “I’m guessing they were scavenging,” I answered.  
 
    “Too bad for them we already got all the good shit,” Anna smirked. 
 
    “They could’ve been looking for something specific,” Paige commented. 
 
    “That’s true,” I agreed. “What though, I have no idea.” 
 
    “Well they were at Rite-Aid,” Bailey interjected. 
 
    “There’s a lot of stuff you can get at Rite-Aid though,” Paige mused. 
 
    “It doesn’t really matter what they were out getting,” Anna said. “We got away, but there could be others out here.” 
 
    “She’s right,” I said. “Be on high lookout on the ride home.” 
 
    “It seems like we’re running into those assholes all the time now,” Bailey muttered. 
 
    “We are,” I said. “But they’ll be gone soon.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige said. “But then we’ll have the Canadians to deal with.” 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “But we’ll take care of ourselves, just like we always do.” 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14  
 
    We arrived back at the campus in the late afternoon and were greeted by Rolly and Winchester. 
 
    “Hey,” the old man called, and he walked up to the driver’s door with Winchester. 
 
    The brindle dog jumped up on the vehicle and shoved his head inside the window, so I petted him, and his tongue flopped out and drooled on my pant leg.  
 
    “Hey old timer,” I said with a smile. 
 
    “How did it go today?” the old man asked. 
 
    “It was… interesting,” Anna said, and she hopped out of the truck. 
 
    “Good interesting or bad interesting?” Rolly asked, and he looked to me for clarification. 
 
    “More bad than good,” I told him, and I got out of the truck too. 
 
    “We got into a car chase,” Tara informed the old man. 
 
    “A car chase?” Rolly asked incredulously. 
 
    “Yeah,” Bailey said as we walked toward the fire pit. “We ran into some Guard guys.” 
 
    “Wow,” Rolly nodded, and he took a seat on the bench. “Sounds like you all had an exciting day. I’m happy you’re home safe.” 
 
    “Us too,” Paige smiled. 
 
    “So, I’m guessing you didn’t get the dynamite?” Rolly frowned. 
 
    “We got it,” Anna grinned. “And some C-4 too.” 
 
    “C-4, huh?” Rolly whistled low. “I’ve never worked with the stuff, but I hear it can pack quite the punch.” 
 
    “That’s the hope,” I smiled. “I’m counting on Jeff to know more than I do about it.” 
 
    “Let’s hope so,” Rolly grinned. “How about some dinner?” 
 
    “Yes please,” Paige groaned. 
 
    “I could use some food,” Tara nodded. 
 
    “I’ll cook,” Bailey offered. 
 
    “You sit,” Rolly said. “I can handle dinner.” 
 
    The old man got up and retrieved some venison, canned vegetables, and a box of crackers.  
 
    “So, how many guard guys were there?” Rolly asked as he heated up the pan over the fire. 
 
    “Only two,” Anna told him. “They jumped in their truck and came after us.” 
 
    “I didn’t think you all would be near the camp,” Rolly mused, and he pursed his lips. 
 
    “We weren’t,” I said. “They were in town scavenging too, and we ran into them just as we were leaving.” 
 
    “How did you manage to outrun them?” Rolly smiled. 
 
    “We didn’t,” I grinned, and Rolly raised an eyebrow at me. 
 
    “Tav played chicken,” Anna said with a wry smile. 
 
    “You went head to head?” Rolly asked, and his eyes widened. 
 
    “It worked,” I shrugged. 
 
    “Does everyone know about this game except me?” Tara asked. 
 
    “I didn’t,” Bailey said. 
 
    “I did,” Anna smiled. 
 
    “Me too,” Paige nodded. 
 
    “Who the hell does that?” Tara asked. “That’s so crazy.” 
 
    “Mostly teenagers,” I chuckled. “We used to do it for fun.” 
 
    “That is not fun,” Tara said, and she shook her head. 
 
    “It is for teenage boys,” Anna rolled her eyes. “Kids in my high school used to play.”  
 
    “What’s the point of the game?” Bailey asked with pinched together blonde brows. “Do you try to crash the other person?” 
 
    “Not really,” Anna said, and she thought for a moment. “I think it’s just to make the other person back down.” 
 
    “What happens if nobody backs down?” Bailey asked quietly. 
 
    “You wind up with quite a mess,” Rolly smiled. “It was a popular game in my day as well, but just about always somebody will get scared and swerve.” 
 
    “That seems incredibly dangerous,” Tara scoffed. 
 
    “Like you were the pinnacle of teenage safety,” Anna chuckled. 
 
    “True,” Tara laughed. “But damn, that was scary.” 
 
    “It’s a scary game,” I smiled.  
 
    “What’s scarier is how often we’re running into the guard,” Anna interjected. 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige nodded. “it’s hard to feel safe anymore.” 
 
    “We have someone on guard duty just about all the time,” I said. “Does that make you feel any better?”  
 
    “A little,” Bailey admitted. “But I’m still worried about protecting this place.” 
 
    “Don’t be,” I told her. “Our plan will work, we just have to do it right.” 
 
    “Okay,” the pretty blonde hippie nodded. 
 
    “So, when we do we blow the bridge?” Paige asked. 
 
    “We need to talk to Jeff,” I told the brunette. “We’ll know more after that, but it will be after everyone is here for the winter.” 
 
    “You really think our fortifications will be good enough?” Anna asked with a small voice that I wasn’t accustomed to hearing from her. 
 
    “I do,” I nodded. 
 
    “He hasn’t let us down yet,” Rolly grinned. “We should trust him on this too.” 
 
    “Rolly’s right,” Paige nodded. “We do trust you, Tav. We’re just a bit shaken up.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you one bit,” I told the brunette. “It was an exciting day.” 
 
    “Not exactly the word I would use,” Tara chuckled. 
 
    “I’ll take first watch tonight,” Rolly said, and he smiled at the group. 
 
    “You don’t have to do that,” Bailey protested. “You’re already making dinner.” 
 
    “Oh hush,” Rolly said, and he waved his hand at the blonde hippie. “You all had a long day, you deserve some rest.” 
 
    “Thank you, Rolly,” Anna smiled at the old man. 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” he smiled, and then he stirred the meat and vegetables in the pan. 
 
    “We should tell the others to do the same thing,” Paige said.  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “We will do that tomorrow.” 
 
    “We’re running into the guard all the time now,” Tara commented.  
 
    “Not quite all the time,” I smiled. “But it does feel very frequent.” 
 
    “If the Guard or Canadians try to come here do you think we can really keep them out?” Bailey asked with a frown. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “There will be a lot of Canadians but ninety-nine percent of them will see the blown up bridge and the cold river and not even consider trying to cross it and come up the mountain. But we might get a few who are desperate enough to try, so we’ll have someone on roof guard duty at all times, even at night.” 
 
    “That chase today really got you girls on edge,” Rolly commented, but all the girls were quiet. “Nothing wrong with that, a little fear can be a good tool.” 
 
    “He’s right,” I smiled at the old man. “Without fear it’s impossible to be brave.” 
 
    “Dinner’s ready,” Rolly grinned, and he served us each a plate of a casserole type dish he had made, it was savory and delicious and a nice end to a very strange day.  
 
    “Where should we store the dynamite?” Anna asked after everyone had finished eating.  
 
    “Let’s put it in the math and science building,” I said. “We rarely use that building, so if it blows up, we won’t miss it.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Tara chuckled. “I hated every class I had in that building anyway.” 
 
    “Aww,” Paige pouted.  
 
    “Well, just because I don’t like them doesn’t mean I don’t love you,” Tara laughed, and Paige joined her.  
 
    We put the dynamite away, and the girls started to head for bed, but I stopped by Rolly to have a word with him. 
 
    “If you’re tired, I can take first shift,” I told the old man. 
 
    “You get some sleep,” he said. “Don’t worry about me.” 
 
    “Okay,” I nodded. “Don’t shoot unless you come under fire, otherwise, come and get me.” 
 
    “You got it boss,” Rolly grinned.  
 
    “You’re a good man,” I grinned back, and I clapped him on the shoulder before I headed inside to lay down with the girls.  
 
    It had been a long day, and I felt the effects of my adrenaline earlier, my body was crashing, and I was more than ready for a good night’s rest. I laid down among my girls and let their warm bodies lull me to sleep. 
 
    “Wake up!” I heard Rolly shout, and I immediately shot up in bed. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “There are people coming up the road by the bridge,” Rolly breathed, and he bent over and placed his hands on his knees, I could tell he was winded and I figured he had run all the way down from the roof. 
 
    “Fuck,” Anna said, and she hopped out of bed and reached for her pants. 
 
    “Are the ATVs gassed up?” I asked as I slipped on my own pants. 
 
    “Yes,” Rolly said quickly. “I filled up everything yesterday when you were gone.” 
 
    “Good man,” I said and pointed to him before I slipped my shirt on. 
 
    “Are we going the same route as we went with the bikers?” Paige asked, and she slipped her shoes on and tied her hair into a messy bun. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, and I looked around. “Bailey, where are you?” 
 
    “I’m ready,” the blonde hippie said, and I saw her come from my old door room with her rifle and a vest on.  
 
    “Good job,” I told her, then I turned to everyone else. “Grab your weapons and vests and meet me outside in thirty seconds.” 
 
    “On it,” Paige said, and she moved to retrieve her weapon as well. 
 
    “Should I go back on guard duty?” Rolly asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “If anyone gets up here you take them out, just make sure it’s not one of us.” 
 
    “You got it boss,” the old man gave me a hard nod and headed up the stairs.  
 
    “I’m with you,” Anna said, and I looked to see that she was already kitted out. 
 
    “Me too,” Bailey said, and for having woken up about one minute earlier, she looked damn ready for a fight. 
 
    “Alright,” I nodded, and I headed toward the door. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Last time we took the motorcycle too,” Anna said once we were outside. 
 
    “Do you think it will be too loud?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “We’ll squeeze on the ATVs.” 
 
    “Bailey should ride with you,” Anna said. “The other girls can ride with me.” 
 
    “Okay,” I nodded, and Bailey and I hopped on the ATV, and just then the other girls burst out of the building looking like an action movie. 
 
    “Over here,” Anna whistled, and she waved the girls to her, they didn’t hesitate, they hopped on behind Anna and I felt Bailey cling tighter to my stomach as the all-terrain vehicle lurched forward.  
 
    Even though we hadn’t used the trails since we took out the bikers, Anna and I expertly navigated through the trees, and I led us both to the woods on one side of the road, unlike before when we came at the bikers from both sides. We needed to assess the situation first and see what we were dealing with. 
 
    I parked the ATV, shut it off quickly, and gathered my team around me with one motion of my hand. 
 
    “Good job on getting up so quickly,” I told the girls, and I really was proud of how well they had dealt with the situation thus far. “We need to assess the threat.” 
 
    “Right,” Anna nodded.  
 
    “Where do you want us?” Paige asked. 
 
    “Stay close,” I told the group. “But make sure you can see what we’re dealing with.” 
 
    “Okay,” Tara nodded. “I have my Rugar.” 
 
    “Good,” I smiled. “But let’s assess the situation first, if they turn back and go back downhill we’ll let them go, but if they head toward campus, we’ll have to take them out.” 
 
    “Got it,” Bailey nodded.  
 
    “Bailey,” I said. “Get a good vantage point, if we need to take them out quickly, I want you to have a shot lined up.” 
 
    “Should we wait for you to shoot or just go for it once they start to head up the road?” Tara asked. 
 
    “Wait for my signal,” I told her, and I looked at each of them in the eyes. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    We parted ways and headed into the woods, but I had a sight on each of my girls, they had followed orders and stayed close, except for Bailey, I looked back and saw her expertly climb a tree to get a good angle. 
 
    It was a clear night with a bright moon, and when I looked out to the road, I counted ten men, each more haggard looking than the last. They had grown out beards, shaggy hair, and several of them smoked rolled cigarettes. They were also strapped to the nines, they each had at least one pistol on their hip or chest, and some of them had two, I counted three men with hunting rifles, and a couple with semi-automatic assault rifles.  
 
    “I’m starving,” one of the men said to the others, he had a long black beard, and smoke billowed through his fingers from his homemade cigarette. 
 
    “We gotta find somewhere tonight,” a shaggy red haired man said.  
 
    “In the meantime,” a blonde-haired man said, and he reached into his pocket and pulled out a flask, took a long drink, and passed it to the next guy. 
 
    “This tastes like shit,” black beard said after he took a long swig.  
 
    “Yup,” the blonde guy grinned. “But it’s all we got right now.” 
 
    “Well, what the fuck is it?” the redhead asked, and he took a pull off the flask. 
 
    “Schnapps,” the blonde guy said. “It’s all that’s left in the stores by now.” 
 
    “Bet there will be more down south,” black beard said, and I thought maybe they would move along, and we wouldn’t need to take them out. 
 
    “I saw signs for a college a while back,” another guy said. “But I don’t see no damn college.” 
 
    “Well, maybe it’s up the hill,” the red-haired guy said.  
 
    Shit. If they started toward campus, I’d have to kill them. I raised my rifle and aimed it at black beard. 
 
    “Worth a shot,” another guy shrugged, and he lit a rolled-up cigarette.  
 
    I watched as the men carried on for a moment more, they drank from the flask and finished their cigarettes, then they threw them on the ground and twisted them with their toes.  
 
    I kept my scope on black beard and waited until they took ten steps toward the hill, I figured I would give them one last opportunity to just leave, but they took that eleventh step, and I pulled the trigger. 
 
    Black beard went down in a spray of blood, and before I had a chance to adjust my target, Bailey took down the red-haired guy in a spray of blood and brains that splattered all over the pavement.   
 
    “What the fuck!” one of the men yelled, and they all started to run for cover.  
 
    My team picked off six men all together, but four of them managed to get into the woods nearby.  
 
    “Shit,” I muttered. 
 
    “They’re in the woods,” Tara whispered, and I saw her creeping toward me. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. 
 
    “Four got away,” Anna said, and I saw her coming up right behind Anna. 
 
    “A little help here,” Bailey whispered, and I turned to see her trying to climb down the tree. 
 
    “I got you,” Paige said from the other side of me, and I saw her make her way to Bailey, grab her rifle from her, and wait for her to jump down before returning it. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Paige asked once we were all in a group once more. 
 
    “These guys have guns,” I said. “And we no longer have the element of surprise.” 
 
    “What about Bailey?” Tara asked. 
 
    “What about me?” Bailey asked, and her blonde brows pulled together in confusion. 
 
    “If you can get a good eye on them, you might be able to take them down,” I told the blonde hippie. 
 
    “I can try,” she nodded. 
 
    Just then a spray of bullets came from the woods, and I pulled my girls down before I realized the guy was shooting blind, he was in the right general area, but with us hidden in the trees, it was obvious he didn’t have a sight on us.  
 
    “We should move,” Anna said amidst the gunfire. 
 
    “Bailey, get to a vantage point,” I commanded. “Anna, you’re with her.” 
 
    “On it,” Anna nodded, and she pulled Bailey up and took off through the woods that led to the campus.  
 
    “Paige and Tara,” I said. “You’re with me, we’ll try to surprise them from behind.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” Tara said with a grin, and we all took off toward the back of the houses.  
 
    My three-man team made our way to the tree line a ways down from where the men had entered.  
 
    “I don’t see them,” I whispered. 
 
    “Smarter than I thought,” Paige said, and she lifted her eyebrows in a half-amused sort of way. 
 
    “What do we do?” Tara asked. 
 
    I pulled a grenade out of my vest and grinned at the girls. 
 
    “Good idea,” Paige nodded. 
 
    I unpinned the grenade and threw it into the woods as far as I could near where the men had gone in.   
 
    I waited until I heard the men yell out, then I smiled to myself. There was something about hearing a grown man scream that got me excited for the fight.  
 
    After a moment the men came out of the woods screaming and running, and before I could stop her Tara ran out into the street after them with guns blazing.  
 
    I took down one of the men, and Tara caught another in the shoulder, but before I could get a kill shot, he fired back at the platinum blonde, and she took a round to the vest.  
 
    “Fuck!” Tara yelled, and she clutched her chest, but before I could respond I saw the last guy come out of the woods behind Paige.  
 
    “Paige!” I shouted. “Hit the deck!” 
 
    The brunette ducked, and the man fumbled for a split second since he had lost his target, but in that split second, I took the shot and he went down in a spray of blood.  
 
    I heard the crack of Bailey’s gun as she took down the last two guys with headshots, their lifeless bodies fell on top of their friends, and the concrete became a pool of leaky blood that oozed from their corpses.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked Paige first, and I helped her to her feet. 
 
    “I’m fine,” the brunette nodded, and she pushed her glasses up further on her nose. 
 
    “I’ve been hit,” Tara breathed, but she said in the way that someone in an action comedy would say it, and it was hard not to laugh. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” Paige rushed to the platinum blonde and started to inspect her. “Where is the wound?” 
 
    “It’s in my vest,” Tara groaned. “Oh, fuck, am I going to die?” 
 
    “I don’t see any blood,” Paige noted, and she removed Tara’s vest to find there was no bullet wound.  
 
    “Trust me,” Tara said, and she clutched her right breast. “I’ve been hit.” 
 
    “He caught her in the vest,” I said, and I crouched down next to the blonde and the brunette. 
 
    “Well, it looks like the vest did its job,” Paige commented. “There’s no penetration that I can see.”  
 
    “That’s… what she said,” Tara breathed, and she sucked in a sharp breath as she tried to laugh at her own joke. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” Paige chuckled. 
 
    “Let me look at it,” I said, and I pulled out a lighter from my pants and inspected the area. “You were definitely hit.” 
 
    “Looks like some bruising is starting to form,” Paige noted.  
 
    “It fucking hurts,” Tara groaned.  
 
    “Yes,” I smiled. “It’s not a pleasant experience. Next time you need to stay behind cover. Don’t forget all of our training.” 
 
    “Well fuck,” Tara breathed. “I just really wanted to kill them. Sorry. I guess I went all Rambo.” 
 
    “Beverly Hills Rambo,” Paige snickered. 
 
    “Hey,” Tara laughed and then groaned, “at least I did it with style.” 
 
    “Come on,” I smiled softly at the platinum blonde, and pulled her against me and held some of her weight as we walked back up the road.  
 
    “Tav!” I heard Anna call out. 
 
    “In here!” I shouted. “We’re coming out now.” 
 
    “Is everyone okay?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, and Tara said “no” at the same time.  
 
    “Um… is it yes or no?” Anna asked, and she made her way to the door to see us holding Tara. 
 
    “We’re fine,” Paige told the redhead. 
 
    “What about Tara?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “She got shot in the vest,” I said.  
 
    “But the vest protected her, right?” Bailey asked with wide eyes as she looked at the dramatized version of Tara that Paige and I were holding up. 
 
    “Yes,” I told the blonde hippie. “But it still hurts.” 
 
    “It hurts like a bitch!” Tara exclaimed. 
 
    “Are you sure she’s okay?” Anna asked, and she looked at me with awkward concern. 
 
    “No,” Tara scoffed. “I almost died. Tav is going to have to rub my breasts until I feel better. Maybe with his mouth. Maybe on my nipples too, just to be safe.” 
 
    “I guess you are fine, then,” Anna groaned as she rolled her eyes. 
 
    “I’m sure she is,” I chuckled, then I set Tara down on the front step and turned to Bailey. “Good shot with those two.” 
 
    “Thanks,” the small blonde girl grinned.  
 
    “Wait here,” I said, and I quickly jogged to the ATV and grabbed some rope out of the compartment on the back, then I returned to the group. 
 
    “What’s that for?” Anna asked. 
 
    “We need to put up a warning,” I said somberly. 
 
    “What do you mean a warning?” Bailey asked, and her head cocked to the side. 
 
    “We can’t have people stumbling through here,” I told the girls. “We need to scare people off.” 
 
    “So, what are you going to do?” Paige asked. 
 
    “We’re going to hang the bodies,” I said, and I looked at the girls, expecting a protest of some kind. Admittedly, I didn’t like it either, but we needed people to know that this area was not to be fucked with. 
 
    “String the fucks up,” Tara said, and she sucked in another hard breath and clutched at her breast.  
 
    “Well, alright then,” I smiled. 
 
    “Don’t you think that’s a bit morbid?” Bailey asked, and her face pulled into one of revulsion. 
 
    “It’s not ideal,” I acknowledged. “But we can’t have people thinking that they can come around here.” 
 
    “Will it really deter them?” Anna asked. 
 
    “There’s a real possibility,” I nodded. “I would rather not fuck with somebody who’s willing to string up dead bodies.” 
 
    “That makes us look like the bad guys, though,” Bailey protested. 
 
    “It does,” I said. “But if we have to play the bad guy in order to protect ourselves, I’ll gladly do it.” 
 
    “Fuck them!” Tara exclaimed again. 
 
    “Damn, you are pissed about getting shot, aren’t you?” Anna asked with a wry smile. 
 
    “It’s fucking painful,” Tara said. 
 
    “You know I got shot in the arm, right?” Anna chuckled. 
 
    “And it hurt, didn’t it?” Tara glared. 
 
    “It did,” Anna smiled. “But at least your huge tits helped protect you.” 
 
    “Now it’s bruised though,” Tara pouted. 
 
    “And Tav is going to lick you later, so stop whining,” the redhead sighed. 
 
    “Can we get back to the subject, here?” Bailey asked, and she looked to the other girls. “Do you really think we should string up dead bodies?” 
 
    “I know it’s gross,” Anna shrugged. “But we have to deter people somehow, before more people come through and try the same thing.” 
 
    “Until we can get this place blocked off, I’ll do whatever we have to in order to stay safe,” Paige said in a soft voice. 
 
    “I guess you’re right,” Bailey nodded, then she turned to me. “I’ll help.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Anna smiled at the blonde. “I’ll help him, you get Tara back home and look her over.” 
 
    “Right,” Tara nodded jokingly. “I could use some medical attention here.” 
 
    “We’ll get you a glass of wine,” Paige rolled her eyes. “Will that help?” 
 
    “That would help very much,” Tara sniffled, and Bailey and Paige helped her up while Anna and I walked over to string up the first body. 
 
    The process took us about a minute or two, but most of that was trying to find the correct tree branch to hang it from. 
 
    “You know,” Anna said, and she looked the dead body up and down in the dim light of the early dawn. “I kinda like it.” 
 
    “You would,” I chuckled. 
 
    “What do you mean?” the redhead laughed. 
 
    “You love horror movies,” I smirked. “It makes sense that you would like the morbid shit.”  
 
    “That’s true,” Anna grinned. “I do love horror movies, and this reminds me of the movie Sinister.” 
 
    “I never saw it,” I shook my head, and worked on the next guy. 
 
    “Movies are the only reason I wish we still had power,” Anna sighed, and she helped me with the rope. 
 
    “Maybe one day we can get it back,” I smiled softly at the redhead. 
 
    “I doubt it,” she said. “But I’m okay with that.” 
 
    “Wars don’t last forever,” I said, though I wasn’t sure about this one that was allegedly going on now with North Korea. 
 
    “No,” she smiled back at me. “But they do seem to last a long time.” 
 
    “They do,” I nodded.  
 
    “I’m okay with where I am now,” the redhead said. “And who I’m with.” 
 
    “Me too,” I smiled.  
 
    Anna and I finished stringing up the men, and we returned to the campus to find Rolly, Tara, and Paige sitting by the fire. 
 
    “Where’s Bailey?” I asked. 
 
    “She’s on guard duty,” Paige told me. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” Anna asked Tara. 
 
    “Better,” Tara said, and she lifted a cup of red wine and took a drink. 
 
    “I’ll go grab more rope,” Anna said, and she headed toward Rolly’s toolshed. 
 
    “More rope?” Paige asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “We ran out when we were hanging the men.” 
 
    “The girls told me about that,” Rolly said. “A bit morbid, but whatever gets the job done.” 
 
    “Ready,” Anna said, and she returned with the supplies. 
 
    “Let’s go, then,” I smiled at the redhead. 
 
    We hopped on the ATV and headed back down to the bodies in the road, and we piled two on the back of the ATV to move a bit further down the street, but just as we finished loading the bodies, I heard voices that I didn’t recognize coming from the way the other men had just arrived.  
 
    “Shh,” I told Anna, and I pulled us behind the ATV.  
 
    “I heard them,” Anna nodded, and she crouched beside me. 
 
    “We need to check it out,” I told her. 
 
    “Right,” the redhead said.  
 
    “Let’s get to the woods,” I whispered, and I ran across the road with Anna behind me. 
 
    “If they see our ATV we’re fucked,” Anna said after we made it safely to a vantage point in the forest.  
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. “Hopefully they’ll pass by.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Anna said, and she pursed her lips. “The last guys didn’t.” 
 
    “No,” I shook my head.  
 
    We watched through the trees as the voices grew louder. 
 
    “That last girl we ran across was the best,” a male voice said. 
 
    “No way, man,” another one called. “That blonde girl we found in Morrisville.” 
 
    I thought maybe they were talking about Viv, the escaped prisoner that Paige and I had helped, but I couldn’t be sure, regardless, I wasn’t happy with how they were talking. 
 
    “Yo, I’ve got more pussy since the apocalypse happened than I did before,” another guy laughed. “And that’s saying something.” 
 
    I looked over to see Anna roll her eyes.  
 
    Just then the men came into view, and I did a double take. There were five men, and they were all dressed in baggy pants, wife beaters, and oversized hoodies, I didn’t see any holsters, but I noticed they each had a backpack, and I saw some handguns tucked into the front of their pants.  
 
    “You’re a damn liar,” one of the men said, and he had short blonde hair. 
 
    “Ask your sister about it,” the other guy retorted, and his response was followed by a large ‘ooooh,’ from the other three. 
 
    “Fuck you, man,” the blonde haired guy said, and he waved his arm at the other man like you see rappers do in music videos and movies. 
 
    “What the fuck,” I whispered. 
 
    “They’re wangsters,” Anna whispered back. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” I asked. 
 
    “Wannabe gangsters,” Anna said with a smile. 
 
    I rolled my eyes and went back to watching the men. I lined up my shot, but waited.  
 
    “Hey,” a guy in cargo shorts down to his thighs said. “I saw a sign for a girl’s college up the road.” 
 
    “Yeah,” another guy said. “Let’s find that place.” 
 
    “I wonder how many honeys are left,” cargo shorts grinned. 
 
    “This town looks small as fuck,” the blonde haired guy said.  
 
    “Bet it’s up the hill,” cargo shorts said. 
 
    “Aight then,” another guy said, and he rubbed his hands together. “Let’s do it, all these bitches bout to be real grateful when we show up.” 
 
    I pulled the trigger of my 9mm and cargo shorts went down while the others threw their bodies away from him. 
 
    “What the fuck  man!” Blondie yelled, and he reached for his pistol in the front of his pants, but before he could grab it, Anna took him down as well. 
 
    The other men crouched down and tried to run for cover amidst a string of curse words, but they didn’t make it before Anna and I took them down.  
 
    “We need to take those signs down,” Anna said after the last guy had fallen. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “We’ll do that right after we hang the rest of the guys.” 
 
    “At least we have more now to line the road,” Anna chuckled. 
 
    “Good point,” I smiled, and we both headed out of the woods to retrieve the bodies. 
 
    “What the hell is the likelihood of two different groups coming through here tonight?” Anna asked as we strung up the dead men. 
 
    “It does seem odd,” I noted.  
 
    “They didn’t all seem like Canadians, either,” Anna mused. 
 
    “No,” I agreed. “It could be that anyone who was around here is moving south since it’s getting colder.” 
 
    “Seems like they started a bit late,” Anna said.  
 
    “They did,” I agreed. “But nobody said they were the brightest bulbs in the shed.” 
 
    “I guess not,” Anna chuckled.  
 
    We finished stringing the men by each entrance to the college, and then we headed back to campus to grab some supplies to take down the signs. 
 
    “Hey,” Paige called out once we arrived. “Are you done?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Anna said, and she hopped off the ATV. “But we need to go take down the signs that say where the college is.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Tara said. “That’s why those guys came this way.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. “And another group came too.” 
 
    “We heard the shots,” Rolly said.  
 
    “Two groups of people in one night?” Paige said, astonished. “That’s scary.” 
 
    “It is,” I agreed. “Which is why we’re going to take those signs down, and we’ll work on a better sentry plan tomorrow.” 
 
    “Okay,” Tara nodded. “Do you guys need help?” 
 
    “I think we can handle it,” I said, and I looked at the platinum blonde. “How’s your chest?” 
 
    “Better,” she sighed, and she looked down at her newly formed bruise, then she grinned at me. “But it could still use a few kisses.” 
 
    “I’ll get right on it,” I chuckled. 
 
    “What do y’all need for the signs?” Rolly inquired, and he leaned forward a bit. 
 
    “Probably an axe,” I said. “I don’t think it’s worth it to try to get those bolts off.” 
 
    “Probably right,” Rolly smiled. “There’s a few axes in the shed, you sure you don’t need us to come along?” 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “You all stay here, Anna and I can handle it.” 
 
    “Okay,” the old man nodded, and he walked toward his tool shed.  
 
    Rolly returned with the axes, and Anna and I went around to each nearby road and took down any sign that mentioned Piper College. We threw them in the back of the truck and made our way toward home.  
 
    “It’s been a long night,” Anna sighed. 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. “I could’ve used the extra sleep.”  
 
    “We should work on our plan when we get back,” Anna suggested. 
 
    “Good idea,” I smiled at the redhead. 
 
    “Do you think the civilians and farmers are ready for shit like last night?” Anna asked with genuine concern. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said and I narrowed my eyes on the road. “But if they’re not, we need to get them ready.”  
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    I woke the next morning to find that Anna and I were the only ones left in bed, so I woke up the redhead, and we made our way down to the fire pit. It was just after dawn, but I was still frustrated that I had slept in. 
 
    “Why didn’t you wake us?” Anna asked, and we took our seats around the fire.  
 
    “Seemed like you could use the rest,” Bailey smiled.  
 
    “Yeah,” Tara nodded. “You all worked hard yesterday.” 
 
    “So did all of you,” I smiled.  
 
    “Coffee will be ready soon,” Rolly grinned, and he poured some grounds into the pot on the fire.  
 
    “Thank you.” I smiled at the old man, and I looked around at the group. “Is Paige on guard duty?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Bailey nodded. “Winchester went up with her too.” 
 
    “He’s a funny little dog,” Rolly chuckled. “He follows you girls everywhere.” 
 
    “Are we running drills today?” Anna asked me. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded.  
 
    “Oh yeah,” Tara said. “What did you guys come up with yesterday?” 
 
    “We have a few good ideas,” Anna grinned.  
 
    “We need the civilians and farmers as well,” I added. “So, we’ll run drills later today, for this morning I think we’ll focus on our home.” 
 
    “That sounds good to me,” Rolly smiled. “Yesterday was enough excitement for a while.” 
 
    “Unfortunately,” I chuckled. “I don’t think the excitement is quite over yet.” 
 
    “Probably not,” Bailey frowned.  
 
    “That’s okay,” Anna comforted the blonde hippie. “That’s why we came up with a few drills to run, so everyone feels prepared next time something happens.” 
 
    “I would feel better if we had a set plan in place,” Tara nodded. 
 
    “Yeah,” Bailey agreed. “I felt really confident when we took out the bikers.” 
 
    “You’ll feel just as confident once we run drills.” I grinned at the girls.  
 
    “Coffee’s ready,” Rolly smiled, and he started to pour cups. 
 
    “Great,” I said. “I’ll take a cup to Paige.” 
 
    “I’ll make some breakfast,” Tara offered. 
 
    “That would be great,” I smiled at the platinum blonde. 
 
    I took a cup of coffee from Rolly and made my way into the dorm building, up the stairs, and to the roof where I found Paige sitting with a rifle and a folding chair. 
 
    “Hey,” I smiled at the brunette. “Brought you some coffee.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she smiled up at me, but she was snuggled in an oversized hoodie, and I thought she might be cold. 
 
    “How are you doing up here?” I asked with concern. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she shook her head, and held the coffee in both hands to warm them. “It’s a bit chilly up here, though.” 
 
    “It is,” I nodded. “I’ll set up a rotating schedule. How long have you been up here?” 
 
    “I already set one up,” she smiled. “It’s in the library.” 
 
    “Good job,” I smiled at the brunette. “Who’s next?” 
 
    “Anna,” she said.  
 
    “Okay,” I nodded. “How many hours do you have everyone up here?” 
 
    “Four hours,” she told me. “There’s six of us, so four hours each makes a whole day.” 
 
    “Smart,” I grinned at her.  
 
    “Thanks,” she grinned back. 
 
    “Tara’s making breakfast,” I said. “I’ll bring you some.” 
 
    “Will you bring Winchester some, too?” Paige asked as she reached down to pet the black headed dog. 
 
    “Of course,” I smiled and I ruffled his head before I headed back downstairs.  
 
    “It’s getting cold,” Bailey said as I rejoined the group. “Is Paige okay up there?” 
 
    “She’ll be fine,” I smiled. “We’ll all have to get used to this for a while.” 
 
    “Right,” Bailey nodded. 
 
    “Some hot breakfast would do her well, though,” I said and I looked over to Tara. 
 
    “It’ll be ready shortly,” Tara grinned. 
 
    “How’s your chest?” Anna asked the platinum blonde with a wry smile. 
 
    “Hurts like a bitch still,” Tara responded. “But I think I’ll live.” 
 
    “Let’s hope so,” Rolly chuckled.  
 
    “Getting shot is no fun,” I said. “Even with a vest, it can hurt a lot.” 
 
    “Have you been shot before?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “I have,” I nodded. “My vest saved me, but I had a huge bruise on my back for quite some time.” 
 
    “What happened?” Rolly asked, and he took a large gulp of coffee. 
 
    “Same thing as in every war,” I shrugged. “Enemy territory, and my team got caught off guard.” 
 
    “I never would’ve thought about you getting caught off guard,” Anna said, and her eyes widened. 
 
    “It didn’t happen very often,” I chuckled and then took a drink of coffee before I continued. “But when it did happen my team reacted quickly, and we didn’t suffer any fatalities.” 
 
    “Should we tell the others that they're doing drills today?” Tara asked, and she stirred the meat and vegetables she was cooking. 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. “Why don’t Tara and Rolly go? Bailey and I can work on the garden.” 
 
    “Okay,” Rolly smiled big. 
 
    “Excited to see Betty?” Tara teased, and she elbowed the old man in the side. 
 
    “Always,” Rolly chuckled.  
 
    “What time should we tell them?” Tara asked. 
 
    “Around two o’clock,” I said. “We’ll need a few hours to practice.” 
 
    “This is going to be just like biker drills all over again, isn’t it?” Tara asked with a raised brow. 
 
    “Even worse,” I grinned, and the platinum blonde rolled her eyes.  
 
    Tara served us all breakfast, and Anna took relieved Paige from guard duty and sent her down to eat, then Rolly and Tara headed to the farms, and Bailey, Paige, and I worked in the garden. 
 
    “These tomatoes look ready,” Bailey said as she inspected the plant.  
 
    “They do,” I smiled at the blonde. “Good job.” 
 
    “I didn’t do much,” she blushed. “They grow pretty well on their own.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige nodded, and she smiled at Bailey. “But plants grow better when they’re loved.” 
 
    Bailey blushed, and we all worked to harvest the vegetables that were ready while Winchester laid in the sunshine and chewed on a bone. 
 
    “We should’ve asked Rolly and Tara to pick up one of the canners,” Paige said, and she pursed her lips. 
 
    “We can send this home with them,” I said. 
 
    “I guess,” Bailey nodded. “But it does feel wrong to pass off our work to them.” 
 
    “You all do plenty of work,” I smiled at the girls. “They can handle the canning.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Paige agreed. “We do the runs, so it evens out I think.” 
 
    “Everyone brings something to the group,” I chuckled. 
 
    Bailey, Paige, and I were able to fill two five-gallon buckets with crops, then we rinsed them and fed and watered the horses before Tara and Rolly returned. 
 
    “How’d it go?” I asked the two as I walked to the truck. 
 
    “Had to pry this one away from Betty,” Tara joked, and she pointed a thumb at Rolly. 
 
    “Hardly,” the old man chuckled, and he hopped out of the truck. “How are things here?” 
 
    “We got three buckets of veggies,” Bailey said proudly. 
 
    “That’s great,” Tara smiled.  
 
    “We can send them home with Betty tonight,” Rolly nodded, and he grinned at Bailey. “Good job, kid.” 
 
    “Thanks,” the pretty blonde smiled.  
 
    We worked for several more hours, and I had Rolly take over for Anna once the others arrived, but before we got started, I gathered them around the fire to explain what we were doing. 
 
    “We’re going to run drills today,” I told the group. 
 
    “That’s what Rolly said,” Jenny commented. “But what exactly does that mean?” 
 
    “We’ll practice our plan in case there’s a threat,” Anna told the other redheaded girl. 
 
    “Okay,” Jenny nodded. 
 
    “How will we know when there’s a threat?” Jeff asked. 
 
    “We’re going to practice that too,” I smiled. 
 
    “We also want everyone to be extra on guard,” Anna said. 
 
    “Why?” Donna asked, and her dark black hair was pulled into a high ponytail. “What happened?” 
 
    “We had two different groups wander through here last night,” I told them. 
 
    “Is that where the bodies came from?” Cathy asked. “Because that was quite shocking.” 
 
    “Sorry about that,” I said. “We should have warned you.” 
 
    “Are they supposed to be a warning?” Joanna asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I smiled at the young sandy-haired girl.  
 
    “Worked for me,” Mike half chuckled. 
 
    “Me too,” Betty laughed.  
 
    “Let’s just hope it works for people who aren’t quite as smart as you are,” Anna grinned. 
 
    “Right,” I smiled. “We’re gonna make sure there is always someone on guard duty and to take out any potential threats.” 
 
    “Okay,” Marla nodded, and she pulled her boys a bit closer to her.  
 
    “So,” I started. “Here’s the plan.” 
 
    I went over each person’s position, where they would run to, and how to handle themselves, except for Marla, she was to stay with the boys if anything were to happen, but those who were the best shot were given areas to go that gave them good vantage points, and I had each person practice being on sentry duty, though we didn’t light any actual fires that day, only practiced where they would be and where to run.  
 
    We ran drills until it was almost dusk, and I was proud of my team, the civilians, and the farmers, nobody had complained once, and each person followed directions very well, but I was most proud of Anna, she commanded the group with ease, and I couldn’t help but find it hot the way she ordered and encouraged the others. 
 
    I caught Jeff as he was getting into the truck to ask him about the explosives. 
 
    “Hey,” I said, and I caught him by the arm. 
 
    “What’s up?” the red bearded man asked. 
 
    “I wanted to let you know that we got dynamite and C-4,” I told him. 
 
    “You got C-4 too?” he asked with wide eyes. “We can blow up whatever we want with that shit.” 
 
    “Good,” I chuckled. “I’m counting on you to put it all together.” 
 
    “I’ll take a look at the bridge and draw up some plans,” he grinned. 
 
    “Thanks,” I smiled. “And good work today.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he smiled back, and he hopped up into the truck.  
 
    “Good job today,” I told Anna after everyone had gone home for the night.  
 
    “Thanks,” the athletic beauty replied with a grin. “It was fun bossing everyone around.” 
 
    “You did a great job encouraging too,” I smiled. “That’s just as important.” 
 
    “You’re going to give her a big head,” Tara chuckled.  
 
    “Maybe,” I shrugged. “But she deserves a little praise.” 
 
    “I admit,” Tara nodded. “You did a good job today.” 
 
    “Thanks,” the redhead smiled at the platinum blonde. “So did you.” 
 
    “Let’s make some dinner,” Paige said. “I’m starving.” 
 
    “You’re always starving,” Anna chuckled.  
 
    “True,” Paige grinned. “But I’m especially hungry after today.” 
 
    “We did a lot of running,” I said. “I think we all deserve a hot meal. I’ll cook.” 
 
    “I got it,” Tara smiled. “I snagged a few veggies from our buckets before I sent them with Betty.” 
 
    “Oh, yay,” Bailey grinned. “I was kinda sad we wouldn’t get to eat any of them fresh.” 
 
    “I got you covered, girl,” Tara said, and she winked at the other blonde. 
 
    “Thanks,” the hippie girl chuckled. “I’ll go relieve Rolly.” 
 
    “Good call,” I nodded. “He’s been up there a while.” 
 
    “Maybe after the food is done, we can all go up to the roof,” Paige suggested. “Then we can eat together.” 
 
    “I like that idea,” I grinned at the brunette.  
 
    “I’ll let Rolly know,” Bailey smiled, and she headed inside with Winchester in tow.  
 
    “For now,” Anna said, and she stood up. “I think we’ve earned a drink. Anyone want one?” 
 
    Sighs of relief and ‘yes pleases’ erupted from the girls, so Anna chuckled and went to retrieve some booze for the group. She returned a moment later with a bottle of clear rum, and some soda.  
 
    “What are we drinking?” Rolly asked as he joined the group. 
 
    “Rum,” Anna grinned, then she handed the old man a cup.  
 
    “Thank you,” Rolly smiled, took a swig of the cocktail, and wrinkled his nose. “I think next time I’ll take just the rum.” 
 
    “You don’t like rum and coke?” Paige asked. 
 
    I watched Tara cut up the tomatoes, potatoes, carrots, garlic, and onions that she had grabbed.  
 
    “Not really,” Rolly chuckled in response to Paige.  
 
    “I’m with you,” I nodded at the old man. “Straight is fine with me.” 
 
    “Cheers to that,” he said, and he tipped his drink toward me before taking a large swig. 
 
    Tara scraped the vegetables off the cutting board and into the hot pan, and they sizzled and smelled truly heavenly. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Paige groaned. “That smells so good.” 
 
    “I haven’t even added spices,” Tara laughed.  
 
    “It does smell delicious,” I smiled at the platinum blonde.  
 
    “Just you wait,” Tara grinned. “It’ll be even better at the end.” 
 
    “Are you making meat to go with it?” Rolly asked. 
 
    “Yup,” the platinum blonde smiled. “I had Paige cut some venison steaks from the last deer you caught.” 
 
    “That sounds amazing,” Anna sighed, and she took another drink of her rum and coke.  
 
    “How do you think everyone did today?” I asked the redhead. 
 
    “Hmm,” she thought for a moment. “I think they did good. They weren’t quite as fast as they needed to be, but they tried really hard.” 
 
    “They’ll get faster,” I smiled.  
 
    “Are we going to run this drill every day?” Paige asked. “I know you told everyone to come back tomorrow.” 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “At least for a few days in a row.” 
 
    “Good,” Anna agreed. “They need to be able to do it in their sleep.” 
 
    “Aye aye, Major,” I grinned, and Anna wrinkled her nose at me. “What?” 
 
    “It just doesn’t sound right,” she mused. 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige nodded, and her nose was wrinkled as well. 
 
    “You missed the mark with that one,” Tara added. 
 
    “You all are cruel,” I fake scoffed, and we all laughed. 
 
    Tara finished making dinner, and we brought the pans to the roof and served up the food there so we could eat with Bailey.  
 
    “You guys didn’t have to come onto the roof,” Bailey smiled. “But I’m glad you did.” 
 
    “It doesn’t feel right eating dinner without us all there,” Paige said, and she handed Winchester his dinner. 
 
    “Yeah,” Anna nodded. “What good is there in eating without family?” 
 
    “Thanks,” Bailey grinned, then she smiled at Tara. “This is delicious.” 
 
    “Glad you like it,” Tara grinned.  
 
    “How is everything up here?” I asked Bailey. 
 
    “It’s quiet,” she said softly. “But I’m not sure if that’s good or bad.” 
 
    “Could be either,” I said. “But you can never really know which until something happens.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of,” the blonde hippie said, and she narrowed her eyes at the horizon. 
 
    I didn’t say it aloud, but I was nervous, too. We had dealt with two different groups of people last night, and I figured it would only get worse after the guard left. I just hoped that winter would be enough to save us.  
 
    “Rolly,” I said. “How are we coming with the wood stoves?” 
 
    “I have all the parts,” the old man nodded. “Just need to put it together.” 
 
    “How about we all help tomorrow?” I asked. “We can work on that before everyone else gets here to run drills.” 
 
    “That would be much appreciated,” the old man smiled, and the wrinkles on his face grew deeper. 
 
    “When should we move the animals?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “Soon,” I nodded. “Everyone can stay at the farms for now, but we should get the animals into the barn as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Okay,” the blonde hippie nodded, and she took another bite of steak. 
 
    “Do you think Winchester could, like, herd them?” Tara asked. 
 
    “He is technically a herding dog,” Paige said. 
 
    “So he’ll just do it?” the platinum blonde asked. 
 
    “Well, there’s no guarantee he would,” Paige chuckled. “But he might.” 
 
    “We should let him herd the cows over here,” Tara suggested. 
 
    “Maybe,” I laughed. “We’ll see what the farmers want to do.” 
 
    “Not to be that person,” Anna said. “But shouldn’t we butcher some of them before winter?” 
 
    “Well,” I thought for a second. “We have plenty of deer to snag right now, and we can get milk from the cows.” 
 
    “Does that mean we can make butter?” Tara asked, and her eyes grew wide with excitement. 
 
    “I suppose it does,” I smiled. 
 
    “Making butter is difficult,” Rolly informed. “But we can give it a go.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” Tara moaned. “Butter would be the best thing ever.” 
 
    “We’ll ask Betty,” I chuckled. “Maybe she has some tips.” 
 
    “If you guys think my food is good now, it’ll blow your mind once I get my hands on some butter,” Tara laughed.  
 
    “I don’t doubt it,” Rolly grinned, and he took another bite of steak.  
 
    I smiled at my little family, and looked out to the horizon, it was lit with pinks, oranges, and soft blues as the sun dipped below the ridge. We had all put in a long day, and as cold as it was, and as difficult as winter might be, I was grateful for this food, this family of mine, and this distinct moment in time where the laughs were free, and we shared a feeling of total unity.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    We spent the next three days running drills and harvesting vegetables. We hadn’t made as much progress on the wood stoves as I had hoped, but that would change soon. Everyone was a bit anxious about the future, and I couldn’t blame them, though I did my absolute best to not show any lack of confidence myself. We had a tough road ahead of us, but we had no choice other than to forge ahead and do whatever we had to do to survive. As grim as things might get in the coming weeks and months, I knew we had what it took. 
 
    I sat outside with the rest of the group, and we huddled close to the fire. The morning air was cold, and each of us was wrapped in a coat and long pants while we drank our coffee. 
 
    “It’s getting so cold,” Tara pouted, and she scooted a bit closer to the fire. 
 
    “Any closer and you’ll set yourself on fire,” Paige chuckled.  
 
    “Gladly,” Tara breathed, and she smiled as she let the fire warm her. 
 
    “We’re finishing the stoves today, right?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “That’s the plan.” 
 
    “Good,” Tara smiled. “Then we can be warm inside.” 
 
    “It will be nice to not be so chilly,” Paige smiled. 
 
    “Sorry it’s not finished yet,” Rolly frowned.  
 
    “Rolly!” Bailey exclaimed. “You work so hard, don’t be sorry.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige nodded fervently. “We appreciate everything you do.” 
 
    “Besides,” Tara said. “We’ve all been running drills, so it’s not like you’ve had a lot of time to work on it.” 
 
    “That’s true,” the old man smiled. “I just don’t like when things don’t get done. Especially things that I’m in charge of.” 
 
    “Don’t stress about it, old timer,” I grinned at him, then pointed to his cup. “Now, drink your coffee.” 
 
    “Will do, boss,” Rolly grinned and took a large drink of the black nectar.  
 
    “We got trucks!” Anna called down from the roof. 
 
    “Are they ours?” I yelled back. 
 
    “Probably,” she hollered. “But get in position just in case.” 
 
    “I told you she would get a big head,” Tara whispered to me, but she set her coffee down and headed toward the back of the building. 
 
    “She’s right,” I chuckled. “We should always be prepared.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I only like taking orders from you,” Tara pouted.  
 
    “Well keep being sassy, and I’ll give you a spanking later,” I teased. 
 
    “Is that a promise?” Tara purred, and I felt my erection stir, but I decided to focus on the task at hand. 
 
    We all found our positions behind the buildings and waited for the trucks to pull up to the campus. 
 
    “It’s us!” I heard Betty call out, and I saw her waving her hand. 
 
    “Hey!” I hollered and started to walk toward the truck. 
 
    Rolly rushed over to Betty and wrapped her in a hug while everyone else hopped out of the trucks. 
 
    “What are you all doing here?” I asked once everyone had gathered around. “We don’t have a meeting today.” 
 
    “Not one that you planned,” Marla grinned.  
 
    “I’d say not,” I chuckled, then I raised an eyebrow at the group. “You all are planning meetings now?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Betty laughed. “We just wanted to help.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Jeff nodded. “Yesterday we heard you say you’d work on the wood stoves.” 
 
    “Right,” Donna agreed. “And we figured maybe you could use some help.” 
 
    “After all,” Cathy smiled. “We’ll all be living here soon. We should do our part.” 
 
    “That’s very gracious of you,” I grinned at the crowd. 
 
    “And I’m going to do physicals for everyone today,” Marla said. “We’ll need to check everyone’s weight today to make sure nobody is losing too much once winter hits.” 
 
    “Awesome,” Paige smiled. 
 
    “Would you like to help me?” Marla asked Paige with a smile. 
 
    “Yes!” Paige blurted quickly, then she blushed and turned to me. “That is, if you guys don’t need me to help with the stoves.” 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” I laughed. “Besides, it’s good for you to learn.” 
 
    “Great,” Marla clapped. “I made a list, and Tav, you’re first.” 
 
    “Alright,” I smiled. “I volunteer as tribute.” 
 
    “Whoa,” Tara said, and looked surprised. “I’m surprised you’ve seen that movie.” 
 
    “I’m not an animal,” I grinned. 
 
    “Oh, but you are,” she purred, and Bailey and Paige went red next to her. 
 
    “Have you no shame?” Paige whispered.  
 
    “None,” Tara grinned. 
 
    “Alright,” Marla chuckled. “Is it okay if we do the physicals in the gym?” 
 
    “That’s fine,” I nodded. “All the supplies are in there anyways.” 
 
    “That’s what I figured,” Marla said. 
 
    “I have a list of all our medical supplies,” Paige said excitedly. “I’ll go get it.” 
 
    Marla and I walked to the gym, and I left Rolly in charge of everyone else. While we walked I thought about what an amazing tribe we had started, I hadn’t asked anyone to come today, they volunteered without provocation, probably because if they had offered I would have said it was fine, this was a great reminder to accept help from my tribe.  
 
    “I don’t have to get naked, do I?” I teased Marla. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s necessary,” she laughed, and Paige ran up with her list and an extra notepad. 
 
    “Here it is,” the brunette said, and she handed the list to Marla. 
 
    “Great,” Marla smiled and looked down at the notepad. “I’ll have you take notes during the first exam, and feel free to ask any questions you might have.” 
 
    “Thank you so much,” Paige smiled.  
 
    The physical went about how I expected, and I left the gym around twenty minutes later with a clean bill of health.  
 
    “Doc get you all checked out?” Rolly asked as I entered the laundry room. 
 
    “Clean as a whistle,” I grinned. “How’s things going here?” 
 
    “It’s going well,” the old man smiled.  
 
    “What can I do?” I asked.  
 
    “First things first,” Rolly said. “We need to put this ducting up.” 
 
    “Great,” I smiled, and reached for the silver ducting on the floor. 
 
    It took half the day, and a decent amount of strength exerted, but we got the wood stoves attached, and all that was left was to try them out. 
 
    “Alright,” Rolly clapped his hands. “I think these suckers are ready.” 
 
    “Looks like it,” I grinned, and I admired the two large wood stoves we had put in. 
 
    “I’ll go get some wood,” Jeff said.  
 
    “I’ll help,” Donna offered, and they headed outside. 
 
    “Need to get the fire going a bit before we add the wood,” Rolly said, and he bent down and tore up some old newspaper we had found while rearranging the laundry room. 
 
    “Let me help,” I said, and I started to put some newspaper in the second stove. 
 
    “Thanks,” Rolly grinned, and he passed me a lighter. 
 
    We got both the stoves going quickly and Jeff and Donna returned with some wood to add to the flames. Before long the room had filled with a small amount of warmth, and Rolly and I checked all the ducting to be sure no smoke was escaping into the dorm areas. 
 
    “I think we did it,” I smiled at the old man. 
 
    “Appears that way,” he chuckled. “Feels good to have finished a big job today.” 
 
    “It does,” I grinned, and I turned to the others in the room. “Thank you all for your help.”  
 
    “Of course,” Cathy smiled.  
 
    “We’re happy to help,” Donna added. 
 
    “Right,” Joanna said. “We’ll be here for winter too.”  
 
    “I think we’ve all earned some food and drink,” I said.  
 
    “That sounds great,” Jeff sighed, and he stretched.  
 
    “I’ll cook,” Tara offered with a smile. 
 
    “That would be great,” I nodded.  
 
    “And I’ll go get some drinks,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Let’s all move outside for now,” I smiled. “We’ll let the stoves heat up the place for a while, then we can come eat inside.” 
 
    “It’s been a long time since I had a meal inside,” Donna laughed.  
 
    “Come to think of it,” I said. “It’s been a long time for us too.” 
 
    “Well, we cook everything on the fire,” Rolly chuckled. “Hard to have one of those inside.” 
 
    “Seems like we’ve done a good job,” I laughed, and I pointed to the new wood stoves. 
 
    “Touché,” he laughed back at me.  
 
    We all made our way outside, Bailey retrieved three bottles of liquor and some soda, and Tara started the fire for dinner. 
 
    “Mom, can I?” Joanna asked Cathy after Bailey handed her a cocktail. 
 
    “Oh,” Bailey said. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know you couldn’t drink.” 
 
    “I can,” Joanna said. “But I’m only eighteen.” 
 
    “The world isn’t the same as it once was,” I told Cathy with a gentle smile. 
 
    “Alright,” Cathy sighed. “But not too much.” 
 
    “Okay,” Joanna grinned, and I thought how funny it was that her mom hadn’t wanted her to drink considering how fucked up the world had become.  
 
    “It’s getting cold,” Briar said, and he nodded to Joanna. “A little booze will put a fire in your belly.” 
 
    “What?” Joanna asked, slightly alarmed. 
 
    “He just means it will make you warm,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Actually, that’s a common misconception,” Paige said in a matter-of-fact tone. “It makes you feel warm, but it doesn’t actually raise your body temperature, it lowers it.”  
 
    “Well, whatever it does,” Briar said, and he took a pull of whiskey. “It’s good.” 
 
    “Actually,” Joanna wrinkled her nose. “It doesn’t taste that good.” 
 
    “It’s an acquired taste,” Rolly chuckled, and he put his arm around Betty. 
 
    “So, what’s for dinner?” Betty asked Tara. 
 
    “I’m thinking some venison pot roast,” Tara grinned.  
 
    “That sounds great,” Betty smiled. “I saw some flour in the gym when I had my physical, I can make some biscuits to go with it if you’d like?” 
 
    “Awesome,” Tara smiled. “Think you could show me how you make them?” 
 
    “Of course,” Betty said. “But you’re quite the cook already, or so Rolly tells me. I’m surprised you don’t know how to make them?” 
 
    “I like to cook,” Tara nodded. “But baking is a whole different story.” 
 
    “True,” Betty chuckled, and she stood up. “Let’s go get the supplies.” 
 
    “Will you see if Marla is almost done?” Justin asked. 
 
    “On it,” Tara smiled, and she and Marla walked toward the gym. 
 
    I looked around at the group of people around me and smiled at the hard work they had put in that day.  
 
    “It really is getting cold,” Jeff remarked, and he shivered a bit. 
 
    “Yes,” Cathy nodded. “I’m glad we could help get the stoves working.” 
 
    “Right,” Donna agreed, then she turned to me. “And I think we’re all glad that you offered to let us stay for winter.” 
 
    “Of course,” I smiled. “You all can stay as long as you want.” 
 
    “Each day that passes, I get a bit more concerned,” Joanna frowned. 
 
    “Concerned about the Guard?” Tara asked. 
 
    “That,” Joanna nodded. “And the Canadians. I just worry we won’t be safe.” 
 
    “I know it’s a scary time,” I said. “But as long as we help each other and get our jobs done, we’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Do you really think we can hold this place if a horde shows up?” Justin asked, and he pulled his boys closer to him. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “Trust me, I wouldn’t have suggested everyone come here if I didn’t think it was safe.” 
 
    “We do trust you,” Cathy said. “I have a little less faith in myself, though.” 
 
    “Hey,” Anna said sternly. “Don’t talk about yourself like that. You’re a badass. All of you are. You went through some serious shit and you survived.” 
 
    “Yes,” Donna nodded. “But that’s in large part thanks to you.” 
 
    “We helped,” I said. “But Anna’s right, if you were weak, you wouldn’t have made it this far. Have faith in yourself.” 
 
    “Besides,” Bailey added with a smile. “Nobody’s good at everything, you all bring things to the table that are uniquely yours.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Joanna smiled at the blonde hippie.  
 
    “Hey,” Marla said, and she approached with Paige, Winchester, Betty, and Tara. 
 
    “Hey doc,” Justin said, and he gave her a kiss. “Everyone good?” 
 
    “Yes,” Marla smiled. “Everyone has a clean bill of health.” 
 
    “We have notes on all of it,” Paige grinned, and she took a seat beside me, and Winchester laid at my feet.  
 
    “Glad to hear it,” I smiled at the women.  
 
    “Do you want a drink?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “Yes please,” Paige said. 
 
    “A stiff one,” Marla nodded, and I looked at her with surprise. “It’s been a long day.” 
 
    “That it has,” I chuckled, and I helped Bailey pour drinks. 
 
    “I think I’ll go relieve Mike,” Anna commented. 
 
    “He has been on watch for a while,” Paige agreed. 
 
    “You’ll bring me a plate when dinner is done?” Anna asked Tara. 
 
    “You got it,” Tara winked. 
 
    Those two were always bickering, but these small moments made me smile, they really did love each other, almost like sisters it seemed, and I felt that our little tribe was growing more comfortable with each other every day. 
 
    Tara and Marla cooked, Bailey retrieved a board game to play with some of the other women, and I downed three Jack Daniels shots while I watched. I didn’t typically allow myself more than two, but we had had a long day, and though I felt slightly buzzed, I was nowhere near drunk. 
 
    I excused myself to pee, so I walked to the tree line on the other side of the dorm building, and as I zipped up my fly, I heard a twig crack, so I whipped around and pulled my pistol from my hip. 
 
    “It’s just me,” Paige whispered. 
 
    “Oh,” I said, and I lowered my weapon. “What are you doing over here?” 
 
    “I… uh,” she stuttered. “I was wondering if you would be down for a quickie?” 
 
    “A quickie, huh?” I chuckled. 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige blushed. “It’s been a while. I miss you.” 
 
    “I think I could manage that,” I said, and I realized just how tipsy I was. 
 
    I walked over to Paige and grabbed her ass in one hand and the back of her neck in the other so I could pull her in for a deep kiss, then I lifted her up, and she wrapped her legs around me and moaned into my mouth. 
 
    “Damn,” the brunette said as she broke away from our kiss panting. “I didn’t expect this.” 
 
    “Do you like it?” I growled, and I bit her ear. 
 
    “I do,” Paige breathed, and she tilted her head back so I could work my way down her neck.  
 
    I pushed her back up against a tree, and she kept her legs wrapped around my waist, so I slipped my hand up her shirt and played with her already hard nipple.  
 
    Paige sucked in a sharp breath and pushed her hips into mine so I could feel the heat from her on my cock. 
 
    I usually like to take my time, but I think the alcohol got the better of me, because as soon as I felt her heat, I reached my hand down the front of her jeans and pressed my fingers into her warm slit. 
 
    “God,” Paige moaned, and I covered her mouth quickly. 
 
    “Shhh,” I whispered. “We don’t want anyone to hear us.” 
 
    She nodded her head, and I looked her in the eyes as I continued to finger her pussy. I could feel her moans of pleasure behind my palm, and she looked at me with pleading eyes, so I set her down, spun her around, and pulled her pants down to her thighs. 
 
    “Please,” Paige breathed.  
 
    I didn’t hesitate. I pulled my zipper down, and my erection sprung free from my pants. Then I rubbed the tip of my cock against her wet slit for a moment, and Paige arched back into me, her small frame begging for me to be inside her. 
 
    I reached down and pushed myself fully into her in one thrust, and she yelled out in pleasure, so I put my hand over her mouth once more, and I felt her moan continue into the palm of my hand.  
 
    I thrust in and out hard, pushed myself deep into her each time, and held myself there for a second before pulling out and pushing back in.  
 
    Paige’s moans intensified, and she reached up and pulled my hand free from her mouth, only to suck on my fingers. Her tongue pressed against them, and the suction made the feeling of her pussy gripping me all the more intense.  
 
    Her mouth on my fingers drove me wild, and I grabbed her hips and thrust as hard as I could until her legs were shaking.  
 
    “Ohhhh,” she moaned as her pussy clenched around my cock in pleasure, and then I pushed into her as deep as I could go one last time. 
 
    “I’m coming,” I growled as my cock started to spasm, and she let out a soft whine when I began to fill her with my seed. 
 
    We stood frozen for half a minute as we both climaxed, and then we began to breathe as one, and our bodies relaxed.  
 
    “God,” Paige groaned after I pulled out of her, and I watched my cum drip from her still wet pussy.  
 
    “Fuck, that’s hot,” I chuckled. “I love watching my cum drip out of you.” 
 
    “I like it too.” She grinned shyly at me as she pulled up her pants. “Are you a bit tipsy?” 
 
    “Maybe a bit,” I whispered. 
 
    “I could tell,” the brunette laughed. “You should get tipsy more often.” 
 
    “I try not to,” I chuckled. “But we had a long day.” 
 
    “We did,” the brunette nodded. “Thanks for the release.” 
 
    “Anytime,” I smiled, and I kissed her on the forehead. 
 
    “I’ll wait here for a minute,” Paige said as I started back toward the fire. 
 
    “Why?” I asked, and I raised a brow at her. 
 
    “Well, I don’t want anyone to get suspicious,” she blushed. “There’s a lot of people over there.” 
 
    “If that’s what you would like to do,” I smiled softly at the mousy brunette. “But I’m not embarrassed, and I don’t think you should be either. You are my woman, and I’m proud that we are lovers.”  
 
    “Okay,” Paige smiled, and she walked toward me. “Let’s go.” 
 
    I threw my arm around her shoulders and walked us back to the fire, I could smell Tara and Betty’s cooking, and it made my mouth water. 
 
    “That smells amazing,” I said as I took a seat.  
 
    “It’s almost done,” Betty smiled. 
 
    “Good thing, too,” Tara grinned. “Bet you worked up quite the appetite.” 
 
    “I have no knowledge of what you’re referring to,” I grinned back, but I saw Paige go red next to me. 
 
    “Uh huh,” Tara said sarcastically. “Sure, you don’t.” 
 
    “Oh, let them have their fun,” Betty chuckled. “They’re young.”  
 
    “I’m all for fun,” Tara laughed. “But I like it better when I’m part of the fun.” 
 
    “Don’t we all,” Cathy muttered. 
 
    “Mom!” Joanna said, and she looked at her with wide eyes. 
 
    “What?” Cathy chuckled. “We should all be able to have some fun in the apocalypse.” 
 
    “Do I get to have fun?” Joanna raised an eyebrow at her mother. 
 
    “If you meet the right person, sure,” Cathy shrugged. “But remember I know how to shoot a gun now.” 
 
    “Oh my gosh,” Joanna said, and she rolled her eyes. 
 
    “In all seriousness,” Marla interjected. “There is plenty of birth control available for anyone who would like some. You don’t have to say so now, but you can come to Paige or I, and we’ll gladly get you some.” 
 
    “Thank you, Marla,” I smiled at the woman.  
 
    “I think for some of us it will take a lot of time,” Donna said softly. 
 
    “That’s perfectly fine,” Tara said, and then she frowned. “I hope we didn’t make you uncomfortable with our jokes.” 
 
    “Not at all,” Donna waved her hand. “If anything, I think it makes me feel a little better, like maybe I can have that part of my life back one day.” 
 
    “Stick around here, and you’ll get all the jokes you can take,” Rolly smiled. “These girls drive me crazy with their … uh … nasty talk.” 
 
    “Ooh, nasty talk, huh?” Betty teased, and Rolly turned red. 
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” the old man said quickly, and we all laughed. 
 
    “There’s also plenty of tampons and pads,” Marla added. 
 
    “You can thank the girls for that one,” I chuckled. “I’ll be honest, I hadn’t even thought of it.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Bailey grinned. “We got you covered.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I smiled at the pretty blonde.  
 
    “Dinner’s ready,” Tara smiled.  
 
    “It smells amazing,” Jeff said.  
 
    “Should we go eat inside?” Mike asked. “It’s pretty chilly out here.” 
 
    “It’s warm in there,” Rolly smiled. “I threw more wood on just a bit ago.” 
 
    “Well, let’s go,” Betty smiled, and she started to help Tara gather the pots and pans. 
 
    We all helped gather up the dinner and alcohol, and Bailey grabbed some meat for Winchester, then we made our way inside, there was a common area on the first floor where the piano was, so I gathered some candles, and we all took a seat on the sofas or floor.  
 
    Tara and Betty dished up bowls and biscuits for everyone, and we ate in silence. 
 
    “That was delicious,” Rolly said after he finished his food, and he patted his belly. 
 
    “It was,” I nodded, and I set my bowl down and looked at Betty and Tara. “Thank you both for cooking.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” Betty smiled. 
 
    “Did you bring a plate to Anna?” I asked Tara. 
 
    “Oops,” the platinum blonde said. “I’ll do that now.”  
 
    Tara took a heaping bowl of food up to the roof and returned a moment later with a smile. 
 
    “So,” Jeff said after Tara had left. “When do you think the guard will head out?” 
 
    “I can’t say for sure,” I told him. “But it will be soon.” 
 
    “We need to get everything moved here, then, don’t we?” Marla asked with concern. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “We’ll focus on that tomorrow, especially now that the wood stove is working.” 
 
    “Winter is coming up quick this year,” Betty remarked. 
 
    “Are you all done harvesting?” I asked. 
 
    “Just about,” she nodded. “I’d say one more day and the garden will be picked clean.” 
 
    “Ours too,” Justin nodded. 
 
    “That’s great,” I said. “Do you all have any particular way you’d like to get the cows here?” 
 
    “Just herd ’em with the horses,” Briar suggested.  
 
    “Do you know how to do that?” I asked Betty with a raised brow. 
 
    “Oh sure,” Betty said, and she waved a hand at me. 
 
    “It’s pretty fun,” Jenny smiled. 
 
    “Yeah,” Dan nodded. “We can get it done if you’ll let us borrow the horses.” 
 
    “Gray Lady and Buttercup,” Bailey smiled. 
 
    “Buttercup?” Donna giggled. 
 
    “It was Tara’s idea,” Bailey laughed, and just then the platinum blonde came down the stairs. 
 
    “How about a song?” she asked. 
 
    “Is there a working radio?” Jeff inquired with wide eyes. 
 
    “No,” Tara chuckled, and she gestured at the piano. “But I play a little.” 
 
    “Maybe if we ask nicely, Paige will sing for us, too,” I smiled at the brunette. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know,” Paige said, and she looked down and blushed.  
 
    “Come on, Paige,” Tara pleaded.  
 
    “There’s a lot of people,” Paige said, and she bit her lip. 
 
    “Let me,” Joanna smiled, and she looked at Paige. “You can join in when you’re ready.” 
 
    “You sing?” Tara asked the sandy blonde-haired girl. 
 
    “I was in choir all through school,” Joanna grinned.  
 
    “She’s quite good,” Cathy said proudly. 
 
    “It’s been a while though,” Joanna said, and she wobbled a bit when she stood up. “So, go easy on me.” 
 
    “What do you want to sing?” Tara asked, and she took a seat at the piano. 
 
    “Hmm,” Joanna thought for a moment. “Let’s go classic, do you know amazing grace?” 
 
    “It’s only, like, the first song I learned,” Tara chuckled, and she pressed her fingers to the keys and started to play the familiar melody. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what to expect when Joanna’s cue came, but she hit the mark perfectly, and her voice was high and lovely. She closed her eyes as she sang, and I felt goosebumps grow on my arms, so I closed my eyes and listened to the sweet music for a moment, then Paige joined in and her soft voice harmonized with Joanna’s perfectly, so I opened my eyes and saw the two girls smiling at each other as they sang.  
 
    Once the song was over, the whole group clapped, and I thought maybe the winter wouldn’t be so bad.  
 
    “I think I’ll go relieve Anna,” I said. “She should hear some of this lovely music too.” 
 
    “I’m just happy to have a musician around,” Joanna smiled. “Singing just isn’t the same without instruments.” 
 
    Everyone started talking about what a wonderful job all three girls had done, so I stood up and made my way to the roof, and I found Anna sitting quietly on a fold out chair. 
 
    “Hey,” I said softly, and I walked to her, put my hands on her shoulders, and kissed the top of her head. 
 
    “Hey,” the redhead said, and she put her hand on mine.  
 
    “I came to relieve you of your post,” I told her. 
 
    “Thanks,” she smiled up at me. “I think I’ll stay a bit longer if that’s okay.” 
 
    “Sure,” I nodded. “Mind if I join you?” 
 
    “Not at all,” she said, and she stood up so I could sit, then I pulled her down into my lap and she snuggled her face into my neck.  
 
    “Something on your mind?” I asked softly. 
 
    “I’m just worried,” she sighed. 
 
    “About the Guard and the Canadians?” I asked.  
 
    “That,” she nodded. “And other stuff.” 
 
    “What else is troubling you?” I asked, and I kissed the worry line on her forehead. 
 
    “It’s hard to explain,” she said and she bit her lip. “I guess I’m worried that I’m going to fail, and we’re all going to be in trouble.” 
 
    “You won’t,” I smiled. “You’ve proven yourself more than capable of handling anything.”  
 
    “Thanks,” the redhead smiled softly. “Being up here in the cold air makes me think about all the work we’ve put in to prepare for winter, and what it will be like once it’s over.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. “What do you hope it will be like?” 
 
    “Well,” she said, and she looked out to the stars as she thought. “I guess I hope the world will be better, that people will be better.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that hope will come true,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Probably not,” she laughed. “Everyone has proven themselves to be nothing but assholes lately.” 
 
    “Not everyone,” I smiled at the redhead. “We have a whole group of people downstairs who have proven themselves to be just the opposite.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Anna smiled. “I wonder if they’ll stay after winter.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I shook my head. “We can’t make them, but it might be nice to have them around.” 
 
    “I hope they do,” Anna smiled.  
 
    “Well, if it helps,” I said, and I pushed a stray strand of hair out of her face. “I can always help alleviate some of your worries.” 
 
    “Haven’t you had enough for one night?” Anna asked with a wry smile. 
 
    “You saw that, did you?” I laughed. 
 
    “It was hard to miss,” she chuckled. “Tara was right, though. It’s pretty hot seeing you in action.” 
 
    “You girls make it easy,” I grinned. “Without you it probably wouldn’t be nearly as hot.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Anna smiled. “We are pretty gorgeous.” 
 
    “Yes, you are,” I chuckled.  
 
    “But watching you by yourself could be hot too,” she said with a wicked grin. 
 
    “I think I prefer you girls doing that work,” I chuckled.  
 
    “When do Paige and I get our threeway?” she teased. 
 
    “Whenever you want,” I smiled. “You know my door is always open.” 
 
    “Do you think it will be more difficult to have sex once everyone moves in?” she asked with concern.  
 
    “I think we can make it work,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Do they know that we’re all with you?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I shrugged. “But it’s none of their business anyway.” 
 
    “Sometimes I still find it strange that we can share you so easily,” Anna said. 
 
    “I don’t,” I smiled. “You girls know I love each of you.” 
 
    “That’s probably why it’s so easy,” Anna said softly. “You make each of us feel special and seen.” 
 
    “I’m glad to be of service,” I smiled. 
 
    “Thank you,” the redhead said, and she kissed me on the cheek. “For everything.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” I said, and I kissed her softly on the lips. 
 
    “I’m gonna go inside now,” she smiled. “Will you be okay out here alone?” 
 
    “I think I’ll manage,” I chuckled, and she waved at me and walked toward the roof door. 
 
    Once Anna was gone, I was left alone with the chilly night air and the bright stars. I scanned the area frequently, but I also found myself looking out to the night sky and thinking about what Anna had said about what the world would be like after winter. There was truly no way to tell, but I hoped that, at least for a while, we wouldn’t have to worry about other people. I hoped that winter would eliminate the threats we had now, but then I thought about the North Korean attack, and questioned whether it was real, and if it was, how much time did we have before they made their way to us? 
 
    It seemed like the things to worry about were never ending, but as I sat in the darkness, I could just vaguely hear the music start up once more downstairs, so I closed my eyes for a moment and listened. 
 
    I smiled to myself as the song ended, and I scanned the area once more, but it was all quiet, except for a slight breeze that was so cold it made me shiver.  
 
    Clouds had started to make their way above us, and I looked up at the gray masses and wondered if it was the alcohol from earlier, the sex, or the fact that I knew my team was prepared, that gave me such a warm feeling.  
 
    I watched as the sky darkened, and one single snowflake fell in front of me and landed on the tip of my nose.  
 
    Winter was going to be here soon, and things were going to get tough. 
 
    But we’d be tougher. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 End Notes 
 
    Thank you for reading Without Law 6. I’ll start working on book 7 as soon as this book has 100 reviews. So please leave a nice review here. 
 
    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. 
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