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 Chapter 1 
 
    The moon was high in the sky as my crew and I headed toward the shore and the massive fort that awaited us. Just at the shoreline, I could see the outline of four men that I assumed were sent to escort us. 
 
    Though the voice that had come over the loudspeaker was a familiar one, I didn’t trust any situation where I wasn’t allowed to leave when I so chose, and since my old Ranger acquaintance, Brody, had insisted we come into the fort, I was that much more skeptical.  
 
    I knew the man behind the speaker, but barely, and it had been years since I’d last seen him. There was no way for me to tell what kind of person this world had turned him into.  
 
    “Tav,” Tara, the beautiful platinum blonde, said quietly as we sailed closer to the shore. 
 
    “Yes?” I asked. 
 
    “What do we do if this old friend of yours turns out to be a total dick?” the platinum blonde asked with a raised eyebrow, echoing my own thoughts. 
 
    “He sounded nice,” Bailey, the blonde hippie, said with a shrug. 
 
    “That doesn’t mean anything,” Anna, my redheaded second in command, added.  
 
    “We don’t have a choice but to go in,” Paige, the bookish brunette, said. “So we may as well just see what it’s like before we judge.” 
 
    “Paige is right,” I said. “If Brody wanted to hurt us, he would have already by now. Seems like he’s got the firepower to do it.” 
 
    Not only did the men on the wall of the fort have weapons, including a Howitzer LW115, but so did those that waited for us. Each of the men had a military issued M16, which made me all the more wary of what we had gotten ourselves into. We finally reached the shore, and the men that waited for us tied our boat up.  
 
    “Thanks,” I said as I hopped off with my weapons still on me.  
 
    The men said nothing, they simply turned around and began to head toward the fort. Part of me had expected them to frisk us or ask us to remove our weapons, but they did neither, which calmed my nerves slightly, but not enough for me to let my guard down.  
 
    Each of the men had a rifle on them, but they carried them with their fingers on the trigger which led me to believe that they were civilians instead of soldiers. They also appeared to be quite thin, with gaunt cheeks and clothes that hung off them ever so slightly. I wondered if they’d had food troubles over the winter. There was plenty of area to hunt and fish around the fort, but if they had been swarmed by Canadians trying to make it south for winter, then they could have been stuck inside the fort, unable to hunt. 
 
    “What’s their problem?” Tara asked, and she looked at me with pinched eyebrows. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “But I’m sure we’ll find out soon.” 
 
    It wasn’t a long walk to the fort, but the silence of the men in front of us was unnerving, and I felt on edge as we walked in the darkness. I looked around at my girls and saw that each of them scanned the area carefully as well, their eyes intent on the land and people around them. I was proud of their observance and smiled to myself about how far they had come since the first time I had met them.  
 
    Finally, we reached the wall that surrounded the fort. The place was even more massive up close, and I looked up the tall walls of the place in awe as I tried to figure out why we had been forced to come inside in the first place. What did Brody want? 
 
    Something like a clinking chain sounded, and the doors opened slowly to reveal that light shone from inside. The fort was massive, with a huge center courtyard filled with firewood, supplies, and a few people as well. The stone walls were large, but seemed to become larger the more I looked at them, and the buildings posted at the tops of the inside walls appeared to match the grand scale of the rest of the place.  
 
    “Tav!” Brody called as he ran over to me. I almost didn’t recognize the man. His thick, black hair was longer than I had ever seen it, though still shorter than mine, and I thought I saw a few more scars littered about his face.  
 
    “Hey  Brody,” I said hesitantly, and I stuck my hand out toward him. “It’s good to see you.” 
 
    “Get over here, you sonofabitch,” the dark haired man laughed, and he pulled me into him. “How have you been? Crazy seeing you on my waters.” 
 
    Brody was a large man, but most of the men I served with in the Rangers were. He was about six foot two, with wide shoulders and a wide face to match. He had dark brown eyes and scarred up hands he had once told me was from all the bar fights he got into before he joined the service.  
 
    I thought I saw a few fresh-looking scars there as well.  
 
    “We were scouting the area,” I said as I pulled away from the large man. I didn’t like the way he said ‘my waters.’ Something about it put me that much more on edge, though he had a good-natured smile, and I wasn’t sure if I was being too skeptical.  
 
    The girls all looked at me with narrowed eyes of confusion, and I shrugged slightly to show them that I didn’t understand why this guy was so excited to see me either. I had done a few missions with him back in Sierra Leone, and I had even saved his life once, but I had done that for quite a few men, and Brody and I had never been good friends, more acquaintances than anything else. But, considering the state of the world it seemed seeing anybody you knew before would be exciting. After all, it wasn’t like you could send anybody a text or email now, and you assumed most people you knew before were dead or long gone. I didn’t share his excitement, but I could understand it.  
 
    “And who are these beautiful ladies with you?” Brody asked as he peered around me at the girls. 
 
    “This is my team,” I said seriously. I didn’t like the way he eyed them up and down, and I felt my fingers clench into a fist.  
 
    I still didn’t know what we were doing there in the first place, and I wasn’t about to let anything happen to my girls.  
 
    “Your team, huh?” the dark haired man asked with a raised brow, but then he broke into a wide grin. “Well, you all must be parched, how about a drink?” 
 
    “We really should be going,” I said sternly.  
 
    “Nonsense!” Brody exclaimed. “It’s late. You can leave tomorrow if you wish, but I insist you stay for dinner. It’s been too long, brother, we should catch up some more.” 
 
    I looked at the girls, and they shrugged at me. I didn’t like it, but if I was being honest, then I knew that Brody hadn’t been anything but hospitable so far. They hadn’t taken our weapons, and as of that moment I had no true reason to doubt his sincerity.  
 
    “Alright,” I agreed, a little less on edge than before. “We’ll stay for the evening, but tomorrow we gotta go.” 
 
    “Ah, Tav,” Brody laughed, and he looked at the girls. “Always working, isn’t he? Come, let’s have a drink!” 
 
    The dark haired man sauntered off toward the buildings on the top of the fort and up a stone staircase. I followed warily with the girls behind me. I had always known Brody to be somewhat eccentric, but it seemed that had gotten even worse with the end of the modern world.  
 
    “This guy is weird,” Anna whispered as we walked. 
 
    “I feel it, too,” Paige said in hushed tones. “He’s being too nice.” 
 
    “Maybe this is how people feel about us,” Bailey said. “We’re really nice to people, too.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Tara whispered. “For now I say we give him a chance.” 
 
    “You’re only saying that because he offered us drinks,” Anna said with an eyeroll. 
 
    “Damn right,” the platinum blonde agreed with a grin. 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “We’re going to stay the night, just be vigilant and stay alert. We don’t know these people well enough to let our guards down.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Paige said with a nod.  
 
    “Come along!” Brody shouted from the top of the staircase.  
 
    I led the girls up the stone stairs and followed Brody to a large dining room. There was a massive fireplace on one end that heated the room and stung my cheeks as I pulled up a chair by the fire.  
 
    The room itself looked like a great hall in some castle. It was huge and made of stone. There was a large wooden table in the center of the room, and some small tables here and there. I imagined the furniture in the room was ancient, and most of the small vases and paintings were probably artifacts that were never meant to be touched, but these were different times, and everything had a function now.  
 
    “I’ve been so rude,” the dark haired man said. “I’m Brody, and you ladies are?” 
 
    “Tara,” the platinum blonde said. 
 
    “I’m Bailey,” the blonde hippie added with a smile. 
 
    “Paige,” the brunette said, and she pushed her glasses further up her nose.  
 
    “And I’m Anna,” the redhead announced with a cool air of authority.  
 
    “Great, let me grab us some drinks,” Brody said as he walked over to a small table nearby. 
 
    The large, dark haired man poured what looked like water out of a large glass pitcher and handed each of us a cup. 
 
    “What is it?” Bailey asked as she smelled the drink and her nose crinkled in response. 
 
    “Potato vodka,” Brody announced. “We made it ourselves.” 
 
    “Mmm,” Tara said after she took a drink. “This isn’t bad.” 
 
    “I’d hope not,” the dark haired man laughed. “Dinner should be ready shortly.” 
 
    “Should we help?” Paige asked.  
 
    “Yeah,” Bailey said. “Tara’s a great cook.” 
 
    “No need,” Brody said with a dismissive wave. “It’s already being handled.” 
 
    “We don’t mind working for our share,” Anna said, and she eyed Brody seriously. 
 
    “You are guests!” the dark haired man exclaimed with a grin. “Drink up and relax. Tonight is one for good friends and stories.” 
 
    “If you say so,” Tara said as she took another swig of the homemade vodka.  
 
    “Tav,” Brody said. “You haven’t tried your drink yet.” 
 
    I brought the cup to my lips and took a small swig of the clear liquid. It was fire as it burned its way down my throat, and there was no flavor at all except that of alcohol. It reminded me of the everclear I had tried once as a teenager that had left me so incapacitated I nearly died in a field.  
 
    “There you are,” the dark haired man laughed. “Drink up.” 
 
    “So, Brody,” Paige said. “How did you wind up here?” 
 
    “Well, it wasn’t by accident,” the large man chuckled. “I grew up in New York, born and raised. And when shit popped off, I knew there was one place I needed to head.” 
 
    “You planned on coming to this fort?” Anna asked, her eyebrows pinched together. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Brody agreed. “Ever since I saw my first zombie movie. I knew this was the place to go when the world went to hell.” 
 
    “You like zombie movies?” Anna asked skeptically. I knew the redhead was wary of Brody as well, but I also knew her diehard love for horror flicks.  
 
    “Oh, I love them!” Brody exclaimed. “That’s one of the things I miss most about television.” 
 
    “Which are your favorites?” She asked.  
 
    “Any of the ones with zombies,” he chucked. “I forget the names of them. I like them all. Even normal people seem kind of like mindless-zombies sometimes. Ya know?” 
 
    “Hm,” Anna said with narrowed eyes. She seemed unimpressed by Brody’s answer, and I couldn’t help but smile.  
 
    “How did this place hold up throughout the winter?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “It did alright,” Brody said. “We’re all alive and well at least.” 
 
    “Did you get overrun?” I asked. 
 
    “We had a few bitch-ass Canadians come through here,” he answered.  
 
    “Bitch-ass Canadians?” Paige asked.  
 
    “Yeah, I never liked those cunts,” Brody laughed. “Always going on about how Americans are too violent and how big our military is. Meanwhile, they reaped all the benefits of having us protect them. Big old bitch-ass hypocrites. Ain’t that right, Tav?” 
 
    “It’s really unfortunate that the EMP hit,” I sighed. “I don’t wish ill will on any race or creed.” 
 
    “But you’ve probably had to kill a bunch of ‘em, eh, hoser?” Brody laughed. “Anyways, the horde of Canadian zombies was nothing we couldn’t handle.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” I said. “I saw that Howitzer out there.” 
 
    “The LW155,” Brody sighed. “She’s a beast and a savior. My favorite weapon, really.” 
 
    “That’s what that big ass gun is called?” Anna asked, and she looked to me for confirmation. 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “It’s got some serious firepower.” 
 
    “Speaking of that,” Brody laughed. “I see you all still have your rifles on you. You can set them on the wall if you’d like. You’re plenty safe within these walls.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said when I realized he was right. “It’s a habit.” 
 
    I was a bit more at ease then than I had been when we first arrived, but I never liked being asked to set aside my weapon, no matter who it was that did the asking.  
 
    “I understand,” the dark haired man said.  
 
    The girls got up and set their weapons against the wall, and I reluctantly followed. We still had our pistols, and Brody seemed like he was doing well enough for himself, but I still didn’t know the man very well.  
 
    I didn’t want to let my guard down for a second around him or any of his men, untrained as they might be. 
 
    “How about another drink, little lady?” Brody asked Tara and he held out the pitcher. 
 
    The platinum blonde looked at me, and I raised a brow at her. She gave me a pretty smile, then held her cup out. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said before she took another swig. 
 
    “Of course,” Brody said. “There’s plenty more where that came from.” 
 
    “You have your own still?” I asked.  
 
    “Sorta,” Brody laughed. 
 
    “You also have a working spotlight,” Paige pointed out. “And lights inside. How did you manage that?” 
 
    “Sheer luck on that one,” the large man said with a grin. “One of the civilians here is an electrical engineer. She does some damn fine work. Got the power going for us.” 
 
    “We just got power back at our place, too, over the winter,” Tara said, and I shot her a look. I didn’t want to give out too much information until I had assessed the situation fully. 
 
    “Oh, really,” Brody said, and he leaned forward with interest. “How’d you manage that? 
 
    “Sheer luck really,” I said, repeating his previous statement. “Solar panels and a computer engineer.” 
 
    “And where are you living now?” the dark haired man asked, and his eyes narrowed in thought.  
 
    “It’s a college campus near--” Bailey began. 
 
    “Burlington,” I interrupted. “We managed to set up shop on the University of Vermont campus.”  
 
    “No kidding,” the dark haired man said with a smile, and he turned to me. “So how’d you wind up there with all these lovely ladies, you lucky dog?” 
 
    “Tav saved us,” Paige said. The brunette gave me a knowing look, and a slight nod to show that she understood. I could always count on my book worm to catch on quickly.  
 
    “He seems to do a lot of that,” Brody chuckled. “Tav is a good dude. Naw, scratch that, he’s a great dude, and one hell of a Ranger. How’d he save you?” 
 
    “We were under attack by bikers,” Anna explained. “And Tav came out of nowhere and took them out. He’s been with us ever since.” 
 
    “Of course, he has,” the dark haired man laughed. “Tav never could resist someone in distress.” 
 
    “I try to do my best to help,” I said, and I took another small swig of my drink. The stuff was nasty as hell, but at the rate Brody chugged it, and how red his face was getting, I didn’t think we were in much danger. Plus, I had to keep up the appearance that I at least worked on my drink.  
 
    “Hey,” Paige said. “Since you have power, do you have a working radio?” 
 
    “I suppose,” Brody said with a shrug. “But it’s never used.” 
 
    “You didn’t hear any broadcasts over the winter?” the brunette asked. 
 
    “No,” the large man said, and his eyes narrowed. “What’s this about?” 
 
    “There was a broadcast from North Korea this winter,” Anna said, and she gave me a look to gauge my reaction to her revealing the information, so I gave her a slight nod in return. I was curious if he had heard it as well.  
 
    “I heard a rumor that it was them who did this whole thing with the EMP,” Brody said with a wave of his hand. “But I don’t buy it for a second.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Anna asked, her eyebrows pinched together. “We saw orders from Washington D.C. that described the North Korean weapons.” 
 
    “Anybody could forge a letter,” Brody said, and Anna looked at me like ‘is this guy serious?’ 
 
    “Are you saying you don’t think North Korea had any part in this?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s what I’m saying,” Brody said, and he took a large swig of his drink that ended with an audible ‘ah’ sound. “Now the Chinese, them I could see being behind this, but not the Koreans. Those gook dirt farmers can’t even wipe their asses right.” 
 
    We all sat quietly for a moment while we took in Brody’s remark. I wasn’t sure if it was pure racism, pure ignorance, or anger that had brought those words out from his mouth, but part of me wanted to push the subject further while the other part thought that there was no point.  
 
    “So how did you get along this winter?” Bailey asked after a moment of silence. “You said you had Canadians come through?” 
 
    “It seems kind of out of the way for people to come through,” Anna pointed out. 
 
    “That’s what I thought, too,” Brody said. “But they still came through. I think they didn’t know the area well and tried to go a different way than the rest of the people.” 
 
    “How did you all survive with food and water?” I asked. “Rations much have been scarce unless you planned ahead.”  
 
    “Our engineer gal hooked up the water system,” the dark haired man said. “So that was no problem, and we stocked up some food from last year's harvest. Plus there’s plenty of hunting around here.” 
 
    “So you’ve been here for a while,” I mused. I had figured that was the case, but confirmation was always ideal.  
 
    “Since I knew the world was on its way to hell,” Brody said with a grin.  
 
    “How did all these people get here?” Tara asked.  
 
    “I ran into some of them on the way,” the large man said. “Others showed up after we were here.” 
 
    “It was nice of you to let them in,” Bailey said. 
 
    “More practical than anything,” Brody corrected. “A place like this needs quite a few people to keep it running smoothly.”  
 
    The large man took another drink of his vodka, then wiped his mouth with his sleeve. 
 
    “What about you all?” he asked. “How did you make it through the winter?” 
 
    “Pretty much the same as you it seems,” Paige said. “We stocked up from the fall harvest, hunted, and kept the Canadians out.” 
 
    “I imagine it was a lot more difficult to keep the Canadians out of a school than to keep them out of a fort,” Brody said with a raised brow. 
 
    “You got that right,” Tara said, and she downed the last of her second drink.  
 
    “So what did you do?” the dark haired man asked. “You must have some skilled people at this college of yours.” 
 
    “We’ve trained everyone there,” Anna said. 
 
    “You have?” Brody laughed, and he looked the redhead up and down skeptically. “And who trained you?” 
 
    “Tav did,” Anna said with a straight face and steel resolve. 
 
    “You trained these girls?” the large man asked me with surprise. 
 
    “I did,” I agreed. “Though they were naturals, so it didn’t take much.” 
 
    “And what skills do they have now?” Brody asked.  
 
    “Skills enough to kick your ass,” Tara snickered and the group fell quiet, but then Brody let out a raucous laugh.  
 
    “She has spirit,” he chuckled as he pointed a thumb at Tara, then poured her yet another drink. 
 
    “That she does,” I said with a small smile.  
 
    “Tav never lets us drink this much,” the platinum blonde said, and I noticed her words were slightly slurred. The potato vodka Brody had served us was no joke.  
 
    “Tav is a good soldier,” Brody said as he topped off his own drink as well. “He’s always on guard and always ready. Just like a Ranger should be, but you’re plenty safe behind these walls, and you all seem like you need a break. Now, what about these skills of yours?”  
 
    “I’m the ninja of the group,” Tara chuckled, definitely tipsy. “At least that’s what they call me.”  
 
    “Ninja?” Brody asked with raised brows.  
 
    “Tara is great for stealth missions,” I explained. 
 
    “I see,” the large man said with a nod, then he turned to Paige. “And you?” 
 
    “When it comes to fighting, I prefer my shotgun,” Paige said with a shrug. 
 
    “A noble trench weapon indeed,” Brody chuckled. 
 
    “But I’m more skilled with research and navigation,” the brunette said.  
 
    “Alright,” the dark haired man said as he turned to Anna. “And you?” 
 
    “I’m Tav’s second in command,” the redhead responded, and she leveled with Brody, her small chin tilting up as she met his eyes as if to dare him to question her place. “We’re all skilled in firearms, knives, and hand to hand combat, but we each have a role in the team as well. That’s mine.” 
 
    “A good role to have,” Brody said with a grin. “All you need now is a sniper and you’re a complete team.” 
 
    “We have one,” I said with amusement. 
 
    Brody looked around for a moment until his eyes fell on Bailey. 
 
    “No,” he laughed. “This little thing?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t do too much mocking,” Anna warned. “I once saw her take out five targets from three-hundred yards in a span of ten seconds.” 
 
    “That’s impressive,” Brody said, and he whistled low. “Tav must have done a damn good job training you all.” 
 
    “As Anna said, they’re all versed in guns and knives,” I said. “But those other skills are naturally theirs. I only helped to hone them.” 
 
    “Don’t you have people on your team with different roles?” Paige asked. 
 
    “Not too much, no,” Brody said. “Most of my crew is simply civilians. They know how to shoot, but that’s about it.” 
 
    Something about Brody’s response troubled me. He had said himself that they had been there for over a year, so why had he not trained the civilians? I knew he had the skills to do so, and even if they didn’t have the ammo to waste, he could have taught them how to hold their weapons, clean them, use a knife, and so much more. Did he not trust the people he lived with? Or did they not trust him? 
 
    A small knock sounded, then the dining hall door opened.  
 
    “Ah,” Brody said, and he gestured to where a few civilians stood in the threshold. “Come on in.” 
 
    The civilians were all women, and they brought in a feast fit for a king. There was a whole cooked turkey, stuffing, rolls, corn, mashed potatoes, and gravy. They set out the plates of food on the table, as well as several plates and forks, then retreated just as quickly as they had come in. 
 
    “Won’t they be joining us?” I asked, confused. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Brody said. “You are guests. I asked them to give us some time alone to get caught up.” 
 
    I said nothing, just took a seat at the table and inspected the meal. Now on top of Brody not training his people, they weren’t eating with us, either?  
 
    Something wasn’t sitting right with me. 
 
    I followed the girls to the table and went to pull out a chair toward the middle, but Brody held up a hand at me.  
 
    “No, no!” he said and he pointed to the chair on his right. “Tav, you must sit here instead.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said after a moment, and I moved to sit on his right. The ceremony of the spot made me uncomfortable, I had never been someone’s right-hand man, nor had I ever wanted to be. I followed orders in the military, sure, and I did my best to fulfill my duties, but I had never considered myself a follower of anyone in particular. My loyalty was to the Constitution of the United States of America, my fellow servicemen, and the citizens of the country I swore to protect. Commanders came and went, but my loyalty never followed them.  
 
    “A toast!” Brody exclaimed as he refilled everyone’s glass. “To old friends!” 
 
    “Hear, hear,” Tara laughed, and she banged her cup on the table. It seemed the platinum blonde had already had too much to drink. The homemade vodka was serious stuff, at least eighty proof if not much higher, but I hoped some food would help sober her up some. As long as she didn’t give out too much information in her tipsy state, I wouldn’t worry too much. I knew she’d suffer for it enough in the morning.  
 
    I dished up my plate as everyone passed the food around, though I didn’t take much. It had been a long day, but this situation had done nothing to improve my appetite, and I found myself barely hungry. I couldn’t stop thinking about the civilians and why they weren’t allowed to join us for dinner. Finally, I decided I would see what they had to say for me. 
 
    “Brody,” I said after everyone had dished up and began eating. “Where is your restroom?” 
 
    “Go back out the doors and down the hall,” the dark haired man said through a bite of turkey. “Last door on the right.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said as I stood up.  
 
    I followed his instructions, but instead of heading directly down the hallway, I walked slowly and peered into any room I saw. I was almost to the end of the hallway when I noticed a door to my left. It was closed, but light came out through the bottom. I slowly opened the door to see a small room filled with civilians. I didn’t get a full headcount, but there were at least twenty-five people, probably more. There was a large pot over the hearth, and I watched as an older woman dished up some sort of soup and a piece of bread to each person in line.  
 
    I watched for a moment and was about to head inside to talk to them when I heard Brody’s voice call out for me. 
 
    “Tav!” the large man laughed, and I heard footsteps headed toward me. “Did you lose your way?”  
 
    “No, I’m done,” I said and I stepped back and headed up the hallway toward the large man. Before the door closed, I saw the woman who served the food look over to me, her eyes were wide with surprise.  
 
    “There you are,” Brody chuckled. “Good thing, because I’ve got to take a leak now. Go back and enjoy dinner, brother.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said and I headed back toward the dining hall while he headed toward the bathroom and the civilians. 
 
    I hurried back into the dining room and sat down at the table. I knew I didn’t have long before Brody returned. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Anna asked before I could say anything. 
 
    “The civilians aren’t eating with us,” I said. 
 
    “I thought that was weird, too,” Paige agreed. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “But I just saw them eating soup and bread.” 
 
    “What?” Bailey asked with a frown. “They aren’t eating what we’re eating?” 
 
    “It doesn’t appear so,” I said, and I felt my jaw set in anger.  
 
    “Maybe there’s a good explanation,” Tara said. 
 
    “Maybe,” I said. “But I doubt it. Just stay vigilant, we’ll discuss this later.” 
 
    I heard footsteps in the hallway once more, and the girls and I quieted down and ate our food while Brody joined us once more. 
 
    “Brody,” I said with a fake smile once we had finished eating. “I thank you for your hospitality. The meal was delicious.” 
 
    “Yes, thank you,” Bailey said with a soft smile that I figured was about as real as mine. I knew my hippie girl hated the idea of everyone not being treated equally even more than the rest of the team.  
 
    “Cheers,” Tara giggled, and she held up her cup to clank it against Brody’s.  
 
    “I’m glad you enjoyed it,” the dark haired man said. 
 
    “I only wish we could have met your people over dinner,” I said as nonchalantly as I could manage. “It’s a shame they didn’t join us.” 
 
    “Oh,” Brody said with a wave of his hand. “It is special that you are here. The civilians don’t mind eating alone while we have a treat for your arrival.” 
 
    “Well, we really should be going,” I said, having changed my mind about staying the night. “We’ve already been gone from our home for several days.” 
 
    “I can’t let you go out in the dark,” Brody said. “I insist you stay here for the evening. There’s plenty of room here for you all. Would you like separate rooms?” 
 
    “One room is fine,” I said reluctantly.  
 
    “Of course it is,” Brody said with a wink at me. “You can leave in the morning if you wish, but there’s plenty to explore around the fort if you’re interested.” 
 
    “I appreciate the hospitality,” I said. “I suppose one night couldn’t hurt.” 
 
    “Exactly!” the dark haired man exclaimed. “Now, cheers to good friends and good food!” 
 
    “Hear, hear!” Tara shouted, and Anna rolled her eyes at the platinum blonde.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    “Well, if we’re going to stay the night, then I think it’s about time for us to head to bed,” I said. “We’ve had a long day out on the water.” 
 
    “Of course,” Brody said. “I have just the room for you all.” 
 
    The dark-haired man stood up and headed toward the door, with no regard for the mess that had been left on the table. I thought about stopping to clean up, but decided that the sooner I could get alone with my girls to discuss the situation, the better. I grabbed my rifle off the wall and followed him out of the room with the girls behind me.  
 
    Brody led us all the way down the hallway, across the fort wall, and into another wing of the building. There, he stopped in front of a massive door that opened to a large bedroom with a fireplace that had a large painting of a battlefield situated above it, antique furniture that looked to have been made before the last century, and a massive four post bed that looked like it could fit ten people.  
 
    “This can be your room for the evening,” he announced.  
 
    “Fuck, yeah!” Tara gasped, and she walked straight in and plopped down on the bed. 
 
    “Thank you again for your hospitality,” I said. “We’ll be leaving in the morning.” 
 
    “Oh, Tav,” Brody laughed and clapped me on the shoulder. “Always so serious. Just relax for a while. You’re plenty safe here.” 
 
    My eyes narrowed at how he repeated the same line he had told Tara earlier. Was he trying to get us to let our guard down, or did he really believe the fort to be so impenetrable that nothing could touch them?  
 
    “Thanks again,” I said and I headed into the large room with the rest of the girls behind me. 
 
    Anna closed the door as Brody walked away, then she turned to look at me with wide eyes. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” the redhead whispered. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I said. “But it’s something strange.” 
 
    “Or it could be exactly what he said,” Tara said as she rolled over on the bed. “Dude seems to really like you.” 
 
    “Tara’s right,” Bailey said, and she pursed her lips. “He could be telling the truth about it being a special evening and that’s why the civilians didn’t join us.” 
 
    “Right,” I agreed. “But why wouldn’t they eat the same thing we were?”  
 
    “That does seem strange,” Anna said.  
 
    “I don’t like it,” Paige said. 
 
    “Why?” Tara asked. “Brody seems pretty chill.” 
 
    “You only think that because you’re drunk,” Anna pointed out. 
 
    “Yessir,” the platinum blonde slurred. 
 
    “We’re going to have to have a talk about that later,” I told Tara. 
 
    “Ugh,” the platinum blonde groaned. “I knew that was coming.” 
 
    “You should have,” Anna laughed. “That vodka is strong shit and you had like five of them.” 
 
    “We’re safe here, remember,” the platinum blonde retorted, and even when Tara said it the phrase didn’t sit right with me.  
 
    “No,” Paige said. “Brody said we were safe here.” 
 
    “It does seem like a safe place,” Bailey countered as she looked around. 
 
    “That’s true,” I agreed. “But just because the place is safe doesn’t mean the people are.” 
 
    “Do you think maybe you’re judging him a bit too harshly before you actually know what’s going on?” Tara asked. 
 
    “Maybe we should talk to the civilians,” Bailey suggested. 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” I said. “I tried to earlier, but Brody called me back to the table before I had the chance.” 
 
    “Hang on, hang on,” Tara said, and she looked at me seriously. “You know this guy, right?” 
 
    “Somewhat,” I agreed. 
 
    “Well, people don’t just change overnight,” Bailey said. “What did you know about him before all this?” 
 
    “Not much,” I said. “We did a couple missions together, but he was never really a friend.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tara said with exasperation. “But what about him as a person? Was he a chill guy, a weird guy?” 
 
    “Did you outrank him or something?” Anna asked. “He seems to respect you a lot.” 
 
    “I was going to ask the opposite,” Paige said. “I thought it was weird that he put you to his right at the table.” 
 
    “He did make a point of that,” I agreed. “But no, he didn’t outrank me.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “In the Rangers you are part of a cohesive unit,” I explained. “Brody and I were Staff Sergeants, but we weren’t normally unit leaders.” 
 
    “How do you do that?” Anna asked. 
 
    “You can become a unit leader by going to RASP 2. In RASP 2, you learn how to lead and train new Rangers.” 
 
    “What does RASP stand for?” Paige asked. 
 
    “Ranger Assessment and Selection Program,” I clarified. “You have to take the course to join the 75th Ranger Regiment, but soldiers can take a second course if they want to earn a leadership position.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you become a leader?” Anna asked. 
 
    “I was going to do it, and I heard that Brody had signed up for it, but I wanted to take some time off to figure out what I was going to do for the rest of my life. Honestly though, I never wanted to really lead men. I liked being part of a group, not leading them.” 
 
    “That’s so weird,” Paige chuckled. 
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    “Really?” Anna laughed. “You have to ask?” 
 
    “I guess it does seem odd with my role in this group,” I conceded. “But I like to think of us far more as a team than anything else.” 
 
    “We know,” Bailey said with a reassuring smile.  
 
    “If you weren’t really friends, then why is he so happy to see you, though?” Paige asked, her eyebrows pulled together in confusion. 
 
    “It might have something to do with the missions we went on together,” I said. 
 
    “What happened?” Tara slurred, her eyes half closed already. 
 
    “Well,” I said. “I did kind of save his life once.” 
 
    “What do you mean kind of?” Anna asked with a raised brow. 
 
    “Brody was kind of a loose cannon back then,” I explained. “He was trained just like any of us, but he was the first person to run into a dangerous situation without thinking. It’s behavior that isn’t encouraged by any military group, especially the Rangers. We aren’t really the ‘glory hounds’ of spec ops. We are the ‘put your head down and work’ group.” 
 
    “I can see that,” Tara said with a drunken nod.  
 
    “When we were in Sierra Leone, he got himself into a bit of a mess,” I said. 
 
    “What happened?” Anna asked. 
 
    “He thought he was sneakier than he actually was,” I sighed. “He got himself captured, and I went in and got him out before anyone noticed.” 
 
    “How the hell did you manage that?” Paige asked, her eyes wide with surprise. 
 
    “We were doing two-man teams for the mission,” I said. “So I got him out before the others saw him, and we were able to complete the mission.” 
 
    “So he disobeyed orders and you saved his ass?” Tara asked with a raised brow. 
 
    “Basically,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Wouldn’t he have been discharged if you hadn’t done that?” Paige asked. 
 
    “Most likely,” I said with a shrug. “But he didn’t seem like a bad guy, and I didn’t want to cause trouble for him. He had only tried to help, stupid as it was.” 
 
    “Wow,” Anna said. “No wonder he’s so happy to see you.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige agreed. “You’re the only reason he was able to stay in the military and become a unit leader.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right,” I said, I had never thought about the situation like that. “It never seemed like a big deal to me, though.” 
 
    “Of course not,” Tara said. “It wasn’t your ass on the line.” 
 
    “That’s true,” I laughed.  
 
    “So how do you want to play this?” Anna asked. “We could try to get up before dawn and leave early?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “I don’t think that’s necessary. Especially if we ever want to come back through here again.” 
 
    “Right,” Tara said. “We shouldn’t piss him off without knowing that he’s a dick first.” 
 
    “We’ll get up as usual tomorrow and get going,” I said. “We don’t want to be taking off in the dark anyways.” 
 
    “Cool,” Tara said, and she sat up from the bed with a drunken sway. “Now, did anybody bring any snacks from the boat?” 
 
    “Oh, my gosh,” Anna laughed. “You just ate dinner.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I’m still feeling peckish,” the platinum blonde pouted. 
 
    “Here,” Paige said with an eye roll, and she pulled some smoked meat from her backpack and handed it to Tara.  
 
    “Thank you,” the platinum blonde said with a grin, and she took a slow bite of the meat as she continued to rock back and forth.  
 
    “You are gonna regret this in the morning,” Anna said, and she shook her head at the platinum blonde. 
 
    “You’re going to be the one who regrets not even having a full drink,” Tara retorted, but somehow I felt this was a battle that Anna would ultimately win. It had been a long time since Tara had drank that much, and I was sure she was in for one hell of a hangover in the morning.  
 
    A knock sounded on the door, and the girls all looked at me.  
 
    “It’s fine,” I said, and I moved to answer the door. I knew it had to be Brody, though I had my hand on my pistol just in case.  
 
    “Tav,” Brody said as I pulled the door open. “I came to get you for a nightcap.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m not sure about that,” I said, and I let my hand off my pistol slowly. “It’s been a long day.”  
 
    “Oh, come on,” the dark haired man groaned. “A drink will do you some good. You can have fun with your ladies later.” 
 
    I was so taken aback by his forward comment about the girls that I allowed him to pull me into the hallway.  
 
    Brody was obviously tipsy already, and he threw his arm over my shoulder and leaned against me. I managed to mouth ‘lock the door’ to the girls before I was pulled down the hallway.  
 
    “Brody,” I said. “Don’t you think you’ve had enough to drink already?” 
 
    “Oh, nonsense,” the dark haired man said with a wave of his hand. “You’re always so serious, Tav. Have some fun for once and have a drink with me! You barely drank anything at dinner.”  
 
    “It was a long day,” I repeated. I despised when people pressured me to do things that were totally unnecessary. As far as I was concerned it was any individual’s prerogative to turn down a drink, or anything else for that matter.  
 
    “It’s always a long day in times like these,” Brody said with a grin. “But that’s why you must celebrate with a long night!” 
 
    Brody laughed loudly, and it echoed off the stone walls and taunted me.  
 
    I figured there was no use in fighting against this nightcap, but I also figured that Brody was drunk enough that he would pass out soon, and I would be able to get back to the girls.  
 
    We continued down the hallway until we reached a large set of double doors to the left. Brody pushed them open and walked in confidently, but I hung back and stared at the extravagance of the room. There was a large canopy bed with fine linens thrown over it, antique paintings on every wall, a fireplace that took up the whole of the far wall, beautiful vases on every surface, and a large, bearskin rug on the floor by the fire.  
 
    “Nice, isn’t it?” Brody chuckled when he saw that I still stood in the doorway. 
 
    “Extremely,” I said with narrowed eyes. “How did you get all this stuff?” 
 
    “It was all lying around the fort,” he said with a shrug. “I brought it all in here when I first took over the place.” 
 
    Brody handed me a glass that I assumed was more vodka, and then he led me over to a small table that sat in the corner of the room near the fireplace. The seats were large, wingback chairs that were upholstered in velvet, and the table was small, round, and wooden. I figured that table was from the eighteenth century at least, and I frowned when I looked at the rings left on it from glasses. I knew that everything had a purpose now, but that didn’t mean it had to be treated like trash.  
 
    “So,” Brody said after he took a long drink. “How much are you loving this?” 
 
    He looked at me with a wide smile and expectant eyes.  
 
    “Loving what?” I asked. “The fort?” 
 
    “No,” the dark haired man laughed. “The world now, man.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I understand what you mean,” I said and I took a small sip from my glass. Once again it was like fire in my throat, and I nearly coughed from the taste. 
 
    “The apocalypse!” Brody exclaimed, and he waved his arms to indicate everything around us. “Come on, Tav, we were trained for this! We know how to survive now where most other people just flounder.” 
 
    “How is that a good thing?” I asked with a raised brow. 
 
    “We have the upper hand,” the large man said with a grin. “This is our time to shine.” 
 
    “Are you saying you like the world more now than you did before?” I asked seriously. Not only was that an absolutely crazy thought to me, but I didn’t understand why he wished this world upon everyone when he clearly knew that most people weren’t prepared for it.  
 
    “You don’t?” he asked with a wry smile.  
 
    “I don’t think I do,” I said with a shake of my head. 
 
    “How can you not?” the dark haired man laughed. “This is the time when we get everything that’s coming to us. We hold all the cards.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t go back to the way things were before?” I asked. 
 
    “Never,” Brody said with a grin.  
 
    “You don’t miss your family?” I asked seriously. “Or your friends?” 
 
    I didn’t have much family to begin with, but still, I knew so many others did, and that they would go back in a heartbeat if it meant seeing their loved ones again. I thought of Henry, the portmaster we had met a few days earlier, and how his daughter had passed away over the winter. I also thought of the girls and their families. I loved each of them, but if I could I would turn back the clock for them so they could see their loved ones once more, regardless of if it meant me having to give them up in the process. Nobody deserved to have their world ripped away from them the way so many had already.  
 
    “Eh,” he said and he took a long drink. “I was never close to my family. Never kept many friends. Guys like you and me, we were never given our dues. We were never repaid for all the shit we went through in that fucking war. But now we can be. Now it’s our time to take what we deserve.” 
 
    “I don’t know about you,” I said, and I felt my jaw set as I spoke. “But I served for my country and my family. I don’t need any repayment.” 
 
    “Sure, you do,” Brody said. “You almost died how many times? And what did we get? Some crappy medals and a shitty salary. Bro, we are fucking warriors. We can do shit that almost no one else in the world can do. This is our time to reap the benefits. Finally.” 
 
    I stared at the dark haired man and thought about what he said. How could he think this way? I knew there were always people who were excited about the thought of the apocalypse, but I always figured most of them were people who wanted to appear tough, but who would probably die on the first day. I never figured a military man to be someone who was excited about the end of the modern world. We’d seen war, we knew what it did. Why would any of us want that so close to home? 
 
    “You think I’m crazy,” Brody laughed, and he poured himself another drink. 
 
    “Not crazy,” I said, though the word had crossed my mind. “I just don’t share your thoughts.” 
 
    “For now,” the large man said with a wink and a grin. “We’ll get you there, brother.” 
 
    I said nothing, only took a drink of my vodka, but Brody tapped the bottom of my cup and sent it upward so I got far more than I had intended. 
 
    “What the fuck,” I spat, and my shirt was covered in the clear lighter fluid. 
 
    “Just fuckin’ around,” Brody laughed. “Now, let’s talk about those girls you have.” 
 
    “What about them?” I growled. I was still pissed about the drink, and even more pissed that he had brought up the girls.  
 
    “Well, you told me about their skills,” the dark haired man said. “But I noticed you only asked for one room.” 
 
    “We all like to be close,” I said.  
 
    “I’m sure you do,” he said and wiggled his eyebrows at me. “You’re with all of them, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I’m not going to answer that,” I said, and my lips formed a thin, angry line. My patience had grown thin, but I knew I needed to keep a level head, so I took a deep breath to steady myself.  
 
    “That’s a yes,” Brody laughed. “Of course you are, you lucky dog. Men like us can’t keep the women away, am I right?” 
 
    “I suppose you are,” I said with a forced smile. I didn’t like the way he talked about the girls, but I also had to remind myself that he didn’t appear to mean any harm with it. As much as I detested locker room talk, I had known many men to partake in it, and Brody was definitely one of them. I decided to let it go and see what more I could find out from him. 
 
    “I noticed your men don’t carry their rifles correctly,” I said and I took another drink. I needed to play the part here. “You do a shitty job of training them, or are they just stupid?” 
 
    “Stupid sounds about right,” he laughed and clapped me on the shoulder.  
 
    “How many civilians do you have here, anyways?” I asked, and I tried to keep my voice as nonchalant as possible.  
 
    “About fifty,” Brody said with a shrug. 
 
    “You don’t even have a full count?” I laughed, though I didn’t find it funny in the slightest.  
 
    “Some people left,” he said with a shrug. “Some people stayed. I don’t concern myself with it too much unless it involves newcomers. What about you? You’ve got to have quite a few people at the University of Vermont. That’s a pretty big campus.” 
 
    “It is,” I agreed. “We have about the same.” 
 
    “Small number for such a large campus,” Brody said with a grin. “You should fill it out more, have more hands for labor.” 
 
    “I guess I’m not as trusting as you,” I said with a smile.  
 
    “Speaking of trusting,” the dark haired man said, and he looked at me with dark, serious eyes. “I have a mission for you.” 
 
    “A mission?” I asked, and my brows pinched together. “We’re leaving in the morning.” 
 
    “You can if you wish,” the large man said, and he lowered his drink to the table. “But I think you’ll definitely want to hear my proposal.” 
 
    “What is it?” I asked after a moment. Whatever it was, I was ready to turn it down, but my curiosity got the better of me. I wanted to know what Brody was up to, what was his plan, and why he thought he needed me.  
 
    “It’s for you and your girls,” he said with a grin. “We’ll talk about it over breakfast.” 
 
    “I’m not sure we’ll stay that long,” I said.  
 
    “Ah, come on, Tav,” Brody laughed. “Let me feed you while you listen to my proposal. If you don’t want to do it, that’s fine. But I’m asking you because I know I can trust you, and it will benefit us both.” 
 
    “Alright,” I agreed at length. “We’ll stay and listen.” 
 
    “Great,” the dark haired man chuckled, and he filled my drink once more. “A toast! To old friends!” 
 
    “To old friends,” I said and I clinked my glass against his and downed the rest of my beverage. It burned all the way down to my belly, and I immediately regretted the action, but I hoped that the quicker I drank my nightcap the quicker Brody would let me leave.  
 
    “Now let’s get you back to your room,” Brody said with a grin. “I’m sure you want some alone time with your ladies right about now. I know I could use some with mine.” 
 
    “That’s alright,” I said, not wanting him anywhere near the girls. “I can get back to my room by myself.” 
 
    “You remember where it’s at?” the dark haired man asked as he led me to the door. 
 
    “I’m a Ranger, remember, brother?” I asked with a forced smile. “I think I can manage a damn hallway.” 
 
    “Right you are,” Brody laughed, and he opened up the door for me, but then he stopped and looked at me seriously with a hand on my shoulder. “It’s good to see you, brother. This world needs men like us.” 
 
    “It’s good to see you, too,” I said and I clapped him on the shoulder, then headed into the hallway. Maybe Brody just needed a friend. He obviously didn’t trust the civilians he lived with, and maybe that had taken its toll on his mental state. Brody had always been a wild one, but this new Brody was so over the top I wasn’t sure what to do with him.  
 
    I waited until he closed the door behind me, then I headed back down the hallway toward my room, though I had no intention of going there just yet. Instead, I snooped around the rooms on the sides of the hallway.  
 
    This was only one wing of the fort, and I didn’t want to go too far in case one of the civilians entrusted with a rifle saw me. I imagined those were the only men that Brody trusted, which meant their loyalty would lie with him. The others, though, I couldn’t be so sure about.  
 
    The civilians had to be around here somewhere, and I needed to talk to them. I slowly, quietly opened every door that I could and peered in.  
 
    First, I found what appeared to be a study that had a wall lined with books. I made my way into the room, the moonlight shone through the open window and gave enough light for me to see. It appeared to be all history books about the fort and the wars it had been involved in, so I searched through the desk next. I found nothing except for some stationary and pens. There had to be something around, particularly something that led Brody to believe that North Korea had nothing to do with the EMP when I had proof otherwise.  
 
    The next room I found was a bedroom, but oddly, there was nobody in it. It looked like it hadn’t been lived in for years. There was dust on the nightstands, and in the fireplace, too. I peered through the drawers, but found them utterly empty. With so many civilians around, one would think that all the rooms would be used.  
 
    I had wandered around the hallway for at least twenty minutes at that point, and I hadn’t seen a single other person. Where were the civilians? Did they sleep in another wing entirely?  
 
    I moved to the window of the bedroom and looked out to the courtyard below. I saw the remnants of a fire that still smoked slightly, but other than that there was no movement. Not a single person or thing moved, not even a bird or shadow. The courtyard was so still it appeared to look like a painting, and it made me question even more. Where was everybody? Fifty plus people were no small amount of bodies, they had to be somewhere.  
 
    I finished my scan of the rooms in the hallway, but only found more of the same. There was nobody around, so I went back to the room the girls were in and knocked quietly on the door.  
 
    I feared they might be asleep, but after a moment I heard movement. 
 
    “Who is it?” Anna whispered from the other side of the door.  
 
    “It’s Tav,” I whispered back, and I heard the lock click and the door opened halfway. 
 
    “Get in here,” the redhead hissed. “We were so worried.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I said as I slid inside and locked the door behind me. “Brody insisted I stay and drink with him.” 
 
    “Not more of that potato vodka, I hope,” Paige said with a grimace. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I sighed. 
 
    “Gross,” the brunette said, and she wrinkled her nose.  
 
    “Did anyone try to come by?” I asked.  
 
    “No,” Bailey said with a shake of her blonde head. “It’s been super quiet.” 
 
    “I see the alcohol got the best of Tara,” I chuckled as I looked at the platinum blonde sprawled out on the bed. She had passed out hard, drool dripped down from the side of her pretty mouth, and her perfect breasts rose and fell in the heavy, even draw of her breathing.  
 
    “She’s been like that since you’ve been gone,” Paige laughed. 
 
    “So what did Brody want to talk about?” Anna asked seriously. 
 
    “A bunch of bullshit,” I said. “But he did say he has a proposal for us.” 
 
    “Proposal?” Paige asked with pinched eyebrows. “What kind of proposal?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “He wouldn’t tell me. He said we have to stay for breakfast, and he’ll tell us then.” 
 
    “Breakfast doesn’t sound bad,” Bailey said with a small smile. 
 
    “Yeah,” Anna said with a frown. “But we wanted to leave early.” 
 
    “I know,” I agreed. “But I think we should hear it.” 
 
    “Alright,” the redhead said, and she pursed her lips. “We trust you.” 
 
    “I know,” I said with a soft smile. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Did you find out anything else?” Paige asked. 
 
    “No,” I said with a shake of my head. “I tried to search the area for the civilians, but I couldn’t find any.” 
 
    “That’s weird,” Anna said.  
 
    “I thought so, too,” I agreed. 
 
    “Maybe they sleep somewhere else,” Bailey suggested. 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige said. “But why?” 
 
    “Exactly,” I agreed.  
 
    “Something weird is going on here,” Anna said. 
 
    “I think maybe Brody just runs things differently,” Bailey said with a small shrug. “We’re used to how we do things, but that doesn’t mean his way is wrong.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I told the blonde hippie. “A different way of doing things isn’t wrong.” 
 
    “I don’t think we should pass judgement until we find out more information,” Bailey said.  
 
    “I think you’re right again,” I agreed. “We need more information.” 
 
    “We do,” Anna said. “But I still don’t like the guy.” 
 
    “Me either,” Paige said. “Something about him gives me the willies.” 
 
    “I think he’s nice,” Bailey said. “A bit weird, but still nice.” 
 
    “And we know Tara likes him,” I chuckled.  
 
    “Tara likes anyone who offers her hundred proof liquor,” Anna laughed. 
 
    “She probably won’t like them too much first thing in the morning,” Paige added. 
 
    “I’m sure you’re right about that,” I said and I brushed the platinum blonde’s hair over her ear.  
 
    “So this mission,” Anna said. “Are we going to take it?” 
 
    “That depends on what it is,” I said. “But we do need to agree to not give out too much information.” 
 
    “Yeah, Bailey,” Anna teased.  
 
    “Sorry!” the blonde exclaimed, and she blushed and looked down. 
 
    “It’s alright,” I said and I put my hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “I was just teasing,” Anna said. “Tav cut you off before you could give too much away.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Bailey agreed. “I’ll be more careful next time, though.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I told the blonde, and I looked around at the girls. “We all need to be careful.”  
 
    I stared out the window for a moment and thought about my trip down the hallway. None of my questions had been answered, instead more had arisen. I had agreed to stay for breakfast, but I thought we might just stay a bit longer. There was something strange going on here, and I was determined to find out what it was. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    The next morning the sun shone through the window, and I realized I had overslept. I had wanted to get up before sunrise, but that was gone now.  
 
    “Girls,” I said, and I shook the ladies that surrounded me on the bed. “Get up, we overslept.” 
 
    “Shit,” Anna said as she lifted her red head up and looked around in a panic.  
 
    “What time is it?” Paige asked, and she stretched and reached for her glasses. 
 
    “I’m up,” Bailey said, and she shot out of bed and pulled her pants on.  
 
    “No, no, no,” Tara whispered to herself. 
 
    “Tara,” I said as I stood up with the other girls and got dressed. “We have to get up. We already overslept.” 
 
    “I’m so tired,” the platinum blonde groaned. “And so thirsty.” 
 
    “Here’s some water,” Bailey said, and she passed the platinum blonde her water bottle.  
 
    “Thanks,” Tara said, and she downed the whole bottle in less than ten seconds. 
 
    “Jesus,” Paige said with wide eyes. 
 
    “A bit hungover, are we?” Anna asked with a wry smile. 
 
    “Fuck off,” the platinum blonde said.  
 
    “Ouch,” the redhead retorted, and then she threw Tara’s pants at her. “Let’s get going.” 
 
    “Ugh,” Tara groaned, but she began to pull her pants on slowly. 
 
    “Do you think we missed breakfast?” Paige asked. “That’s when Brody wanted to talk to us, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “But I’m sure we can find him and see what the mission is, regardless.” 
 
    “Mission?” Tara asked. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Bailey said with a frown as she slipped her sneakers on. “You were asleep by the time Tav got back last night.” 
 
    “Tav left?” she asked. 
 
    “You are so far behind,” Anna tsked. 
 
    “Oh, shut up and fill me in,” Tara said with narrowed eyes. 
 
    “Well, which is it?” the redhead laughed. “Do you want me to shut up, or fill you in?” 
 
    “You know exactly what I meant,” Tara said, and she rolled her eyes in exasperation.  
 
    I had planned to give Tara a stern talk about drinking too much, but I figured with Anna’s teasing I might tone down the sternness later. She was getting enough grief, funny as it might be. Plus I knew that headache had to be killer, I could feel a small pulse in my own temples just from the two drinks I had consumed.  
 
    “Brody called me to his room last night,” I said. “He told me he has a mission for us, and he wanted to discuss it over breakfast.” 
 
    “Okay,” Tara said. “Breakfast sounds good.” It seemed food was the only thing on the hungover girl’s mind at the moment.  
 
    “We overslept,” I said. “We may have missed it.” 
 
    A knock sounded on the door as I pulled my shirt over my head. 
 
    “Who is it?” I called out. 
 
    “It’s Brody!” he yelled through the door. “Breakfast is ready, meet me in the dining hall. Do you remember where it’s at?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “We’ll be right there.” 
 
    “I guess we didn’t miss it,” Anna whispered.  
 
    “That makes sense,” Paige said. “Brody seemed pretty drunk last night, too.” 
 
    “He was,” I agreed.  
 
    “Well, we have a minute now,” Bailey said. “At least we don’t have to rush.” 
 
    “Thank God,” Tara breathed. 
 
    “You still have to rush,” I laughed. 
 
    “What?” the platinum blonde squealed. “Why?” 
 
    “Because everyone else is already dressed,” I said with a gesture at myself and the other girls. 
 
    “Fine,” Tara sighed, and she stood up to pull her pants the rest of the way on. 
 
    Tara finished getting ready, and I made everyone grab their supplies. I didn’t want to leave our things unattended. There was no telling who might come and look through our bags, though after what Brody had said last night about getting more civilians for labor, I figured most of the people around would be preoccupied.  
 
    After we were ready and packed up, we headed to the dining room. It was in the next wing over, but I led us there confidently. As we passed the outside wall of the fort, we saw two men on guard. I nodded at them but received nothing in response.  
 
    The doors to the dining room were already open, and inside Brody sat at the head of the table while civilians unloaded carts full of eggs, meat, potatoes, and even pastries onto the table. The breakfast was just as extravagant as the dinner we had the night before, but I noticed once more that there were only enough place settings for us and Brody, and once the carts were offloaded all the women retreated back into the hallway. Why were the civilians not eating with us? 
 
    “Tav!” Brody laughed. “Come, sit. Let’s eat.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said and I led the girls to the table and set my things down next to my chair. 
 
    “You didn’t have to pack up just yet,” the dark haired man said. “You haven’t even heard my proposal.” 
 
    “I’m sure we will soon enough,” I said with a small smile. 
 
    “Yes, you will,” Brody laughed. “But for now let’s fix our plates. It’s no good to do business on an empty stomach.” 
 
    “Oh, God, yes,” Tara said, and she reached for the roasted potatoes in front of her.  
 
    “That vodka must have given you the hunger this morning, eh?” Brody chuckled. 
 
    “Maybe a bit,” Tara admitted as she dished up her plate. “Worth it, though.” 
 
    “That’s what I always say,” the dark haired man agreed.  
 
    We dished up our plates and began to eat. Everything was fantastic, but I didn’t take much of anything. It felt wrong to eat without the civilians who had obviously made the meal, and I was antsy to hear Brody’s proposal.  
 
    “Oh. My. God,” Tara moaned. “This croissant is amazing.” 
 
    “One of the civilians is a great cook,” Brody said with a grin.  
 
    “Where are they?” Anna asked. “I’d love to thank them for a lovely breakfast.” 
 
    I knew the redhead was trying to gain information, and I smiled inwardly at her attempt. 
 
    “Oh, that’s already been done,” Brody said with a wave of his hand. “Eat, enjoy. My people are hard at work. They eat much earlier than I do.” 
 
    “You think I could get the recipe for this?” Tara asked through bites, and part of me was surprised that she didn’t seem as concerned about the civilians not eating with us as the other girls. 
 
    “I don’t see why not,” Brody laughed. “Are you a good cook yourself?” 
 
    “I’ve been known to whip up a dish or two,” Tara said with a grin. 
 
    As much as I wanted to shake Tara and tell her to pay attention, her lighthearted attitude was a great way to put Brody at ease amongst my suspicion, so I figured I would let it slide and sneak in a question or two wherever I could.  
 
    “So, Brody,” I said after a moment. “What about that proposal?” 
 
    “Alright, alright,” the dark haired man laughed. “Tav is always so down to business, isn’t he, ladies?” 
 
    “Hell, yeah, he is,” Tara said with a wink, and Brody laughed even harder. 
 
    “I’d just like to know what this mission is,” I said dryly. 
 
    “Well,” Brody began. “Let me ask you a question first. How’s your fuel supply?” 
 
    “It’s not great,” I said after a pause, and I looked to Tara who had opened her mouth to speak, but shut it when she saw my face. 
 
    “That’s better than mine,” Brody said. “I’m totally out.” 
 
    “What’s this got to do with the mission?” Anna asked. 
 
    “I see why you’re his second in command,” the dark haired man chuckled. “You’re almost as serious as he is.” 
 
    “Are you saying you know where to get fuel?” Paige asked. “If it’s old fuel, it won’t do anyone any good.” 
 
    “It’s not old,” Brody said with a grin. “But yes, I know how to get fuel.” 
 
    “How?” I asked. 
 
    “Well,” the dark haired man said. “There’s an oil refinery down at the end of Lake George.”  
 
    “The end of Lake George?” Paige asked. “That’s a several day trip at least.” 
 
    “It is,” Brody agreed.  
 
    “And even if we got there,” I said. “I don’t know how to run an oil refinery, do you? It might take us months to figure out the right process.” 
 
    “That’s the best part,” the large man said, and he leaned down close and spoke in a low voice. “Some civilians here used to work there. They know how to operate the equipment. We could have fresh fuel in a few days.” 
 
    “That sounds great,” Bailey said with a smile.  
 
    “Wow,” Tara said, and her jaw dropped with excitement. “We could use our trucks again.” 
 
    I ignored Tara’s comment as I thought about why Brody needed us for this mission in the first place since he was more than capable of going down there himself. What was the catch? 
 
    “Who’s there?” I asked with narrowed eyes. 
 
    “Smart man,” Brody chuckled. “The refinery has been taken over by National Guard assholes.” 
 
    “Why don’t you take them out yourselves?” Anna asked with a shrug and a shake of her head. 
 
    “She’s right,” I said. “Why do you need us for this? You have men, and weapons.” 
 
    “I don’t have anybody as skilled as you and your team,” Brody said, and he looked at each of us pointedly.  
 
    I knew Brody had men that he trusted, they had to be the ones with the weapons, but the same thought I had earlier crossed my mind again: why hadn’t he trained them? I knew he was more than capable. He was a Ranger, after all. There was no excuse for having a piss poor team when you had all the skills to turn them into warriors.  
 
    “How do you know it’s National Guard guys?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Anna agreed. “Have you been over there?” 
 
    “I tried to set up a trade with them.” Brody nodded. “They refused. And they’re killing innocent civilians who tried to trade just like I did. The only reason they didn’t shoot me was because I was strapped.” 
 
    “How do you know they’re killing civilians?” I asked seriously, my interest piqued with that comment. 
 
    “I saw it,” he said. “I watched them for a while after they refused to trade with me, and I saw a couple civilians come with bags of potatoes they had grown. They wanted fuel to get down south, but the Guard guys just shot them and took the bags.” 
 
    “Jesus,” Tara breathed. “That’s fucked up.” 
 
    “I was alone then,” Brody said. “And there were far too many of them for me to take out on my own. I would need a team, and unfortunately none of my men are skilled enough for the job.” 
 
    “How many men are there?” I asked. 
 
    “At least twenty,” the dark haired man said with a nod. “It won’t be easy.” 
 
    “If it was easy, you would have done it yourself,” I said with a smile.  
 
    “Damn right,” Brody laughed. “But your team has the skills to get the job done.” 
 
    “Yeah, we do,” Tara said with a grin.  
 
    “So what do you say?” he asked with a raised eyebrow. “Mission accepted?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I said. “I’ll need to discuss it privately with my team.”  
 
    “By all means,” Brody said with a wave of his hand.  
 
    “Hold on,” Anna said. “Say we do take this mission. What do we get out of it?” 
 
    “Another reason you’re second in command, I’m sure,” the dark haired man said with a grin. “Fuel, of course.” 
 
    “How much?” I asked.  
 
    “How about half of whatever the Guard is hoarding right now?” he asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “And about how much do you think that is?” Paige asked. 
 
    “They have to have at least twenty drums full,” Brody said.  
 
    “So ten drums,” I said.  
 
    “Ten drums,” Brody agreed. “At least. They might have more. That’s over five-hundred gallons. You’ll be set for a few months at least.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “We’ll consider it.” 
 
    “How about you take your time,” the dark haired man said with a smile. “Relax here for the day, you can wander around the grounds and see the fort, and let me know by dinnertime. Does that sound fair?” 
 
    “Deal,” I agreed and I held out my hand for the man.  
 
    “Great,” Brody chuckled, ignoring my attempted handshake. “Now let’s finish eating. I’m still famished.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Tara said, and she shoveled a large bite of eggs into her mouth. 
 
    Once breakfast was over, I thanked Brody and then called the girls back to our room to discuss his proposition.  
 
    “What’s there to even talk about?” Tara asked as she took a seat on the bed. “We should definitely do it.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” I asked with a raised brow. 
 
    “Fuel, duh,” the platinum blonde said. “We can use our trucks again.” 
 
    “It would be nice to have fuel for the farm equipment,” Paige said, and she pursed her lips. “If we could get the tractors working, no one would have to work as hard, and then we wouldn’t need as much food.” 
 
    “That, too,” Tara said, but it was obviously an afterthought for her. 
 
    “It’s dangerous,” I said. “And we have no proof that what he said is true.” 
 
    “We don’t have any reason to believe it’s not though, either,” Bailey pointed out. 
 
    “That’s true,” Anna sighed. “Brody is kind of a dick, but he hasn’t lied to us. Not that I can say for sure, anyway.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Tara said. “We don’t have any reason not to trust him.” 
 
    “And if what he said is true, then those Guard guys need to be stopped,” Bailey added with a frown. 
 
    “You’re right about that,” I sighed. “But I don’t think we have enough information yet to make a decision.” 
 
    “Reconnaissance?” Anna asked with a knowing smile. 
 
    “Reconnaissance,” I agreed with a grin.  
 
    “How are we doing reconnaissance?” Tara asked. “We’re already here.” 
 
    “That’s true,” I said. “But we’re trying to figure out the inner workings of this place.” 
 
    “Alright,” the platinum blonde agreed. “What do you want us to do?” 
 
    “Everyone should scout the area today,” I said. “Walk around the fort, and talk to the civilians if you can.” 
 
    “What do you want us to say?” Tara asked. 
 
    “Ask about their life here,” I said. “And all of you, I need you to go into this with an open mind. Bailey and Tara, I know you like Brody.” 
 
    “He seems nice,” Bailey said. 
 
    “Totally,” Tara said. “Also, he likes you a bunch, and I like anyone who likes my man.” 
 
    “I need you to be open to anything,” I said. “Don’t overlook things because you like him.” 
 
    “I get it,” Bailey said with a nod. 
 
    “Alright,” Tara agreed. 
 
    “And Anna and Paige,” I said. “Same goes for you, but opposite. Don’t look for negative things just because you don’t like him.” 
 
    “Right,” Paige said.  
 
    “Got it.” Anna nodded. 
 
    “I want you all to split up,” I said. “Bailey and Anna, Tara and Paige.” 
 
    “Anywhere in particular you want us to go?” Paige asked.  
 
    “Why don’t you and Tara try to talk to the civilians,” I suggested. 
 
    “We can do that,” the brunette agreed. 
 
    “And us?” Anna asked.  
 
    “Let’s see if we can get a feel for how things move around here,” I said. “Who’s on guard duty for how long, and what everyone is doing throughout the day.” 
 
    “You got it,” the redhead said. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “I’m going to skulk around the rooms,” I said. “I want to see if I can find anything.” 
 
    “Like what?” Tara asked. 
 
    “You think maybe Brody got different orders than the ones we saw from D.C.?” Paige asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I said.  
 
    “He did seem totally convinced that North Korea had nothing to do with the EMP,” Anna said with narrowed, suspicious eyes. 
 
    “Right,” I agreed. “I’ll see what I can find out. I need you girls to keep an eye on everything else.” 
 
    “We’re on it,” Bailey said with a grin. 
 
    “I know you are.” I grinned back at the blonde. “Alright, let’s go.” 
 
    “When are we meeting back up?” Anna asked. 
 
    “I’ll get you all around two o’clock,” I said.  
 
    “Aye, aye, Captain,” the redhead said, and then she turned to Bailey. “Let’s go do this.” 
 
    “Okay,” the blonde hippie agreed with a smile.  
 
    “Off to find some civilians,” Tara said as she headed toward the door.  
 
    “You all be safe,” I said sternly. “Don’t draw attention to yourselves.” 
 
    “This isn’t our first rodeo,” Paige said, and she turned around to flash me a smile. 
 
    I waved to the girls as they headed off to do their jobs. I had confidence that they could handle their tasks, and I was ready to see what I could find around this massive place. There had to be plenty of rooms to look through, and I needed to get a move on if I was going to hit them all by two o’clock.  
 
    I hid mine and the girls’ rifles under the bed, then I patted my sides out of habit to double check that I had my pistol on my hip and my karambit in my pocket. I hoped I wouldn’t need to use either of them, but I wasn’t willing to take any chances. I knew the girls had their pistols on them as well, I had made them put them on before we left for breakfast that morning.  
 
    Now it was time to do some digging.  
 
    I headed out of my room and down the hallway, and out to the other, larger wing. I knew that the dining hall was there, but I hadn’t been able to go through the other rooms the previous night. I had only looked for the civilians, and I had already checked the rooms in our wing of the fort, though I would probably go through them again after I finished with the larger wing.  
 
    I carefully made my way across the open area of the wall that led to the other wing. I saw several men on the wall that faced the water, and some civilians in the courtyard, but not much else, so I headed into the wing and slipped behind the first door to my left.  
 
    The window overlooked the courtyard, so I made sure to stay out of the line of it in case anybody happened to look my way. I didn’t need anyone to know I was skulking around.  
 
    The room I had entered was some sort of exhibit. It displayed old weapons like swords and eighteenth century guns. They were still locked up beneath glass, and I wondered why they hadn’t been used. Maybe the guns no longer worked, but the swords and knives could be sharpened and used for sure. Why were they still locked up? And if Brody didn’t trust his crew, then why would he leave them there? Anyone could walk in, smash the glass, and take a weapon.  
 
    Maybe Brody wasn’t worried because he knew he could easily take out anyone who attacked him, after all I assumed that was part of the reason he hadn’t trained the civilians in the first place.  
 
    I scavenged the area, but found nothing important.  
 
    The next room I went into was another sort of showcase, but this one had pottery, dining utensils, and facts about different kinds of food eaten in the eighteenth century.  
 
    As I went along, I didn’t find much. A couple rooms that had been converted into bedrooms, more museum exhibits, and not much else. The last room I entered I looked around and again found nothing, so I peered out the window to the courtyard.  
 
    I watched as the civilians worked on the land, chopped firewood, and took care of the chickens that roamed the area. I also saw Tara and Paige with some women. It looked like they didn’t want to talk, and their body language suggested that they wanted to get away from my girls, but why? I knew Paige wouldn’t do anything to offend them, and though Tara could be crass, she was mostly beloved by other girls. Why didn’t the civilians want to talk to them? Were they scared to talk to outsiders, and if so, what secrets did they have? 
 
    It had been a long morning, and the more rooms I went into, the less it seemed I found. Each room was emptier than the last when it came to anything useful or informational. It was getting to be afternoon already, and there was one room I had yet to check. It would be the most dangerous of all, but also the most necessary: Brody’s room.  
 
    I had found out very little on my escapade for the day, but if I was going to find anything useful, then Brody’s room was my last chance.  
 
    I carefully made my way back down the hallway, ducked low to cross the walkway, and made my way into the other wing. Brody’s door was the first on my right, and I stopped for a moment to listen inside. I was sure that I heard no one, but I knocked anyway. It was better to be seen knocking than it was to be seen just walking in.  
 
    When there was no response, I knocked once more, waited again while I looked around to make sure nobody was around, then pushed the door open and closed it quickly behind me.  
 
    The room was a disaster, with blankets and clothes littered on the floor, and pieces of food sat out on plates in the corner.  
 
    A messy room was good though, a messy room meant that the owner of the room was far less likely to notice something out of place. I was surprised Brody would allow himself to be such an easy target like that, but it seemed he was unconcerned with anything trying to harm him. He obviously felt powerful up here in his stone tower.  
 
    I spotted Brody’s desk in the far left corner of the room and made my way over to it, careful to avoid the windows.  
 
    The desk itself was littered with papers on the top that tallied the amount of weapons they had, the ammunition, and the food. I checked out the list to see that their supplies were in good standing, but at the bottom the date showed that these papers were several months old. Why would they be on top? And what was the count now? Were they low on supplies, or was there another list that was equally full? 
 
    I opened the draws and began to rifle through them. They were messier than the room, with crinkled up papers thrown about, and no organization whatsoever.  
 
    I scanned the papers, but it was virtually hopeless. There was nothing useful, just notes about things that needed to be done around the fort, head counts for those that were there, and supplies they needed to get through the winter. The head count note was several months old as well, and Brody had said some people had left, but that would have meant that they left during winter. Who in their right mind would do that? Even if the accommodations weren’t great, they had to be better than being out in the cold with a bunch of ravenous Canadians.  
 
    I had almost given up when I noticed an official stamp on one of the papers. When I unfolded it, I realized that it was an official military letter addressed to Brody. It was dated a month before the EMP and requested his presence at Camp Roberts Army base on the West Coast.  
 
    The letter was vague, and there was no information about where exactly he was to go, for how long, or even why.  
 
    I stared at the orders for a moment, my eyes narrowed in concentration, but then I heard someone yell outside, and I placed the paper back where it belonged, covered it with the others, and shut the drawer.  
 
    I slipped out of Brody’s room and headed to my own. The first thing I did was check our guns under the bed and do a quick count to find that they were all accounted for.  
 
    Next, I slipped over to the window and looked down at the courtyard. Tara and Paige helped stack some firewood, and I scanned around the wall and found Anna and Bailey perched against the guardrail as they watched the guards across the way.  
 
    I turned my attention to the guards as well. There were four of them on the wall that overlooked the water, and two down in the courtyard. So, only six altogether. They each carried a rifle and a knife, but I didn’t see any weapons whatsoever on the civilians.  
 
    It seemed strange, too, that they watched the water instead of the road. Did more boats come by than cars or people on foot? And why not have two watch the water and two watch the road? None of it made sense.  
 
    The men on guard duty must have been the only ones Brody trusted, but they were obviously not skilled with their weapons, just the way they held them had told me that much.  
 
    I couldn’t get over the question of why Brody hadn’t trained his crew. There seemed to be no logical explanation behind it, especially if their winter had been as rough as he had said. A trained staff would have been a huge advantage against such a large wave of people. Maybe he relied on the wall to keep people out instead, but if someone was determined enough, a wall was an easy feat, especially with only six guards on duty.  
 
    I took the next hour to watch the happenings of the fort. I saw two civilian men come back from the water with a bucket full of fish, a large group of civilians tilled the field outside the wall in preparation for planting, and the guards stayed at their posts. I recognized the guards as the same ones that had been there that morning, and I realized there had yet to be a shift change. It was strange that they would be on duty for so long without even a lunch break, I would have to ask Anna and Bailey about that.  
 
    Finally, the sun showed that it was almost two o’clock, so I headed across the wall to where Anna and Bailey stood with their eyes on the guards. 
 
    “Hey,” I said as I approached. 
 
    “Hey,” Anna greeted me. 
 
    “It’s time for our meeting,” I said. “Meet me back in the room in five minutes.” 
 
    “Alright,” Bailey agreed. “Do you want us to get Paige and Tara?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “I’ll get them, just head over there, and be discreet.” 
 
    “Got it,” Anna said, and she led the blonde toward our wing of the fort. 
 
    I stared down at Paige and Tara for a moment until Paige looked up at me, then I gave a nod and headed back toward our room. 
 
    By the time I arrived, Anna and Bailey were seated on the bed.  
 
    “Where’s Tara and Paige?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “They’re on their way,” I assured the blonde.  
 
    “We’re here,” Tara said as she burst through the door.  
 
    “Did we miss anything?” Paige asked. 
 
    “Not at all,” I said. “We haven’t started yet.” 
 
    “Well let’s get to it,” Anna said, eager to share her findings I assumed. 
 
    “Alright,” I agreed. “You all go first.” 
 
    “So,” Anna started, “we watched the guards for a while, and we noticed that there wasn’t a shift change at all.” 
 
    “I saw that as well,” I said with a frown. “But I was hoping you all saw them get a break or something before I noticed them.” 
 
    “They didn’t even take a break for lunch or to get some water,” Bailey said, and she shook her head in dismay. “I think they each took a bathroom break, but that was it.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I said, but I found it more disturbing than anything. Breaks and shift changes were incredibly important for the safety and mental health of your soldiers. I never liked to keep anyone on shift longer than six hours, and I always made sure they ate when the rest of the group did.  
 
    “Anything else?” Paige asked. 
 
    “We also watched the civilians,” Anna said. “But it looked like you and Tara had a pretty good grasp on that, and they weren’t doing a lot besides working.” 
 
    “I saw that a couple men left the fort to go fishing,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige agreed. “I guess they go out and set traps and fish every day.” 
 
    “We haven’t eaten fish at all yet,” I said. “If they’re catching fish every day why aren’t they being eaten?” 
 
    “I think the civilians are eating them,” the brunette said. “That would be my bet since there’s so many of them.” 
 
    “Has anyone had eyes on Brody all day?” I asked, and the girls all looked at each other and shook their heads. I pursed my lips. I had yet to see him either, and the fort was only so big. Where was he? 
 
    “We talked to the civilians, though,” Tara said, drawing me out of my own thoughts.  
 
    “How did that go?” I asked. 
 
    “Weird,” the platinum blonde said, and her face pulled into a grimace. 
 
    “What do you mean weird?” I asked with narrowed eyes. 
 
    “She’s right,” Paige agreed. “It was strange. It was like they didn’t want to talk to us, and even when they did their answers were really vague.” 
 
    “What did you ask them?” I questioned. 
 
    “We asked how they liked living here with Brody,” Tara said with a shrug. 
 
    “And what did they say?” I asked. 
 
    “They said he saved their lives over the winter,” Paige said. 
 
    “That’s all they said?” I asked, confused. 
 
    “Pretty much,” the brunette said with a nod. 
 
    “Like I said,” Tara added. “Weird.” 
 
    “That does seem strange,” I agreed. 
 
    “What about you?” Anna asked. “Did you find anything useful?” 
 
    “Not really,” I sighed. “I noticed a few weird things, like how nobody has a weapon except for the guards. I thought maybe that was a fluke before, but it seems that the civilians aren’t allowed weapons.” 
 
    “That was the sense I got as well,” Paige said. “Nobody even had a knife on them.” 
 
    “Right,” Tara said. “Just an axe to cut wood.” 
 
    “I did find one thing,” I said grimly. 
 
    “What?” Tara asked, and she leaned in slightly. 
 
    “I sniffed around Brody’s room,” I said. “And I found some military orders addressed to him.” 
 
    “Was it about North Korea?” Anna asked quickly. 
 
    “I can’t say for sure,” I said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” the redhead asked.  
 
    “What did they say?” Bailey pushed. 
 
    “They were dated a month before the EMP,” I said. “And they requested his presence on the West Coast.” 
 
    “Where at on the West Coast?” Paige asked. 
 
    “Camp Roberts Base,” I said. 
 
    “What’s at Camp Roberts Base?” Anna asked. 
 
    “It’s the headquarters for the National Guard,” I explained grimly. 
 
    Everyone was quiet for a moment as they took in what I had said. Even I wasn’t sure what to do with that information.  
 
    “Why would they want a Ranger at the National Guard base?” Tara asked finally.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I said with a shake of my head. “Maybe the government had an idea that the Guard would be going into action soon and they needed combat veteran leadership. But it could have been a total coincidence as well. Without more information I can’t say for sure.” 
 
    “Weren’t you in the woods for a year before the EMP?” Tara asked. 
 
    “I was,” I said. 
 
    “Right,” Paige agreed with a snap of her fingers. “If they were looking for Rangers, then isn’t it possible they tried to send you a letter, too?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tara added with a nod.  
 
    “I suppose so,” I said, my eyebrows pinched together. “I hadn’t really thought of that, though.” 
 
    “Well, did the orders say anything else?” Paige asked.  
 
    “No,” I said. “They were quite vague.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Bailey asked. “Aren’t military orders normally a lot more detailed?” 
 
    “It means it was something secret,” I said. “Something they couldn’t put into writing.” 
 
    “Well, shit,” Tara said. 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “But we have no idea what it was about.” 
 
    “Well, we know that the West Coast is where North Korea attacked from,” Bailey said. 
 
    “According to the orders from D.C. that we found, that’s right,” Paige agreed.  
 
    “But if the orders were sent out a month before,” Anna said, “then that would mean they knew the attack was coming.” 
 
    “If that’s what it was about,” I said. “Then that’s a good assumption.” 
 
    “We need more information about this,” the redhead said. 
 
    “It seems like we didn’t learn much today,” Tara said. “I have more questions now than answers.” 
 
    “I agree,” I said. “There’s something strange going on here it seems.” 
 
    “It was weird that the girls didn’t want to talk to us,” the platinum blonde said. “I can’t get over how odd they were about it.” 
 
    “This place runs a lot different than our home,” Bailey said with a frown. 
 
    “Brody is, like, a less chill version of Tav,” Tara said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “You focus on getting things done,” she said. “But you’re really nice about it and helpful, like you’re always helping us do things.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Bailey said. “It makes people want to get things done because they respect you.” 
 
    “It seems like Brody relies more on fear than respect,” Anna added. 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige agreed. “The civilians didn’t stop working at all today, and you said the guards didn’t, either. It seems like nobody wants to get in trouble. There’s no joy in getting things done, they’re afraid not to.” 
 
    “I thought you said that you thought Brody was chill?” Bailey asked Tara. 
 
    “At first,” the platinum blonde agreed with a shrug. “But after seeing the way he runs things, not so much. That first chill impression was off.” 
 
    “It’s almost like a dictatorship it seems,” Anna said. “Like he’s in charge and that’s it, nobody else gets a say.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Tara said. “Less chill version of Tav.” 
 
    “I get it now,” I said with a frown. “But I don’t like it.” 
 
    “I don’t think anybody does,” Anna said. “Especially not the civilians.” 
 
    “Not to be naïve here,” Bailey said. “But maybe there’s a reason they’re like that.” 
 
    “Like what?” the redhead asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “If people were trying to get into the fort all winter then maybe they ran out of food,” Bailey said. 
 
    “I guess that would make sense if they couldn’t get out to hunt,” Tara said. “But they probably weren’t super well stocked then.” 
 
    “If they were food insecure then why would Brody be eating these huge meals, though?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Something isn’t adding up here,” I said, and I thought about the papers I had seen earlier that detailed the fort’s supplies.  
 
    “So what are we going to do?” Paige asked. “Should we take the mission or not?” 
 
    I opened my mouth to respond, but as I did gunshots rang out beyond the wall. 
 
    “What the fuck,” Tara breathed. 
 
    “Is someone here?” Paige asked with a panicked voice. 
 
    “One way to find out,” Anna said, and she took off toward the door. 
 
    “Wait!” I called, and I yanked our rifles out from under the bed and tossed one to the redhead.  
 
    We all grabbed our weapons, then followed Anna out to the wall where the guards were. I could hear men hollering in the distance as a few more rounds were released. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” Anna asked. 
 
    “It sounds like rowdy teenagers,” Tara said. 
 
    “Close,” Brody said as he came up behind us. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked seriously. 
 
    “The Guard,” the dark haired man said, and he pushed past us.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 4 
 
    I rushed after Brody and peered over the wall. The large man had come out of nowhere after none of my group had seen him all day, and I made a mental note to come back to that later, but for the moment I looked over the wall to see that there was a modified jeep filled with six men carrying M16s. They shot into the air and hollered while they did donuts on the road. The men weren’t overly large, but it looked like they at least knew how to handle the weapons they had on them.  
 
    They wore wife beaters, camo pants, and bandanas.  
 
    “That’s route 22,” Paige said. 
 
    “Yes,” Brody agreed. “They came from that way.” 
 
    “What the fuck are they doing?” Anna asked. 
 
    “They do this every so often,” Brody said with a shrug. “They like to play with their food before they eat it.” 
 
    “They’ve taken out your men?” I asked with concern.  
 
    “A few,” the dark-haired man said with a nod. 
 
    I watched as one of the men in the back of the jeep lined up a shot at one of the guards on the wall. 
 
    “Get down!” I yelled.  
 
    The men ducked just in time, and I pulled my team down as well. 
 
    “We need to get rid of these assholes,” I said through gritted teeth.  
 
    “On it,” Bailey agreed.  
 
    “Get a vantage point,” I told the blonde.  
 
    “I got this,” my sniper assured me, and then she ducked below the wall and headed further down the strip. 
 
    “Tara,” I said. “Head down to the outer wall and see if you can get a shot with your Rugar.” 
 
    “You got it, boss,” the platinum blonde said, and she gave me a sloppy salute before she ran down the nearest stairs.  
 
    “Paige, go with her,” I commanded. 
 
    “Already on it,” the brunette called as she followed the platinum blonde.  
 
    “Killin’ it,” Brody chuckled and hit me on the shoulder. “Damn, it’s good to see you work again, Tav.” 
 
    “Where are we at?” Anna asked me.  
 
    “How about the LW?” Brody asked with a raised brow. 
 
    I looked at Anna and gave her a grin. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said. Even if I wasn’t sure about Brody still, and we hadn’t decided on his mission, I wouldn’t turn down an opportunity to have some fun with a large and undeniably powerful weapon. It was strong enough to take out that jeep and all the men in it if the hit landed right.  
 
    Brody took off toward the howitzer, with Anna and I on his tail.  
 
    “Now this thing isn’t the easiest to load,” Brody said as we reached the large machine. “So don’t waste your shot.” 
 
    “Alright,” I agreed with a nod.  
 
    I showed Anna what to do, and which lever to pull, then I told her to wait for my signal. We wouldn’t use that weapon unless we had to, as fun as it would be, they weren’t exactly manufacturing bullets for them anymore.  
 
    I crawled to the wall and peered over. The jeep moved back and forth across the wall as the men inside kept a watchful eye out for their next target. They were speeding down the strip, flipping around, then speeding back down the other way. I knew their actions were intended to taunt us, but it pissed me off more than anything. Even if Brody had pissed these guys off before, making a spectacle out of yourself was no way to get revenge. Not only was it stupid, but it was also incredibly annoying.  
 
    “Come out, come out!” a man with long, dark hair shouted from the back of the jeep. 
 
    I didn’t have eyes on Bailey, but I had eyes on Paige and Tara. I knew they would wait for my signal, so I pulled my pistol out, took aim at the guy with the long hair, and took a shot. The jeep moved so erratically that it just hit the guy in the shoulder, but that was fine by me. I hadn’t expected it to be a headshot, I only needed to do one thing, and that was give the girls my signal. 
 
    The long hair guy fell backward from the impact of the shot, and I heard him yell out in pain while one of his buddies reached over to steady him. It seemed my shot had pissed him off more than anything, but a split second after my shot had landed, I heard Bailey’s rifle crack, and the long-haired guy took a bullet to the head. Blood sprayed out onto his buddies, but they quickly pulled his weapon off of him and pushed him over the side of the jeep. Along with that they sped up and up ducked down. It seemed a shoulder injury was enough to check on your pal, but a bullet to the head meant you got sent overboard.  
 
    I looked at the poor asshole’s lifeless body on the ground as his friends sped away from him.  
 
    I took a second to assess the situation and search for their weak points and how my team could get them. I knew Bailey was ready to take them out, but most of the men had ducked down into the back of the jeep, and their accelerated speed would make a kill shot that much more difficult.  
 
    “Tires!” I shouted down to Paige and Tara.  
 
    I saw the girls line up their shot, but the jeep swerved and jerked and sped up so they had no real chance of hitting the target.  
 
    The men in the jeep were up to something, I knew it, but I didn’t know what. Had they heard me yell about the tires? I doubted that they heard anything between the noise of their jeep and the fact that they were ducked down when I yelled.  
 
    Suddenly, the men in the back popped their heads up and one of them hopped onto the back of the jeep.  
 
    What was he doing?  
 
    I realized then that they had a makeshift slingshot attached to the cage of the vehicle. The guy pulled it back and set a bottle into it while another guy lit the top.  
 
    Shit. They had molotov cocktails, and with a slingshot that size there was a chance that they could make it over the wall. Even with running water, if they hit ammunition or landed into one of the bedrooms that was filled with furniture and cloth, we were all fucked. Especially if those bottles were filled with gasoline or alcohol like I knew they were. We had to do something fast.  
 
    “Bailey!” I shouted. 
 
    “I can’t get a shot in!” I heard her call back. “They’re moving around too much!” 
 
    I waited until the jeep slowed just slightly so they could aim the slingshot properly.  
 
    “Anna, now!” I shouted.  
 
    The LW155 Howitzer went off with a thunderclap and the Earth shook from the force of the artillery piece. The shell landed about fifteen feet from the jeep at the same time that Bailey’s rifle cracked and took out the driver.  
 
    A massive dust cloud arose from the impact, and the shrapnel blowback hit the jeep with enough force to pierce the sides. The tires popped from the explosion, and the jeep scurted to a sloppy stop while the men inside panicked. The molotov cocktails had been spilt, and soon the entire jeep was engulfed in flames.  
 
    You could hear men scream, and a couple tried to hop out, but they were already coated in flames and they didn’t get far before they fell to the ground for the last time.  
 
    “Nice shot,” I told the redhead. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said with a grin. 
 
    “Mission accomplished?” Brody asked, and he ran over to look over the wall. 
 
    “Mission accomplished,” I confirmed.  
 
    “Nice job,” he said with a clap on my shoulder.  
 
    “Thanks,” I said sincerely. Though we hadn’t decided what to do about his offer yet, it was nice to be useful, especially with these civilians around. I knew they couldn’t protect themselves, and Brody said those assholes had already gotten a few of his men before. I was happy to have not had a casualty.  
 
    I called Bailey, Tara, and Paige back up to me, and we stared over the wall as the jeep burned.  
 
    “They do that often?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Brody said. “Never brought the molotov cocktails before today, though.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you take them out before this?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Well, I’m only one man,” the dark haired man said with a grin. “As you can see that was obviously a team job.”  
 
    That comment only solidified the fact that these civilian guards were nothing more than placeholders meant to intimidate. It was dreadfully obvious that none of them knew what they were doing, and I wondered if Brody even let them carry loaded rifles.  
 
    “Why would they do that?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “They want the fort,” Brody explained. “They’ve wanted it for a while. This is the same group that owns the refinery.” 
 
    “Why, though?” Tara asked. “They have the refinery.” 
 
    “The refinery is great for making fuel,” the dark haired man said. “But the fort is a far better place to last out the winter, and a more secure place to keep their product.” 
 
    “Who are they?” I asked with real interest. 
 
    “They’re a bunch of ex cops and ex Guard guys,” Brody said.  
 
    “How do you know?” Anna asked. 
 
    “I captured one of them alive once,” he said. “I interrogated him and he told me about the refinery and all his buddies, that’s when I decided to try to make a trade with them.” 
 
    “And how long have they been here?” I asked. 
 
    “Since just before winter,” Brody explained. 
 
    “So they’ve come after you just since spring happened?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “As soon as the snow started to melt,” he agreed. 
 
    “Well, that’s part of them you don’t have to worry about anymore,” I said with a gesture over my shoulder.  
 
    “Thanks, brother,” Brody said with a grin. 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” I said. Part of me felt bad for Brody. Maybe he had been in a hard way recently and there was a reason he ran things the way he did. I still didn't agree with it, but I wondered if he would explain it if I couldn’t see his viewpoint.  
 
    “Dinner will be ready soon,” the dark haired man said. “I’ll get your answer from you then, but in the meantime come join me for a drink.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “We’ll be there in a moment.” 
 
    “I’ll count on that,” he laughed and headed toward the dining hall. 
 
    “Is nobody going to clean up the burning jeep?” Tara whispered, and we all turned to look at the wreckage.  
 
    Smoke wafted from the burning piece of machinery, and I could smell burnt rubber and engine oil. The jeep was still up in flames, but the men around it had mostly gone out, each of them a charred, body shaped thing on the ground.  
 
    “I guess not,” I chuckled. “The fire won’t spread with how wet it is.”  
 
    “It will tell someone we’re here,” Anna pointed out. 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “But I’m sure everyone already knows that Brody’s here by now, and if they didn’t, then the howitzer shot definitely woke them up.” 
 
    “Fair point,” the redhead retorted. 
 
    “So what’s our plan here?” Tara asked quietly. “Are we taking this mission or not?” 
 
    “I think we should,” Bailey said quietly. 
 
    “Alright,” I said, and I leveled with the blonde. “Why?” 
 
    “Seeing those guys attack made me feel like maybe Brody’s on to something with them,” Bailey explained. “They don’t seem like good guys. So we could do something good, and get fuel out of it at the same time.” 
 
    “Good points,” I agreed. 
 
    “I hate to say it,” Anna sighed. “But I think I’m with Bailey.” 
 
    “Yeah?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” the redhead said. “The fuel is too good to pass up.” 
 
    “It will be super helpful for the farm equipment,” Paige said. “We’ll be able to farm and harvest a lot more with it, and if we can get gas every six months, we’ll do really well.” 
 
    “That’s true,” I agreed.  
 
    “I think we have to do it,” Anna said, though her mouth was pressed in a thin line.  
 
    “Alright,” I agreed. “We’ll let Brody know tonight.” 
 
    “He said dinner would be ready soon,” Paige said. “I am kind of hungry.”  
 
    “And I could use a drink,” Tara said with a grin. 
 
    “No,” I said sternly. “No drinks for you tonight.” 
 
    “What?” the platinum blonde asked with wide eyes. 
 
    “One,” I started, “if we’re taking this mission then we’ll head out early in the morning. Two, you had more than your fair share last night and nobody is going to have to take care of you tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “Alright, alright,” Tara said. “I get it. I just wanted to have some fun.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” I said softly. “But you went a bit overboard last night.” 
 
    “Yeah,” the platinum blonde sighed. “I get it. I’ll be DD tonight.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I chuckled.  
 
    “Guess we can get fucked up then,” Anna said as she looked around to the other girls. 
 
    “Hey!” Tara pouted. “If you don’t have to take care of me, then I’m not taking care of you.” 
 
    “Who gave you a snack last night?” Paige asked with a raised brow. 
 
    “And who gave you water this morning?” Anna asked, and she pointed to Bailey. 
 
    “You’re such a meanie.” Tara blew a kiss at the redhead.  
 
    “I know,” Anna said with a grin, but then her face went sour. “We really should go find Brody though, I guess.”  
 
    “He’s kind of a dick,” Tara said. “But I don’t see why you hate him so much.” 
 
    “You only like him because you’re kind of a dick, too,” Anna laughed. 
 
    “Bitches get along with bitches,” the platinum blonde said with a wink.  
 
    I followed the girls to the dining room and thought about our situation as we walked. Anna was right, we had to take the mission, but I wondered who would benefit from it most. Sure, we would get our supply of fuel, but we would definitely need to come back before harvest to get more, probably more than once.  
 
    With fuel for the equipment, though, we would be able to harvest and store enough food for several years. Instead of only having gardens to use, we would have the whole of the fields that surrounded the farms.  
 
    I figured we would have to set up some sort of trade deal with Brody, but considering he had most everything he needed, and what he didn’t have we were about to acquire for him, I wasn’t sure what on earth we could trade for fuel. It was probably one of the most valuable resources after food and water.  
 
    “Tav?” Anna asked as we walked. 
 
    “Hm?” I said as I looked over to her. 
 
    “Are you alright?” the redhead asked. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I said. 
 
    “What are you thinking about?” Bailey pushed. 
 
    “A trade deal,” I said. 
 
    “A trade deal?” Tara asked with a raised brow. 
 
    “For the fuel?” Paige asked. 
 
    “Brody said we could have half,” Tara said. 
 
    “He did,” I agreed. “But we’ll still need to come back for more before harvest.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Paige said.  
 
    “And I’m betting Brody won’t let us have more just because we did the initial dirty work,” Anna said with a set jaw. 
 
    “I’m betting not,” I sighed. 
 
    “So we’ll have to figure out something to trade,” Bailey said. “That doesn’t seem so hard.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tara said. “We’re pretty good at acquiring things.” 
 
    “But what will he want?” I asked.  
 
    “It does seem like he has pretty much everything here,” Anna said. “And we’re about to get him fuel.” 
 
    “We’ll have to cross that bridge when we come to it,” I said as we reached the door. “We’ve made our decision. We’ll stick to it and get what we can out of this deal.” 
 
    “Alright,” my second in command agreed, and she gave a look full of trust and resolve.  
 
    I pushed the door open to the dining hall and found Brody at the head of the table as always, a jug of potato vodka to his right.  
 
    “Tav!” the dark haired man exclaimed. “I was just about to pour us drinks.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said as I took my place at the table. 
 
    “Dinner should be ready soon,” Brody said with a grin as he filled the glass in front of me.  
 
    “We can help,” Bailey offered once more. 
 
    “Oh, Miss Sniper,” Brody laughed. “You are too kind, you’ve already done enough today. It will be ready soon. Here, drink some vodka.” 
 
    “Um, okay,” the blonde hippie said as she took the glass. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I appreciate your help out there today,” he said with a look at each of the girls and myself. “You did good work, exactly what I need for this mission I hope you’ll accept.”  
 
    If Brody hadn’t believed me about my team before, he definitely did after the incident earlier. There was obviously no doubt in his mind that we were capable, and my thoughts went back to his comment about it being a ‘team job’. That was clearly directed toward us and what we could do.  
 
    He had been warm to my team since we arrived, but it seemed he was especially kind this evening, and I figured that their skills had to be the reason. Brody wasn’t one to give respect where it hadn’t been earned. I realized that even back in the Rangers with him.  
 
    I took a sip of my vodka, smiled, and nodded. It seemed yet again the civilians would not join us for dinner, but perhaps Bailey was right, perhaps he ran things differently because we had had different experiences. It didn’t explain it to me, and I was still suspicious, but maybe Brody wasn’t as worthy of my suspicion as I had initially thought. I did know the guy before the world went to hell, after all. Perhaps I was overprotective of my girls and my new life. Brody had said he wouldn’t go back for anything, and as much as I missed the old world, I loved the people I had now, and I wouldn’t trade them for anything, either.  
 
    “So,” Brody said with a grin. “Should we get down to business?” 
 
    I downed the rest of my drink, gave Brody a wide grin, and slammed my glass on the table. 
 
    “Pleasure first,” I said. “Business later.” I figured a bit of suspense would be good for the man, maybe knock him down a peg or two.  
 
    “Finally,” Brody laughed. “Tav has come to play!” 
 
    He had no idea.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    After a dinner of fileted fish, roasted vegetables, and cornbread, it was time to discuss business. Brody had several drinks in him at that point, and I figured that would help when it came to his generosity for the mission.  
 
    “So,” I said with a smile. “Let’s talk business.” 
 
    “Indeed,” the dark-haired man said, and he looked around the table. “Have you come to a decision?” 
 
    “We have,” I said.  
 
    “And what might it be?” Brody asked with a raised brow. 
 
    “We have chosen to accept the mission,” I said sincerely. 
 
    “Fantastic!” Brody shouted, and he let out an uproarious laugh. “This is great news. We will make preparations for you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Actually,” I said. “We’d like to leave as early as possible.” 
 
    “Eager to get on with it, eh?” he chuckled. 
 
    “I suppose so,” I said.  
 
    “Well then,” Brody said, and he thought for a moment. “I’ll get the supplies ready for you tonight, and we can load them into your boat first thing tomorrow.” 
 
    “That sounds great,” I agreed. 
 
    “My crew will head down to the refinery two days after you leave,” the dark-haired man said. “That way the fight will be over, and they can begin on making the fuel right away.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “We’ll hold off on the attack until they get there. I don’t want to take out the refinery guys and have something blow up because it was unattended. But those couple of days will give us an opportunity to do some reconnaissance. How many of your people should we expect?” 
 
    “At least a dozen,” Brody said.  
 
    “Can you give us an exact count before we leave in the morning?” Paige asked.  
 
    “Yeah,” Bailey agreed. “We just want to make sure everyone gets there safely.” 
 
    “I can do that,” Brody agreed with a smile.  
 
    “How long does it take to convert the oil into gasoline?” Paige asked.  
 
    “At least a full day is my understanding,” the dark haired man said.  
 
    “You don’t happen to have any books or manuals around here, do you?” the pretty brunette asked. 
 
    “I’m afraid not,” Brody said. “The workers know what they’re doing, so I never found it pertinent to try to obtain any.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” Paige said. “Maybe we can find some when we get there. I’d like to know more about the process.” 
 
    “I’m sure there’s some there,” the dark haired man said. “And you can always ask my guys once they arrive.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks,” Paige said with a smile.  
 
    “I can help you plot out your course if you’d like,” Brody offered. “The refinery is named Sneider.” 
 
    “I’m sure I can handle it,” the brunette said. “Thank you, though.” 
 
    “Paige is quite the navigator,” I said with a smile. 
 
    “On top of everything else these girls can do, I’m not surprised,” Brody laughed.  
 
    “They are well skilled,” I said with a proud look around at my team. 
 
    “How about some dessert then to celebrate?” Brody asked. 
 
    “Dessert sounds great,” Tara piped up. 
 
    “Count me in,” Paige agreed. 
 
    Brody stood up, walked to a nearby table, and carried a covered serving dish over to us.  
 
    “Ta da,” he said as he took the lid off.  
 
    Underneath was the most beautiful cake I had seen in a long time. It was a stacked cake with a deep, chocolate frosting that covered the outside. It reminded me of a cake you would see in a magazine, or on television, one that a master chef made which you had no hope of recreating. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Tara moaned. “That looks amazing.” 
 
    “Wait,” Anna chuckled. “Were you not going to give us cake if we said no?” 
 
    “You’d still get cake,” Brody laughed. “I’m not a monster. But now it will taste even better because it is a celebratory cake.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s how that works,” Paige giggled. “But either way, I’ll take it.” 
 
    Brody dished each of us a large slice of the beautiful cake. The inside was as dark as the outside, and I knew it would be rich and velvety even before it hit my mouth, but once I took my first bite, I was not disappointed.  
 
    The texture was creamy and moist, and the chocolate was decadent and delicious. I’d grown to love Betty’s cakes at home, but this was probably the best cake I had ever had in my life. I enjoyed another bite, then thought about the fact that the civilians probably wouldn’t get any of it, and the cake grew heavy in my mouth. As delicious as it was, it didn’t taste the same without sharing it with the person who had created it. 
 
    “This is amazing,” Tara sighed.  
 
    “It’s so rich,” Paige agreed, her eyes closed in pleasure. 
 
    “It is really good,” Bailey agreed. 
 
    “Mhm,” Anna added. 
 
    I gave the girls a smile and finished my cake, though I didn’t enjoy it as much once I remembered the civilians. Still, though, the cake was delicious, and I was happy to see my girls happy. It had been a long, strange couple of days, and they deserved a little treat after all the work they’d done.  
 
    “That was delicious,” I said after everyone had finished eating. “Thank you again.” 
 
    “I’m glad you enjoyed it,” Brody said with a grin. 
 
    “We should be heading to our room now, though,” I said. “We really need to plot out our course for tomorrow.” 
 
    “Of course,” the dark haired man agreed. “Let me know if you need anything.” 
 
    “We will,” I said, and I looked at the girls. “Ready?” 
 
    “Ready,” Anna confirmed, and she stood up, thanked Brody, and followed me out of the room.  
 
    I led us back to our chambers and locked the door behind us.  
 
    “Oh, man,” Tara said as she flopped onto the bed. “I’m stuffed. That chocolate cake was something else.” 
 
    “It was super good,” Paige agreed as she laid down next to the platinum blonde. 
 
    “Well, I hope you two aren’t so full that you can’t work,” Anna said with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Right,” Paige sighed as she sat up. “We do need to plot out that course.” 
 
    “How can we help?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure there’s much help you can give,” Paige said with a small smile. “It’s nothing against anyone, it’s just really a one woman job.” 
 
    “Alright,” Anna said. “What can we work on while Paige plots our course?” 
 
    “Do a quick inventory first of all,” I suggested. 
 
    “On it,” Bailey said with a smile.  
 
    “Thank you,” I told the pretty blonde.  
 
    “Tara,” Anna said as she poked the platinum blonde who was sprawled out on the bed. “Tara!” 
 
    “Huh, what?” Tara breathed as she shot upright. “I’m up, I’m up.” 
 
    “I hope so,” I laughed. “You all have work to do.” 
 
    “This bed is just so damn comfortable,” she said with a stretch. 
 
    “We wouldn’t know,” Anna said with a glare, “you sprawled out in the middle last night and hogged the whole thing.” 
 
    “Oh whatev,” Tara said, and she rolled her eyes. “This thing is huge. You had room.” 
 
    Paige pulled out her maps and compass and laid them all out on the floor of the room while Anna, Tara, and Bailey began to count our rations and bullets.  
 
    “I was going to ask earlier,” Tara said, “but why didn’t we plot out our course with Brody? Doesn’t he know the area better than we do?” 
 
    “Brody doesn’t need to know our exact course,” I said in a low voice. “We need to have our own plan.” 
 
    “Okay,” the platinum blonde agreed, and I knew she wouldn’t question me further.  
 
    “Besides,” Paige said. “I’m more than capable of plotting out our course without Brody’s help.” 
 
    “I already knew that,” Tara said with a smile. That chocolate cake had obviously put her in a good mood.  
 
    The girls went back to counting while I looked over Paige’s shoulder at the maps. The brunette studied them carefully for a moment, then she began to make notes in her small journal with directions for us. She even included some rough diagrams to help her navigate our path better. I knew that it would be easier for her to use the map itself, but I also knew that she took pride in her maps, and she used them so frequently that she couldn’t have them cluttered with past trips. They were a reference, but the real course was in her head.  
 
    “So what’s the plan?” I asked after a few moments. 
 
    “Well,” the pretty brunette sighed. “We’re going to have to backtrack some.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” I asked, and my eyes narrowed in on the map. 
 
    “There’s no place where Lake Champlain connects to Lake George directly across,” she said, and she pointed at the map. 
 
    “So we’ll have to go up La Chute river,” I said with a nod. 
 
    “Right,” Paige agreed. “There’s one problem with that, though.” 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “There’s a falls on La Chute,” the brunette said, and she indicated the place on the map. 
 
    “How large is it?” I asked.  
 
    “I can’t say for sure,” she said. “But I don’t think we’ll be able to go up it.” 
 
    “Is there another way to Lake George?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” she said with a shake of her head. “But the falls seem to be all the way across, but not very wide. I think if we can find a trailer nearby we should be able to get the boat out of the water, and once it’s on level ground, we’ll be able to pull it around. It’ll be heavy, but I think we can do it.” 
 
    “I’m sure we can,” I agreed. “But we’ll need a winch set up to get the boat out of the water. But that also means we’ll have to do the same thing on the way back.” 
 
    “Actually,” Paige said, and she bit her lip. “It looks like there’s some small rapids right after that, so we probably wouldn’t be able to get back up the river.” 
 
    “We’d have to leave our boat on Lake George,” I sighed. 
 
    “Yes,” she agreed. 
 
    “We’ll see if Brody has a vehicle he could send down for us,” I said. “We’ll add it to the deal so that we can get the boat home. But what about the current after we get over the falls?” 
 
    “Upriver it shouldn’t be too bad,” she assured me. “They aren’t very large falls so there won’t be a huge current to draw us to them.” 
 
    “Alright,” I agreed. “And where do we go from there?” I was hesitant about the waterfall we were going to encounter, but if Paige thought this route was best, then I knew better than to question her. Besides, we were crafty, and even if we had to figure out a way to get the boat home on our own, we were headed to a refinery where there would be plenty of fuel.  
 
    “We’ll take La Chute all the way down to Lake George,” the brunette said. “The Hudson flows right by the oil refinery, but there’s no way for us to bring the boat that far, so we’ll have to leave it and travel on foot from there.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “How long do you estimate the trip will take?” 
 
    “Three days at least,” Paige said with a shake of her head. “It’s no quick journey, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “You’ve done well,” I said with a smile. Three more days just down to the refinery wasn’t quite what I wanted to hear, especially since we had already been gone from home several days. I knew Rolly, Betty, and everyone else would worry about us, and I didn’t like the idea of keeping them waiting any longer than we had to.  
 
    “I’m going to keep working for a bit,” the bookish brunette said. “Just to make sure this is the best way.” 
 
    “I understand,” I said, then I turned my attention to the other girls. “How are we doing over here?” 
 
    “We’re all counted up,” Bailey said. 
 
    “And what’s the verdict?” I asked. 
 
    “We each have enough ammunition for five full magazines in our rifles,” Anna announced. “And ten mags a piece for our pistols.” 
 
    “Hm,” I said with narrowed eyes. “I may ask Brody for more bullets tomorrow.” 
 
    “That’s kind of what we were thinking, too,” Bailey said. “I mean this is sufficient, but I’d rather be over prepared.” 
 
    “Always,” I agreed with a grin. “Good work, girls. What about food rations?” 
 
    “Well, we haven’t eaten much of them since we’ve been here,” Tara said. “But we still only have enough for a day and a half or so.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “I’m sure Brody is already planning on giving us supplies, but I’ll make sure before we leave. If not we’ll stop somewhere and do some hunting or scavenging.” 
 
    “Okay,” Bailey agreed with a soft smile.  
 
    “Anything else we can do?” Anna asked.  
 
    “There’s running water here,” I said. “Let’s make sure we fill all of our water bottles, and if anybody wants to hand-wash a couple items of clothing let’s do it now so they’ll be dry by morning.” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Tara said. “I definitely need to wash some clothes.” 
 
    “I’ll fill all the water bottles,” Bailey said as she hopped up and began to gather supplies. 
 
    “Thank you,” I told the blonde hippie.  
 
    “Let me help,” Anna said, and she took some of the bottles out of Bailey’s arms, which had quickly become far too full.  
 
    I gathered my own water bottles, along with a couple shirts and two pairs of boxers, then I led the girls down to the large bathroom. We filled up the water bottles first and set them aside, then I added some water into the bathtub and threw my clothes inside.  
 
    Tara did the same, then Anna, and Bailey. 
 
    “Did everyone get a couple things to wash?” I asked.  
 
    “Yeah,” Bailey said. “I figured why not?” 
 
    “We get sweaty out there, too,” Anna chuckled. 
 
    “I’m sure you do,” I laughed. “Did anyone ask Paige if she needed anything washed?” 
 
    “I didn’t ask,” Bailey said. “But I grabbed some of the stuff I know she likes to wear most.” 
 
    “That was very sweet,” I said. “Thank you.” 
 
    “No problem,” Bailey said, but I saw her pale cheeks go red at my compliment.  
 
    “After we’re done with this,” Tara said, “I kind of want a shower if that’s cool.” 
 
    “I don’t see why not,” I said. “I think we could all use a shower.” 
 
    “Well, you’re more than welcome to join me,” the platinum blonde said with a wink. 
 
    “I might take you up on that,” I laughed.  
 
    “All we have is shampoo, conditioner, and body wash,” Anna said. “What do you think is best for the clothes?” 
 
    “Let me see them,” Tara said, and she grabbed the bottles and quickly read the labels.  
 
    The platinum blonde poured some bodywash into the tub, swished it around a bit, then looked at the rest of us. 
 
    “I’m not washing all these myself,” she said. 
 
    “Of course not,” I said. “I think we’re all just curious why the body wash is the best?” 
 
    “It will be the best for cleaning,” Tara said. “But we’ll need to add some conditioner after we’re done washing so that our clothes don’t feel all stiff and icky once they dry.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” Anna asked. 
 
    “You’ve obviously never had an emergency laundry situation,” Tara said with a small shake of her head. 
 
    “No,” the redhead chuckled. “I can’t say I have.” 
 
    “I’ve had too many,” the platinum blonde said with an eye roll. “You pick up a few tricks after a while.” 
 
    “How many emergency laundry situations can one person have?” Bailey asked, her small blonde eyebrows pinched together in confusion. 
 
    “I’m still wondering what qualifies as an emergency laundry situation in the first place,” I said. 
 
    “I’ll give you an example,” Tara said as we all scrubbed our clothes in the tub. 
 
    “Oh this should be good,” Anna laughed. 
 
    “It’s terrible, actually,” the platinum blonde retorted. “This one time I was at a hotel party with my friends, and I was wearing this super gorg white dress. Well, this dumbass guy Ricky, who totally tried to hit on me like a million times, and just wouldn’t take the hint. Anyway, Ricky got super wasted early on, like, he was partying before anyone even got there. And he came up to me all crazy like and somehow managed to spill his whole glass of red wine right on my dress.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Bailey said with a frown. 
 
    “Right,” Tara agreed, and she nodded her head as if the situation was incredibly serious. “And I couldn’t exactly call room service and have them dry clean it since I didn’t have any other clothes. Not to mention I needed to do something fast to prevent the stain from setting in.” 
 
    “So what did you do?” I asked. 
 
    “I went to the bathroom,” the platinum blonde explained. “And since it’s a hotel, you know they have those little things of soap and shampoo and stuff, so I went to the bathroom, took the dress off, rubbed some soap on it, rinsed it with warm water. This was after I already knew a thing or two. But I got that stain out, blow dried my dress mostly dry, and got the hell out of there.” 
 
    “Wow,” Anna said. “That was the most boring, yet interesting story I’ve ever heard.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Tara said with a proud smile.  
 
    “I’m not sure that was a compliment,” I laughed. 
 
    “I’m not sure if it was either,” Anna admitted. 
 
    “So whatever happened to Ricky?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “He inherited his father’s company,” the platinum blonde said with an eye roll. “So he gets paid to do nothing. Pretty sure he was off on a yacht somewhere when the EMP hit, so there’s a chance he’s still alive I guess.” 
 
    “You turned down a guy who was set to inherit his father’s company?” Anna asked, her jaw open wide. 
 
    “Well, yeah,” Tara said, as if it was totally obvious. “He was a dick.” 
 
    “We led very different lives before this,” Anna laughed. 
 
    “You would date him just because he’s going to inherit money?” Tara scoffed. “Gold digger.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t date him,” the redhead said. “I’d marry him, then I’d divorce him and get some cash.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” the platinum blonde laughed. “I think this is the first time I’ve really felt connected with you. A girl after my own heart.” 
 
    “You two are crazy,” Bailey said. “I’d only marry for love.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Anna chuckled. “Me too, but it’s nice to dream.” 
 
    “I guess I’m lucky I met you all after money became obsolete,” I laughed. 
 
    “Oh, you totally could have gotten into my pants anyways,” Tara said with a shrug. “I’d have like, all the affairs with you while my rich dumb husband didn’t know.” 
 
    “For real,” Anna laughed.  
 
    Bailey said nothing, but she blushed and looked down to the clothes. 
 
    “Good to know,” I said with a grin. 
 
    We finished washing the clothes, then we added the conditioner like Tara said, rinsed them once more, and we were done.  
 
    “Where should we hang them to dry?” Anna asked. 
 
    “There’s a fireplace in our room,” I said. “I’ll build a fire, and we’ll hang them near it.” 
 
    “Okay,” the redhead agreed. 
 
    We carried the clothes and water bottles back to our room. Paige was exactly where we had left her, on the floor with her maps. 
 
    “All good?” I asked as we came in. 
 
    “All good here,” the brunette said as she looked up at me. “I think we’re going with my original plan. It seems to be the best route.” 
 
    “I figured it would be,” I said. “I’ll go talk to Brody about getting a vehicle in the morning.” 
 
    I found some kindling and wood stacked by the fireplace, so I got to work on stacking it just right to get a fire going quickly, but a knock on the door disrupted my concentration, and my small pyramid of kindling fell. 
 
    “Who do you think it is?” Bailey whispered. 
 
    “I’m sure it’s Brody,” I said quietly.  
 
    “I’ll get it,” Anna said. 
 
    “No,” I said as I got up and headed toward the door. “I got it.” 
 
    I moved to the door and stood for a moment to check if there had really been a knock on our door, or if we had heard a knock on someone else’s door.  
 
    “Tav,” Brody called out. “Open up, open up.” 
 
    “Hey,” I said as I pulled the door open. “I wasn’t sure if the knock was for our room or not.” 
 
    “Of course it was,” the dark haired man laughed. “I came to collect you for a nightcap.” 
 
    “I was in the middle of building a fire,” I said with a gesture at the fireplace. 
 
    “I’m sure one of the girls can handle that, right girls?” he asked as he peered around me. 
 
    “Sure,” Bailey said quietly. “We got it.” 
 
    “Alright then,” Brody said, and he pulled me into the hallway. “Come have a drink with me.” 
 
    I gave the girls a serious look, then closed the door behind me. I heard one of them rush over to lock it, which put me at ease, though I didn’t like the fact that the only weapon I had on me was my karambit at the moment. I had taken my pistol off earlier so the girls could get an accurate tally of our bullets.  
 
    Once again I walked down the hallway to Brody’s extravagant room, and I thought about how I had broken in earlier that day, and the strange letter I had found in his desk. I wouldn’t ask him about it, not yet at least, I would wait for it to come up naturally. I didn’t want him to know that I had snuck into his room. He seemed to trust me entirely at this point, and I didn’t want to give him any reason to doubt that trust. 
 
    “I wanted to thank you personally,” Brody said as he pulled two chairs over to the fire that raged at the far end of the room.  
 
    “Oh, that’s not necessary,” I said. 
 
    “Of course it is,” the dark haired man said as he poured me some red wine. 
 
    “Did you make this as well?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, no,” he said and he flipped the bottle around so I could see the label. “I keep a small stash in my room for special occasions.”  
 
    “I see,” I said as I took a small swig. The wine was tart and dry on my tongue, but it had a good flavor so I took another swig. 
 
    “I appreciate your willingness to take on this operation,” Brody said as he stoked the fire. “It means a lot to me, brother.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” I said. “Besides, it was a team decision.” 
 
    “Maybe,” he laughed. “But we all know who the leader of the team is.” 
 
    “I suppose I am the leader,” I contended. “But I value the opinions of each of my girls.” 
 
    “Seeing what they could do today,” Brody said, and he whistled low. “I can’t imagine why you never went to Ranger School to be a unit leader.” 
 
    “I was thinking about it,” I said with a shrug, “but I wanted to figure out what I really wanted to do with my life, and I never was set on leading in the military.” 
 
    “You should have gone,” the dark haired man said seriously. “You were one of the best soldiers I knew. Probably the best, actually.” 
 
    “We all went through the same training,” I said. 
 
    “Don’t be so humble,” Brody chuckled. “You knew you were better than half the men in our unit, you just played it too humble.” 
 
    “That’s the Ranger way,” I said with a small smile. 
 
    “You won’t win this with me,” he laughed. “You’re a damn good soldier, and you didn’t get your dues in the military. But now’s our time. We’ll get what we deserve.” 
 
    “I’m going on the mission for the fuel,” I said as my eyebrows pulled together. “I’m not worried about getting my dues. I served for my family and my country.” 
 
    “All great reasons to serve,” Brody said with a nod. “But it doesn’t change the fact that you deserved far more recognition than you got. All of us vets deserved far more recognition than we got. But now we can get what’s owed to us.” 
 
    We sat in silence for a moment, and I took another drink of my wine. Brody’s ideals were strange and foreign to me, but I couldn’t be sure that they were actually harmful. After all, it seemed that he only went after bad dudes so far, but still, I didn’t agree with his motivations. Regardless, though, I needed a vehicle from him.               
 
    “I have something I needed to talk to you about,” I said. 
 
    “Shoot,” Brody told me. 
 
    “We have to go up La Chute river,” I informed him. “We won’t be able to bring our boat back up that way. Do you have any vehicles that we could use to get our boat home? We’ll find a trailer somewhere.” 
 
    “Sure,” he said, and he clapped me on the back. “I’ll send the civilians with a couple of jeeps. There’ll probably be some at the refinery, too, you’re welcome to keep one of those, if there are any.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “One more thing, do you have a winch setup? We’ll need it to get the boat out onto La Chute.” 
 
    “I believe so,” he said, and his eyes narrowed as he thought. “I’ll have someone bring a box by your room, you can take whatever you need from the supplies I have.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I repeated, then I took a swig of my drink, and we were quiet once more.  
 
    “I know for a fact that you saved more than just my ass in Sierra Leone,” Brody said in a quiet voice, and he gave me a serious look. “I talked to a few of the soldiers after you left, and man, they had some stories.” 
 
    “Probably exaggerated,” I said with a smile. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Brody said. “You deserve The Medal of Honor for all the lives you saved during service. Half our unit wouldn’t have survived without you.” 
 
    “It’s a dangerous job,” I said. “I was only doing my part.” 
 
    “No,” he said with a shake of his head. “You deserved a damn Medal of Honor, and not only that, but you deserved far better pay than you got. We all did. We risked our necks for this damn country, and they treated us like trash. We got the salary of a desk worker, with a million times the hazard. But now it’s our time, brother. We’ll get what we deserve now that there’s only ourselves to fight for.” 
 
    Brody had me heated at that point, and I was about to say something I might later regret, but a knock on the door stopped me. 
 
    “Come in,” Brody called, and he held up a finger to me.  
 
    A small, blonde haired woman entered the room and closed the door softly behind her. I stared at her for a moment, but she didn’t look up from the floor once.  
 
    “I’m afraid our time has come to an end for now,” Brody told me with a grin. “My nightly meeting has arrived.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said, and I set my wine glass on the small table between us and stood up. 
 
    “I’ll see you first thing in the morning,” Brody said as he walked me to the door. “I even have a surprise for your sniper.” 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked warily.  
 
    “Well, it wouldn’t be much of a surprise if I told you, now would it?” he laughed. 
 
    “I suppose not,” I said as we reached the door, though I had never been a big fan of surprises.  
 
    The woman looked sad and slightly scared. She held her arms close to her and stared at the floor. I wanted to ask if she was alright, but I knew Brody would just answer for her, and since she wouldn’t look up, I couldn’t mouth anything to her either. All I could do was give her a soft smile that she didn’t see as Brody ushered me out the door. 
 
    “See you in the morning, brother,” he said and he closed the door quickly.  
 
    I stood for a moment and stared at the door, almost ready to burst back in and check on the woman, but instead I took a deep breath and headed back to my own room.  
 
    All I had on me was my knife, and though I was sure I could beat Brody in virtually any physical challenge, I also knew that he had plenty of weapons stashed in his bedroom, and I doubted he would hesitate to pull a gun on me if I interrupted his escapades. 
 
    Perhaps the girl was just shy, and she was embarrassed that I was there as well. Besides my feeling that she was sad, I had no evidence to suggest that she did not want to be there.  
 
    I tried to keep my head about me as I made my way back to my room and knocked on the door. 
 
    “It’s me,” I said, and I heard the lock click. 
 
    “We were wondering when you’d be back,” Anna said as she pulled the door open. “That didn’t last quite as long as last time.” 
 
    “No,” I agreed. “Brody had a visitor.” 
 
    “Who?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “One of the civilian women,” I answered. “He said it was his nightly meeting.” 
 
    “Do you think he is seeing one of them?” Bailey asked, always so innocent. 
 
    “I bet he’s seeing a lot of them,” Tara said dryly. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Bailey asked, her eyes wide with shock. 
 
    “I bet they have sex with him because he keeps them safe,” Anna said. 
 
    “That’s not right,” Paige said with a frown. 
 
    “No,” I said. “It’s not.” If the girls were right, and I suspected they might be, then we had to do something about it.  
 
    “We don’t have any evidence of this, do we?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “Not really, no,” I sighed.  
 
    “Maybe she wants to have sex with him,” the blonde hippie suggested. 
 
    “That’s a reasonable assumption as well,” I said. “But it’s something to keep our eye on.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Anna said. “Maybe once the civilians come down to the refinery, we can actually talk to a few of them.” 
 
    “Won’t Brody be escorting them?” Paige asked. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” the redhead said. 
 
    “I didn’t get that impression, either,” I confirmed. 
 
    “It’d probably be a good time to talk to them, then,” Tara agreed with a nod. 
 
    “We’ll make a point to do that then,” I said, and I looked to the fire that blazed in the hearth and smiled. “Who got the fire going?” 
 
    “I did,” Bailey said softly. 
 
    “Good job,” I said. “I’m sure it was a bit different building it in a fireplace like that.” 
 
    “Same concept, different design,” the blonde said with a smile. 
 
    “I don’t know about you all,” Tara said through a yawn. “But I’m exhausted. Is it bedtime yet?” 
 
    “I think so,” I chuckled. “You all lay down, I’m going to stay up for a while.” 
 
    “You need sleep, too, you know,” Anna said with a raised brow. 
 
    “I know,” I said with a soft smile. “But I have a few more things I want to get done.” 
 
    “We can help,” Paige said, and she took off her glasses to rub her eyes. 
 
    “You girls have done plenty for the day,” I said. “Go ahead and lay down, I’ll join you later.” 
 
    “Alright,” Anna said with a shrug. 
 
    “We’ll save you a place in the middle,” Bailey said with a smile. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I said. “I’ll squeeze in where I can.” 
 
    “Oh!” Paige exclaimed, and she turned to me. “Did you ask Brody about a vehicle?” 
 
    “I did,” I agreed. “He’s going to send a couple with the civilians. And he said he’d send someone by with a winch setup.” 
 
    “Great,” the brunette yawned.  
 
    The four girls stripped down to their underwear, except for Bailey who kept her undershirt on since she didn’t wear a bra, and crawled into the large bed.  
 
    I couldn’t help but feel some arousal as I watched them all curl up together, but I shook my head to clear it and turned to Paige’s maps. 
 
    I trusted the brunette with my life, but I wanted to go over the route myself to get a feel for it. Paige was right, it would be a several-day journey at least, and on the boat there was no guarantee of how fast we would go. The wind could be great, or there could be none. I made a note in Paige’s book to look for some oars wherever we could. There were only two emergency ones on the boat for the liferaft, but if we could get a few more, then we would be able to row when the wind was minimal. That would save us a lot of time.  
 
    I also scanned the maps for towns we would have to go through. There were quite a few, and while towns typically meant a good place to scavenge, I wasn’t sure there would be time for that. Towns also meant possible people, though, and that was where my concern came in. We had a set number of bullets, and if there was trouble on the way down there, then that meant less ammo for the oil refinery guys. Plus, at this point even if we could find a town to scavenge, there was no guarantee that there would be anything left. The Canadians had torn through New York and Vermont with a vengeance, and I had no hopes that they had left anything of value.  
 
    While the girls slept, I carefully moved about the room and laid out our weapons and ammo. I trusted the girls, but it was always good to have a recount. Once I had finished with the tally, I wrote it down in Paige’s book as well, I wanted to keep track of exactly how many bullets we used, for what, and when.  
 
    A knock sounded on the door, and I made sure it hadn’t woken up the girls before I answered it. There was an older man with a box full of ratchet straps and hooks, and an assortment of old tools.  
 
    “Brody told me to bring you this,” the man whispered, and he handed me the box. 
 
    “Thank you,” I told him. I wanted to invite him in so I could ask him some questions about the fort, but the girls were sleeping and I didn’t want to disturb them, besides, we’d get a chance to talk to the civilians personally once they arrived at the refinery.  
 
    “Goodnight,” the man said, and he headed back down the hallway. 
 
    I closed the door and set the box on a table in the corner of the room. It was full of useful gadgets, and I was able to find several ratchet straps, some thick webbing, and a hand crank winch with a metal cable. That was all I really needed, but I took the ratchet straps and paracord all the same and shoved them in my bag.  
 
    I stoked the fire and added a few more pieces of wood. There was a nice, large wingback chair in front of the fireplace, so I took a seat there and put my feet out toward the flames. After a few moments I grabbed the map to look over it while the fire raged in front of me. The heat felt good against my toes, and I settled into the chair and started to memorize the names of the towns we would come across on our journey.  
 
    I heard the girls stir and turned around to see Paige make her way out of bed.  
 
    “Hey,” I said softly. “Do you need some water or something?” 
 
    “That sounds great,” the brunette said, and she grabbed one of the bottles against the wall.  
 
    I watched as she stood and drank, she wore only a light pink bra and white cotton panties, and I could see her toned figure in the firelight. Her long chestnut hair fell down her back, and as she pulled the water bottle from her lips a few drops hit her chest and slid down between her breasts.  
 
    “What are you doing over here?” she asked in a low voice as she walked over toward me. Her hips swung with each step, and her small, pert breasts bounced ever so slightly.  
 
    “Just going over the map once more,” I said.  
 
    “Does it all look good to you?” the brunette asked, and she leaned down to look at the map in my lap. Her long hair fell across my shoulder, and her breasts were right in my eyeline as she studied the map that I no longer cared about.  
 
    “It looks great,” I answered. “You did a wonderful job as always.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Paige said with a blush. The firelight lit up her face in the sexiest way as she looked down and back up at me again. “You’re not tired?” 
 
    “Not yet,” I said. “I just want to make sure we’re fully prepared for tomorrow.” 
 
    “We’re always prepared,” the brunette chuckled.  
 
    “You can go back to bed,” I said softly. I wanted more than anything to rip her bra and panties off and lick every inch of her body, but I wouldn’t keep her up if she was tired. She worked hard and she earned every bit of rest she wanted to take. 
 
    “Actually,” Paige said, and she bit her lip. “Can I sit here with you for a minute? It’s so warm by the fire.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said with a smile, and I folded up the map and set it next to the chair, then I patted my lap.  
 
    The beautiful brunette sat down gently on me and pulled her legs up so her knees curled over the arm of the chair, then she leaned her shoulders against my arm and looked out to the fire.  
 
    The flames lit up her face with a soft, orange glow, and I stared at her features, the soft downward slope of her nose, her beautiful brown eyes, and the soft, supple outline of her lips.  
 
    “What?” Paige asked suddenly, and she looked up at me.  
 
    “Nothing,” I said. “I just like to look at you. You’re beautiful.” 
 
    “Thanks,” the brunette said, and she looked down and bit her lip.  
 
    I could feel my erection stir under her, and the feel of her ass on my lap only served to speed up the process.  
 
    I lifted my hand and traced it over her shoulder, then down her arm and back up again. Next I let my fingers gently, slowly run over her collarbone, then down, between her breasts and over the small swell of her stomach.  
 
    I desperately wanted to reach into her panties, but instead I traced my fingers down her hip to her thigh, and back up once again. 
 
    “Oh,” Paige breathed. “That feels so good.” 
 
    “Your skin is so soft,” I said, my voice husky from arousal.  
 
    I traced down her body once more with my fingers, but this time when I got to her hips I slowly traced toward the inside of her thigh.  
 
    Paige’s breath caught as her thighs pressed together out of instinct, but I carefully pushed them apart and traced up the inside toward her panties.  
 
    “Oh, god,” the brunette whisper-moaned, and her head fell back against my arm. 
 
    “You are so sexy,” I whispered as I reached the hem of her panties and traced it up and down. 
 
    Paige’s body tensed as I moved my finger over her panties. I could feel that she was soaked already, and my erection grew underneath her.  
 
    I teased her for a moment more as I slowly moved my finger across her growing wet spot, then I grabbed her by the back of the neck and pulled her mouth up to mine. 
 
    She breathed into me as I kissed her deeply, and she wrapped her arms around my neck, her hands tangled in my hair.  
 
    “I want you so bad,” I growled. 
 
    “I’m all yours,” she whispered. 
 
    I kissed down her jaw to her neck and nibbled her soft skin as I ran my hands down her sides and felt every curve of her beautiful body. 
 
    I felt her breath grow ragged against me, her chest rose and fell heavily, and I needed to feel her, so I reached around, undid her bra, and revealed her supple, perky breasts. 
 
    Her small, pink nipples were taut as I cupped my hands around them. Her body was warm under my hands, and I continued to kiss her deeply as I rolled her nipples between my thumb and forefinger.  
 
    “Ohhhh,” Paige whispered as she pulled away from me and threw her head back in pleasure. She moved to where she straddled me and began to rock her hips against me. 
 
     I could feel the heat of her on my erection, and it drove me crazy. I kept one hand on her breast as I squeezed and pinched her nipple, and I moved the other hand down to her panty line and slowly pushed my way down toward her slit. 
 
    “Fuck,” the brunette moaned as my fingers slid inside her panties.  
 
    I rubbed her pussy with my finger, she was slick and soaked, and I felt my breath go ragged as I took in the feel of her.  
 
    “Oh, please,” Paige moaned as she pushed her hips down against my fingers. 
 
    “Do you want me inside you?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she breathed. “Please, Tav.” 
 
    “Say it,” I commanded. 
 
    “I want you inside me,” she said and she bit her lip.  
 
    I slipped my finger into her pussy, one, then two, and I felt her spasm against me. 
 
    “God that feels so goooood,” she moaned as she rocked her hips against my hand. 
 
    I slowly pushed my fingers in and out as she ground against me.  
 
    “Oh, fuck,” she panted, and I felt her grow tight around my fingers. 
 
    I let her ride my fingers until I felt her pussy grip me and spasm as her body tensed and her grip in my hair tightened.  
 
    Once her orgasm was finished, I pulled my fingers from her, looked her in the eyes, and tasted her. 
 
    Paige watched hungrily as I licked every drop of her from my fingers. 
 
    “Do I taste good?” she asked breathily. 
 
    “Like candy,” I said with a grin. 
 
    “Oh shut up,” she giggled and hit me on the shoulder.  
 
    “Come here,” I breathed, and I pulled her mouth against me for a deep kiss while I pushed her hips back so I could slide her panties off.  
 
    Once her panties were off, I unzipped my pants and freed my erection.  
 
    “God,” Paige groaned as I rubbed my cock against her slick pussy. 
 
    “Do you want it?” I breathed. 
 
    “So bad,” she panted. “Please, Tav.” 
 
    With that I thrust inside of her and held her against me while she breathed raggedly.  
 
    “Oh my god,” the brunette moaned, and she spasmed around me.  
 
    “You feel so fucking good,” I groaned as I slid in and out of her hot, wet pussy. 
 
    I reached around to grab her ass and pushed her hips up and down on me so she bounced on my cock hard.  
 
    “It’s so deep,” Paige groaned as I pushed all the way in once more. 
 
    I picked up the brunette by the hips, and stood up as she wrapped her legs around me, then I walked us over to the wall and pushed her back against it. 
 
    “Hold on to me,” I breathed. 
 
    “Okay,” Paige said, and she gave me a deep kiss until I began to thrust in and out and she pulled away with a gasp. 
 
    Her pussy felt so good as I pushed in and out as hard as I could. I needed to feel her come on me again.  
 
    “God,” the brunette cried out, and I covered her mouth with my hand so the other girls wouldn’t wake up.  
 
    I felt Paige’s body tense as I kept the pace, and soon she threw her head back in pleasure as her pussy spasmed hard on my cock.  
 
    I pulled out and thrust inside once more and filled her with my cum while I could still feel her spasms.  
 
    We stood against the wall for several minutes as we caught our breath.  
 
    “Are you tired now?” Paige asked after a while. 
 
    “Definitely more tired than before,” I chuckled, and I walked us over to the chair and set Paige down.  
 
    “Are you nervous about tomorrow?” the brunette asked. 
 
    “Not nervous,” I said. “But it is a longer mission than most of the ones we’ve been on before, and we’re dealing with a mode of transportation that is still fairly new to most of us.” 
 
    “Fair points,” the brunette said with a nod. “But I think we got this.” 
 
    “We definitely got this,” I laughed.  
 
    “Can you two shut up already?” Tara grumbled from the bed.  
 
    “I’m with blondie,” Anna said. “It was bad enough we had to hear you both fuck.” 
 
    I looked at Paige, and she looked back at me with wide eyes, but then we both burst out laughing.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    The next morning I woke to the sound of movement. I opened my eyes to see the girls all up and sitting around the fireplace. 
 
    “Is it dawn yet?” I asked. 
 
    “Not quite,” Anna answered. 
 
    “You all are up early,” I said as I hopped out of bed and threw my pants on. 
 
    “Well, maybe if you weren’t up all night sexing Paige, then you’d be up early, too,” Tara said with a wicked smirk. 
 
    “You’re just jealous it wasn’t you,” the brunette laughed. 
 
    “Damn right I am,” the platinum blonde responded. 
 
    “Oh lord,” I said as I walked toward the fireplace. “Is that coffee I smell?” 
 
    “Yes,” Tara said. “Brody never has any at breakfast, and I was itching for some caffeine.” 
 
    “It should be ready in just a minute,” Paige said. “We just added the grounds.” 
 
    “Oh, you girls are wonderful, have I told you that lately?” I asked as I took a seat next to Bailey on the floor. 
 
    “Not nearly enough,” Tara said with a grin. 
 
    “Remind me to do it more often,” I chuckled. 
 
    I stared out the window for a moment at the still dark sky outside. I knew it would be dawn soon, but for now I would enjoy the early morning and some coffee with my girls. We were in for a long few days, and a good cup of java seemed the perfect way to start our journey off on a good note.  
 
    “I miss Winchester,” Bailey sighed as she looked at the fire. 
 
    “Aww,” Paige said with a smile. “We all miss him. And Rolly, and Betty, and everyone else. But we’ll be home soon.” 
 
    “I know,” the blonde said with a frown. “But Winchester would love this fireplace.” 
 
    “He loves any fireplace,” Tara laughed. 
 
    “That’s true,” Bailey chuckled, and I was happy to see a genuine smile on her face.  
 
    Bailey finished up the coffee and poured us each a cup. The black liquid smelled so good I could barely wait for it to cool down before I took my first sip. It was hot as hell, but the flavor hit my tongue and I sighed with satisfaction. 
 
    “Careful,” Anna chuckled. “You’re going to have no taste buds left.” 
 
    “Worth it,” I said, but I set the drink down to cool some.  
 
    “So are we going to see if Brody is awake before we head out?” the redhead asked. 
 
    “Well,” I said. “As much as I’d just like to leave, I think we should. He did promise us some supplies, and we still need to know how many people to expect at the refinery.” 
 
    “Good point,” Paige said. 
 
    “Besides,” Bailey added. “If we just left, he could think that we bailed on the mission.” 
 
    “That’s true, too,” I agreed.  
 
    “He’s normally not up very early, though, is he?” Anna asked with a raised brow. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” I said. “But he will be today.” 
 
    “It looks like we have a little bit of wind out there,” Paige said as she looked out the window. “That will be perfect to get us going.” 
 
    “Did I hear something about a waterfall yesterday?” Tara asked. “Or was I dreaming?” 
 
    “Not a dream,” Paige sighed. “But it’s the quickest way.” 
 
    “How is a waterfall the quickest way?” the platinum blonde retorted. 
 
    “It’s a small waterfall,” the brunette said with a glare. “And we’ll be able to get around it easily.” 
 
    “How are we going to do that?” Anna asked. 
 
    “We’ll take the boat onto shore,” Paige said. “We’ll bring it around the falls, then get going again.” 
 
    “We’re going to carry the boat?” Tara asked, slack jawed.  
 
    “It won’t be that bad,” I said. “It will be kind of like pushing a car.” 
 
    “I hate doing that,” the platinum blonde said with a crinkled nose, and I remembered how she had insisted on steering the last time we had to push a vehicle.  
 
    “We’ll figure it out,” Anna said confidently. “If Paige mapped out this course for us, then I trust that it’s the best way.” 
 
    “Thanks,” the brunette said with a soft smile. 
 
    “You are the captain of the boat,” I told the brunette. 
 
    “No, you’re our captain,” Anna said. 
 
    “Paige is a much better boat captain,” I said. 
 
    “I’m fine with being the first mate,” the brunette laughed. 
 
    “What about the old T.V. show?” Bailey asked. “Wasn’t the first mate called the Skip or something?” 
 
    “It was Gilligan's Island,” I chuckled. “And they called him the Skipper.” 
 
    “That’s it then,” Anna said. “Paige is the Skipper. It’s decided.” 
 
    “Does that make you Ginger?” Tara snickered, and I raised an eyebrow at her. “What? My grandma used to watch that show.” 
 
    We all laughed at the platinum blonde for a moment and then finished our coffee. Bailey made us another pot and filled our thermoses for the day, then we put out the fire, grabbed our gear, and headed out to the wall.  
 
    We set our stuff down, and just as I was about to ask one of the guards if they had seen Brody, the man in question strolled out from the wing of the fort. 
 
    “Tav!” he called. “You look ready for the day.” 
 
    “Almost,” I agreed.  
 
    “Come,” he said. “Let’s have some breakfast.” 
 
    “We really should be going,” I said. “We want to make as much headway today as we can.” 
 
    “Right you are,” Brody said with a nod. “Let’s get your boat loaded then, shall we?” 
 
    “That sounds great,” I said. “And did you get a count of how many people will join us at the refinery?” 
 
    “Sixteen,” he said. “Oh, and before I forget. I have a little something for your sniper.” 
 
    “For Bailey?” I asked, and my eyebrows pinched together as I remembered what he had said the night before about a surprise. 
 
    “Bailey is the sniper, yes?” Brody asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed.  
 
    “Did he say he has something for me?” the blonde hippie asked. 
 
    “I did,” Brody said, and he headed back into the wing. 
 
    “What do you think it is?” Bailey asked, and she looked at me confused. 
 
    “I have no idea,” I said.  
 
    “Here it is,” Brody called as he walked out with the barrel of a rifle barely visible from behind his back. “Close your eyes and hold out your hands.” 
 
    “Alright,” Bailey agreed with a soft voice, and she did as requested. 
 
    I watched carefully as Brody laid a Barrett M82 in Bailey’s small arms. She nearly dropped the weapon when he let go, but caught it and opened her eyes. 
 
    “What’s this?” she asked as she looked up at Brody, then at me. “This is mine?” 
 
    “It is for you,” Brody said with a grin. 
 
    “You really didn’t have to,” Bailey said with a shake of her head. “I can’t accept this.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” he said. “You’ll get more use out of it than anyone. Besides, consider it a part of the supplies for the mission I’m sending you on.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked Brody. The weapon he had just given Bailey was incredibly useful and powerful, I doubted he just had them lying around, at least I hadn’t seen any while I had snooped around the day before.  
 
    “Of course,” he said with a smile. “Take it and enjoy. I have some ammo for you as well, I packed it in with your supplies.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Bailey grinned and gave Brody a quick hug. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” he laughed and clapped the blonde hippie on the back. 
 
    “What gun is it?” Anna asked as she looked over Bailey’s shoulder. 
 
    “It’s a Barrett rifle,” I said. “It’s technically an anti-material rifle, but it can be used as a long range sniper weapon as well.” 
 
    “Is it a .50 cal?” Paige asked.  
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed, and all the girls’ eyes widened.  
 
    “Anti-material rifle,” Tara said, “what’s that?” 
 
    “It means it was designed to take out equipment,” Paige explained as she examined the weapon. 
 
    “Equipment like what?” the platinum blonde asked. 
 
    “Aircraft, trucks,” I said with amusement. “Anything your enemy could use to fuck you up.” 
 
    “Jesus,” Tara breathed. 
 
    “Does that mean this thing can shoot through walls and shit?” Anna asked with wide eyes. 
 
    “That’s exactly what it means,” Brody laughed. 
 
    “Damn, Bailey,” Paige said. “Moving up over here.” 
 
    “Thank you,” the blonde told Brody once more. “I really love it.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll have some fun with it,” he said with a wink, then he clapped me on the shoulder. “Let’s get you ready to go.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I agreed with a smile. 
 
    “There’s a case for it as well,” Brody said, and he grabbed a large carrying case from against the wall.  
 
    I showed Bailey how to break down the weapon, and offered to carry the case for her, but she insisted that she had it, so I backed up with a smile.  
 
    While it wasn’t the weapon I personally would have picked out for Bailey, the Barrett was one hell of a firearm, and since that girl could drop someone with a .223 at four hundred yards, I had no doubt that she would excel with her new toy. I would have to show her a few things, since it was much more powerful than her previous rifle, but I had faith she would pick it up quickly. I’d also have to explain to her that it wasn’t a replacement for her daily rifle. The Barrett was a beast, and I’d probably end up carrying it for her while we traveled, considering the thing weighed at least thirty pounds. Still, it was a nice weapon to have around.  
 
    I wondered why Brody had given her the gun, though. It was an incredibly nice and generous gesture. Maybe he was just impressed with her skills, or maybe he really was grateful that we had taken the mission, and it was a token of his appreciation. Either way, I was pleasantly surprised by his gift, and I knew it meant the world to Bailey. She hadn’t said anything, but I knew she had wanted a new weapon for a while. She loved her M14, I knew, but I could tell that she had grown bored with it. Now she had two different personal weapons to choose from.  
 
    We followed Brody and two of the guards down to the gate that led to the water and found a large ammo box filled with supplies waiting for us. 
 
    “I hope this is enough for your travels,” Brody said. “It should be about a week’s worth of supplies.” 
 
    “It’s plenty,” I agreed. “Thank you.” 
 
    “There’s three hundred rounds for your sniper’s new toy in there,” he said with a grin. 
 
    “Awesome,” Bailey said.  
 
    “We best be going,” I said as I held out my hand to Brody. “We look forward to the arrival of your crew.” 
 
    “Be safe out there, brother,” he said as he grabbed my elbow. “I’ll see you real soon.” 
 
    “You got it,” I said and I grabbed his elbow as well. 
 
    “Alright,” Anna announced. “Let’s get this boat on the water.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said with a grin, and I grabbed the large box as the guards opened the gates for us.  
 
    “See you soon, brother!” Brody called as we headed out and the gates closed behind us. 
 
    “It was pretty badass of him to give Bailey that gun,” Tara said as we walked. I had hung back since I had the box to carry, and Tara chose to walk in the back with me.  
 
    “It was nice,” I agreed. 
 
    “But I hate that he just calls her ‘the sniper’,” the platinum blonde added. 
 
    “You noticed that, too, huh?” I chuckled. 
 
    “Well yeah,” Tara said. “It’s so weird. Like, I wouldn’t just call him the Ranger. Bailey has a name.” 
 
    “It’s sweet of you to get upset for her,” I said.  
 
    “She’s like my sister,” the platinum blonde said. “Besides, she’s the sweetest one out of all of us. She deserves our protection.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure she can protect herself,” I laughed and gestured to where Bailey walked with her new Barrett in front of us. The weapon was heavy, but she was too excited to care, and she staggered a bit to the right as she walked.  
 
    “You know what I mean,” Tara said with an eye roll. 
 
    “I do,” I chuckled. “And you’re very sweet for it.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” the platinum blonde said. “Do you want me to carry the box for a while?” 
 
    “You must be in a very good mood today,” I said with a playful smirk. 
 
    “That coffee definitely helped,” Tara laughed. 
 
    We reached the boat and I put the supply box in the below deck cabinet, along with our belongings except for our weapons and a water bottle for each of us, along with our thermoses.  
 
    “Are we ready to get going?” Paige asked with a clap. 
 
    “I believe so,” I said.  
 
    The sun had just barely kissed the horizon as we got the boat untied and off onto the water. The morning air was cool, with a slight breeze that pulled us along effortlessly. We sailed from the large, open area of Lake Champlain, to the small canal that was the La Chute River.  
 
    By the time we reached the river the sun had risen and the day had begun. The horizon was lit with blues, oranges, purples, and pinks as a new day overtook the night. 
 
    “It’s so pretty out,” Bailey said as she looked at the sky. 
 
    “It is,” I agreed. 
 
    “How do you feel?” the blonde asked Anna, who sat and stared at the horizon with us. 
 
    “I feel fine, actually,” the redhead chuckled. “I think I’m over my seasickness.” 
 
    “You just needed some time to adjust,” Paige said with a smile.  
 
    We looked at the horizon for a moment and sipped at our coffee. It was a pleasant morning, and I was happy to be away from the fort and on the water with my girls once more. It was a shame we weren’t headed home, and that we couldn’t send word to let them know we were alright, but we would come home with fuel, and that would be a good enough reward for them to forgive our tardiness, I thought.  
 
    “We have a decent speed right now,” Paige said. “But this river is a lot smaller than Lake Champlain, so we just need to make sure that we’re steering.” 
 
    “That’s my job, right?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Paige confirmed. “But we can take turns if you’d like.” 
 
    “I’ll go first,” Tara said. 
 
    “Oh,” the brunette said, and she bit her lip. “Actually, I meant Tav and I could take turns steering.” 
 
    “What?” the platinum blonde asked. “You don’t trust me to steer?” 
 
    “It’s not that,” Paige said. “It’s just that steering is really sensitive, so you have to be careful.” 
 
    “It’s cool,” Tara chuckled. “I get it. I didn’t really want to steer, anyway, I was just trying to be helpful.” 
 
    “Oh,” the brunette said, but she looked skeptical. “Well, thanks.” 
 
    “No problem,” the platinum blonde said with a grin. 
 
    “She’s in a good mood today,” I explained. “It’s the coffee.” 
 
    “Ah,” Paige said with a nod. 
 
    “Is anyone else hungry?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “Me,” the brunette said. 
 
    “I think she was talking to the rest of us,” Anna chuckled. “We know you’re always hungry.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Paige laughed.  
 
    “Let’s see what we got in that supply box,” I suggested. 
 
    “Alright,” Bailey agreed, and she brought the box up from below. 
 
    “Plenty of canned goods it looks like,” Anna said as she peered into the box. 
 
    “Yeah,” the blonde agreed. “Canned corn, green beans, beans, potatoes.” 
 
    “What else is there?” Tara asked. 
 
    “Oh it looks like there’s some bread in here,” Bailey said happily. 
 
    “Yum.” Paige grinned. 
 
    “Whoa,” Bailey said. 
 
    “What?” Tara asked, and she leaned forward. 
 
    “They made us some pastries,” the blonde said and she held up a box filled with what appeared to be danishes. 
 
    “Oh hell yeah,” Paige said. “Pass me one of those.” 
 
    “Alright,” I laughed. “Danishes for breakfast it is.” 
 
    We sipped our coffee and ate our danishes while I carefully steered the boat when necessary, and the girls chatted. 
 
    The danish was delicious, it seemed they had some supply of fresh or canned fruit, because the one I got was peach, and Tara said hers was cherry. I was grateful to whoever had made them for us, I didn’t know much about pastries, but I doubted they were the easiest thing to make, and unless they had some on hand, then that meant they made these for us last night or that morning.  
 
    I savored the last bite of my breakfast and took another swig of my coffee.  
 
    It was mid morning already, and we had passed the interstate and had just started around a large curve in the river. 
 
    “There’s going to be a park up here on our left,” Paige said. “And the falls won’t be far after that.” 
 
    “Oh great,” Tara said with an eye roll. 
 
    “At least we’ll get that part out of the way the first day,” Anna said with a shrug. 
 
    “That’s true,” the platinum blonde conceded. 
 
    “There’s a little bridge up there,” Bailey said with a point. “Will we fit under that?” 
 
    “We should,” Paige said. “There’s a boat launch not too far from us, so we should be able to navigate through everything.” 
 
    We went under the little bridge without a problem, and in the distance I saw the falls. They weren’t large, but we definitely wouldn’t be able to get up them in the boat. Paige was right, we would have to take the boat to shore and go around them.  
 
    To my left the park Paige had talked about came into view. The vegetation had become overgrown, and where it looked like it had once been a park meant more for people to enjoy, now I saw several deer in the grass, and some were even at the water's edge to get a drink.  
 
    “Girls,” I said quietly, and I pointed. 
 
    The conversation stopped as the girls looked at the deer and gave out an audible ‘aww’. There were several babies with the herd, and they were quite cute.  
 
    “Gonna put that new gun of yours to the test?” Tara asked with a grin, and she elbowed Bailey in the side. 
 
    “What?” Bailey screeched with wide eyes. 
 
    “I’m just kidding,” the platinum blonde laughed. “They’re obviously too cute to shoot. Besides, we have plenty of food.” 
 
    “Jeez,” the blonde sighed. “I was going to throw you over if you were serious.” 
 
    “Damn, Bailey.” Anna burst out laughing.  
 
    “What?” the blonde asked. “That would have been so cruel!” 
 
    “Yeah, but you went straight for throwing overboard,” Paige laughed.  
 
    “My bad,” the hippie said with a smile and a shrug. 
 
    I laughed at the girls and watched the deer for a moment more. As crazy as the world had become, it was beautiful to see nature take it back one small step at a time. That park, and this river had been modified for humanity, and now the animals and the forest had taken it back.  
 
    I felt a sense of serenity as I watched the beautiful animals graze and the babies running around and playing.  
 
    “Uh, Tav,” Tara said. 
 
    “Yeah?” I asked, and I looked up to see all the girls staring at me. “What?” 
 
    “You’re kind of veering the boat toward the shore,” Paige laughed. 
 
    “Whoops,” I said and I shook my head. “Sorry, I was distracted by the deer.” 
 
    “And she didn’t trust me to steer,” Tara whispered to Bailey.  
 
    “Oh, shush,” Paige chuckled. “Here, Tav. I’ll steer for a bit. We’re almost to the falls anyways.” 
 
    “Okay,” I agreed. “Thanks.” 
 
    “You said there’s a boat launch up there?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige said. “It’s right by the falls, I figured that’s where we would pull the boat to shore.” 
 
    “So,” the redhead said. “If there’s a boat launch then there could be a trailer there, right?” 
 
    “I suppose so,” the brunette responded. 
 
    “If there’s not there could be one nearby,” Bailey said. “I bet a lot of people that live by the water have them.” 
 
    “If we could find a trailer then that would make moving the boat a lot easier, wouldn’t it?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige agreed. “Anything with wheels makes moving something way easier on the person having to exert the force.” 
 
    “I vote we try to find a trailer, then,” the redhead said. 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” I said with a smile. 
 
    We traveled on as Paige steered the boat toward the falls, and I watched the wildlife in the park. 
 
    “There’s the boat launch,” Paige said.  
 
    “If you just pull the boat close enough for us to hop off, then we’ll go look for a trailer,” Anna offered.  
 
    “I’ll go with Anna,” I said. “You three stay on the boat.” 
 
    “Alright,” the brunette agreed. “I’m sure I can manage that.” 
 
    Paige pulled us close to the boat dock, threw a rope around one of the poles on the side, and pulled us in.  
 
    “You might miss the water if you jump,” she laughed. “Sorry, this is as good as I can get.” 
 
    “Ready?” I asked Anna. 
 
    “Ready,” the redhead responded, and we both hopped down into the water and headed toward shore. It was only about knee deep, though it came up a bit farther on Anna since she was shorter than I was.  
 
    “We'll be back in twenty minutes at most,” I hollered.  
 
    “Got it,” Bailey called.  
 
    Anna and I headed up the small ramp and followed the road to a visitor’s center about the falls, the small place was run down and trashed, and there wasn’t a single boat trailer in sight, so we continued on. Once we got to the main road, it appeared we were in a commercial part of town instead of residential like we’d hoped. 
 
    “There’s not going to be any houses near us,” the redhead said with a frown. “Shit.” 
 
    “This could be better for us, actually,” I said with a grin. 
 
    “How so?” she asked. 
 
    “Look for a hardware store, lumber store, or even a boat or fishing store,” I said. 
 
    “Alright,” Anna agreed. “We need to hurry, though.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I said. “Let’s get to it.” 
 
    We walked down the main strip and looked for any businesses that might provide us with a chance at a trailer. There was a barbecue place, a pizza place, a bank, and a pub, but no hardware stores or lumber shops in sight. The town itself was absolutely destroyed, there were busted windows everywhere, some dead bodies lying on the ground, and it looked like the place had been picked absolutely clean. The Candians had done a real number on this place, and I was sure it wasn’t the only town that looked like this now.  
 
    “I have an idea,” Anna said as we were almost to the end of the road. 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “There’s a country shop down there,” she said with a point. 
 
    “Yeah?” I asked. 
 
    “Just follow me,” she said with a grin. 
 
    I followed the redhead down to the shop and around the corner to its parking lot. Sure enough there were three or four trucks parked there, and one had a medium sized trailer attached to it. 
 
    “How on earth did you think of this?” I chuckled. 
 
    “Country boys love their trucks,” Anna responded with a wink. “One of them was bound to have a boat trailer since we are right by the river.” 
 
    We got the trailer unhooked and started to walk it back to the girls. It wasn’t a long walk, but the trailer slowed us down some since we had to maneuver it on the road and watch for the broken glass from the store windows. It wasn’t exactly light, either.  
 
    “Hey!” Bailey called as we made the turn back toward the boat launch.  
 
    “You got one!” Paige hollered, and she jumped up and down.  
 
    “It’s like she had no faith in us,” Anna chuckled. 
 
    We pulled the trailer to the boat launch and got it ready to bring our sailboat onto land. The ratchet straps came in handy, and we were able to attach them to the trailer, and the boat, and pull the boat into place a lot more easily than we would have without them.  
 
    Next I attached the winch to a nearby tree, and Anna hooked it to the trailer. The webbing was tough, and I figured it would handle the weight of our sailboat, but we were also hauling it up the steep angle of the boat launch. 
 
    I began to crank the handle. The first few rounds were easy as the rope tightened, but once I encountered that resistance it was a total bitch. The girls stood on either side of the trailer and tried to push as I cranked the handle as best as I could. My arms grew sore quickly from the amount of force I had to exert, but after twenty minutes or so we finally had the trailer out of the water, though my muscles were absolutely dead at that point.  
 
    Next we unhooked the winch and it was time to lift the trailer and pull it around. Wheels always made things seem lighter, but the initial lift was still quite a bit of effort. Once we had the front end off the ground, and got some momentum going it wasn’t too bad, but it still took us an hour and several rest breaks to get over to the boat launch on the other side of the falls.  
 
    “I wish we could take this trailer with us,” Bailey said as we prepared to put the boat back into the water. “It’s so handy.” 
 
    “This should be the only time we need to do this,” Paige said. “But a trailer is always handy for a boat.” 
 
    “We’ll get a permanent one for us soon,” I said. “Don’t worry.” 
 
    “Alright,” the brunette agreed with a clap. “Now let’s get back on the water.” 
 
    We maneuvered the trailer and lowered the boat into the water. Paige hopped on quickly, and helped the other girls while I gave the boat a push from the trailer, and scrambled to get on. The water lifted it off the trailer, and we once more began to float.  
 
    “Whoo!” Paige exclaimed as we took our positions on the boat once more. “That was fun.” 
 
    “Hopefully that was all the fun we’ll have for today,” Tara said with a shake of her head. 
 
    “Well, actually,” the brunette said, and she bit her lip. 
 
    “What?” the platinum blonde asked with wide eyes. “What didn’t you tell us?” 
 
    “It’s nothing like what we just did,” Paige explained. “But up here in a minute it is going to get kind of narrow and we might get some rapids.” 
 
    “Rapids?” Bailey asked with a panicked voice. 
 
    “Not crazy rapids,” Paige said. “But some small ones. Don’t worry, we got this.” 
 
    “Um, speak for yourself,” Tara scoffed. “When it comes to rapids, I definitely don’t got this.” The platinum blonde put air quotes around the last couple of words in the sentence to mock Paige’s nonchalance, and I had to laugh.  
 
    “We’ll be fine,” Paige chuckled.  
 
    She had warned me about the rapids the day before, but I trusted the brunette entirely. She was an expert navigator, and one hell of a sailor, so I had no reason to believe she wouldn’t be able to handle a bit of choppy water, on a river no less. 
 
    I had been rafting before, and it could be seriously dangerous, but Paige had assured me that these were nothing like what you would encounter on a white water rafting trip. She said they were far more tame, and with the size of the boat it shouldn’t be an issue.  
 
    “How long do we have until these rapids?” Tara asked, and she looked around warily as if they were going to sneak up on her.  
 
    “Um, a couple minutes,” Paige said. 
 
    “A couple minutes?” the platinum blonde squealed.  
 
    “Hey, at least we’re getting all the crazy stuff out of the way early,” Anna said, and then she looked at Paige. “This is the last crazy thing for today, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” the brunette said. “I promise.” 
 
    “Alright, then,” Anna agreed. “We got this, guys.”  
 
    “Can everyone stop saying we got this and actually look panicked for a second like normal human beings, please?” Tara asked, and she glared at each of us.  
 
    “What can we do to help?” I asked Paige while I ignored Tara’s outburst. 
 
    “Just stay at your stations,” the brunette said. “But Tav, I want you to trade with me, I’ll need to steer through this.” 
 
    “Understandable,” I said and I stood up and let Paige take my spot at the rudder. 
 
    “Is that the rapids up there?” Bailey asked, and she pointed just ahead of us. “The water looks kind of choppy.” 
 
    “That’s the start of them,” Paige agreed, and she flashed a wide grin to the group. “Ready?” 
 
    “We got this,” the blonde said with a smile. 
 
    “Does it concern anyone else that she’s smiling?” Tara asked, and we all laughed. “No? Just me, then, huh? Cool, that’s cool.”  
 
    Paige steered us into the rapids, and the boat rocked side to side slightly as we went, but otherwise the ride was smooth.  
 
    “This is it?” Tara asked, and she opened her eyes after a moment. “This is nothing.” 
 
    “Hold on!” Paige shouted just then, and the boat turned hard to the left with the river, and Tara halfway fell to the floor. 
 
    “What the fuck!” the platinum blonde yelled. 
 
    “Not done yet!” Paige called. 
 
    The water had gone from mild to hot in a split second. The boat rocked back and forth and veered side to side and Paige expertly navigated us through the rough waters and around the large bend in the river. The choppy water tossed us around, and I looked ahead to see a small dip that looked like another waterfall. I looked back to Paige and was about to ask her if we were going down that when I saw the joy in her eyes as she veered and twisted the boat, so instead I just shut my mouth and watched.  
 
    The falls were much smaller than I expected, but they were enough to dip the front of our boat and send a large splash up. After that the water was calm, and just as quickly as the current had attacked, it let us loose and the water seemed safe once more. 
 
    “What the fuck,” Tara said, and she punctuated each word as if it was a sentence of its own.  
 
    “Everyone alright?” Paige asked with a grin as she wiped some water off her forehead. 
 
    “No!” the platinum blonde shouted. “I don’t think we’re alright.” Tara looked down at her drenched shirt. “I’m soaked!” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Bailey said with a soft smile. 
 
    “Look at what you did to poor Anna,” Tara said, and she pointed to where the redhead was leaning over the side of the boat, her sea sickness obviously back from the choppy water. 
 
    “Oooh,” Paige said with a grimace. “Sorry, Anna. There wasn’t another way around, though.” 
 
    “It’s cool,” the redhead said as she sat up and wiped her mouth. “We’re done now though, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” the brunette agreed. “We’re done. Why don’t you drink some water?” 
 
    “Water,” Anna repeated, then she heaved and spun around to vomit over the side once more. 
 
    “Oops,” Paige said, and she gave me a guilty look, but I flashed her a smile.  
 
    We continued on down the river for a while. The water was surrounded by the city, and I didn’t like the fact that we were so close to where there could be people, but we didn’t have much of a choice. There were houses and restaurants, and plenty of other places where people could have been hiding out in. I made sure to keep my weapon drawn and an eye on the shore at all times, but I still didn’t feel comfortable surrounded by the city.  
 
    “Hey, Paige,” I asked after a while. “How long will we be in this residential kind of area?” 
 
    “A little bit longer,” the brunette said. “But we should be out of it before we need to stop for dinner.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, and my eyes narrowed in on the shore once more.  
 
    “It’s a good thing the water is so high right now from the snow,” Paige said with a small smile.  
 
    “You did a good job back there,” I said. 
 
    “Thanks,” the brunette responded. “I used to go rafting with my dad. Never on a boat like this, but still.” 
 
    “That must have been fun,” I said.  
 
    “It was pretty great,” she chuckled. “I’m pretty sure I scared the other girls, though.” 
 
    “They’ll be fine,” I laughed. “So how far will we get today?”  
 
    “There’s a town called Baldwin,” the brunette said. “I’m hoping we can make it there today.” 
 
    “I’m sure we can,” I said and I looked at the sky. It was early afternoon already, and the day was warm and sunny. We still had several hours before it would be dark, and I figured that was plenty of time to make it down to Baldwin. 
 
    The day flew by as we travelled through the residential area of town, and farther down the river toward Lake George. The small river we navigated was long and windy, and Paige had warned me that it might take almost a full day to get through it. I watched the scenery as we went and kept an eye on the shores in case any unwanted visitors decided to show up. It had been quiet all day. I didn’t know if it was that everyone had moved on and gone south, or if everyone who had been there was dead, or maybe there still were people around, but they didn’t figure it was worth it to attack or address us. I wouldn’t blame them if the latter was the case. At this point everyone was probably low on ammunition, and if you didn’t have to fight, then it would be a waste of ammo to start something.  
 
    The sun began to make its descent, and just as it lowered onto the horizon and the sunset fully began we came out of the small channel we had been on and reached a larger body of water. 
 
    “Are we off La Chute now?” I asked with a grin. 
 
    “We are off La Chute now,” Paige responded, and waved an arm out wide. “Welcome to Lake George.” 
 
    “Oh hell yeah,” Tara said. “We’re, like, halfway there already.” 
 
    “We still have another full day of sailing ahead of us,” Paige said. “But this was great progress for today.” 
 
    “Let’s pull off and make a fire,” the platinum blonde suggested. “I’m hungry.” 
 
    “Dinner does sound good,” Bailey said. “I could go for a hot meal.” 
 
    “Alright,” I agreed. “We’ll find somewhere to pull off and get some dinner and some sleep.” 
 
    “Baldwin is nearby,” Paige said. “But I don’t think we’ll make it quite there before sunset.” 
 
    “That’s alright,” I said. “Let’s find somewhere to pull off for the night.” 
 
    “Hey guys,” Tara said, and she pointed to the shore on the right. 
 
    “Whoa,” Bailey said. 
 
    There were several large, obviously very expensive houses on the shore, each with their own boat dock.  
 
    “Let’s stay in one of the fancy houses,” the platinum blonde pleaded.  
 
    “I don’t see why not,” I said. “But we’ll need to clear wherever we stay.” 
 
    “Of course,” Tara responded with a grin. 
 
    “That one,” I said and I pointed for Paige to see. 
 
    “On it,” the brunette said. 
 
    “Nice choice,” Tara said, and she elbowed me in the side. 
 
    “I didn’t pick it because it’s nice looking,” I laughed. “It’s the most secluded out of the ones around.” 
 
    “Whatev,” the platinum blonde said with a shrug. “It’s still super nice.” 
 
    The sun continued its descent, and the world was lit with a beautiful orange glow by the time we reached the dock and parked the boat.  
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Let’s clear this place efficiently and quickly.” 
 
    “Let’s do it,” Tara said with a grin, and I knew she was just excited to stay in such a nice place. 
 
    “Alright,” I said as I checked the chamber of my pistol. “Let’s go. I’m left, whoever is behind me is right, and so on. Everyone got it?” 
 
    The girls all shook their heads. They held their pistols out, but pointed to the ground, and each of them had a determined look on their faces. 
 
    “Let’s do this,” I said with a grin. 
 
    I led the girls up to the house and checked the front door, it was locked, but the door was wooden, so I backed up a step and kicked it open. 
 
    “Jesus,” Paige said. 
 
    “That was hot as fuck,” Tara whispered. 
 
    “Girls,” I hissed.  
 
    “Right, right,” the platinum blonde said, and she put on her serious face once more. 
 
    I shook my head, entered the house, and flanked to the left. The sun through the windows gave enough light to see by, but it was fading fast, and we needed to get the place cleared quickly.  
 
    We did the downstairs first, then we made our way upstairs. There were no signs of people, though I found a couple busted windows, so it looked like people had come through at one point or another, though it seemed nobody had stayed. 
 
    “Clear!” I called. 
 
    “Clear!” Anna called back. 
 
    My team and I all met at the top of the stairs, and I was satisfied that we were alone.  
 
    “Alright,” I said. “Tara, can you grab some supplies for dinner out of the boat?” 
 
    “Got it,” the platinum blonde said, and she headed outside. 
 
    “I’ll go with,” Bailey offered. 
 
    “Thank you,” I told the blonde. “Paige, Anna, we’ll head outside and see if we can find a place to set up a fire.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” the redhead said. “I’m pretty starved.” 
 
    “We seem to always forget to eat lunch when we’re out on the water,” Paige said. 
 
    “It’s true,” Anna agreed. “Though I’m not sure I could have kept lunch down at this point.” 
 
    “Yeah,” the brunette said. “Sorry about the rough water earlier.” 
 
    “It wasn’t your fault,” the redhead said. “My body just does not like boats.” 
 
    “You’ll get used to it eventually,” Paige chuckled. 
 
    “Somehow I doubt that,” Anna laughed. “I’ll leave the sailing expertise to you.” 
 
    We found a small, metal fire pit out near the dock, so Anna and I gathered some wood and got the fire going while Paige brought out some chairs from inside. They were high back, obviously expensive dining chairs, and I found it funny that we sat around them now out on the grass when they had probably never been outside except for the trip into the house.  
 
    Tara and Bailey returned with some canned goods, spices, and a pot, and once the fire gained some speed the platinum blonde started to cook our dinner. 
 
    The sun had set by then, and the sky was filled with stars that gleamed on the water. The night sky was a deep blue with a waxing crescent moon that hung low above the river, and I admired it while I allowed the fire to warm my feet.  
 
    “It’s so nice out tonight,” Bailey said with a smile. 
 
    “I think it’s just nice to not be at the fort,” Anna chuckled. 
 
    “That’s true,” the blonde agreed. 
 
    “I thought you liked Brody?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t think he’s a bad guy,” Bailey said. “But I wasn’t comfortable at the fort. I’m comfortable at our home, or out with you all. It felt weird to be at someone else’s place.” 
 
    “It did,” Paige agreed. “Especially since we haven’t been anywhere except the campus or out on runs for a year or so now.” 
 
    “You guys are crazy,” Tara chuckled. “The fort had running water and chocolate cake. I was plenty comfortable.” 
 
    “I’m sure you were,” Anna laughed.  
 
    “It’s a good skill to be able to be comfortable anywhere,” I said with a small smile. 
 
    “Hey,” Tara said. “Since we’re here already, can we scavenge the house?” 
 
    “I don’t see why not,” I said.  
 
    “So you’ll watch the food while we go look?” the platinum blonde asked with a hopeful smile. I hadn’t realized she had meant right that moment, but I commended her trickery and gave her a smile.  
 
    “I can do that,” I chuckled. “But don’t take too long. And grab anything useful first.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Anna said. “I’ll go with her. You guys coming?” 
 
    “I think I’ll stay,” Paige said. 
 
    “I’ll go, then,” Bailey said, and she stood up. “I’ve never been in a house this nice except for the ski lodge.” 
 
    “Oh man, I miss that place,” Tara sighed and their voices faded out as they walked.  
 
    “You can go if you’d like,” I told Paige after the other girls had left. 
 
    “Nah,” the brunette said. “I’m sure they’ll grab anything that we really need. And I don’t personally need anything. I’d rather stay here by the fire where it’s warm.” 
 
    “Good point,” I said. “It’s a bit cold tonight.” 
 
    “It’s always cold on spring nights,” the brunette said. “I used to love to sleep in the cold with big blankets on me, but now I’m just happy to be warm and comfortable.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” I said. “Before you had the luxury to choose. Now you don’t always have that.” 
 
    “I guess I hadn’t thought of that,” the brunette said with a soft smile. 
 
    I grabbed Tara’s wooden spoon and gave the stew in the pot a good stir. It bubbled slightly as it got nice and hot, and I figured it would be ready soon.  
 
    “That smells good,” Paige said.  
 
    “It does,” I agreed. 
 
    “Tara can make anything taste good,” the brunette chuckled. “I wish I had that superpower.” 
 
    “You have plenty of superpowers of your own,” I said. 
 
    “I know,” she responded with a smile. “But aren’t there some skills you just wish you had?” 
 
    “Hm,” I said, and I thought for a moment. “I guess if I had to pick any skill I would pick Bailey’s sniping skills.” 
 
    “But you’re good as a sniper, too,” Paige said, confused. 
 
    “I’m good with a sniper rifle,” I agreed. “But Bailey’s better. And it came so naturally to her, I have to admit I was a bit jealous.” 
 
    “I guess that makes sense,” she said. “It is kind of annoying when something you work really hard for just comes super easy to someone else.” 
 
    “Right,” I chuckled. “But they can’t help it.” 
 
    “No,” she sighed. “It’s not their fault.” 
 
    Paige and I sat in silence for a while while the stew bubbled and the fire crackled below it. I could hear the grasshoppers and other nocturnal creatures as they created their nightly symphony, and I smiled to myself at the peaceful sounds.  
 
    I stirred the stew once more, but it bubbled like crazy then, and I figured it was time to pull it off the fire.  
 
    “Is it done?” Tara asked as I removed the stew from the flames, and I turned to see the girls approach. 
 
    “I believe so,” I said. 
 
    “Let me see,” the platinum blonde said, and she dipped the wooden spoon in, pulled it out, blew on the contents, and stuck it in her mouth. “Mmm, yup, it’s done.” 
 
    “What did you all find?” I asked. 
 
    “A few useful things,” Bailey said. “Some lighters, sleeping bags, a tent.” 
 
    “They must have liked to camp,” Paige said. 
 
    “Yeah,” the blonde agreed. “They were in a box in the garage. That’s probably why they hadn’t been taken yet.” 
 
    “Great,” I said. “Anything else?” 
 
    “I found this diamond bracelet,” Tara said, and she held out her wrist. 
 
    “I meant anything else useful,” I laughed.  
 
    “Not really,” Bailey said.  
 
    “That’s alright,” I said. “Still a nice score, especially with how picked over everywhere is now.” 
 
    “Ahem,” Tara cleared her throat. 
 
    “Yes?” I asked. 
 
    “I have gifts for you all,” the platinum blonde said. “Or do you not want them because they aren’t useful?” 
 
    “What are they?” Paige chuckled. 
 
    “Here,” Tara said with a grin, and she pulled out several pieces of jewelry from her pocket. “A necklace for Paige.” 
 
    “Thanks,” the brunette said as she took the silver necklace. It was gorgeous and dainty, with a small anchor as the centerpiece. Paige’s smile grew as she inspected the jewelry. “It’s really beautiful.” 
 
    “An anklet for Bailey,” Tara said and she passed the blonde an anklet that resembled a charm bracelet. 
 
    “Thank you,” Bailey said, and she looked at each individual charm with awe. 
 
    “And for Anna,” Tara said. “A ring.” 
 
    The ring she handed the redhead was a ruby set in silver, and it was absolutely stunning. 
 
    “Wow,” Anna said. “Thank you, Tara.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” the platinum blonde said with a wide smile. 
 
    “What about Tav?” Bailey asked with a frown. “He didn’t get anything.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” Tara said, and she reached in her other pocket and pulled out a watch. 
 
    “A watch?” Anna asked. “Does it work?” 
 
    “Not right now,” the platinum blonde said. “But it will. It’s a kinetic energy watch. My dad used to have one. So it’s powered by your movement.” 
 
    “It’s great,” I told Tara. “Now if only I knew the time to set it to.” 
 
    The girls all laughed, and we examined our new gifts and thanked Tara once more. I was surprised with how thoughtful each of the pieces of jewelry had been, it looked like all the girls really liked their presents, and I was happy with my watch as well. 
 
    I served us up some dinner as we chatted by the fire. Tara had made some potato, corn, meat, and carrot stew. I didn’t know how she managed to do it, but it was delicious. Even after the extravagant food we had eaten at the fort, I was much happier to sit outside and eat Tara’s cooking. I had never really liked going to fancy restaurants or cooking complicated meals, I was always satisfied with a simple dish that warmed my belly and made me feel at home.  
 
    “So where are we sleeping tonight?” Bailey asked after we had finished our food. 
 
    “The living room will be our best bet,” I said. “It has a view of the boat out here.” 
 
    “Alright,” Anna agreed. “I’ll take the first watch.” 
 
    “I can do it,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, no you don’t,” the redhead said. “You’ve stayed up late for how many nights in a row?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I said, somewhat shocked with Anna’s attitude. 
 
    “We know you are,” Tara said with a wink. 
 
    “Look,” the redhead continued. “We just don’t want you running yourself ragged because you want to take care of us. We’re a team. And you deserve to get some rest tonight.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said sincerely after a moment. “You’re a good Major.”  
 
    I didn’t like the idea of being restricted on what shifts I could take, but I knew that I would do the same for any of the girls if I felt they were pushing themselves too hard, and I had to remind myself that they cared about me just as much as I did about them. I knew Anna only wanted to help, and I appreciated the thought.  
 
    “Damn right.” The redhead grinned. 
 
    “I’ll take the second shift,” Bailey offered. “That way Tav can get a full night's sleep.” 
 
    “Are we ready for bed, then?” Tara asked. “I’m pretty beat.” 
 
    “I know I am,” Paige said. “That stew hit the spot. I’m all warm and tired now.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “Let’s get the place secured and get some sleep.” 
 
    We put out the fire and cleaned up the area, then we made our way back into the house and set up the sleeping bags Bailey had found in the living room. There was a nice, large couch, but we opted to sleep on the floor, and Anna took the couch so she had a nice view of the boat. 
 
    “You sure you’re good to take first watch?” I asked the redhead once more. 
 
    “Go to sleep, Tav,” she said with an amused smile. 
 
    “Alright,” I chuckled, and I settled in next to the girls. 
 
    Tara threw her leg over me and snuggled her face into my neck, while Paige scooted her back against my side and used my shoulder as a pillow. Bailey snuggled next to Paige, and I reached my hand up and stroked her hair for a moment. It was nice to lay down with my girls again. I hadn’t gone to bed with them in a while, and Anna was right, I was tired. Their warm bodies felt good against me, and soon I felt my breath grow heavy with slumber.  
 
    “Tav!” Anna whispered, and she shook my shoulder. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked as I shot upright. 
 
    “What the hell?” Tara groaned. 
 
    “Shh,” the redhead said. She was crouched low, and she slowly led me to the window to look out.  
 
    There were three guys outside by our boat. They were obviously gearing up to take it, but it didn’t look like they knew how to sail properly. They appeared to look for the release for the sail, and one had difficulty undoing the knot that Paige had tied earlier to attach us to the dock. Even if they didn’t figure out how to take the boat, we still had all of our supplies in there.  
 
    “Fuck,” I whispered. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Bailey asked as she came up behind us. 
 
    “Wake the others,” I said, then I turned to Anna. “How long have they been there?” 
 
    “Just a minute,” she said. “I watched for a second to see if they’d move on, but I woke you up when they showed interest in the boat.” 
 
    “Good job,” I said as I watched the men. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Paige asked as she, Bailey, and Tara came up behind us. 
 
    “Are those assholes trying to steal our boat?” Tara asked. 
 
    “It looks that way,” I said. 
 
    “Well, let’s fuckin’ shoot them,” the platinum blonde said. “Bailey, you got this, right? Can you use your new rifle?” 
 
    “I can,” Bailey said. “But I might hit the boat with where they’re standing.” 
 
    “We really don’t want to do that,” Paige said, and she bit her lip. 
 
    “What do we do?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “We need to lure them away from the boat,” Anna said. 
 
    “How are we going to do that?” Tara asked. 
 
    “Are they armed?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “I see knives on their sides,” Anna said. “And one of them has a shotgun.” 
 
    “Other than that it doesn’t look like it,” I said.  
 
    “What if we play damsel in distress?” Tara asked. 
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked back. 
 
    “One of us could pretend to come from the road and say we need help,” the platinum blonde explained. 
 
    “Absolutely not,” I said. “I’m not putting any of you in a situation like that.” 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Tara said. “You wouldn’t have to put me there.” 
 
    “That’s too dangerous,” I said. 
 
    “Not with Bailey upstairs ready to snipe their asses,” the platinum blonde retorted, and she shook her head at me like it was the most obvious plan ever. 
 
    “They aren’t well armed,” Anna said with a small shrug. 
 
    “We do need to lure them away from the boat,” Paige said. 
 
    “We can do that a different way,” I said. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. All of them were now on board with Tara’s crazy plan to put herself in danger.  
 
    “But if we set a fire, or make a noise or something then they might get scared and cut the rope and try to take off,” Anna said. 
 
    “They obviously don’t know what they’re doing on the boat,” Paige scoffed as she watched the men meander around aimlessly. 
 
    “Yeah,” the redhead agreed. “But if they get it away from the dock, then we have no way to catch them.” 
 
    “Here’s what we’re going to do,” I said, and I looked around seriously to all the girls. “We’ll play damsel in distress.” Anna was right, we couldn’t risk them getting the boat away from the dock, and as crazy as Tara’s plan was, I had an idea on how to improve it.  
 
    “Yes,” Tara said with a grin. 
 
    “But we’re doing it my way,” I said. “You’ll call out for help, but don’t show yourself to them.” 
 
    “Alright,” the platinum blonde agreed. “But they’d probably come a lot quicker if they got a view of my cleavage, just saying.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes at the platinum blonde and turned to the other girls. 
 
    “Bailey, you go upstairs,” I said, “and as soon as the last one is off the boat you take them down as quickly as possible. I’ll be here with my rifle on them as well.” 
 
    “Okay,” the blonde hippie said with a nod. 
 
    “But,” I said. “If it looks like they’re about to try to take the boat and not check on Tara, then you take them out right then. We’ll find a way to fix the damage.” 
 
    “I’m on it,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Oh, and Bailey,” I said. “Don’t use the Barrett for this one. If you do have to hit the boat, I’d rather it not be with one of those bullets.” 
 
    “Understood,” the blonde said with a small chuckle, and she grabbed her weapon and headed upstairs. 
 
    “Anna, you go with Tara,” I said.  
 
    “On it,” the redhead agreed. 
 
    “And don’t let her show her cleavage to anyone,” I said with an amused shake of my head. 
 
    “My milkshake brings all the boys to the yard, ” Tara snickered. 
 
    “Come on,” Anna said with an eye roll, and she grabbed Tara by the elbow.  
 
    Everyone departed and left Paige and I in the living room. We each readied our rifles and took aim through the window. 
 
    I watched the men as I waited for Tara to set the plan into motion. I didn’t like the damsel in distress idea, to alert my enemy of my presence was the last thing I wanted to do, but Anna was right, if they got spooked they might try to take the boat right then. It seemed for the moment that they were trying to figure things out before they unhooked it from the dock, and that could buy us some time. 
 
    The men were dressed in cargo pants, large jackets, and they each had a backpack that looked rather empty. I had no idea what color or style of hair they had since each of them wore a beanie, though I did see that at least one of them had long hair that came out the sides of his hat.  
 
    “What the hell are they even doing?” Paige whispered next to me, obviously irritated. 
 
    “I think they’re trying to figure out how to sail,” I said. 
 
    “Clearly,” the brunette scoffed. “But they’re not doing a very good job. They haven’t even figured out the main sail.” 
 
    Paige shook her head and threw her arms up as she watched, and it seemed each little thing they did got her more frustrated than the last. I had to admit I found her exasperation quite cute.  
 
    The men had probably looked around for boats before, but most boats that people used before the EMP had motors, and were virtually useless, then. It just made the boat heavier, which made it more difficult to row, and since most motor boats didn’t even have sails, there wasn’t really a way to use one on the water without rowing your ass off. These guys were obviously stoked to find an actual sailboat, even if they had no idea what to do with it.  
 
    I started to grow antsy when I realized how long it had been since everyone departed. A few minutes had passed at least, and we needed to get this show on the road.  
 
    Come on, Tara.  
 
    “Help!” I heard the platinum blonde call from the side of the house. “Someone, please!” 
 
    She was quite convincing, and I noticed she had made her voice higher so she sounded like a distressed woman from an old film.  
 
    The men looked back to the house, but they didn’t move quite yet. 
 
    “Is there anyone home?” Tara yelled. “Please, I need help! Some men ripped all my clothes off!”  
 
    “Ahhh, shit.” I closed my eyes and slapped my hand against my forehead.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    I shook my head at the platinum blonde’s tactics. She really wasn’t afraid to use her femininity against whoever might fall prey to it. I knew because I had been her victim on more than one occasion. It was hard not to be with how insanely beautiful she was. I knew the guys by the boat couldn’t see her, but I figured that sex was pretty scarce when you traveled around, and that line about having no clothes seemed to get the guys’ attention. They had started to lean forward a bit to try to see the platinum blonde.  
 
    “Hello?” Tara called out once more, her voice one of false desperation. 
 
    “Hello?” the man with the long hair under his beanie called. 
 
    “Oh thank God!” the platinum blonde called back. “Can you help me?” 
 
    “What do you need?” he asked warily, and it seemed he still didn’t fully trust the situation. Not even the idea of a half naked woman was enticing enough to get him to go running. Then again, you didn’t live this long in this world without a healthy sense of caution. 
 
    “I need clothes,” Tara yelled. “Maybe a shirt? Or even a blanket.” 
 
    “Where are you?” the man asked. 
 
    “I’m around back,” the platinum blonde yelled. “I don’t want to come out, I’m totally naked.” 
 
    The man looked back to his buddies and gave some orders I couldn’t hear, and then he pulled the shotgun off his back while the other two pulled out their knives. He either didn’t trust the situation, or he wanted to capture Tara. Either way, I didn’t like this asshole.  
 
    Long hair beanie guy led the other two off the boat, then gave them a signal to go to the left while he went to the right.  
 
    I lined up my shot as the men walked toward the house. I decided I wanted long hair beanie guy, he was the leader and most likely the mastermind behind the idea to steal our boat in the first place. Plus I didn’t like the look of the guy, he looked like a kid I went to high school with who would smoke cigarettes behind the gym and cuss at the teachers. Once all the men were completely out of the line of our boat, I took my shot.  
 
    Long hair guy went down with a spray of blood out of the side of his temple, and I quickly swung my rifle to where his friends stood, but by the time I had got them in my eye line one was already on the ground. The other went down a split second later as Bailey landed another headshot. That girl really was impressive. 
 
    “Clear?” Tara yelled. 
 
    “Clear,” I called out. “Everybody back to the living room.” 
 
    “Well, that went well,” Paige said.  
 
    “There were only three of them,” I said with a grin. “Piece of cake.” 
 
    “Especially with Bailey around,” Paige chuckled. 
 
    “What about me?” the blonde asked as she came back downstairs. 
 
    “We were just saying how impressive you are,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, thanks,” Bailey said with a blush. “It was nothing.” 
 
    “For you, maybe,” Paige laughed. “I couldn’t have made both of those shots so quickly.” 
 
    “She’s right,” I said. “I know it’s second nature to you now, but you should still be proud of your skills.” 
 
    “I am,” the blonde said with a soft smile. “Thank you.” 
 
    “What did I say?” Tara asked with a grin as she and Anna came inside.  
 
    “Your plan worked,” I agreed, though I shook my head slightly. 
 
    “I thought it wasn’t going to for a second there,” Anna said. 
 
    “They were cautious,” I said. “They’ve survived the world this long, so it makes sense they would be wary.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tara agreed. “I didn’t think about that. It took them a lot longer than I expected.” 
 
    “I had to convince her not to actually take her top off,” the redhead said with an eye roll. 
 
    “I figured it would speed up the process.” The platinum blonde shrugged. “Besides, they were going to die anyways. Their last view should be a nice set of titties.” 
 
    I shook my head and chuckled at the two girls.  
 
    “Are we still staying the night here?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “No,” I said. “I don’t think we should. We can sleep on the water from now on.” 
 
    “I agree,” Paige said. “I don’t think we can trust anywhere enough to stop for the night.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Anna agreed. “We were only here for a couple hours and someone tried to steal our boat.” 
 
    “Are we going to be able to sleep on the boat?” Tara asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige said. “We should be fine.” 
 
    “And we have more blankets now,” Bailey pointed out.  
 
    “Alright,” I said. “Let’s gather the supplies we found, load up the boat, and get the hell out of here.” 
 
    I left the girls to load up the blankets and small things they had found earlier, and I headed out to the fire pit we had used for dinner. The thing was totally movable, small, but sturdy. It was designed so that the fire was raised up off the ground, which was great for campers so they didn’t have to create a firepit on different types of soil that may not be conducive to heat. I grabbed it and put it on the boat, along with some pieces of wood I found nearby. If we would have to stay on the water for the remainder of our trip, at least we could still have a hot meal every now and then.  
 
    “You ready?” Anna asked as she and the other girls made their way over to me. 
 
    “Yup,” I said, and I held out a hand to help them onto the boat. 
 
    “Can we use that on here?” Bailey asked as she hopped on and pointed to the fire pit. 
 
    “We should be able to,” I said. “The fire won’t hit the ground at all.” 
 
    “Nice,” Paige said with a grin. 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “You all make the bed and get some rest.” 
 
    “You’re supposed to be asleep too,” Anna said, and she crossed her arms over her chest. 
 
    “I know,” I said. “But I can’t sleep after that incident. You all get some rest.” 
 
    “Alright,” the redhead said after a moment, but she narrowed her eyes at me. “But you wake me up in two hours.” 
 
    “Scouts honor,” I said with a smile. 
 
    I found a spot for the fire pit while the girls laid out blankets and sleeping bags on the floor of the boat. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re good to do this by yourself?” Paige asked as I released us from the dock and got us on our way down the river. 
 
    “I’m sure,” I said with a soft smile. “And if I need help, I’ll wake you up.” 
 
    “Alright,” the brunette agreed.  
 
    “Now get some rest,” I said.  
 
    The girls all laid down, and after a few moments of shoving and giggling they quieted down.  
 
    I sat near the rudder and steered us when necessary. The night was clear and beautiful, with a million stars overhead and a light breeze that pushed us along at a leisurely pace.  
 
    I listened as the girls’ breath grew even. I knew they were tired before, but after the incident with those men I was sure they were even more exhausted. Adrenaline crash was no joke, and it often got the better of people.  
 
    As the boat slid gently down the lake, I scanned the shores for any signs of life. Someone would have to be an idiot to attack a boat on the water, especially if they planned on using said boat, but then again a lot of people were idiots, especially in this day and age. It seemed like the mean and the crazed were the ones who survived this mess, mostly because they preyed on the weak and took what didn’t belong to them without remorse. It was sad to see the world go to hell, but I looked down at the girls and remembered that there was good left in the world, too.  
 
    I waited a few hours with the intention to wake up Anna, but when the time came, I couldn’t bring myself to interrupt her sleep. The redhead looked so peaceful squeezed amongst the other girls, their heads all leaned toward each other, and their breaths even with one another. So instead I let them sleep, and I continued on under the stars. 
 
    “Rise and shine!” I said once the sun broke the horizon. 
 
    “Ugh,” Tara groaned. “Five more minutes.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” I laughed. “It’s already dawn.” 
 
    “It’s dawn?” Anna asked, and she shot up and looked around wildly. “You were supposed to wake me up in two hours!” 
 
    “It’s alright,” I said. “You all looked so peaceful.” 
 
    “It most certainly is not alright,” the redhead snapped.  
 
    “I’m with Anna,” Paige added with a frown. “You need sleep, too. We all know you’ve barely slept this week.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Bailey said. “No guard duty for you at all tonight.” 
 
    “You all are giving me orders now?” I asked with amusement. 
 
    “Damn right, we are,” Anna said. “Bailey’s right, no guard duty for you tonight.” 
 
    “Alright,” I laughed. “I’ll agree to that. But I do have a pot of boiling water if somebody wants to make some coffee.” 
 
    “I got it,” Bailey said with a smile. 
 
    “Do we have any pastries left?” Paige asked. 
 
    “We do,” I said with a smile. “I figured we could have those for breakfast again.” 
 
    “Nice,” the brunette said with a grin. 
 
    The girls all got up, put the blankets away, and took a seat around our new fire pit where Bailey worked on our morning coffee. 
 
    “So how far did we get last night?” Paige asked. 
 
    “Not too far, I don’t think,” I said. “There wasn’t much wind, so we didn’t get very much speed.” 
 
    “That’s alright,” the brunette said. “We’re still on track.” 
 
    “How much longer will this trip take?” Tara asked.  
 
    “We should reach the end of the lake by tomorrow at least,” Paige said. “Maybe a bit earlier.” 
 
    “But we have to walk from there,” Bailey reminded us. 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed. 
 
    “We should have brought the bikes,” Tara sighed. 
 
    “We didn’t know we’d need them,” Bailey said. 
 
    “And since when are you so gung ho to ride bikes?” Anna chuckled. 
 
    “It’s better than walking,” the platinum blonde answered with a shrug. 
 
    “We’ll be alright,” I said. “We’ve walked plenty before.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make it suck less,” Tara laughed. 
 
    “I suppose that’s true,” I chuckled. 
 
    Bailey stirred the coffee grounds into the water and the aroma stopped me for a moment as I breathed in the delightful smell.  
 
    It didn’t take long before the coffee was done, and Bailey filled each of us a cup and passed them out while I passed around the box of pastries. Soon we all had a danish and a cup of coffee, and the sun had come up even further on the horizon. It was a beautiful morning.  
 
    “So,” Tara said after a few moments. “What are we doing today? Any waterfalls to keep us entertained?” 
 
    “Afraid not,” Paige said through a bite of danish. 
 
    “Damn,” the platinum blonde said with feigned disappointment. 
 
    “We could play a game to keep us entertained,” Bailey suggested. 
 
    “I have another idea,” I said. 
 
    “What’s that?” Anna asked. 
 
    “We got some fishing poles yesterday,” I reminded them. 
 
    “Yeah,” Anna agreed. “Some fishing might be nice.” 
 
    “Ew,” Tara said.  
 
    “Not ew,” I chuckled. “We’ll be able to catch our own lunch and have fresh fish. Doesn’t that sound good?” 
 
    “The fishing part is still ew,” the platinum blonde said, “but the fresh fish lunch has me listening.” 
 
    “Well, good,” I said. “It might take us a while, so we can set up our lines here in a bit.” 
 
    “There is one problem,” Bailey said. 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know how to fish,” the blonde admitted. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Tara asked. “We fish at the college, like, every day.” 
 
    “That’s not fishing,” Paige pointed out. “That’s trapping. We just have a line set up. That’s not how you fish.” 
 
    “She’s right,” I agreed. 
 
    “Oh,” the platinum blonde said. “Well, then I don’t know how to fish, either.” 
 
    “Paige?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, I know how,” the brunette assured me. “I was practically raised on a sailboat, remember? What else do you think my dad did on the water?” 
 
    “Fair point,” I chuckled. “Anna?” 
 
    “Yeah,” the redhead said, and she bit her lip. “I’m with Bailey and blondie.” 
 
    “We’re both blonde,” Tara said with narrowed eyes. 
 
    “Yeah,” Anna said with a grin. “But I called Bailey by her name.” 
 
    “Alright,” I laughed. “I guess we’ll have a quick fishing lesson today.” 
 
    “It can’t be that hard, right?” the redhead asked. 
 
    “It’s pretty simple,” Paige said. 
 
    “Says the girl who’s probably been fishing since she was five,” Tara said with an eye roll. 
 
    “Three,” the brunette corrected with a smile. 
 
    “My point exactly,” Tara said dryly. 
 
    “Paige and I will teach you,” I said. “I probably should have taught you a long time ago, but we set up trotlines so there really was no need.” 
 
    “I can set up one of those in my sleep,” Anna said. “But I’ve never been fishing where you have to throw the thingy and wait around all day.” 
 
    “That’s not exactly right,” Paige laughed. 
 
    “Fairly close, though,” I chuckled. 
 
    We finished our danishes and our coffee, then we divided up the last of the coffee that was in the pot and I gathered the fishing poles and tackle box the girls had found the day before. It was lucky they had even grabbed the tackle box, considering that Paige was the only one who knew how to fish, and she had stayed by the fire with me.  
 
    The box itself was covered with a nice layer of dust, but inside was well maintained after being closed for over a year. It was nicely stocked, too, with plenty of options for the girls to choose from. I figured I would let them have some fun with their bait and bobbers, it might help them get into the spirit a little more.  
 
    “Okay,” I said. “First things first, we get our poles set up.” 
 
    Whoever had lived there had good taste. The poles were well made and in good shape. It was a wonder nobody had taken them before we got there. 
 
    Paige and I went through the basics with the girls on how to set up their lines, hooks, and fake bait. Tara and Bailey caught on easily, but Anna seemed to have a bit of trouble tying her hook properly. 
 
    Eventually they were all ready, and it was time to teach them how to cast. 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “Watch Paige first, then try to do what she does. We’ll go one at a time.” 
 
    The brunette stepped up to the back of the boat, flicked the pole back over her shoulder, and released the line with expert precision. 
 
    “Hers went so far,” Tara said.  
 
    “Yeah,” Bailey agreed with a frown. “Do we need to get it that far?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “Not on your first try. Just do your best. Tara, you go first.” 
 
    “Alright,” the platinum blonde said, and she stepped up by Paige.  
 
    “You got this,” the brunette assured her with a playful elbow to the ribs. 
 
    Tara took a deep breath, flung the pole behind her in an exaggerated motion, and flicked it off the boat, and nearly out of her hand. As sloppy as it was, she managed a decent cast, about half as far as Paige’s. 
 
    “Good job,” Paige said with a smile. 
 
    “Thanks,” the platinum blonde grumbled, obviously disappointed with her cast. 
 
    “Alright, Bailey,” I said. “Your turn.” 
 
    The blonde stepped up by Tara, flicked her pole back with expert precision, and cast nearly out to where Paige had landed. 
 
    “Wow,” Paige said with wide eyes. “That was great. You’re a natural at everything.” 
 
    “I dunno about that,” Bailey said with a smile. 
 
    Tara glared at the other blonde, and I had to laugh.  
 
    “Good job,” I agreed, then I turned to Anna. “Your turn.” 
 
    “I think I’ll sit this one out,” the redhead said. “I don’t need to eat lunch today.” 
 
    “Don’t be silly,” I chuckled.  
 
    “Hey,” Tara said. “If I have to be humiliated over here, then so do you.” 
 
    “You got it,” Bailey encouraged. 
 
    “Easy for you to say,” Anna mumbled under her breath, but she sighed, stepped up to the edge, and prepared to cast. 
 
    The redhead flung her pole back, but released too early and on her flip forward her hook got stuck in the hood of her sweatshirt.  
 
    “Ah!” she screamed. “What the fuck!” 
 
    “Oh my God,” Tara laughed. 
 
    “Tara,” I hissed. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Bailey asked with concern. 
 
    “You’re caught,” Paige said. “Hang on.” 
 
    We unhooked the redhead and got her line ready once more, though she sulked the whole time. 
 
    “Okay,” I said with a smile. “Try again.” 
 
    “Nah,” Anna said. “I’m good.” 
 
    “Oh, come on,” Paige pushed. “We’ve all done that.” 
 
    “Really?” the redhead asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Really,” I said. “I’ve done that.” 
 
    “You have?” Tara snickered. 
 
    “I wouldn’t get too cocky,” Paige said with a nod at Tara’s line. “You are next up.” 
 
    “Whatev,” the platinum blonde said with an eye roll. 
 
    “Come on, Anna,” Bailey said. “Just try one more time. I’m sure it’ll be better.” 
 
    “You got it on the first try!” the redhead exclaimed. 
 
    “And you’ll get it on the second,” the blonde retorted with a wide smile. 
 
    I had to chuckle at her optimism. It was endearing as hell. 
 
    “Alright,” Anna sighed. “Once more.” 
 
    “Great,” Paige said. “Just remember to not release until you flick forward.” 
 
    “Okay,” the redhead said, and she took a deep breath. 
 
    Anna flicked her pole back once more, then quickly flicked it forward. She released a little late and only went about half as far as Tara, but she got the line into the water, and that was the most important part. 
 
    “Hey,” I congratulated her. “Good job.” 
 
    “Thanks,” the redhead said with a small smile.  
 
    I sent my line out with the girls, and stuck it in one of the built in spots to hold the fishing pole, then I took hold of the rudder once more to make sure we stayed on track. We had cast off from the back of the boat, and there wasn’t much wind, but there was enough that we moved along at a steady pace.  
 
    “How long does it take to get a fish?” Tara asked. 
 
    “It can take hours,” Paige said with a shrug. “Sometimes you don’t get any at all.” 
 
    “What?” the platinum blonde asked. “And people do this for fun?” 
 
    “It’s more fun with beer,” I said with a grin. 
 
    “Now that I could get behind,” Tara agreed. 
 
    “So we just wait?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “Yup,” Paige agreed. “And since we’re still moving, you need to make sure you lock your line so no more extends out.” 
 
    The brunette showed the girls how to lock their lines, then they each took a seat by their poles. There was a nice built in couch area at the back of the boat that was just big enough for all of us, so we sat and waited for the fish to bite while we continued our slow journey down the river.  
 
    I watched my redheaded second in command as she looked out at the water. I knew it had been difficult for her to not be good at something on the first try, since she was typically someone who succeeded at everything, but I was proud of her for not giving up. She was tenacious if anything, though it seemed a little less so when she was embarrassed.  
 
    “So,” Anna said. “If we can get, what, ten drums full of fuel, then how long do you think that will last us?” 
 
    “Well,” Paige said. “Each drum will be fifty five gallons most likely.” 
 
    “So five hundred fifty gallons of fuel,” Bailey said. “That’s a lot.” 
 
    “It is,” I agreed. “But farm equipment will use up a lot of that.” 
 
    “Right,” Paige agreed with a frown. “It would probably be enough to plow the fields and get them ready, but definitely not enough to harvest.” 
 
    “Well, shit,” Anna said.  
 
    “So we either have to go on more missions for Brody,” Tara said. “Or find something to trade.” 
 
    “We talked about this before,” Bailey said. “What could we possibly trade with him? He has pretty much everything.” 
 
    “It’s true,” I agreed. 
 
    “What if we offered to train the civilians?” Bailey suggested. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure he wants them untrained,” Anna said with a shake of her head. 
 
    “Oh, right,” the blonde said with a frown. 
 
    “I got it,” Paige said quickly. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “What about vehicles?” the brunette asked with an excited smile. “I didn’t see any vehicles at the fort. Brody probably only has one or two.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Anna agreed. “But the Guard guys at the refinery probably do. So they’ll have one soon enough.” 
 
    “Shit,” Paige huffed. “I can’t believe I didn’t think about that.” 
 
    “And if we can get fuel for the harvest, then that will be a lot of food,” Bailey said. “I doubt we have enough canning supplies to do that again.” 
 
    “We would definitely need more,” Paige agreed.  
 
    “That means we’ll have to find some,” Tara said. “So summer runs are a definite yes.” 
 
    “It’s alright,” I chuckled. “The important thing is that we’ll have a good haul of fuel to bring home after this. We’ll figure the rest out soon enough.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Anna said, and she looked down, but her pole began to bend. 
 
    “Anna,” I said with a point. 
 
    “Yeah?” the redhead asked, and I pointed again. 
 
    “Your line!” Paige exclaimed. 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” the redhead said. “What do I do?” 
 
    “Just reel it in like we practiced,” the brunette said. 
 
    “Nice and slow,” I said. 
 
    “It feels so strong,” Anna said as she picked up the pole and began to turn the reel.  
 
    “Keep going,” I laughed. 
 
    “I’m trying,” the redhead said, and her eyes were wide as she pulled one way and the other while she tried to reel in her catch. 
 
    “You got it!” Bailey cheered. 
 
    “I think it’s close,” Anna said through clenched teeth, and after a few more reels the fish finally broke the surface of the water. It flailed around as it hung above the lake and searched for water.  
 
    “Looks like a bass,” Paige said as she grabbed the line and pulled the fish onto the boat. 
 
    “Ew,” Tara squealed. “It’s flopping around.” 
 
    “We should kill it quickly,” Bailey said. “I don’t want it to suffer.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I agreed, and I quickly pulled out my karambit and spiked the fish so it died quickly. Bailey gave me a small smile, and I smiled back at her.  
 
    “Nice catch,” Paige said with a grin as she picked up the now dead fish. 
 
    “What is it?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “It’s a bass,” the brunette repeated. 
 
    “It’s huge,” Tara said. “This is way bigger than the fish we catch in the stream.” 
 
    “Well, yeah,” Paige chuckled. “This is a largemouth bass. Probably ten pounds.” 
 
    “If only we had a camera,” I said with a grin. 
 
    “I’m glad we don’t,” the platinum blonde said with a wrinkled nose. 
 
    “Do we need to catch any more fish?” Bailey asked. “This seems like plenty for us.” 
 
    “You’re probably right,” I said. “We should all reel our lines in and thank Anna for lunch.” 
 
    The redhead gave me a smile and a blush as she worked on gutting her catch.  
 
    “How were you the worst fisher and yet you’re the one who got a catch?” Tara asked with her hand on her hip. 
 
    “Pure skill, I suppose,” Anna laughed. 
 
    “Sometimes it’s all about luck,” Paige said with a shrug. 
 
    “No fair,” the platinum blonde pouted. 
 
    “Just be glad you still get fresh fish,” Bailey said happily. 
 
    “True,” Tara said. “Thanks, Anna. You sexy bitch.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” the redhead laughed.  
 
    “I’ll cook,” the platinum blonde offered. 
 
    “I trust you completely when it comes to cooking,” I said. “However, today I think I’ll take care of the fish.” 
 
    “You have some sort of special recipe?” Tara asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Not exactly,” I said. “But I have eaten my fair share of fresh fish, and I have a few tricks up my sleeve.” 
 
    “Alright,” the platinum blonde laughed. 
 
    “Do you need any help?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “No,” I said. “But let’s find a bucket or something to put these guts into. We can use them as bait next time.” 
 
    Anna finished cleaning the fish while I got the fire going, then she handed the large bass off to me.  
 
    I pan fried some diced potatoes with salt, pepper, thyme, and garlic. Then I cooked the fish very carefully. The worst thing to do was overcook your fish, but of course undercooked was dangerous. There was a fine line between the two where the fish was moist and perfectly cooked.  
 
    Most often at campus we smoked our fish, or Tara would cook it in a stew. We didn’t often eat fresh fish, so this would be a treat for the girls, especially with it being a nice large bass. I was excited to get to cook for them for a change, especially since Tara had become our resident chef.  
 
    I ate plenty of fish during my time in the woods, but it had been a while since I had anything quite as nice as a fresh caught bass. I knew that some people didn’t prefer them since they could have a very fishy flavor, but those people didn’t know how to cook them properly. A well cooked bass was meaty and firm, and with the right seasoning the flavor was nothing but wonderful.  
 
    If I had some lemon, it would have been a perfect meal, but I settled for a dash of the bottle of homemade vodka Brody had thrown into the box, which I had since hid from Tara. 
 
    “What the fuck is that?” the platinum blonde asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” I said, and I quickly put the bottle behind me. 
 
    “You’ve been holding out on us,” Tara tsked. 
 
    “Yes,” I chuckled. “Because we need to focus. We’re steering a boat twenty- four-seven now.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” the platinum blonde agreed. “But you didn’t have to hide it. I wouldn’t just get drunk on my own.” 
 
    “I know,” I said with a soft smile. 
 
    “How are you using it for cooking, though?” Tara asked. 
 
    “Well, some lemon would have been perfect,” I said. “But obviously that’s out of the question, so a dash of this will just add a bit of acidity.” 
 
    “Hm,” the platinum blonde said. “I’ll have to remember that.” 
 
    “As if you’d waste alcohol on food,” Anna chuckled. 
 
    “It’s not a waste if it makes it taste good,” Tara snickered. 
 
    “So is it almost ready, then?” Paige asked. “It smells delicious.” 
 
    “Not too much longer,” I laughed.  
 
    I finished the fish while the girls chatted, then I made each of us a plate and handed them out. There was still fish leftover since the bass had been so large, but I dished each of us a nice portion.  
 
    “This looks amazing,” Tara said when I handed the plate to her. 
 
    “I’m not you,” I said. “But I think you all will like it.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” Anna moaned through a mouthful of fish. 
 
    “That good, huh?” Bailey chuckled. 
 
    “So good,” the redhead said with a nod. 
 
    “Oh, wow,” Bailey said after she took a bite. “This is really good.” 
 
    “It’s so moist,” Paige sighed. 
 
    “Ew,” Tara said, and I looked at her with surprise. 
 
    “You don’t like it?” I asked. 
 
    “I haven’t taken a bite yet,” the platinum blonde said. “I was ewing Paige’s use of the word moist.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with the word moist?” I chuckled. 
 
    “It just sounds gross,” Tara laughed. 
 
    “You like wet better?” Paige snickered.  
 
    “Oh, I love being wet,” Tara purred as she winked at me.  
 
    “Just try the fish,” I said with an eye roll.  
 
    “Whatever you say,” the platinum blonde said with a smirk, and then she stuck a bite in her mouth, and her eyes grew wide. “This is really good.” 
 
    “I’m glad you all like it,” I said.  
 
    The girls were quiet as we ate our moist fish and potatoes, which I took as a good sign. Once everyone was finished, they leaned back with full bellies and wide smiles of contentment. It had been a while since I had cooked for everyone, but I was happy it had worked out so well.  
 
    “That was great,” Anna said. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Well, thank you for catching it,” I said. 
 
    “It really was delicious,” Tara said. “You’ll have to show me the recipe sometime.” 
 
    “Mhm,” Paige agreed.  
 
    “I don’t think I ever enjoyed fish that much,” Bailey laughed.  
 
    “I’m glad,” I said.  
 
    We sailed along for a while longer. The sun was high in the sky, and the day had grown hot so I took off my shirt and applied some sunscreen from my backpack. 
 
    “Ow, ow,” Tara said, and she wriggled her eyebrows at me. 
 
    “Thanks,” I chuckled. “But you should put on some sunscreen, too.” 
 
    “Will you put it on for me?” the platinum blonde purred. 
 
    “Quit with the dirty talk for a second,” Paige said as she looked through the binoculars. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “I think that’s Diamond Island,” the brunette said. 
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked.  
 
    “It means we should be at the end of the lake by sundown,” Paige said with a grin. 
 
    I grabbed my binoculars and scanned the area. If we would reach shore by sundown, then we needed a plan for the night. It would be safer to stay on the water, but if we were too close to the shore, then there was a chance of us being seen by anybody who might be nearby. 
 
    “Hey, Paige,” I said after a moment. “Are there any other islands nearby where we can stay tonight?” 
 
    “You want to stay on an island tonight?” Anna asked. 
 
    “I figure that will be better than getting too close to the shore in the dark,” I said. “Even if we can just park near the island.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Paige agreed. “Yeah, Tea Island is here in a little bit. We can stay there.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I said with a grin. 
 
    “Wherever we decide to stay for the night, you’re going to have to go to sleep,” Anna commanded. “Remember, no guard duty for you.” 
 
    “Right,” I agreed. “No guard duty for me.” 
 
    I did appreciate that the girls were concerned for my health. It was true, I hadn’t slept well in a while, there had been a lot going on the last few days.  
 
    Between everything with Brody, and the men last night who had tried to rob us, I was pretty on edge. I didn’t mind staying on the water, but it was only about to get worse once we were on foot. There was no telling what we would encounter once we were back on land. If I wasn’t going to be on guard duty, I would make sure that we found a safe, calm space where there wouldn’t be any issues for the girls on guard duty.  
 
    I wasn’t about to put them in danger for the sake of my sleep, and I knew that they knew that, but I also knew they would force me to get some sleep if they had to. I looked at my girls and gave them each a smile.  
 
    “So how about a game?” Bailey asked with a grin. 
 
    “I have a better idea,” I said with a grin. 
 
    “What’s that?” the blonde asked. 
 
    “We’re going to get some practice shooting your new gun,” I said. 
 
    Bailey’s eyes lit up, and she jumped over to give me a big hug. 
 
    “Do we get a few rounds, too?” Tara asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Everyone will get to shoot it a few times. I want you all to see the weight of the thing. It’s not an everyday weapon, and we won’t use it as one.”  
 
    “Dang,” Bailey sighed. “I mean I knew it wasn’t, but still, I’m sad I won’t get to use it all the time.” 
 
    “You still have your M14,” I chuckled. “And we’ll keep an eye out for an upgrade for you.” 
 
    “Are we gonna shoot this bad boy or not?” Anna asked, and she walked over with the case in hand. “This thing is fuckin’ heavy.” 
 
    “It’s thirty pounds at least,” I laughed.  
 
    We set the case down and Bailey assembled the weapon easily. Then she put on the pair of earmuffs that came in the case. I also noticed that Brody had put a pill bottle of soft earplugs in one of the compartments, so I grabbed those and handed them out to all the girls. We didn’t have many targets around besides some trees on the edge of the water, but today wasn’t about aim as much as it was about feeling the power of the weapon. I knew Bailey could aim anything with or without a scope, I just wanted her to get used to the kickback of this beast. 
 
    “Alright,” I told the blonde. “Line up and take a shot.” 
 
    “Standing?” she asked, confused.  
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled. “It’s the only way for right now. And plus you’ll get to really feel the kick from it. All of you need to see how powerful this machine is.” 
 
    “Get ready for a shoulder ache,” Tara mumbled. 
 
    “Damn right,” I agreed. 
 
    Bailey still grinned, and she lined up a shot, took a deep breath, and pulled the trigger. I half expected it to knock her back a step, but the small blonde hippy had really set her shoulder into it, and she seemed as stable as a rooted tree. 
 
    Damn, I was super proud of her. 
 
    Our earbuds protected us from the brunt of the noise, but the thing was still loud, and it tore through the trees on the edge of the lake with a visible shake of the trunk that it made contact with. 
 
    “Nice!” I hollered.  
 
    Bailey turned around with a wide grin spread across her face. 
 
    “This thing is awesome!” she exclaimed. She looked like a kid in a candy store, and I had to smile at how absolutely adorable her enthusiasm was. 
 
    “Alright,” I chuckled. “Who’s next?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    We reached Tea Island just as the sun dipped below the horizon. We had spent the rest of the afternoon practicing with the Barrett, and all four of the girls had gotten a chance to fire the thing from standing and prone positions. I knew their shoulders would be sore in the morning, but it was important to understand your weapons.  
 
    “There’s a dock over there,” Bailey pointed out. 
 
    “The place looks totally abandoned,” Tara said as she looked at the small resort that sat on the island.  
 
    “Could someone survive here?” Anna asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I said. “There’s probably some wildlife to hunt, but most likely only small game.” 
 
    “We should have found an island to live on,” Tara said.  
 
    “I like the campus,” Bailey said with a frown. 
 
    “I mean, yeah,” the platinum blonde said. “But nobody would be able to get to us on an island.” 
 
    “Which is why we need to be careful here,” I said. “We’ll clear the place, but don’t shoot unless you’re under threat. If someone does live here I don’t want to cause problems, we only need to stay here for the evening.” 
 
    “Why don’t we just park the boat on the side of the island?” Anna asked. “That way we wouldn’t be by the resort.” 
 
    “That could work,” I agreed. “I don’t want anyone sneaking up on us, though.” 
 
    “Someone will be on guard all night,” Paige pointed out. 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “Let’s find a place on the side of the island to park.” 
 
    “Dang,” Tara pouted. “I was hoping to get into that resort and see what was left.” 
 
    “That isn’t a bad idea,” Anna said. “But we’re going to have to leave the boat to walk to the refinery, so even if we found stuff we would have to risk it getting stolen anyways.” 
 
    “We’re going to find somewhere to hide the boat, aren’t we?” Tara asked. 
 
    “Well, yes,” Paige answered. “But that doesn’t mean someone couldn’t find it. There’s always that risk.” 
 
    “Fine,” the platinum blonde said. “But next time we go by a resort we are totally stopping to check it out. They always have the best pillows.” 
 
    “Sure,” I chuckled. “Next time.” 
 
    Paige took over the rudder and led us to the side of the island as the sun dipped even lower and the sky darkened. She found a large tree to tie us to for the night, and I scanned the area to make sure there were no signs of life nearby. It looked empty, and Tara was right. The resort did look abandoned, though we had been surprised more than once by a place that looked like nobody lived there.  
 
    Still, I felt we were safe in the area that we chose. Even if someone was at the resort, it would have been a long walk for them to get to the other side of the island where we had anchored ourselves to a tree, and I doubted that was worth it to anybody, especially in the dark.  
 
    So we built up our fire, and Tara took the uneaten fish from earlier and made a stew out of it.  
 
    “That smells good,” Bailey said as the pot began to bubble. 
 
    “I’m hoping that the fish will maintain its texture,” the platinum blonde said.  
 
    “I’m sure it will be great,” I said with a smile. 
 
    The stew cooked while we settled into the back of the boat where we had fished earlier. I had Anna and Paige on one side of me, and Bailey on the other. Tara leaned away from us toward the fire pit to cook.  
 
    The warmth of the fire felt good on my feet as I extended them out to get them closer to the flames. It had been a long few days on the water, but it would be over in the morning, and I knew once we were on land and walking about thirty miles we would probably miss the ease of the water.  
 
    The boat shifted slightly with the bounce of the lake as we sat and watched the pot bubble and the sun dip beyond the horizon as the last bits of daylight disappeared from the sky.  
 
    I closed my eyes and let the warmth of the girls under my arms soak into me. I truly was tired, and it felt good to rest my eyes, even for just a moment. I hadn’t realized how much they stung until I closed them and felt the relief of my eyelids take over.  
 
    “Tav?” Tara asked, and I jolted upright. 
 
    “Yeah?” I asked. 
 
    “You fell asleep,” Paige giggled. 
 
    “Oh,” I said. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Here,” Tara said, and she handed me a bowl of soup. “Eat this, then go to bed.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “It looks good.” 
 
    The girls giggled a bit more, but I just smiled and ate my soup. It was tasty, with potatoes, corn, carrots, and fish. Tara had done a great job as usual, and the stew was hot so it filled my belly with a heat that radiated through me and made me that much more exhausted. 
 
    “Alright, sleepy guy,” Paige said as she took my empty bowl from me and grabbed my elbow. “Come on.” 
 
    I was led to the makeshift bed that the girls had made the night before, but they had moved it closer to the fire pit, and when I slid under the covers, my feet grew warm and toasty.  
 
    “Sleep tight,” Paige said, and she kissed my forehead. 
 
    “Who’s on guard duty?” I mumbled. “And aren’t the rest of you coming to bed?” 
 
    “We’ll be there in a bit,” Bailey laughed. 
 
    “Anna’s got first guard duty,” Paige assured me. “Just go to sleep.” 
 
    They didn’t have to say anything else, I listened for a moment while they chatted easily by the fireplace, then the world went dark. 
 
    I woke to the movement of the boat and a bright light in my face. Immediately I jolted up and looked around. It was daylight, and the girls were all at their posts on the boat. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked, slightly panicked that we were moving and it was obviously daytime instead of dawn. 
 
    “We’re almost to shore,” Paige said with a smile. 
 
    “Why didn’t you wake me?” I asked quickly as I jumped up and looked around. 
 
    “Whoa, there,” Tara said, and she handed me a cup of coffee. “Chill out.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige agreed. “We have a little bit longer. And we thought you could use the sleep.” 
 
    “Next time wake me,” I said as I took a sip of the coffee. 
 
    “Sure,” Anna said with an eye roll. “Not like you ever let us sleep in because you think we deserve it.” 
 
    “Fair point,” I said with a smile. “But I’m not you, I’m me. So next time wake me.” 
 
    “You’re feisty this morning,” Tara laughed. “I like it.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I sighed. “I just don’t like to sleep in, and the sun woke me so I got startled.” 
 
    “It’s alright,” Bailey said. “We kind of figured this would happen.” 
 
    “How was watch duty last night?” I asked.  
 
    “Uneventful,” Tara said.  
 
    “Yeah,” Anna agreed. “Nothing but a few birds near us.” 
 
    “When did we head out this morning?” I asked. 
 
    “Just before dawn,” Paige answered. “We’ve only been sailing for an hour or so.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said, and I took another drink of coffee. I couldn’t believe that I had slept so long. I knew I had been tired, but this was a whole other level. I didn’t recall waking up once throughout the night. I took a seat next to Paige by the rudder and rubbed my hand through my hair before I took another drink of coffee. My eyes still stung slightly, but the coffee was definitely helping to wake me up.  
 
    “How’s the coffee?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “It’s good,” I said. “Thank you.” 
 
    “There’s some breakfast for you, too,” Paige said. 
 
    “You girls did everything this morning,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Just doing our jobs,” Anna said with a shrug. 
 
    “Well, I appreciate it,” I said and then I turned to Paige. “How long did you say until we reach the shore?” 
 
    “Maybe half an hour or so,” the brunette said. 
 
    I stood up to look out ahead and saw that the shore was definitely in sight. To our right there was a whole town, with large buildings and shops. On the left looked like a residential area with some houses, but there was a small beach nestled at the shore line in between the two. 
 
    “What’s that area?” I asked with a point. 
 
    “It’s called Million Dollar Beach,” Paige chuckled. “That’s where we’re headed.” 
 
    “Good,” I said.  
 
    “I like the sound of that,” Tara said. “Why is it called that?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” the brunette responded with a shrug. “I think there’s a nice building there, but I don’t know where the name came from.” 
 
    “Well, either way, let’s check it out,” Tara said excitedly. 
 
    “We’ll clear the building when we get there,” I said. “Paige, is there only one building, or are there more?” 
 
    “I think it’s just the one,” the brunette said.  
 
    “How about breakfast?” Bailey asked, and she handed me a plate.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said with a smile. 
 
    I ate quickly and finished my coffee, then I pulled out my binoculars to scan the beach and check for signs of life. 
 
    “Do you see anything?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “Just that building and some trash, it looks like.” 
 
    “Alright,” Paige said. “Now that you’ve finished eating and everything are we ready to get to shore?” 
 
    “I believe so,” I said. “How much longer?” 
 
    “Not much,” the brunette said, and she pulled a rope that unleashed the main sail so we jolted forward on the water. I realized then that she had kept us a distance until I was ready to arrive, and I gave her a smile and a nod.  
 
    She was a good captain. 
 
    We reached the shore in no time, docked the boat, and hopped out. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Let’s clear this building quickly.” 
 
    The girls nodded and followed me as I led us to the large building. When we got to the front doors I saw that the glass had been shot out of them, so I stepped through and flanked left. It seemed the building was similar to one you might find at a rest stop, only larger. It had showers, some vending machines and bathrooms, but not much else.  
 
    We all met back in the lobby area after a few minutes. 
 
    “Well, the vending machines are all empty,” Anna said with amusement. “But other than that the place looks alright.” 
 
    “Doesn’t seem like there was much here to take,” Bailey pointed out. 
 
    “That’s good for us,” I said. “It means most people wouldn’t bother with this place.” 
 
    “Alright,” Anna said. “What now?” 
 
    “We need to hide the boat,” I said. “Then we’ll head out. It’s still early, we should try to get as far as we can today.” 
 
    “There’s a patch of trees by the dock,” Bailey said. “We could try to hide the boat there.” 
 
    “Great idea,” I said. “Let’s go check it out.” 
 
    Bailey was right, that was pretty much the only area on the beach that provided any coverage. We pulled the boat over to the trees and tried to create an alcove of sorts to secure it inside and hide it with branches and leaves. By the time we were done, it was well hidden, and I was satisfied that nobody would accidentally stumble across it. The water there was shallow as well, so we easily hopped out and made it to dry land. 
 
    It was only mid morning, but the sun was high in the sky already, and the day was warm. I knew it was gearing up to be hot, which was all the more reason to get moving. This time, I insisted that Bailey allow me to carry the Barrett, and she reluctantly agreed. The thing weighed too much for her to pack, so I wiggled it into my backpack and used some paracord to secure it. It would be easier to carry the large case on my back than to lug it around with my arms.  
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Time to get walking.” 
 
    “We need to head toward interstate 87,” Paige said. “Follow me.” 
 
    “Stay vigilant,” I said as Paige led us out to the road. “We don’t know who could be around.” 
 
    The brunette led us down the beach for a moment, then turned left onto Fort George Road. It seemed to be a back road, and after ten minutes or so I hadn’t seen a single driveway, store, or any other signs of people.  
 
    “This must be the back way,” Anna said. 
 
    “I was thinking the same,” I agreed. “There’s nothing on this road.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige said. “Here in a bit we’ll get to town, though, this is just the quickest way.” 
 
    “Good call,” I told the brunette with a grin. 
 
    The sun shone overhead as we walked, but trees provided some shade on the road. We were surrounded on either side by forest, and I took in the overgrown trees and vegetation as we walked. It had probably been overgrown to begin with since most cities didn’t bother to clean up the edges of the forest, but I imagined it had only grown worse since the EMP hit. The woods looked lush with spring, and beautiful greens caught my eye as we walked along at a nice, quick pace. 
 
    We only saw one building on our trek down the road, and it was a park commission building that looked like it had needed a coat of paint long before the world had gone to shit. Otherwise, the walk was peaceful and calm. I think the smell and feel of the forest around everyone lulled them into silence as we went along.  
 
    Soon enough, though, we broke through the trees and we were in the city.  
 
    “We just have to go through this area of town,” Paige said. “Then we’ll reach I-87.” 
 
    “Great,” I said.  
 
    “Oh my God,” Tara gushed. “There’s a strip mall over there. Can we stop, please, please? They have a Nordstroms.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” I said. “We should try to make progress today.” 
 
    “It’s what,” Tara said. “Thirty miles to the oil refinery?” 
 
    “About that,” Paige agreed. 
 
    “We could do that in our sleep,” the platinum blonde pleaded. “We can just look around for a minute, then we can keep going.” 
 
    “It is already noon,” Bailey said with a small shrug. “We won’t make it there tonight.” 
 
    “We might make it there before dark if we started with a full day, though,” Anna said. 
 
    “You all want to stop at the mall?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “I am pretty low on pants,” Bailey said, and she bit her lip. 
 
    “It looks like everywhere has been pretty trashed by the Candians who came through,” I said with a gesture around. “There’s no guarantee you’ll find anything.” 
 
    “We know,” Tara said. “But there’s a bunch of stores around here. We’re bound to find something useful.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said after I thought for a moment. “We’ll take the rest of the day to look through the shops in town. Then we’ll head out first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “What are we going to do with the stuff we find?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “Who cares,” Tara said, and she threw her arms around me. “Thank you, thank you, thank you!” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I chuckled. “And Bailey, we’ll take them back to the boat for tonight and camp out on the beach. Then we’ll leave from there first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Anna said. 
 
    “Me, too,” Tara said, and she started to run toward the Nordstroms.  
 
    “Tara,” I called. “You have to clear it first!”  
 
    “I know,” the platinum blonde called back as she held up her pistol, but she didn’t break stride. 
 
    “We should go after her,” Paige said. 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed, and we both took off toward the large building. 
 
    We cleared the Nordstroms easily. It had already been broken into, but there were still plenty of clothes on the racks. Mostly the winter coats were missing, and winter boots, but not much else. That was the good thing about scavenging now, even if people had been there, a lot of times they could only take what they could carry, so there was typically something left for the next guy. 
 
    Tara gushed as she looked through the clothes and threw them all into a basket. After just a few moments, her cart was already piled high.  
 
    “Remember to get practical things,” I announced. “If you need new hiking boots, or some pants, then now’s the time.” 
 
    We all had grabbed a basket, and I looked through the clothes as well and found a few pairs of pants, some shirts, and a new pair of boots.  
 
    After I was done, I waited for the other girls at the entrance of the store, and it didn’t take long before everyone but Tara arrived.  
 
    “Are we ready to go?” Paige asked. 
 
    “Tara isn’t,” Anna laughed. 
 
    “Tara!” I called. “We’re moving on!” 
 
    “Give me just one sec!” the platinum blonde called back from somewhere in the store. 
 
    “Alright,” I told the other girls. “Let’s get some water while we have a minute.” 
 
    We drank some water and ate a small snack by the time Tara came back with a basket piled high with clothes and shoes. 
 
    “Really?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Really,” Tara said with a deadly serious stare. 
 
    “Okay,” Anna chuckled. “But nobody’s helping you push that thing back to the boat.” 
 
    “Fine by me,” the platinum blonde said with a grin. 
 
    “Since this store is pretty close to the road we need to go back on, why don’t we leave these carts here for now,” I suggested. “We can bring everything else back here and take it all back up the road. Plus, we may be able to drive back to the boat from the refinery with one of their trucks.” 
 
    The girls all nodded, and we headed out the door, but Tara looked longingly at her pile of clothes, so I chuckled and grabbed her elbow to lead her out. 
 
    The next store we hit was a pet supply store down the road. We didn’t find much, but Paige did find some Fish Mox, which she said is the same as amoxicillin, so it could be used to treat infections. Apparently it was a pretty common method among people who didn’t have healthcare or couldn’t afford to pay for antibiotics.  
 
    “Hey, Tara,” Anna said. “There’s a resort up there, wanna take a look?” 
 
    “Oh my God,” the platinum blonde squealed. “Yes, let’s go!” 
 
    “That was nice of you,” I told Anna as I dropped back and let Tara and the others lead the way. 
 
    “It was her idea to let you sleep in this morning,” the redhead said with a shrug. “And she always cooks for us. I know we bicker, but I still love her.” 
 
    “I’ll be sure to tell her that,” I said. 
 
    “Don’t you dare,” Anna said with a glare. 
 
    I chuckled and sealed my lips with a make believe key.  
 
    We cleared the resort easily. It seemed this town was a dead zone. Everything had obviously been picked through by the Canadians who had come down, and it was a disaster, but there weren’t any signs of life that we saw. 
 
    Inside the resort we looked through the rooms and found a few clean pillows, but not much else. The mini bars had been cleaned out, and so had the vending machines in the hallway. All the small bags of coffee were missing from the rooms, too, along with most of the linens and even the drapes.  
 
    “Hey, guys!” Bailey called from down the hallway.  
 
    “Where are you?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m down the hall past the stairwell!” the blonde called back. 
 
    The girls and I met down there, and Bailey popped her head out of an almost hidden door. 
 
    “In here,” she said with a smile, and she opened the door wide. 
 
    “What the fuck,” Anna said as we took in the sight. 
 
    “Right,” Bailey chuckled. “This must have been where they restocked the mini bars from.” 
 
    The small room was stocked with bags and boxes of mini bottled water, peanuts, cashews, M&Ms, other assorted candies, and tiny bottles of liquor.  
 
    “How did nobody find this before?” Paige asked as she looked around. 
 
    “Well, we all walked right past this door when we came up the stairs,” Bailey said. “I bet nobody saw it. It’s meant to be kind of hidden so it doesn’t make the resort look shabby.” 
 
    “Great find,” I told the blonde.  
 
    “Now we just have to figure out how to transport all this,” Paige chuckled. 
 
    “How about we have a snack first,” I suggested. We had been out for a couple hours already, and I figured the girls deserved a little treat before we kept going. 
 
    “Dibs on some M&Ms,” Paige said, and she snatched a bag off the shelf. 
 
    “Cashews!” Bailey called as she laid claim to her bag. 
 
    Anna grabbed a chocolate protein bar, and Tara snagged a Milky Way, while I grabbed a Coke and some peanuts.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Paige asked as she watched me with wide eyes. 
 
    “Coke and peanuts,” I said. “You’ve never done this?” 
 
    “Has anybody ever done that?” Anna asked. 
 
    “I think it’s a southern thing,” I said. “But my mom used to do it when I was a kid. It’s delicious.” 
 
    “You just put peanuts in your Coke?” Paige asked.  
 
    “Basically,” I chuckled. 
 
    “That’s so strange,” the brunette said, and her head cocked to the side as she looked at me. “Can I try?” 
 
    “Sure,” I said and I passed her the bottle. 
 
    The brunette took a hesitant sip, then her eyes grew wide and she smiled big.  
 
    “That’s delicious,” she said. 
 
    “I told you,” I laughed. 
 
    “Let me try,” Anna said, and she grabbed the bottle and took a sip. “Hm, it is good.” 
 
    “I want some,” Tara said, and she snatched the bottle from Anna.  
 
    “Well?” I asked after the platinum blonde had taken a sip. 
 
    “It’s good,” she said. “Part of me thought they were lying, but it really is good. Bailey? You gotta try this.” 
 
    “Okay,” the blonde said, and she took a sip, and a childlike smile spread across her face. “That’s so good!” 
 
    “Um,” Paige said. “Is it cool if we have double snacks? Because now I really just want some of that.” 
 
    “Of course,” I laughed and passed out a pack of peanuts and a small bottle of Coke to each of the girls. 
 
    We drank our Cokes and ate our peanuts quietly, and I sat back and watched as each of the girls experimented with their newfound treat. Paige poured peanuts into her mouth, then topped them with Coke and chewed them all together. Bailey poured a few into her Coke at a time and tried to get them with each drink. Anna poured a few in and drank the soda while she ate the peanuts, and Tara ate one single peanut with one small sip of cola.  
 
    Most often they introduced me to new things when it came to things beyond survival, but now and then I had the opportunity to show them something new, and it was always a treat.  
 
    After we finished our Coke and peanuts, we found a couple of maid carts and piled them with boxes from the small room so we could take them back to Nordstroms. 
 
    “It’s going to be a bitch getting all this stuff back to the boat,” Paige said as we walked the carts down to the strip mall. 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “We need to find a large wagon or something.” 
 
    “Has anybody seen a hardware store?” Anna asked. 
 
    “I think there’s one further up,” Bailey said. “I definitely saw a fishing store.” 
 
    “We’ll go there as well,” I said. 
 
    “Typically there’s a hardware store nearby if there’s a fishing store,” Paige said.  
 
    “A hardware store should have some wagons,” I said. “How about Anna and I head there and Paige, you, Tara, and Bailey can run to the fishing store?” 
 
    “Alright,” the brunette agreed. 
 
    “On it,” Anna said. 
 
    We dropped off the maid carts with our shopping carts at Nordstrom, then we headed back up the street. The fishing store was first, so we dropped off Paige, Tara, and Bailey there, then headed further down until we found a large hardware store set at the back of a huge parking lot. 
 
    “Looks like this should have a good bit of stuff,” Anna said as we made our way to the store. 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “But it’s definitely been ransacked already.” 
 
    “What gave it away?” Anna chuckled. “Was it that every single window has been broken? Because that’s what tipped me off.” 
 
    “No,” I laughed. “I think it was the murder of crows on the roof.” 
 
    “What?” the redhead asked, and she looked up and saw the birds. “Oh, shit.” 
 
    “They won’t harm us,” I said. “They’re just up there looking for food.” 
 
    “Aren’t crows pretty smart?” Anna asked as she watched the creatures. 
 
    “They are,” I said. “I think I read somewhere that they remember human faces.” 
 
    “Yeah,” the redhead agreed. “And they collect shiny stuff, too.” 
 
    “Right,” I chuckled. 
 
    We made our way to the front doors, pulled out our pistols, and cleared the building.  
 
    The feed they had in stock had obviously gone bad, and it smelled of rot and mildew. The tools had been gone through, and most of them were gone, like the hammers, knives, and anything you could use to hurt someone or defend yourself with. It looked like most other things hadn’t been messed with, though the store itself was a disheveled mess. There were papers littered on the floor, along with glass, ammo casings, blood, and plenty of empty wrappers from the snack shelf that had once been by the register.  
 
    “Hey,” Anna called. “Over here.” 
 
    I made my way to the back of the store where the redhead stood and saw that she had found the wagons.  
 
    “Nice job,” I said with a clap on her shoulder. 
 
    “What are these things even used for?” she asked. 
 
    “Gardening,” I said. “Or moving crates and things.” 
 
    “Weird,” the redhead said. “I don’t think I ever saw one of these before.” 
 
    “You were probably never looking for one,” I laughed. 
 
    “True,” she said.  
 
    “I think we should grab one for each of us,” I said. “But first let’s go through the store and see if there’s anything useful.” 
 
    “On it,” the redhead agreed. 
 
    We fanned out and went through the isles. I found some paracord rope, a couple of bungee cords, and a few lighters. When I met back up with Anna, she had found a small first aid kit hidden at the back of a shelf, a couple of road flares, and enough insulated backpacks for all of us. 
 
    “Where did you find these?” I asked as I inspected the bag. “That’s pretty cool.” 
 
    “They come with a thermos, too,” the redhead said. “They were back with clothes. I bet nobody grabbed them because they just look like regular backpacks.” 
 
    “You’re probably right,” I said. “I saw an area where backpacks should have been a lot closer to the front of the store. Everyone must have grabbed those instead.” 
 
    “Well, sucks to be them,” Anna said with a grin. 
 
    “Good to be us,” I chuckled. “Let’s get back to the other girls.” 
 
    “If we can get past the crows,” the redhead joked. 
 
    “We can only enter,” I said. “We can never leave.” 
 
    “Oh, ha, ha,” Anna laughed. 
 
    We made our way back toward the fishing store, but we ran into the other girls in the road. 
 
    “Looks like you got a good haul,” I said as I looked at their full arms. 
 
    “Definitely,” Paige agreed, and she looked behind us to the wagons. “Looks like you all two did alright.” 
 
    “We didn’t get much,” I said. “But Anna found us some great backpacks.” 
 
    “Backpacks?” Tara asked.  
 
    “What makes them great?” Bailey asked with a smile. 
 
    “They’re insulated,” Anna said. “And they come with a thermos.” 
 
    “That is pretty cool,” Paige agreed. “We could keep soup warm for the road.” 
 
    “Or coffee,” Anna said. 
 
    “Right,” the brunette said. 
 
    “But most importantly we got the wagons,” I said. “One for each of us.” 
 
    “I say we go back to Nordstroms real quick,” Anna said. “We can load up the wagons and see how much space we have left.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I told the redhead. 
 
    We headed back down to Nordstroms and loaded up the wagons. Between what we had found at Nordstroms, the resort, and the hardware store, we had two-and-a-half wagons already full. 
 
    “So we still have half the wagons to fill,” Paige said as she looked at our handiwork. 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “Let’s head out one more time and see what we can find.” 
 
    “I saw a sign for a hospital up the way,” Bailey said.  
 
    “That’s great,” I said. “We’ll check it out. It’s probably been picked through, but we’ll see what we can find.” 
 
    “If there’s a hospital nearby then that means there’s probably a pharmacy close by, too,” Paige pointed out. 
 
    “Right,” I agreed. “So keep an eye out for that while we go. We’ll head toward the hospital, and if anybody sees somewhere else they want to go then let the group know.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Anna said, and she grabbed one of the empty carts. 
 
    We headed back down the road toward the fishing store and where Bailey had seen the sign for the hospital. We passed a few restaurants as we went, but eventually we saw the sign Bailey had referred to, which said the hospital was a half mile ahead, so we continued on the main road.  
 
    I made sure to scan the area frequently for any signs of people, but I hadn’t seen or heard anything all day. There were bodies on the ground every so often, and the town had definitely been ransacked, but it seemed strange that we had yet to run into a single person. I couldn’t complain, I’d prefer to not put myself or the girls in danger, but it still seemed odd. The place was like a ghost town, and I wondered if most of the north was like that since the Canadians had come through.  
 
    “This place is so empty and quiet,” Tara said while we walked. 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing,” I said. “It’s odd that we haven’t seen anybody all day.” 
 
    “It does look like the Canadians did some severe damage,” Anna said. 
 
    “Right,” I agreed. “But it would be strange if there was nobody left in the town at all.” 
 
    “There could have been nobody left to begin with,” Paige said with a shrug. “A lot of people went to those guard camps.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “But still, stay vigilant. I don’t trust how quiet this place is.” 
 
    “You don’t trust anything,” Tara laughed. 
 
    “I trust you girls,” I said with a grin. 
 
    “Awwww,” the platinum blonde giggled. “You’re so cheesy.” 
 
    “Extra cheesy,” I joked. 
 
    “Double awww,” Anna chuckled. 
 
    “You’re not even close to being a dad, yet you have some serious dad jokes going on,” Bailey said. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Tara said with a sly smile. “Kimmy seems like she wouldn’t mind if he was her baby daddy.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Paige laughed. 
 
    “You make everything sexual,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, she totally digs you,” the platinum blonde said. 
 
    “I don’t get that vibe,” I said. “She’s just happy to be at the college with us.” 
 
    “You’re good with baby Anthony, though,” Bailey said quietly. “Women do tend to like that.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean she likes me,” I laughed. 
 
    “Uhh, everytime you hold that little tyke she practically melts into a puddle,” Tara cackled. “She totally wants you.” 
 
    “We aren’t mad about it,” Anna said with a raised eyebrow. “We all think you are hot when you hold Anthony. Why are you getting so defensive?” 
 
    “It’s because he thinks she’s hot, too,” Tara said with a grin. 
 
    “She’s a beautiful woman,” I conceded. “But that’s it.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” the platinum blonde said. “Let us know when things start to heat up.” 
 
    “Don’t hold your breath,” I laughed. 
 
    We finally reached the hospital to find that the glass front doors were busted, but most of the windows were intact. It was a tall building, and it would take a while to clear, but if we could find anything useful, it would be worth it. This was the biggest hospital we’d been to yet, and a score here could set us up for months. It could possibly even give us a bargaining chip for Brody. 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “This is going to take some time to clear.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” Tara said as she looked at the massive building behind me. 
 
    “We’ll go floor by floor,” I instructed. 
 
    “What about the carts?” Paige asked. 
 
    “We’ll find somewhere for them on the first floor after we clear it,” I said. 
 
    “We really just need to find the supply closets on each floor,” the brunette said. 
 
    “Right,” I agreed. “Where they keep the prescription medicines and things.” 
 
    “Alright,” Anna said. “We got this. Let’s do it.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “But we don’t know if there’s anybody in there. There could be tweakers in there for all we know, so be careful, keep your gun up, and keep your wits about you.” 
 
    “We did run into tweakers at the vet that one time,” Paige said. “It makes sense that they would hide out at the hospital.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. “So everybody be careful.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Anna said with a wink. “We were trained for this.” 
 
    “I know,” I said with a grin. “Alright, everyone ready?” 
 
    The girls all nodded. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said, and I raised my pistol and headed inside the building. 
 
    It was a disaster, with papers littered on the floor, empty pill bottles, and a few dead bodies. The vending machines had been busted into, and it looked like every room had been gone through multiple times, there was practically nothing left but trash. After seeing the state of the first floor I didn’t get my hopes up for the rest of the building. After we had cleared the floor we met in the ER area to check for supplies there. 
 
    “It doesn’t look like there’s anything here,” Bailey said after a few moments of searching. 
 
    “Bail is right,” Paige said. “Everybody probably went right for the ER.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Anna agreed. “We might have better luck upstairs.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Let’s bring the wagons in, then we’ll move up to the second floor.” 
 
    The second floor didn’t take much longer than the first, and it didn’t look much different, either. There were a few bodies either on the floor or in beds, and another reception desk with papers littered all around. We found the supply closet on the floor, but it was already broken into, and there wasn’t much left aside from some gauze and stool softeners. 
 
    “This is a bust,” Tara said as we scavenged through the remains of the supply closet. 
 
    “We’re only on the second floor,” Anna chuckled. 
 
    “Yeah, but we’ve got nothing,” the platinum blonde said. 
 
    “How about we split up and cover more ground?” Bailey suggested. 
 
    “That’s not a bad idea,” I said. “Paige and I will take the fourth floor, you three take the third floor.” 
 
    “Okay,” the brunette agreed. 
 
    We made our way back to the stairwell, and watched as Anna, Tara, and Bailey went through the door to the third floor with their pistols raised high.  
 
    “Ready?” I asked Paige as we reached the door to the fourth floor. 
 
    “Ready,” the brunette said, so I pushed the door open, and we went in quickly. 
 
    It was eerie to see the hospital so empty, though it made clearing it extremely easy and fast. The only people we saw were dead, and once again we found the supply closet had been ransacked. 
 
    Between the broken glass, strewn about papers, and the dead bodies, it looked like a scene from a horror film. The random puddles of dried blood we came across didn’t do anything to deter that aesthetic either.  
 
    “How are you guys doing up here?” Anna asked as they found us. 
 
    “Not good,” Paige said dryly. 
 
    “Us either,” Bailey said with a frown. 
 
    “There’s got to be fifteen more floors to this place,” Tara sighed. 
 
    “You’re probably right,” I agreed. “But we’re already here, and if there is a chance that we can find some medical supplies, we have to take it.” 
 
    “I agree,” Bailey said. 
 
    “Me too,” Anna agreed. 
 
    “Definitely,” Paige said. 
 
    They all looked at Tara. 
 
    “Oh, alright,” the platinum blonde said as she threw her hands up. 
 
    “We’ll move quickly,” I said. “We’ll keep our groups and take opposite floors. Clear them, then go straight for the supply closet. If there’s nothing there then move on to the next floor.” 
 
    “Alright,” Anna said. “You heard him, let’s get going.” 
 
    We made our way up the tower of a building, but it wasn’t until we reached floor sixteen that we found something. Even then, it was a few bottles of aspirin, some antibiotics, and some IV bags, but it was better than what we’d found on the previous floors. By the time we reached the twentieth floor, however, Paige and I had struck a jackpot. We found a supply closet that was hidden in a dark hallway, and it appeared to be fully stocked. There were syringes and needles, plenty of different medications, gauze, bandaids, and medical tape. The whole shabang.  
 
    “Awesome,” the brunette said as she inspected our inventory. “This will be great for the college.” 
 
    “It will,” I agreed. “Let’s see what the other girls have found.” 
 
    We made our way to the floor below us and ran into Anna with a large box of supplies. 
 
    “Looks like you guys hit a score, too,” Paige said happily. 
 
    “Hell, yeah.” Anna grinned. “Wait, did you say, too? You guys found stuff?” 
 
    “We did,” I said. “Let’s take it all back down to the carts, and we’ll tally it up there.” 
 
    By the time all the supplies were loaded onto the cart it was late afternoon and we only had half a cart’s worth of room left. 
 
    “I think it’s about time we head back,” I said. 
 
    “I think you’re right,” Paige said. “We should get back to the beach before dark if we leave now.” 
 
    We each took a cart and followed Paige back toward the road she had taken us on earlier. At least once we hit the back road we wouldn’t have to worry about people for a while, though we still had maybe a quarter mile left through town. 
 
    I had taken the cart that was stacked with the supplies we gathered from the resort, while Tara had gotten stuck with the one from Nordstrom, which was mostly her clothes, and a few things for everybody else. I looked back to see that the platinum blonde was definitely out of breath, but she hadn’t complained yet, and I doubted she would. She was just happy to get some new clothes. 
 
    We reached Fort George road just as the sun dipped below the trees and the world lit up with a delicate orange.  
 
    “How long until the beach?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “It was about a twenty-minute walk earlier,” Anna said. 
 
    “Right,” the blonde said, and she looked at Tara who struggled to keep her wagon wheels moving. 
 
    “Can we stop by the park commission we saw up here earlier?” Paige asked. “I’d like to see if they have any maps of the area.” 
 
    “Don’t you already have maps?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Well, yeah,” Paige said. “But not all maps are the same. Some are way better.” 
 
    “I don’t see why we can’t stop for a minute,” I said. 
 
    “Thanks,” the brunette said with a grin. 
 
    It didn’t take long for us to reach the park commission, and I decided to head in with Paige and leave the other girls to get a drink of water, particularly Tara who looked like she was about to collapse. It was growing dark though, and we needed to hurry and get to the beach before sunset fully took over.  
 
    Paige and I found the door to the place easily, and it looked like it hadn’t been touched. 
 
    “Should we break a window?” the brunette asked. 
 
    “Nah,” I said. “Step back.” 
 
    I raised my foot up and kicked the old door so it burst open easily. 
 
    “Right,” Paige chuckled. “I keep forgetting you can do that.” 
 
    “It works better with old wooden doors like this,” I said. 
 
    We cleared the place quickly, but it was such a small, sad little building that there wasn’t much to clear. There were two desks with computers and plenty of files stacked on them, a small kitchenette area, and a few chairs in a makeshift waiting room.  
 
    “Looks like they were pretty understaffed,” Paige said. 
 
    “No kidding,” I agreed. 
 
    We found a wall filled with pamphlets and small maps, but nothing of true value until Paige dug through the drawers and found several maps of the area. 
 
    “Aha,” she said as she pulled them out of the drawer and smiled wide. 
 
    “Awesome,” I said. “Now let’s get going before it gets too dark.” 
 
    “Right,” the brunette agreed. 
 
    We finished the short trek back to the beach, though it took longer than we had originally anticipated since Tara moved a bit slow. But nobody seemed to mind, we kept a nice, easy pace as we walked through the trees, and once we reached the beach, the platinum blonde plopped down in the sand and breathed heavily. The sun was low in the sky by that point, and we only had a few minutes until it was fully dark.  
 
    “Alright,” I laughed. “Paige and I will pull the boat over closer to us, everyone else get ready to load it.” 
 
    The brunette and I pulled the boat by the rope so it came closer to the dock, and we held it in place while the girls loaded it.  
 
    Despite Tara’s exhaustion, it didn’t take long for us to get the boat loaded, and we pulled out our fire pit, some snacks from the resort to take with us, and our new backpacks so we could use them. After everything was prepared for the morning and the fire was built, we sat down around it, and I heard the group let out an audible sigh. After being on the boat for so long it felt like we had walked forever, and I knew everyone was exhausted from the day’s trip. It was probably good that we started with a shorter walk, that way they would be better prepared for the next morning when we had at least thirty miles ahead of us.  
 
    “Are you up for cooking?” Anna asked Tara after everything was unpacked and the fire was going. 
 
    “I think so,” the platinum blonde said with a smile. “I was exhausted from pulling that stuff, but it was totally worth it. I’m happy.” 
 
    “I’m glad,” I chuckled. 
 
    “You guys really should have grabbed more,” the platinum blonde said. “There was some good stuff in there.” 
 
    “I’m good,” Anna said. 
 
    “Me, too,” Bailey chuckled. 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige agreed. “I got enough stuff to last for a while.” 
 
    “Suit yourselves,” the platinum blonde responded with a shrug. 
 
    Tara started some dinner for us while I set up our tent for the girls. I would take the first watch that evening. Not only had they let me sleep in earlier, but I felt nice after a day of rummaging and scavenging. We hadn’t gone nearly as far as I hoped to get, but we still had plenty of time, and I knew we would get the job done long before the civilians arrived. They most likely wouldn’t even leave until the next morning, so by the time they arrived at the refinery things would be taken care of. 
 
    “Anybody want more Coke and peanuts?” Paige asked as she held up a few of the snacks. 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” Anna said, and she reached for a bag and a bottle. 
 
    “Please,” Bailey said with a smile. 
 
    “It’s not even a question,” Tara chuckled. 
 
    “Me, too, please,” I said, and I held my hand out. 
 
    We all ate our little treat while Tara cooked dinner. 
 
    It was dark by then, and the lake lit up with the light of the stars overhead. I looked out at the water while I warmed my feet by the fire.  
 
    “I bet you could barely see the stars on the lake before,” Bailey said after a while. 
 
    “Why do you say that?” Anna asked through a mouthful of peanuts. 
 
    “Because it’s lined with houses and buildings,” the blonde answered with a point. “The lights from them probably reflected on most of the lake.” 
 
    “Not to mention all the streetlights,” Paige said. 
 
    “True,” I agreed. “But I bet if you went out in the middle of the water you could still get a good view.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Bailey said. “But it’s nice to have a good view right here.” 
 
    “It is,” I said with a soft smile. 
 
    “You know,” Tara said. “These peanuts and Coke are pretty great, but there’s one thing that goes better with Coke.” 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “Rum,” the platinum blonde said, and she pulled a few small bottles from her pocket. 
 
    “Alright,” I laughed. “But only one each.” 
 
    “Good,” Tara said. “Because that’s all I grabbed for tonight.” 
 
    We each took our mini bottle of rum and added it to our Cokes. It tasted even better with the saltiness from the peanuts mixed in, and I couldn’t believe I had never thought to add alcohol into the mix before.  
 
    The rest of the night was spent eating Tara’s dinner, finishing our rum and Cokes, and staring out at the lake. After dinner I sent the girls to bed and took the first watch with the promise that I would wake up Bailey after a few hours. I kept my promise, but in the meantime I sat and stared at the water and the forest with my rifle against my shoulder.  
 
    We had a good score that day, and I was confident that even if we hadn’t found something to trade with Brody on this run, we would be able to find whatever we needed to. I often forgot how skilled and determined the girls really were, but days like that reminded me. They had found some overlooked items and with a bit of determination they had even found some medical supplies, one of the most valuable things you could find in the current world. I was extremely proud of them and how far they had come. 
 
    The next morning we set out early after we made sure the boat was secure and hidden. We followed the same path that we had the day before, which brought us out at the same part of town, but as we neared Nordstroms I heard voices, so I held my hand up and ducked down behind a nearby car. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Paige whispered. 
 
    “I heard voices,” I said. 
 
    “Somebody’s definitely been here,” a male voice said loudly, and the girls looked at me with wide eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    “You’re just bein’ paranoid!” another man shouted at the first. 
 
    I leaned up to look through the dirty car windows to see if I could get a clear look at the men.  
 
    Through the glass I could see that they each wore a wife beater, which reminded me of the men that had tried to take our boat, and I wondered if it was some sort of a New York thing, or what. One wore baggy shorts with high socks and tennis shoes, and he had long, greasy black hair that hung down to his chin, and what looked like scabs all over his body. 
 
    The other had no hair at all, similar wounds, and he wore a pair of deep blue sweatpants. 
 
    Each of them had a pistol that they waved around as they spoke, but it didn’t look like they had any other weapons. 
 
    “These guys are gross,” Tara whispered. 
 
    “I’m tellin’ ya,” the one with the greasy hair said. “Somebody’s been here!” 
 
    “You’re just bein’ paranoid!” baldy shouted once more. 
 
    “I’m tellin’ ya,” the greasy-haired one repeated. 
 
    “They’re just saying the same things over and over,” Bailey said, and she looked at me in confusion. 
 
    “They’re tweakers,” Paige whispered, and the rest of the girls looked confused.  
 
    “You’re right,” I agreed. I knew these guys were on something, and from the scabs all over their arms and faces, it looked like they’d been on it for a while. 
 
    “You mean they’re on drugs?” Bailey asked with wide eyes. 
 
    “Yes,” I told the blonde. “And they probably have been for a while.” 
 
    “Ew,” Tara said with a wrinkled nose.  
 
    “Just get what you came here for,” baldy told his companion, and we all looked up once more at the men. 
 
    “Alright, alright,” greasy hair said, and he grabbed a shopping basket and they both set off down the street toward the hospital. 
 
    “What the fuck was that about?” Tara asked once they were well out of ear shot.  
 
    “They’re on something,” Paige said. 
 
    “Well, obviously,” the platinum blonde agreed. “We’ve established that.” 
 
    “That makes them dangerous,” I said. “They’re erratic and trigger happy, it looked like.” 
 
    “So, time to take out some tweakers?” Anna asked with a raised brow. 
 
    “I believe it is,” I said with a grin. 
 
    We slowly made our way up the street so we could keep an eye on the men as they walked, and we stayed behind the nearby buildings and houses until they stopped at a small house that looked more rundown than the town itself. The place was littered with used tires, trash bags full of cans, and the house itself was painted the ugliest pale yellow color I had ever seen.  
 
    “How did we miss that yesterday?” Tara asked. 
 
    “We weren’t exactly on the lookout for drug dens,” Anna said dryly. 
 
    We watched as greasy hair parked the cart outside, along with three other carts that were filled with garbage, and then the two men went inside.  
 
    “Why with the cart?” Tara asked, and she shook her head in shock. “I don’t get it.” 
 
    “They’re drug addicts,” Paige said. “It’s not going to make sense.” 
 
    “Let’s watch the house for a few minutes,” I said. “If they haven’t come out in ten, then we’ll head over there and see if we can get a vantage point.” 
 
    “Okay,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Hopefully this won’t take long,” I said. “We have a lot of ground to cover today.” 
 
    “If it’s not shopping, it’s drug addicts,” Tara said with a shrug, and I had to smile. 
 
    We watched the small house for a moment. The porch was half falling over, and the windows had plastic duct tape on them. It looked like there had been a dog in the yard at one point, but there wasn’t any longer. I figured they couldn’t feed it once the EMP hit, and either they let it go, or it broke away. I didn’t want to consider the other alternative, though I thought it highly plausible. 
 
    The men were quiet for several minutes, and I was about to call it and formulate a plan to head over there when I heard a glass break. I turned my head back to the house to see another glass fly through the front door after greasy hair ran out and ducked. 
 
    “What the fuck!” greasy hair shouted. 
 
    “You spilled our product!” baldy yelled from inside. 
 
    “I did not,” greasy hair hollered back. 
 
    “Did, too!” baldy called. 
 
    “They’re like children,” Anna whispered with a shake of her head. 
 
    “Get your ass back in here,” baldy said. “We gotta make us some more.” 
 
    “Shit,” Paige said. 
 
    “What?” Anna asked. 
 
    “They’re making meth,” the brunette said. 
 
    “How do you know it’s meth?” Tara asked. 
 
    “They’re twitchy,” Paige said, “they keep arguing over nothing, can’t focus, and the scabs all over them.” 
 
    “People who do meth have scabs all over them?” Bailey asked with genuine surprise. 
 
    “Those who are long-term users,” I said with a nod. 
 
    “Damn,” Tara said. “But why is that a bad thing?” 
 
    “It means we can’t shoot them while they’re inside,” I said. 
 
    “Why not?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “The chemicals,” Paige explained. “Making meth is a chemical process, and it can easily explode under the right circumstances.” 
 
    “Well, shit,” Tara muttered. 
 
    “Isn’t that gonna be a big explosion?” Anna asked with skepticism. 
 
    “Depends on their setup,” Paige said, and she looked around at the other girls with surprise. “Haven’t any of you ever watched the news and seen something about a meth lab exploding?” 
 
    “What the fuck,” Tara said. “No, who watches the news for stories about meth lab explosions?” 
 
    “You don’t watch it for that…,” Paige said, but she put her fingers to her temples and took a deep breath. “I’m just saying it’s on the news sometimes.” 
 
    “So what do we do?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “We need to draw them out,” I said. 
 
    “What is with us having to lure people everywhere lately?” Tara asked in reference to the men trying to steal our boat the other night. 
 
    “Better to lure them out than get our boat shot or be in a meth explosion,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Alright,” Anna said. “How are we going to do it?” 
 
    “Well, they’re pretty paranoid,” Bailey said. “Maybe we can play off of that?” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” I told the blonde.  
 
    “We just have to make sure we get both of them out here,” Paige said. “And we can’t attack until they’re both far enough away.” 
 
    “Paige is right,” I said. “We don’t want to give one of them the opportunity to run back inside.” 
 
    “Alright,” Anna said. “But how are we going to get them to come out?” 
 
    “Do you think we could move one of their shopping carts?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “Why?” Paige asked. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” Tara snickered. “That’d be so funny.” 
 
    “What?” the brunette asked again. 
 
    “If we move one of the shopping carts, they’ll definitely notice,” Bailey explained. “The one guy seems kind of obsessed with them.” 
 
    “Oh,” Paige said with a smile. “I like it.” 
 
    “We can move it to the middle of the road,” Anna said. 
 
    “I like it,” I said. “We’ll have to be careful, though.” 
 
    “Their windows are blocked off,” Paige said. “But they might have other ways of looking out that we don’t know about.” 
 
    “Bailey,” I said. “Can you find a building that gives you a good vantage point on the road?” 
 
    “Of course,” the blonde responded. 
 
    “We need to be far enough back that if something goes wrong, we won’t get caught in the crossfire,” I reminded the girls. 
 
    “Right,” Paige agreed.  
 
    “I’ll move the cart,” I said.  
 
    “I think I should do it,” Tara piped up. 
 
    “I agree,” Anna said.  
 
    “Tara is the ninja,” Bailey added. 
 
    “I don’t like it,” I said. 
 
    “We know,” the platinum blonde chuckled. “You never like it. But I’m the sneakiest, so I’m going.” 
 
    “It might be good to have you on the roof with Bailey,” Paige pointed out. “That way if they’re both out of the house you can each take one.” 
 
    “Alright,” I reluctantly agreed. “Tara will move the cart. Paige and Anna, you two get on either side of the house and keep an eye out for the men.” 
 
    “Roger that,” the redhead said. 
 
    “Tara, I don’t want you to move until you get the nod from both Paige and Anna,” I instructed. 
 
    “Got it,” the platinum blonde assured me. “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Everybody knows their positions?” 
 
    “Yup,” Bailey said. 
 
    “Mhm,” Paige responded. 
 
    “Cart duty,” Tara added. 
 
    “Let’s do it,” Anna said with a grin. 
 
    “Alright,” I said seriously. “Move out.” 
 
    Paige, Anna, and Tara headed down the road while Bailey and I went to the back of the houses across the street from the meth lab. We found one with a nice upstairs window. The backdoor was already open, so we cleared the place quickly, then set up upstairs.  
 
    I watched as Anna and Tara crossed the street. The redhead flanked up, but Tara headed in a straight line for the backside of the house. Paige had stayed on our side of the street to get a view from the left side of the house, and I kept a close eye on all of them as they got into position. 
 
    Bailey set up her rifle next to me, and she made it look like a breeze. Her new Barrett M82 was a powerful weapon, and it had a decent weight on it, but she held it against her shoulder with not a single shake. It would have been much easier if we were able to lay down for the shot, but since we were up against a window, there wasn’t much we could do.  
 
    I did open the window for us so we wouldn’t have to deal with shattered glass, but we would have to hold our rifles up and aim. Typically that would weaken someone’s shot, but I knew Bailey, and I knew her talent. There wasn’t much that could weaken her shot.  
 
    “Are they in position?” the blonde asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said as I double checked the girls.  
 
    I watched as Paige gave Tara the nod, followed by Anna. Once the platinum blonde knew she was clear, she snuck up along the side of the house until she was right by the carts.  
 
    Next, she grabbed the newest one the man had brought over earlier, carefully turned it around to face the road, and gave it a quick, hard shove. 
 
    The cart made a terrible rattle sound as it sailed across the asphalt, and Tara ducked down further and slipped back behind the house. 
 
    “What the fuck was that!” one of the men yelled from inside. 
 
    I held my breath as I waited for them to come out. 
 
    Greasy hair was the first. He kicked the door open with his pistol extended long and swung it around from side to side. 
 
    “Who’s there!” he yelled, and his head darted back and forth. 
 
    “Ain’t nobody out there!” baldy called from inside. 
 
    “The fuck there isn’t,” greasy hair responded, and he pointed his gun at the shopping cart. “Someone moved my damn shopping cart.” 
 
    “It was probably the wind,” baldy said.  
 
    “Ain’t no fuckin’ wind can move a cart to the middle of the road,” greasy hair snapped. 
 
    “Lemme see,” baldy said. 
 
    Greasy hair had barely come out of the doorway, and I had begun to grow impatient. These guys needed to hurry up and get out of the damn house.  
 
    Baldy came up to the doorway, but he was still half hidden behind greasy hair, and neither one of them were far enough out that they were feasible targets. 
 
    The two men argued over the cart while their hands gestured wildly with their weapons.  
 
    Finally, greasy hair had had enough. 
 
    “Come out here, you sonofabitch!” he yelled, and he shot off a round into the sky. 
 
    “Leave it!” baldy commanded. 
 
    “You never believe me!” greasy hair cried. 
 
    The sound of breaking glass a few houses down interrupted their fight. 
 
    “You hear that?” greasy hair asked. 
 
    “Of course I heard that,” baldy said, and he raised his pistol. “Come on.” 
 
    The two men stepped slowly down the ramp that led to their front door.  
 
    “You want baldy or greasy hair?” I asked Bailey. 
 
    “I was calling him oily hair in my head,” the blonde chuckled. “But I think I’ll take him.” 
 
    The men had stopped moving though, and they stood at the bottom of the ramp and scanned the area with their pistols. 
 
    “Hello?” baldy called out. 
 
    The sound of more breaking glass resonated through the air, and the two men visibly jumped. 
 
    “Fuck this!” greasy hair yelled. “Are you with me or not?” 
 
    “I’m with ya,” baldy said after a second, then both of the men took off toward the sound. 
 
    I waited until they were at least a hundred feet away from the house, then I lined up my target. Baldy ran quickly, but I adjusted for his speed, took a deep breath, and pulled the trigger. 
 
    Just as he went down with a shot through the temple, Bailey’s rifle cracked. The .50 cal let out a massive bang, and the greasy haired guy’s head nearly exploded off his body from the impact. There was nothing left above his neck except for a few strands of flesh and a large amount of blood that splattered the pavement and spilled out from his throat in large gushes.  
 
    Blood pooled around the two men, and I scanned the area once more to be sure we were in the clear.  
 
    “Good shot,” I told Bailey as I slung my rifle over my shoulder. 
 
    “You, too,” the blonde said with a smile. 
 
    “How was that Barrett M82?” I asked. 
 
    “Amazing,” Bailey gushed. “The scope is fantastic. I could see his nose hairs!” 
 
    “I’m glad you like it,” I said. “Let’s go find the other girls.” 
 
    “I wonder who broke that window?” Bailey asked as we made our way down the stairs. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said with pinched eyebrows. 
 
    I knew it had to be either Anna or Paige from where it had come from, but I wasn’t sure which. It was a good call from whoever had taken the initiative.  
 
    “Hey,” I called out as Bailey and I made our way to the street and found Paige, Anna, and Tara. 
 
    “That went pretty smooth,” Anna said.  
 
    “It went well,” I agreed. “Who broke the windows?” 
 
    “Wasn’t me,” the redhead said. 
 
    “Me either,” Tara admitted. “I moved the cart, that was it.” 
 
    “I did,” Paige said. “That dumbass let off a shot so close to the house, and I panicked and felt like I had to get them out of there soon.” 
 
    “You did good,” I told the brunette. “That showed great initiative. That shot made me nervous as well.” 
 
    “I mean it probably would have been more fun if we had let them blow themselves up,” Tara chuckled. 
 
    “Probably,” I agreed. “But then the whole neighborhood would know.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” the platinum blonde said. “Still, though, I would have liked to see that.” 
 
    “Should we check out the house?” Anna asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I said. “We don’t want to mess around with any of those chemicals.” 
 
    “If we leave it, then they could explode on their own,” Paige pointed out. “Especially once it gets hot out.” 
 
    “Alright,” I agreed. “We’ll go in and see what we can do to neutralize the situation.” 
 
    “Ew,” Tara said with a grimace. 
 
    “Well, we don’t want the house exploding and causing a huge fire,” Paige said. 
 
    “I know,” the platinum blonde agreed. “But it’s still icky.” 
 
    “I’m sure it will be,” I agreed. “We’ll try to make it quick, we’ve wasted enough time with these assholes.” 
 
    We approached the house carefully, and I stepped inside. The stench of rotten food and death permeated the air, and I nearly gagged as I quickly ran back out and took a deep breath of fresh air.  
 
    “What the fuck,” Anna groaned, and she doubled over and heaved. 
 
    “Paige,” I said. “Let’s see what we can find quickly.” 
 
    “On it,” the brunette said, and she moved past me with her hand over her mouth and nose. 
 
    I took a deep breath and then stepped back into the house. On the kitchen table was a setup with empty boxes of sudafed, some jugs of chemicals, and a propane bunsen burner. The burner was still lit, so we shut it off first, then Paige poured out what was in the beaker, and I tossed the bottles of chemicals outside. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” the brunette said. 
 
    “Gladly,” Tara said as we all pushed toward the door. 
 
    Once we were outside, I was able to take a full breath, so I breathed deep for a moment just to cleanse my nostrils.  
 
    “Jesus, that was terrible,” Anna said. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Bailey agreed. 
 
    “We’re probably going to smell like that place for a week,” Tara said with a grimace, and she sniffed her shirt.  
 
    “We got it taken care of, though,” Paige said happily. 
 
    “Can you give us a second to barf before you get all chipper on us?” Tara asked as she doubled over. 
 
    “Oh, right,” the brunette said. “My bad.” 
 
    After a couple minutes of catching our breath, we were all ready to move forward once more. 
 
    “Before we head out let’s check the area quickly,” I said. “I saw a bike behind the house Bailey and I were in. Let’s see if we can find a couple more.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Anna agreed. 
 
    “I think I saw one behind the tweakers house,” Tara announced. 
 
    I retrieved the yellow bike from behind the sniper house, and Tara came out from behind the meth house with a black one, while Anna came down the street with a red one. 
 
    “No luck?” I asked Paige and Bailey as they joined us. 
 
    “No,” Paige said with a shake of her head. 
 
    “Sorry,” Bailey added. 
 
    “No need to apologize,” I said. 
 
    “The bikes are of no use if we don’t all have one,” Anna said. 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Tara said. 
 
    “Oh, hush,” the redhead retorted with an eye roll. 
 
    “Anna’s right,” I agreed. “But we still have a little bit to go through town. Let’s hold on to the bikes and see if we can find a few more before we get to the interstate.” 
 
    “Okay,” Tara agreed, and she moved to hop on the bike. 
 
    “No,” I laughed. “You’ll have to walk it.” 
 
    “You are so not fun,” the platinum blonde said with a glare. 
 
    We made our way through town as the sun rose higher in the sky. It was mid morning already, and though we had spent some time on the tweakers, I felt it was worth it. We couldn’t have left them there, not since we had to come back through in order to pick up our boat. Besides, getting a couple of drug addicts off the street didn’t seem like too much of a waste of time. Not that there was much of a street left.  
 
    It was a warm spring day, and I felt myself begin to sweat as we walked.  
 
    “Hold up,” I told the girls. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” I said. “But it’s getting hot out, and we’re going to be walking all day, so I want everyone to drink some water.” 
 
    “Sounds reasonable,” Paige chuckled. 
 
    We each pulled out our water bottles and took a quick drink. I also took off the sweater I had put on that morning and shoved it in my backpack. I knew it was gearing up to be hot as hell, and I did not want to be caught in that sweater any longer.  
 
    As we kept on through town, I made a point to check yards for bikes. If we could find two more for Paige and Bailey, then we would be able to make a lot better time than we would on foot.  
 
    I did find one, but closer inspection showed that the tires were both flat. 
 
    We were almost to the interstate, and I had about given up hope when Anna stopped and stared off to the left. 
 
    “What’s up?” I asked. 
 
    “I think those are bikes,” the redhead said, and she headed to the house across the street. 
 
    I didn’t see anything at first, but the more I looked I saw some pink and green come through the slats of the porch. 
 
    Anna made her way through the overgrown yard and crawled under the porch. A moment later she had two dirty but usable bikes. 
 
    “Good spot,” I said with a grin. 
 
    Paige and Bailey retrieved the bikes, Paige with the pink, and Bailey with the green.  
 
    “Nice, thank you,” Bailey said with a wide grin.  
 
    “Alright,” I said after everyone was back on the road. “Let’s hop on.” 
 
    “Finally,” Tara said with a smile. 
 
    “Paige,” I said. “Lead the way.” 
 
    The brunette nodded and took off in front of the pack. She led us down the road to the interstate, but instead of getting on I-87 we hopped on the road right next to it, Hwy 9.  
 
    Paige knew exactly where she was going, and she led us from road to road with ease. We stopped a couple of times to get a drink of water and to have a snack, but for the most part we just kept riding as long as we could. We wound up on Hwy 4, which Paige said would take us straight to the refinery.  
 
    We had gone at least twenty miles that day, and the sun had begun its downward descent toward the horizon. The road we were on was quite rural, so I waited until I spotted an alcove of trees on the side of the road, then I hollered for the girls. 
 
    “Pull off,” I said as I stopped my bike. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Anna asked as she came up next to me. 
 
    “Thank God,” Tara groaned, and she crawled off her bike and collapsed onto the ground. 
 
    “We’re going to stop here for the night,” I said. 
 
    “We’re almost there, though,” Anna said, then she looked to Paige. “Aren’t we?” 
 
    “Yeah,” the brunette agreed. “A little over five miles.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. “And that’s why we’re going to stay here tonight. It will be dark within an hour or so, and we don’t want to camp out anywhere near the refinery where we might be spotted.” 
 
    “Good point,” Anna said.  
 
    “Do you think they have patrols?” Paige asked. 
 
    “They might,” I said. “But not for five miles out, so we’ll be fine here for the night. We’ll head there first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “This is a nice little alcove,” Bailey said with a smile. 
 
    “I thought so,” I agreed. 
 
    “I’ll start a fire,” Paige said. 
 
    “I can put up the tent,” Anna offered. 
 
    “I’ll help,” Bailey said. 
 
    “You guys do that,” Tara said from her spot on the ground. 
 
    “You’re really not going to help?” Anna asked with a raised brow. 
 
    “I’ll cook,” the platinum blonde offered. 
 
    “I guess that’s good enough,” the redhead said with an eye roll. 
 
    I collected some wood for the fire while Paige got a pit made, and Anna and Bailey set up the small tent we had brought with us.  
 
    It didn’t take long for the alcove to look like a nice little campsite. The bikes were all leaned up against a set of trees, we had our fire pit in the middle, the tent set back against the trees, and I had found a couple of large logs for us to sit on. 
 
    “Alright,” Anna said after everything was set up. “We did all the work, time to get up and cook some dinner.” 
 
    “Fine by me,” Tara said as she sat up. “I feel better.” 
 
    “I’m sure you do after a half hour of laying on the ground,” the redhead chuckled. 
 
    “Normally I wouldn’t lay on the ground,” Tara said, “but I was exhausted, and this grass is nice.” 
 
    The platinum blonde dug around in our bags for a good combination of canned goods, then poured them into a pot and set it on the fire.  
 
    “It should be ready in a bit,” she said. 
 
    “So,” Anna said. “What’s our plan for the refinery?” 
 
    “We’ll know more once we do some reconnaissance,” I said.  
 
    “Are we going to do reconnaissance all day tomorrow?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I want to know what we’re dealing with. We need to see what their daily routine looks like.” 
 
    “We can’t shoot the refinery though, right?” Tara asked. “Like we couldn’t shoot the meth house?” 
 
    “Actually,” I said. “Bailey is the only one who won’t be able to shoot at the refinery.” 
 
    “What?” the blonde hippie asked. 
 
    “He’s right,” Paige said. “Normal bullets won’t cause an explosion, but a round at a high enough speed that can ignite through air friction could.” 
 
    “Dang,” Bailey said with a frown. 
 
    “You’re telling me we have to do this without Bailey?” Tara asked with wide eyes. 
 
    “Not exactly,” I said. “I’m just saying she won’t be able to shoot her new .50 cal into the refinery.” 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t think we want to, either,” Paige said. “We don’t want to damage any of the equipment.” 
 
    “Right,” I agreed. “We technically can shoot into the refinery without causing an explosion, but we’re going to try to avoid that at all costs.” 
 
    “Another ‘lure people out’ situation?” Tara asked with a raised brow. 
 
    “Possibly,” I chuckled. “We’ll know more after tomorrow after we’ve had a chance to scout it out.” 
 
    The pot on the fire began to boil, and Tara gave it a stir, then pulled it off and set it aside. 
 
    “Brody said there were at least twenty guys there, right?” Paige asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “There could be more or less by now, we’ll have to see.” 
 
    “I can count,” the brunette offered. 
 
    “That would be great,” I said. “It’s a good idea for each of us to have a specific job for reconnaissance.” 
 
    “I can keep an eye on patrol patterns,” Anna said. 
 
    “Good call,” I told her. “Make sure to mark the time that the shifts change.” 
 
    “Got it,” the redhead agreed. “Can I use your watch?” 
 
    “Great idea,” I said, and I pulled out the watch and handed it to her. 
 
    “What can I do?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “Hm.” I thought for a moment. “Actually, Bailey, I want you to take Paige’s job.” 
 
    “Why?” the brunette asked. 
 
    “Because I want you to map out the refinery instead,” I said. 
 
    “Oh,” Paige said. “Yeah, I can do that.” 
 
    “So I’m counting all the men?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed.  
 
    “Okay,” she said. “I can do that.” 
 
    “And me?” Tara asked. “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “You’ll be with me,” I said. “We’re going to make our way around the refinery and see what we can find.” 
 
    “Nice,” the platinum blonde said with a grin. 
 
    Tara dished us each a bowl full of stew, and we ate in silence as the fire crackled around us. 
 
    “How do you think everyone’s doing back on campus?” Bailey asked as we ate. 
 
    “I’m sure they’re fine,” Anna said. “They’re capable.” 
 
    “I know,” the blonde hippie said. “I just miss them, I guess.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige said. “It has been weird being away for so long.” 
 
    “I don’t mind it,” Tara said. “It’s been kind of nice having just us out for a while.” 
 
    “It has,” I agreed. “But I do worry about the people at home, too.” 
 
    “I wonder if the farmers are going to want to go back to their farms soon?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “Probably,” I said. “They’ll want to get a jump on planting.” 
 
    “They’ll be happy when we bring back some fuel,” Paige said with a grin. 
 
    “I’m sure they will be,” I chuckled. 
 
    “There’s land out behind the campus,” Bailey said. “Why can’t we plant there? That way nobody has to leave?” 
 
    “I’m not sure if that soil is up for the task,” I said. “We can always ask the farmers to check it out, though.” 
 
    “What about the Millers?” Anna asked. 
 
    “We’re still going to have to take care of their house when we get back,” I said with a shake of my head. 
 
    “Do you think we really need the land at their house?” the redhead asked. 
 
    “Between Briar and Betty’s house, I bet not,” I said. “We should have more than enough crops.” 
 
    “I say we forego using their property, then,” Paige said. “I don’t want to make them go there at all.” 
 
    “I agree,” I said. “But also if anybody does want to leave we aren’t going to try to stop them.” 
 
    “I don’t want anybody to go,” Bailey said with a frown. “I like our big family.” 
 
    “I do, too,” I said with a soft smile. “But they’ll always be welcome.” 
 
    “If anything, they might want to go to the farms for the summer and fall,” Paige pointed out. 
 
    “Yeah,” Anna said. “I’m sure they’d come back for winter.” 
 
    “And to shower,” Tara said. “I know I’d come back to shower.” 
 
    “Probably that, too,” I laughed. 
 
    We finished our dinner, and I stared up at the stars. It was a nice spring evening, the air was cool and fresh, and the fire felt good against my tired feet.  
 
    “Anna,” Tara hissed. 
 
    “What?” the redhead snapped. 
 
    “Stop touching my leg,” the platinum blonde said. 
 
    “I’m not touching your leg,” Anna said.  
 
    I looked up to see that both of the girls sat with their heads up toward the stars, so neither looked at each other when they spoke. 
 
    “You’re the only one next to me,” Tara said.  
 
    “Well, it’s not me,” Anna said with irritation. 
 
    “Well, it has to be,” the platinum blonde retorted with a higher level of irritation. 
 
    “Seriously,” the redhead said. “I’m not touching you, see?” 
 
    Anna held her legs up above the fire, and Tara turned her head to look. 
 
    “Wait,” the platinum blonde said, and her face grew pale. “You’re not touching me.” 
 
    “No,” the redhead snapped. “I told you I wasn’t.” 
 
    “Guys,” Tara said, and her voice had grown panicked. “Guys, something is touching my leg.” 
 
    “What?” Paige asked. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “It’s probably just a stick,” Anna said, but she looked down to Tara’s feet and her eyes grew wide. 
 
    I couldn’t see because the fire was in my way, but I slowly stood up and walked around the fire toward the platinum blonde. 
 
    “There’s something on my leg!” Tara screeched. She was almost in tears, and her face was pulled into a terrible grimace.  
 
    “It’s alright,” I said calmly as I made my way toward her. 
 
    “Tav,” Anna whispered. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t think I should say,” the redhead whispered. 
 
    “Just get it off!” Tara cried.  
 
    I finally made it to where I could see Tara’s legs, and I looked down from the platinum blonde’s horrified face to see a large snake wrapped around her left shin. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    “Tara,” I said softly as I watched the snake creep further up her leg. 
 
    “What?” the platinum blonde asked through clenched teeth. 
 
    “I need you to stay very still,” I said. 
 
    “What do you think I’ve been doing?” she snapped, but then the snake moved a bit more, and her body went rigid as she tried not to cry. 
 
    “Just don’t move,” I repeated. “Whatever I do, just don’t move.” 
 
    The platinum blonde didn’t answer, she just nodded. 
 
    “Can I move?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Everyone else get over by the tent.” 
 
    The girls moved quickly away as Tara’s sobs grew harder. 
 
    “Tav,” the platinum blonde cried. “Please hurry.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said. 
 
    I moved closer to the snake to get an idea of what kind it was. The end of its tail twitched, but there was no rattle, and the more I looked at the snake, the more I knew I recognized it.  
 
    It was a milk snake. They were common in New York, and virtually harmless, though I imagined it did hurt some if they managed to bite you.  
 
    I watched as the snake rose up further on Tara’s leg, then I quickly reached my hand out and grabbed it just below the head. The body tried to cling to Tara’s shin, but I pulled him off and held him out. 
 
    “Oh my God!” Tara screamed, and she jumped up and ran to the other girls. 
 
    “It’s huge,” Anna said, and she looked away. 
 
    “Kill it!” Paige shouted. 
 
    “Calm down,” I chuckled. “It’s just a milk snake.” 
 
    “What do you mean just a milk snake?” Tara asked with a hand on her hip. “That thing came into our campsite and tried to strangle my leg!” 
 
    “Wait,” Bailey said. “Did you say it’s a milk snake?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I laughed. “They’re harmless.” 
 
    “He’s right,” the blonde agreed as she walked toward me and the snake. “People keep them as pets.” 
 
    “Well, people are fucking crazy,” Tara said. “I want that thing decapitated!” 
 
    “Easy there, Don Corleone,” I joked.  
 
    “What?” the platinum blonde asked, but Anna laughed. 
 
    “It’s from The Godfather,” the redhead explained, then she pointed at me. “That was good.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said with a grin. 
 
    “I don’t care what it’s from,” Tara whimpered, and she hopped up and down and pouted. “Just get rid of it!” 
 
    “She’s right,” Paige said. “Even if it’s not poisonous, that was really scary for Tara.” 
 
    “Thank you,” the platinum blonde sniffed. “At least someone feels bad for me.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “I’m sure it was scary. I’ll release him across the road.” 
 
    “As far away from here as you can,” Tara said.  
 
    I walked the little tan snake with brownish spots on him over to the field on the other side of the street. He was just over three feet long, and I had to chuckle to myself to think that such a harmless little creature had caused such a stir in our camp. 
 
    I had seen these girls take on full-grown men with knives, I’d seen them run into battle, and take out opponents twice their size, but somehow a three foot long snake had been what broke them that night. 
 
    When I got back to the fire, the girls were all crowded around the flames once more, and Tara leaned her head on Paige’s shoulder. 
 
    “It’s getting late,” I said with a soft smile. “We should head to bed soon. I’ll take the first watch.” 
 
    “No way,” Tara said. “I can’t sleep, I’ll do it. You should probably check the tent for snakes, though, the door has been open this whole time.” 
 
    “Alright,” I laughed. “I’ll check the tent for snakes.” 
 
    I smiled to myself as I went through the small tent and all the blankets inside. There were no snakes, but if it would make them feel better, then I would gladly check for monsters under the bed. 
 
    “All clear,” I said after a thorough examination of the tent. 
 
    “Thank you,” Tara sniffed. 
 
    “You aren’t even going to bed right now,” Anna chuckled. 
 
    “Yeah, but I’m going to eventually,” the platinum blonde said. “And I think it’s obvious who the snakes are attracted to.” 
 
    “Right,” the redhead said with a sarcastic nod. 
 
    “Oh, shut up and go to bed,” Tara said. “You wouldn’t be so smug if you had had a snake halfway up your leg.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Anna sighed. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Thank you,” the platinum blonde said 
 
    “You girls head to bed,” I said. “I’ll stay up with Tara for a minute.” 
 
    “Thank you, Tav,” Tara said, and she gave me puppy dog eyes as I sat down next to her. 
 
    The other girls headed inside the tent, and I opened my arms so Tara could cuddle against me. 
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked softly. 
 
    “Yeah,” the platinum blonde sighed. “That was just nerve wracking.” 
 
    “I know,” I said. “You did great, though.” 
 
    “I panicked,” she grumbled. 
 
    “It’s alright to panic sometimes,” I chuckled. 
 
    “You don’t panic,” Tara said. 
 
    “I panic when I need to,” I said. “And I think a snake halfway up your leg is a great reason to panic.” 
 
    “Thanks,” the platinum blonde said, and then she snuggled her face into my neck. 
 
    Her breath was hot against me, and the feel of her drove me crazy as I pulled her closer.  
 
    I knew she had just been through a traumatic experience, but she felt so good I wanted to take her right then and there. 
 
    “Alright,” I said, and I kissed her on the head. “Are you sure you’re okay to take the first guard shift?” 
 
    “Yeah,” the platinum blonde agreed. “I’m good. I do have one favor, though.” 
 
    “What’s that?”I asked. 
 
    “Kiss me,” she purred as she looked me right in the eyes. 
 
    “Gladly,” I said with a soft smile, and I leaned down to capture her plump, pink lips with my own. 
 
    Tara kissed me deeply as she reached around to tangle her fingers in my hair. 
 
    I traced my fingers along her sides, then back up to undo her ponytail and let her long, platinum blonde hair fall down her back.  
 
    I pulled her closer to me as my tongue entered her mouth, and she moaned into me as she pressed her chest against my own. I reached down to unzip her sweater quickly and pull her black tank top over her head to reveal a lacy pink bra I hadn’t seen before. 
 
    “You like it?” the platinum blonde asked, and she bit her lip.  
 
    “I love it,” I said as I cupped one breast in each hand and watched as Tara threw her head back with a moan. 
 
    I kissed her deeply once more as I stroked my thumbs over the top of her bra and felt her push her breasts harder into my hands.  
 
    I broke my mouth free to kiss down her chin to her neck. 
 
    “God, you’re so gorgeous,” I breathed into her ear. 
 
    “I want you,” she whispered back, and she ran her nails down my chest. 
 
    “How bad?” I asked in a husky voice. 
 
    “I’m soaking wet,” the platinum blonde panted. 
 
    My head tilted back at that confession as my erection pushed against the front of my jeans in a tireless attempt to get out of my pants. 
 
    Tara must have sensed that as well, because she crouched in front of me, and her lacy pink bra barely contained her ample chest. 
 
    I watched as she slowly unzipped my pants, pulled my erection free, and licked it from base to tip. 
 
    “Fuck,” I groaned. 
 
    “Mmm,” the platinum blonde cooed. “You taste so good.” 
 
    She wrapped her supple lips around my cock and worked her way all the way down until I could feel that I was in her throat, then she held herself there for a moment and I felt myself twitch inside her mouth. 
 
    “God,” I moaned as she pulled her mouth away and smiled at me. 
 
    “Come here,” I growled, and I stood both of us up and walked us to a nearby tree.  
 
    “Ooh,” the platinum blonde purred. “What are you going to do to me?” 
 
    “I’m going to punish you for being such a naughty girl,” I whispered in her ear. 
 
    “Yes, please,” she moaned. 
 
    I grabbed Tara’s hands and pushed them against the tree until she was practically bent over with her ass out, then I yanked down her pants to reveal a lacy pink thong that matched her bra. 
 
    “You’re so fuckin’ sexy,” I moaned as I spread her legs wide for me. 
 
    “God, I want you inside of me,” Tara panted. 
 
    I stroked my fingers along her slit to feel how wet her panties were, then I crouched down and pushed them aside so I could shove my tongue inside of her. 
 
    I held her hips as I lavished her with my tongue. Her pussy was soaked, and it drove me wild to taste her sweet juices.  
 
    “Oh, fuck,” the platinum blonde groaned as she arched her ass back more for me. “Don’t stop.” 
 
    Her body went stiff, and she let out a loud moan as she came on my tongue. I felt her pussy squeeze my tongue, and I lapped up every last drop of her before I stood up and thrust my cock into her with one quick motion. 
 
    “God,” Tara moaned through ragged breaths. 
 
    “You are so tight.” I grabbed her hips and thrust in as deep as I could.  
 
    Tara’s hands gripped the tree for support, and she arched her ass more as she turned her head to look back at me.  
 
    “Your cock is so hard,” she groaned, and her face was one of pure ecstasy as I fucked her from behind. 
 
    I undid her bra, then reached around to grab hold of her breasts as they bounced with each hard thrust. Her nipples were taut, and I pinched them softly at first, then harder and harder. 
 
    “Fuck!” the platinum blonde exclaimed. “I’m gonna…” 
 
    I felt another orgasm rack her body as her pussy spasmed on my cock. The sensation of her pleasure was too much, and I felt my ass start to shake as my balls began to release.  
 
    “I’m going to come,” I growled in her ear, and then I made one final thrust as deep into her tunnel as I could.  
 
    “Ohhhhh, yeahhhh,” Tara moaned when she felt my sperm flood her pussy. Then she let out another gasp as her climax peaked again and again.  
 
    We stood there locked together for a few moments while I poured into her accepting body, but then we both finally came down and let out long sighs of relief.  
 
    I laid my head against her back, and we both caught our breath for a moment before I slowly pulled myself out of her and pulled my pants back up. 
 
    “Damn,” the platinum blonde said as she pulled up her own pants. “That was nice. You came like a gallon inside of me.” 
 
    “I’m glad you enjoyed it,” I chuckled. “Do you need to clean up?” 
 
    “Naw,” Tara snickered. “I like feeling your cum in me.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, and I realized my dick was getting hard again.  
 
    “Do you think they heard us?” she asked. 
 
    “China heard you!” Anna shouted from the tent. 
 
    “Good!” the platinum blonde shouted back. 
 
    “Do you still want to take first watch?” I asked Tara. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said with a smile. “You go get some sleep, I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Alright,” I agreed, and I kissed her on the lips before I headed into the tent. 
 
    “Finally,” Anna grumbled as I stepped inside and found a spot to lay down. 
 
    “Hey,” I laughed. “We didn’t know you were awake.” 
 
    “We weren’t,” Paige said dryly. 
 
    “Tara’s so loud,” Anna said. “Next time cover her damn mouth.” 
 
    “I’ll remember to do that,” I chuckled and I leaned back and closed my eyes. 
 
    The next morning I woke early and found Bailey on guard duty. 
 
    “Hey,” I said quietly as I crawled out of the tent. “How are things this morning?” 
 
    “Fine,” the blonde said as she set a pot of water on the fire. “I was just going to make us some coffee.” 
 
    “It will be a good way to try out our new thermoses,”I said with a smile.  
 
    “That’s what I was thinking, too,” Bailey said. “How did you sleep?” 
 
    “I slept fine,” I said as I took a seat by the fire. “Are you ready for today?” 
 
    “As ready as anyone can be,” the blonde said, but I didn’t feel it. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Bailey said with a shake of her head. “I just feel like I won’t be much help, I guess.” 
 
    “Because I said you can’t shoot into the refinery?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” She nodded. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said with a small smile. “It’s nothing about your skills. Your weapon is just too powerful. But I’m positive that we’ll find the perfect spot for you to use it.” 
 
    “You think so?” the blonde asked with a more genuine smile. 
 
    “Absolutely,” I agreed. “We’re a team, and we are not complete without you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she said.  
 
    We watched the water for a bit as it began to boil, then Bailey poured some coffee grounds into it. The morning was cool, and it wasn’t quite dawn yet, so I figured I’d wait until the coffee was ready to wake the other girls. It wouldn’t take long, and we would still be able to get a move on before morning set in. Besides, we didn’t have nearly the amount of miles to cover as the day before, the refinery was just a few miles down the road.  
 
    “I was going to make some breakfast,” Bailey said. “But I wasn’t really sure what to make.” 
 
    “Hm,” I said, and I thought for a moment, then I pulled out some power bars I had put in my backpack from our haul at the resort. “How about something easy this morning?” 
 
    “Perfect,” the blonde said. 
 
    “They’re chocolate flavored, too,” I added. 
 
    “Even better,” Bailey said with a grin. 
 
    “Did I hear something about chocolate?” Paige asked as she climbed out of the tent. 
 
    “You did,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Chocolate for breakfast,” Bailey laughed. 
 
    “Yum,” Paige said as she took a seat around the fire. “Coffee almost done?” 
 
    “Yup,” the blonde said. “Just a couple more minutes.” 
 
    “You’re getting really good at making it,” the brunette said. 
 
    “Thanks,” Bailey answered. “I just tried to watch Rolly to see what he did. I don’t think it will ever taste quite as good as his, though.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s like that thing where stuff always tastes better when someone else makes it for you,” Paige said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “I know what she’s talking about.” Bailey nodded. “I could make the same veggie burger as this little cafe I used to go to, with all the same ingredients, but it never tasted quite the same.” 
 
    “Right!” the brunette exclaimed. “Or like if you make a fancy coffee at home it never tastes the same as one from the coffee shop.” 
 
    “I think that’s just in your head,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Oh, it totally is,” Paige agreed. “I think it’s because when someone else makes it you don’t see the process.” 
 
    “Right,” Bailey said. “So every bite or drink is kind of a little surprise.” 
 
    “Exactly,” the brunette said.  
 
    “I never minded making my own food or coffee,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    “Of course you didn’t,” Paige laughed. “But wasn’t there ever a restaurant that had something you just couldn’t make the same?” 
 
    “Rozitos,” I said after a moment. 
 
    “What’s Rozitos?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “It was this italian restaurant near where I grew up,” I said. “I loved their lasagna, and my mom and I tried to remake it a million times and we could never get it to taste the same. Don’t get me wrong, it was still good, but it wasn’t Rozitos.” 
 
    “See,” Paige chuckled. “You get it.” 
 
    “I guess I do,” I said. 
 
    “Morning,” Anna said as she crawled out of the tent.  
 
    “Do I smell coffee?” Tara called. 
 
    “Yes,” I chuckled. “It’s time to get up.” 
 
    Anna took a seat around the fire just as Tara climbed out of the tent, but the coffee was done, and Bailey dished up each of us a cup and passed them around, and then she started another pot of water. 
 
    “Yum,” Tara said as she held the coffee with both hands and breathed in the aroma. 
 
    “Are you making another pot?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Bailey said. “I figured we could put some in our thermoses since we have a long day of reconnaissance ahead.” 
 
    “Oh, nice,” the redhead said with a grin. 
 
    “And we’re having a simple breakfast this morning,” I said as I passed out chocolate protein bars. 
 
    “Mmm,” Paige groaned. “I love these things.” 
 
    “Let’s go over our plan for the day while we eat,” I said. “Paige, what position are you?” 
 
    “I’m on map duty,” the brunette said. “I’m going to map out the refinery.” 
 
    “Right,” I said with a smile. “And Anna?” 
 
    “Guard duty,” the redhead said, and she held up my watch. “Count how many are on patrol and when the shift switch is.” 
 
    “Good,” I confirmed. “Bailey?” 
 
    “I’m keeping a count of all the men in the refinery,” the blonde said. “But I also kind of figured that wouldn’t take me all day, so if I get done I thought I’d help Anna.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I agreed. “And Tara?” 
 
    “I’m with you,” the platinum blonde said with a wink. 
 
    “Right,” I laughed. “It’s going to be a long day, so I want to make sure everyone drinks plenty of water, has a snack every so often, and doesn’t stay out in the sun the whole day.” 
 
    “Alright,” Anna agreed. “Are we coming back here to formulate our plan?” 
 
    “That depends,” I said. “Tara and I are scouting the area, so if we can find a spot that’s closer, then we’ll stay there, but if not, this will be our best bet. Though I would prefer to not have to ride another five miles back tonight, then five miles there in the morning before the attack.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” the redhead said. 
 
    “We’ll take our gear with us and find somewhere to keep it safe while we scout,” I said. 
 
    “What’s our signal to go?” Paige asked. 
 
    “I’ll come grab you,” I said. “Don’t worry.” 
 
    The girls sipped their coffee and ate their chocolate happily. I was somewhat on edge since I didn’t know exactly what we had gotten ourselves into at that point, but I knew that seeing the refinery and doing some reconnaissance would calm me right down. I hated to go into a place I hadn’t seen before, but after today we would know the ins and outs of this place and be able to formulate a good plan to take the place from these assholes. 
 
    If these guys were anything like the ones who had attacked the fort, then I knew they were dicks, but after today we would have a positive on whether they were all pieces of garbage. I wanted to be absolutely sure there were no honest civilians who were there against their will before we started shooting. 
 
    “You okay?” Anna asked, and it broke me away from my train of thought. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said and I shook my head. “Just thinking about today.” 
 
    “What about it?” the redhead asked. 
 
    “Just that it’s going to be a long one,” I chuckled. “We have a lot of information to cover.” 
 
    “No more than we’re used to,” Paige said with a shrug. 
 
    “She’s right,” Tara said. “We always scout before we go into a place.” 
 
    “I know,” I said. “And today will be no different.” 
 
    After we had eaten our power bars, drank our coffee, and filled our thermoses, we cleaned up the area. It didn’t take long before we were all ready to go once more, and we hopped on our bikes and took off down the road. 
 
    The sun had barely broken the horizon by the time we were on our way to the refinery, and I was happy that we had got such an early start. We needed to be able to see how things ran throughout the day, and we couldn’t do that if we weren’t there for the whole day. 
 
    We followed the road for the next four miles or so, until we saw a sign that said Sneider Oil one mile ahead, then I had us pull off the road, hide our bikes behind a small, abandoned house, and make the rest of the trip on foot.  
 
    The fields had grown tall, and we made our way carefully through the grass so as not to be seen.  
 
    “The refinery should be just past those trees,” Paige said as we drew closer. 
 
    I scanned the area and decided that for the moment that was our best spot. Unfortunately, there were no large hills or mountains for us to climb on and get a good vantage point. The hudson was directly to our right, but it wouldn’t come in handy here either, so I led the girls to the tree line and stopped to listen before we went any further. 
 
    I heard voices, so I lowered myself to the ground, and the girls followed suit. We army crawled through the trees until we had a good view of the front of the refinery. There were a few cars that blocked some of our eye line, but we could see the main entrance, and for the moment that was great. 
 
    The refinery was a cluster of tube-like buildings, pipes, and smoke. It laid three hundred yards away, directly through the trees. There was a road that led in front of the place, but it branched off to the back part as well. Aside from the out building to our left, and the trees that surrounded the place, there was no cover around. The land was flat and open, and I could see the main road from where we laid, so I knew it was visible to the soldiers as well.  
 
    The place was smaller than I had thought. I knew it wouldn’t be huge, but I had anticipated at least twice the size that it was. Two guys in National Guard pants and boots, with wife beaters on, stood outside of the front door with cigarettes stuck between their lips. 
 
    It seemed they hadn’t begun much yet for the day. I didn’t see a single patrol, only the two men outside, and they could have just been the night watch.  
 
    The sun rose higher into the sky as we watched for about half an hour until two more men came out and took the place of the other two.  
 
    Only two guards was risky, and it either showed that they were stupid, or that they were so confident that nobody would fuck with them that they didn’t worry about their own safety, which was, of course, stupid. 
 
    There was a building to the left of us, but I wasn’t sure what it was, and nobody had come out of it so far. That was the first place I wanted to check out, so I looked to Tara and gave her a nod, and then I shimmied back to the other side of the trees and stood up. 
 
    “Do they only have two guys on guard duty?” Tara whispered. 
 
    “That’s what it looked like,” I agreed. 
 
    “What idiots,” the platinum blonde said. “So where are we going first?” 
 
    “That building over there,” I said with a point. “I want to know what’s in it.” 
 
    “Alright,” Tara agreed, and we slowly began to make our way through the trees toward the building. 
 
    “Good morning, fuckers!” a male voice shouted, and it was followed by an uproar of yells and curses that came from the building and headed toward the refinery. 
 
    I looked at Tara then changed direction so we headed back through the trees to see what had just happened. 
 
    The building we had been headed to must have been the barracks, because several men had already come out, and a few more straggled along toward the refinery. 
 
    “Who’s going out this morning?” a tall man with a buzzcut asked the crowd. 
 
    The men all shouted and raised their hands, but the tall man just laughed and pointed to six of them. 
 
    “Get your asses out there,” he said. “And find us some supplies.” 
 
    “What area are we scouting today?” a young, black haired man asked. 
 
    “Head up to Fort Edward,” buzzcut answered. “This is only a day trip. I heard there were some civilians up there. Take them out and see what supplies they have. Oh, and make a stop to see our friends in Lake George.” 
 
    “You got it, boss,” a short, blonde haired man said.  
 
    The men hollered and got into an old jeep similar to the one that had attacked the fort. If stealing and attacking people was these assholes’ way of getting supplies, then I was happy we had taken this mission. Aside from the fuel, this would be a great opportunity to rid the new world of some serious dicks. 
 
    The men climbed into the jeep and tore off down the road with a cloud of dust behind them.  
 
    The man in charge finished giving out orders. He put most of the men inside working, and six on perimeter duty, then he headed back to the barracks. 
 
    I looked over to Tara, then gestured to the back of the building. The Hudson was through the back of the lot, but there was enough foliage that we could make it over there and see if we could peek in through the windows. I wanted to know how hard the men inside were working, and if possible, I wanted to know where they typically stood inside. I didn’t know much about oil refineries, so I wasn’t sure if it was an assembly line setup or if there was more moving around involved.  
 
    Tara and I made our way around the grove of trees, then we crawled to the back of the building, found a nice area with plenty of tall grass, and settled in. 
 
    “I was hoping we’d have more trees and hills for this,” the platinum blonde said.  
 
    “So was I,” I agreed. “This isn’t ideal, but we’ll have to make the most of it.” 
 
    The back of the building had a couple large garage style doors that the men had open. I guessed that was where they typically loaded trucks, but it was a warm day already and they probably kept the doors open to get some cool air, still though, it gave us a nice picture of the inside of the refinery. There were still a few blind spots, and I knew that those doors could close quickly since they were on chains, but it gave me a good idea of where most of the men would be throughout the day. 
 
    I pulled out my binoculars and watched the men inside. The equipment in the building was large, and there was virtually no way to take the men out without hitting some piece of it, and even a busted assembly line could make part or all of it unusable if we didn’t know how to fix it, so shooting from the back was out of the question.  
 
    “What about the captain?” Tara asked after a while. 
 
    “What about him?” I asked. 
 
    “He’s in the other building over there,” she said. “He’s not doing anything. We could take him out first.” 
 
    “We could,” I agreed. “But we’ll need to see what’s in that building as well. I don’t see any drums of fuel in the refinery, though they could be in our blindspots.” 
 
    “Or they could be in there with the captain,” the platinum blonde sighed. 
 
    “Exactly,” I agreed. “Though I doubt it. They’re most likely in the actual refinery, and we just can’t see them from this position.” 
 
    “But that means we can’t attack from over here, either,” Tara said. 
 
    “Right,” I confirmed. “It’d be too dangerous. Even if our weapons wouldn’t set the fuel on fire, we don’t want to damage any of the equipment or put a hole in any of the fuel drums.” 
 
    “Anything specific we’re looking for while we’re here?” the platinum blonde asked. 
 
    “Just keep an eye on where everyone is,” I said. “We’ll move to the other building next.” 
 
    “On it,” Tara replied. 
 
    We watched the men inside for about an hour as the day grew even hotter, and I could feel sweat begin to bead on my forehead. There hadn’t been a shift change yet, and nobody had changed positions or moved from their assigned work stations. I wondered if it was like this every day. Did they need to constantly make fuel? If what Brody had said was true, then they had at least twenty drums filled, if not more. It looked like they went out on runs every day, but still, there shouldn’t be a need for that much fuel.  
 
    It was possible that they were stocking it up to take it somewhere, but with such a good setup I wasn’t sure how likely that was. Fresh fuel was almost as valuable as food and water in the current society, and I knew plenty of people would probably trade everything they had for a drum of it.  
 
    But these asshole’s weren’t trading, so what was the point? 
 
    “Alright,” I told Tara. “Let’s head to the out building.” 
 
    “Finally,” the platinum blonde said. “These guys are boring.” 
 
    “Reconnaissance is inherently boring,” I chuckled as I remembered the many weeks I’d spent shitting in a bucket while I watched a warlord’s camp with the hope that he’d show up.  
 
    “Yeah, but these guys in particular,” she said. “They’ve just been working this whole time.” 
 
    “They have a job to do,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    “Yeah,” the platinum blonde agreed. “But why do they need so much fuel anyways? Brody said they had twenty drums full.” 
 
    “I was wondering about that myself,” I admitted. “Come on, let’s get to the other building. We still have plenty of scouting to do today.” 
 
    The platinum blonde and I made our way back through the grass, then to the trees. I stopped there to check on Bailey, Paige, and Anna, but found Paige missing. 
 
    “Where’s Paige?” I asked my second in command. 
 
    “She went around to map out the place,” the redhead said. 
 
    “Alright,” I agreed. “We’re going to check out the other building.” 
 
    “The guy giving orders went in there,” Bailey whispered. “We haven’t seen him since.” 
 
    “That’s what I figured,” I said with pinched together eyebrows.  
 
    It seemed strange to me that the guy in charge had given orders to his crew and then retreated to the barracks all day. We had been there for well over an hour, and nobody had seen him since he gave everyone their tasks that morning. What was he possibly doing in there? Whatever it was, I was going to find out. 
 
    I led Tara to the back part of the building and stayed up against the wall. We were careful not to make any noise as we listened carefully, and then we peered in through each window.  
 
    Finally, in the far corner of the building, I heard a voice that had to be the guy in charge. I listened for a moment, and it sounded like he was talking to himself in a very erratic way. He yelled, and cursed, then grew quiet for a moment, then he would yell again. 
 
    “Is he crazy?” Tara mouthed to me with wide eyes. 
 
    I raised my shoulders and hands in the universal ‘I don’t know’ gesture.  
 
    The more I listened, the crazier this guy sounded, especially since his was the only voice I heard. He obviously wasn’t yelling at anyone else, and that made the whole thing that much more strange.  
 
    With how sporadic his talking was, I didn’t trust his movements to be any less sporadic, so looking through the window seemed out of the question.  
 
    The platinum blonde and I waited for a few minutes, but then the voice grew quiet, and I heard the distinct sound of a lighter. I quickly popped my head up and glanced through the window.  
 
    The captain sat on a disheveled bed with a clear tube pipe up to his mouth. I recognized it right away. This guy was either on meth or crack, probably just another reason they were making so much fuel. People on drugs tended to want to get things done when it came to getting their fix, and if this guy was on something, then there was a chance that all these guys were, too.  
 
    My only question was where were they getting it? Were they making it here? Is that why they were out stealing people’s supplies, to get more ingredients to make their drugs? Maybe they were trading the fuel to someone for drugs? 
 
    I had seen all I needed to see, so I ducked back down and led Tara back to the trees.  
 
    I watched as the perimeter guards strolled the area, cigarettes in their mouths, and no concern whatsoever in their steps. It was only midday, so there hadn’t been a shift change yet, but imagined that one was bound to happen fairly soon.  
 
    Tara and I had checked out the back of the building, the second building, and we had a pretty good view of the front from the trees, but there was still another side of the building that we needed to get to, and with the way the land was there was only one way to do it. We would have to go back around to the back of the building and crawl all the way around.  
 
    I led the platinum blonde past the trees once more, and we belly crawled carefully through the grass past the back of the building, until we came to a large pile of trash just before the dirt road that went through the place.  
 
    There was a grove of trees on the other side of the road, but with patrols and the amount of people inside it would be dangerous to try to cross. I waited for the guards to pass by once, then twice, and when I was sure I knew how much time it took between rounds, I grabbed Tara and sprinted across the small road to the large patch of trees. 
 
    We nestled into the wooded area, and I pulled out my binoculars. There wasn’t much on this side of the building, but it did give me a good view of where the guards stopped on their shift. There was a small wooden shed that was terribly built, and it sat at the corner of the building. It almost looked like an outhouse, but it was open on one side, and just big enough for two or three full-grown men to stand in.  
 
    I watched the small structure and waited. After a while two guards came around the back of the building, ducked into the shed, and pulled out a pipe similar to the one I had seen the captain use earlier. 
 
    I shook my head at these men’s actions. It was bad enough that they were killing people and stealing from them instead of just bargaining with what they had, but the fact that they were all on drugs made it that much worse. In my experience drug addicts would do whatever they could to get their fix, not to mention they were often trigger happy, delusional, and completely unreasonable to negotiate with.  
 
    After the two men smoked from their small pipe, they were obviously more energized, and they exited the shed with a lot more urgency than when they had entered it. They chatted away as they made their rounds at double the pace they had before. 
 
    “What the fuck,” Tara whispered. 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. 
 
    We watched through the trees for another hour or so and saw several other guards do the same thing. Eventually they switched, and a new six guards took over.  
 
    I felt we had seen all we needed from the refinery itself, but I wanted to see the men who had left earlier and what they came back with, so we waited. 
 
    It was probably four in the afternoon or so when the men came back, and I knew it would be dark within the next two hours, so it was about time for us to move on, but I waited until these guys offloaded their truck first. 
 
    They pulled out jugs of different cleaners, some clothes, and some canned goods, but not much else, and all the men who arrived seemed slightly on edge. 
 
    I watched with narrowed eyes as one of them approached the captain and told him something with his head bent down. Whatever he had said, the captain did not take the news well, he bit his knuckle then started to kick the tires of the jeep and scream curse words. 
 
    “Did you get the rest of it?” the captain asked after he had calmed a bit. 
 
    “We got what was in the house,” the guy said, and he held up a bag of white crystalline powder. “But it wasn’t much.” 
 
    Jesus, we had taken out their suppliers.  
 
    It was time for us to go. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    I ushered Tara back to the trees and found the other three girls still nestled in the woods, so I gave them a nod and led them back through the field by the refinery.  
 
    Nobody spoke until we made it back to the abandoned house where we had left our bikes earlier that day. The sun was low in the sky, and it would be dark soon. We needed to find a place to camp for the night and figure out our plan for the morning. There was a lot to go over. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Before we get into things, let’s figure out where we’re going to camp tonight.” 
 
    “Why don’t we just stay here?” Anna asked. 
 
    “We can,” I agreed. “But probably no fire if we stay here. There’s too much of a risk that it would be seen from the refinery.” 
 
    “Alright,” the redhead said. “Let’s head back down the road a ways.” 
 
    “I think I saw another house further back,” Bailey said. “We can stop there for the night.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Lead the way.” 
 
    We hopped on our bikes and Bailey led us to a small house about two miles up that was set back from the road. We cleared the place easily, then I gathered some firewood while Paige got a fire pit ready for us. The sun was about to set, and it grew darker and colder with each passing minute.  
 
    It was a good thing we had chosen to go somewhere else for the night, otherwise we all would have been cold, especially the girls. Most of them didn’t have enough body mass to keep warm without some sort of outside heat. 
 
    After the tent was set up, the fire going, and a pot of stew ready to be set on it at any time, we finally got to talking. 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “So what did we learn today?” 
 
    “We learned they’re all a bunch of drug addicts,” Tara said. 
 
    “What?” Bailey asked with surprise. 
 
    “Yeah,” the platinum blonde said.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said. “I thought you all might have seen it, we should have led with that.” 
 
    “That was what was in the bag when the other guys showed up at the end of the day,” Paige said with a nod. 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “And from the sounds of it those guys we took out earlier were their dealers.” 
 
    “Of course they were,” Anna said with a shake of her head. 
 
    “You think they were making enough to supply this whole place?” Paige asked skeptically. “I’m not sure about that.” 
 
    “You think there could be someone else out there supplying them?” Tara asked.  
 
    “There could be,” I said. “But right now we’ll focus on the men here, that shouldn’t affect us too much with what we need to do.” 
 
    “Right,” the redhead agreed. “It’s just strange. Small world.” 
 
    “Yes it is,” I chuckled. “And it’s even smaller now.” 
 
    “I have a map of the area,” Paige said, and she held out a small notebook with several diagrams of the area and the buildings. 
 
    “Great,” I said. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I counted twenty-four men,” Bailey said. “Including the captain.” 
 
    “Alright,” I agreed. “Nice job.” 
 
    “And six on patrol duty at all times,” Anna said. “With shift changes every six hours.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “We also found out that they send out a scouting party each morning.” 
 
    “It seemed that way, yeah,” the redhead agreed. 
 
    “That’s who we should take out first,” Bailey said. 
 
    “I agree,” I said with a nod. “But we’ll need to know where they’re headed.” 
 
    “They’re going to head north again,” Paige said with confidence. 
 
    “What makes you say that?” I asked. 
 
    “Well,” the brunette started, “it’s much farther to get anywhere of substance if you go south. Plus, the captain looked really upset about the drugs, I bet he’ll send the group back up there to make sure that the guys today didn’t miss any.” 
 
    “That’s a good point,” I agreed. “I think you’re right.” 
 
    “If that’s the case then they’d use the same road,” Anna said. 
 
    “Right,” I said with a nod. I wanted to give the girls some freedom here to help come up with the plan. 
 
    “So we should wait for them here,” the redhead said. “We’ll take out the scouting party first, then we’ll go take out the guys at the refinery.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Bailey piped up. “And at the refinery the guards should be next.” 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed. “And then what?” 
 
    “Well,” Paige said with a frown. “They don’t do shift change until, what, six hours?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Anna said. “And nobody came out of the refinery before that from what I saw.” 
 
    “Me, either,” I confirmed. 
 
    “So if we took out the guards quietly, then we would have to wait for the other guys to come out,” the brunette said. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “And that would take far too long, but also, before we take out the guards we need to take out the captain.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Bailey said. “He was just in that building all day today.” 
 
    “How are we going to get the guys out of the building, though?” Tara asked. “We can’t shoot the building because we don’t want to damage the equipment, but if they know we’re there, then they definitely won’t come out.” 
 
    “That’s a good point,” Anna said. “And I don’t know if we could lure them out.” 
 
    “What if we held the captain guy hostage?” Bailey asked. “Do you think they’d come out then?” 
 
    We all turned to look at the blonde hippie with surprise. It wasn’t a bad idea, but I didn’t think I had ever heard something so morbid come out of her mouth.  
 
    “It’s not a bad idea,” Paige said. “But all of these guys have weapons.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. “They could shoot without thinking, especially if they’re hopped up on something.” 
 
    “What if we go in with our knives?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Hm,” I said and I thought for a moment. “That’s much more dangerous than taking them out with our guns.” 
 
    “Well, yeah,” the redhead agreed. “But they could just hold up in there. I’m sure they know that most people aren’t stupid enough to shoot the refinery.” 
 
    “That’s probably true,” I said. “And I did see that most of them had guns, not knives.” 
 
    “Right,” Anna said. “I think going in with our knives is the best option.” 
 
    “We may be able to draw them out by taking out the guards,” I said. “And if we can, then we’ll take them out that way.” 
 
    “And if we can’t?” the redhead asked. 
 
    “Then we’ll have to go in with our knives,” I said. 
 
    “Nice,” Anna said with a grin. 
 
    “If we do that, then it will be sneaky,” I said. “We’ll try to get as many without getting noticed as we can.” 
 
    “Of course,” Tara said with a smile. 
 
    “You all are excited about this, aren’t you?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “We don’t really get to use our knife skills very often,” Paige said. 
 
    “Well, we’re going to do a refresher tonight,” I said. “I want you all prepared for tomorrow.” 
 
    “That seems reasonable,” Bailey said. 
 
    “And remember that the knives are our backup plan,” I said. “We’re going to try to lure them out by taking out the guards first.” 
 
    “Right,” Anna agreed.  
 
    “Alright,” I said with a clap. “Everyone grab a small stick and pair up.” 
 
    The girls smiled and did as I requested. I rotated them frequently and had them practice front attacks and back attacks. I hoped we would only need the latter, but if one of them got into trouble, then there was the chance they would need to attack from the front. 
 
    Anna and Tara had the strongest knife skills, but I was confident in Paige and Bailey as well. They weren’t quite as efficient as Anna and Tara, but I knew that Paige and Bailey were fighters, and with a bit of adrenaline in their veins I knew they’d be just fine. 
 
    The girls were split into pairs, and they practiced taking out opponents from behind while keeping them quiet.  
 
    “Again,” I commanded for the third time.  
 
    The sound of a car on the road brought us to a halt, then I saw lights grow closer to where we were.  
 
    “Wait here,” I said, and I pulled out my pistol and headed to the tree line. 
 
    “Yeah, right,” Anna said, and they all began to follow me.  
 
    We got to the trees by the road, and I watched as the two jeeps trucked along slowly. It seemed like they weren’t actually trying to get anywhere, like maybe they were looking for something. 
 
    “Do you think that’s Brody’s people?” Bailey whispered. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I said, my eyebrows pinched together in concentration.  
 
    The jeeps slowed even more, and soon a guy stepped out. He was small, and looked nervous, and I figured these definitely weren’t guys from the refinery, but I also couldn’t be positive they were Brody’s people since I didn’t really know what any of them looked like.  
 
    “Hey!” I yelled out in my best assertive voice.  
 
    “D-don’t shoot,” they said. “I’m from the fort.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, and I lowered my pistol and walked out to greet the man. “Sorry about that. If you pull into this driveway, we can get you settled.” 
 
    “Thanks,” the small man said, and gestured for the driver to pull in. He was tall, stick thin, balding, and wore small, silver framed glasses that made his eyes look larger than they were. 
 
    I nodded to my girls, and they put their weapons down. 
 
    “I’m sorry we startled you,” I said as I walked over to the guy to stick my hand out. “I don’t think we met, I’m Tav.” 
 
    “Hi, Tav,” he said at length, and he took my hand. “I’m Conner.” 
 
    “What?” Tara burst out a laugh behind me. 
 
    “Um, I said my name is Conner,” the man repeated awkwardly, his hand still in mine. 
 
    Tara laughed once more, but this time the other girls joined in. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” the man said. “Is something funny?” 
 
    “My first name is Connor,” I explained with a smile. 
 
    “Ah,” the man said. “I see.” 
 
    “It’s not as funny as they’re making it out to be,” I said, and I turned to look back at the giggling girls. 
 
    “Okay, good,” the man whispered. “I thought it was just me.” 
 
    “Good to meet you, Conner,” I said sincerely. “We have a fire going over here, and we can fix up some dinner if you all are hungry.” 
 
    “Oh, uh, thank you,” Conner stuttered. “That would be great.” 
 
    After the civilians parked the jeeps, we gathered some supplies to make dinner for everyone, and Tara even grabbed some stuff to make a nice dessert. The sun dipped further behind the horizon as we all piled around the fire and set to work. 
 
    Soon the other civilians came out from the refinery, and we found a few more logs to put around the fire pit so everyone had a place to sit. It was a large group, but nobody seemed very talkative. 
 
    “I’m Tav,” I introduced myself after a few minutes of awkward silence. “I don’t think we met at the fort, but you might have met someone from my team. This is Anna, Bailey, Tara, and Paige,” I said with a gesture at each girl. 
 
    The civilians nodded, and a couple raised a hand in a small wave, but mostly nobody said anything. 
 
    “So how was the drive down here?” Paige asked.  
 
    “It was fine,” an older, brown haired woman said, and I realized she was the woman I had made eye contact with the first night when I had seen the civilians eating soup and bread. “Uneventful.” 
 
    “Oh,” Paige said. “And what’s your name?” 
 
    “I’m Renee,” the woman said softly. 
 
    “I hope the trip wasn’t too long or tedious for you all,” I said with a tender smile. The group looked exhausted and worn out, but I wasn’t sure they hadn’t looked like that before they had left the fort. “Tara should have dinner ready shortly.” 
 
    “Yup,” the platinum blonde agreed, and she pulled out some candy bars from her backpack. “In the meantime, we do have some snacks.” 
 
    She must have got them when we were in Fort George, which meant she had been holding onto them this whole time. I had to chuckle at her diligence to keep her chocolate to herself.  
 
    “How did you wind up with Brody?” I asked nonchalantly. 
 
    “Most of us found our way there after everything went to hell,” Renee said. “A lot of us that lived around here had stayed together, and we picked up a few other people as well, but it was almost winter time, and we knew we didn’t have enough supplies to make it through.” 
 
    “So you found him while you were out looking for supplies?” I clarified. 
 
    “Right,” she said with a nod. “He offered us a place to stay and said that as long as we worked everything would be taken care of. He said he could protect us through winter.” 
 
    “And what about when the Canadians came down?” Anna asked, and she leaned in seriously. “Did you know people were coming?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Renee said. “But we knew that the groups that came through were getting to be more frequent. It’s a good thing we did go to the fort, because otherwise we wouldn’t have made it.” 
 
    Her voice became low and sad with those last words, and she looked down to the snacks in her lap. I looked around the fire to see that everyone seemed to match her posture, and it seemed they all felt that Brody had saved their lives. 
 
    “Well, however the case,” I said. “We’re glad you’re here.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Bailey added with a soft smile. “It’s always nice to see good people survive instead of the bad ones.” 
 
    Renee didn’t say anything, but I saw her give Bailey a smile in return, and the other civilians seemed a bit more at ease then as they ate their snacks. 
 
    “How do you like living at the fort?” I asked. 
 
    Nobody said anything for several seconds, and then Renee shrugged and made eye contact with me. 
 
    “It could be better,” she said. “But Brody saved our lives. We owe him everything.” 
 
    “It’s hard to complain when you’d otherwise be dead,” Conner, the man we had met earlier, added. 
 
    I wanted to push the subject further, but I also didn’t want the civilians to feel too uncomfortable. I could see on their faces that they weren’t happy at the fort, but at that moment there was nothing I could do short of storming the place and taking out Brody, but the civilians also hadn’t told me anything truly repugnant about the guy. I had my suspicions, but no solid evidence or testimonials to go on. And besides, they were at least partly thankful for him, so it's entirely possible they wouldn’t want to go it alone without him, even if that option was on the table. 
 
    “Dinner’s ready,” Tara announced, and I could practically hear the hungry stomachs of the civilians.  
 
    Tara passed out bowls of the stew she had prepared, and we all dug in. Of course, the platinum blonde made sure the civilians got plenty, and I smiled at her generosity. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    After the civilians had arrived, we spent the previous evening going over various knife skills, and once I was satisfied with the girls’ muscle memory, I sent them to bed and stayed up to go over every last detail of our plan. The civilians had retired early. I knew they were exhausted, and Tara’s dinner had obviously comforted them enough to lull them to sleep.  
 
    Anna and I had taken watch that night, and I woke up and found the redhead stoking the fire. 
 
    “Hey,” I said. It was still early, at least an hour before dawn, but I couldn’t sleep any longer. 
 
    “Hey,” my second in command greeted me. “You want some coffee?” 
 
    “I’d love some,” I said. 
 
    “I just made a pot,” she said and then poured me a cup. “Don’t tell Tara.” 
 
    “Your secret is safe with me,” I said, and I took a drink of the dark liquid. Anna had done a good job; the coffee was rich and delicious. 
 
    I looked up to the stars and thought about the day ahead. It would be a tough one, like it always was. No matter how many times I went into battle, I always knew there was the risk that somebody wouldn’t make it out alive. And even though I knew my girls were more than capable, it still scared me to put them into danger. I couldn’t handle it if something were to happen to one of them. These girls had become my life, and I would protect them at all costs. 
 
    “You can go back to bed,” I said. “There’s at least an hour before sunrise.” 
 
    “Nah,” Anna answered, and she took another sip of coffee. “I wouldn’t be able to sleep. I can hardly ever sleep the night before a fight.” 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” I assured her. 
 
    “I know,” she said. “But there’s always a chance something can go wrong.” 
 
    “Yes, there is,” I said with a small nod. “But that’s why we prepare.” 
 
    “Right,” the redhead said, and she gave me a small smile. “Are you ready for today?” 
 
    “I’m always ready,” I chuckled.  
 
    “Of course you are,” she said with a smile and an eye roll. 
 
    “It never gets easier,” I said seriously. “You just do your best, know that you’re prepared, and try to get the job done.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” the redhead agreed with a nod. “I think sometimes we think that you’re superhuman or something. It’s easy to forget that you get nervous, too.” 
 
    “I try not to show it,” I said. “And I wouldn’t exactly call it nervous, but I definitely am always concerned for all you girls’ safety.” 
 
    “We know that,” Anna said. “We get concerned about you, too.” 
 
    “I can handle myself,” I said with a small smile. 
 
    “We know that,” the redhead laughed. “But we can handle ourselves, too. That doesn’t really matter when you care about someone, though. You’re still going to worry about them. I worry about you and all the other girls.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I contended. “It doesn’t really matter how capable someone is when you care about them, but we’re going to do the same thing today that we always do. We’re going to get in, get those bastards, and get out.” 
 
    “Hell yeah, we are,” Anna said with a grin. 
 
    I sat with the redhead a while longer while we drank our coffee, then I decided it was time to wake up the other girls. It was just before dawn, and while the men hadn’t left until well into sunrise the day before, I didn’t want to take any chances. We needed to get up and get moving. 
 
    “Girls,” I said as I entered the tent. “Time to wake up.” 
 
    “Okay,” Bailey said with a large stretch. 
 
    Paige sat up, yawned, and put on her glasses. 
 
    Tara didn’t move a muscle. 
 
    “Tara,” I said and then shook her shoulder. 
 
    “I heard you,” the platinum blonde grumbled. “I just thought you might go away if I ignored you.” 
 
    “Not a chance,” I chuckled. “Now get up. We have coffee waiting. I didn’t make it, don’t worry.” 
 
    “Alright,” Tara sighed, and she sat up. “I’m up, I’m up.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, and I kissed each of the girls on the forehead, then returned to Anna by the fire. 
 
    “How’d that go?” the redhead laughed. 
 
    “About as well as I had expected,” I admitted. 
 
    “Coffee?” Paige asked as she came out of the tent. 
 
    “I second that,” Bailey added with a smile. 
 
    “Here you are,” Anna said as she poured each of them a cup. 
 
    Tara came out a moment later, and she got her cup of coffee as well, then we all sat quietly for a moment while I let the girls get some caffeine in them. 
 
    I reached into my pack and pulled out some power bars we had found at the resort and passed one to each of the girls. They ate their breakfast and drank their coffee, and when I felt Tara’s morning attitude was gone, I addressed the group. 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “Let’s go over our plan.” 
 
    “We wait for the scouting team,” Paige said through a mouthful of chocolate power bar. 
 
    “I’ll pop one of their tires,” Bailey added. “And we’ll take them out.” 
 
    “Correct,” I agreed. 
 
    “Then we head to the refinery,” Anna said. “We’ll take out the guards quietly, then the captain guy.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said.  
 
    “Then we’ll wait for the other guys to come out to change shifts,” Tara said. 
 
    “Right,” I agreed. 
 
    “And plan B,” Anna said with a grin. “Is if they don’t come out, then we get in there with our knives and fuck them up.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “That is plan B.” 
 
    The girls were obviously excited to use their knife skills, but I didn’t want them in hand to hand combat unless it was absolutely necessary. That was far more dangerous, especially with the men they were up against. Not only were these guys in good shape, but they were on drugs, and that gave anyone an unfair advantage.  
 
    “Does everyone know their positions?” I asked. 
 
    “Anna and I are on the left side of the building,” Paige said. 
 
    “And Tara and I are on the right,” Bailey added. 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed. “And I’ll be around back. Once your guards are taken out you meet by the trees.” 
 
    “Yup,” Anna said. 
 
    I let the girls finish their breakfast, then I set out some power bars for the civilians when they woke up, along with a couple bottles of water, and headed to the tent to gear up. We hadn’t worn our vests and helmets for most of the excursion, but today was an exception, and I had them get kitted out to the brim. 
 
    Paige wore her hair pulled back in a low ponytail to accomodate for her helmet, a deep green T-shirt and tight black skinny jeans with her hiking boots. She had her pistol on one hip, her buck knife on the other, and her shotgun slung over her left shoulder. 
 
    Anna wore black athletic pants with a black tank top under her vest, sneakers, and her long red hair was pulled back in its usual braid under her helmet. She had her pistol strapped under her arm, her knife strapped to her thigh, and her rifle over her shoulder. 
 
    Bailey wore dark blue shorts, hiking boots, and a black shirt under her kevlar. She had her hair pulled back into a low ponytail, but her bangs hung around her face. The sweetness of her expression was a strange contrast against the M14 she had on one shoulder, and the Barrett M82 she had on the other. She had her knife and pistol on her hip as well, but they seemed like an afterthought with all the firepower she had. 
 
    Tara wore a new pair of black skinny jeans with rips all up the front, her old hiking boots, a black tank top, and her long platinum blonde hair back in a low ponytail under her helmet. She had a rifle on one shoulder, her Ruger on her hip, and her knife on her other hip.  
 
    Each of the girls looked as badass as I knew they were, and I had to give them a smile as I inspected their handiwork. 
 
    “Looks good,” I said with a grin. 
 
    “Thanks,” Tara responded with a wink. “You don’t look too bad yourself. 
 
    “We all ready?” I asked with a clap. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Anna said. 
 
    I led the girls down the long driveway and to a patch of trees near Hwy 4. If Paige was correct, and I thought she was, then the scouting team would come right by there within the next hour.  
 
    All we had to do was wait. 
 
    The sun had broken the horizon at that time, and the birds had awoken for the day. They chirped in the trees above us and set a strangely soft tone for the kind of morning we were about to have.  
 
    We had warned the civilians the night before that it would be a loud morning, I just hoped we didn’t startle them too much. I didn’t need anyone to scream and give away our location.  
 
    We all settled onto the ground with our rifles ready and watched as Bailey played with her scope. Our shooting practice on the boat had shown that Brody had already sighted the weapon in, but it was sighted for a closer range than this, and I knew she was adjusting for the long shot she would have to make. She was careful and methodical as she checked every few seconds to make sure she was on point.  
 
    “You like your new gun?” Anna asked the blonde. 
 
    “It’s great,” Bailey responded with a grin. 
 
    “You’ll have to let us practice with it some more,” Tara said. 
 
    “You totally can,” the blonde said.  
 
    “How about we do that once we get home?” I suggested. “It is a good idea for you all to know how to use everyone’s weapons in case there’s ever a need for it, but you all shot this one already.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s so fun,” Paige said. “That’s why you had us try out all the weapons we had when you first trained us, so that we’d know how to use everything. I miss doing that.” 
 
    “I had almost forgotten about that,” I chuckled. “It seems so long ago now.” 
 
    “It was over a year ago,” Anna said. 
 
    “It doesn’t feel like that long,” I said. “But somehow it feels longer, too.” 
 
    “I get it,” Tara said. “It seems like I can’t even remember a time when you weren’t with us.” 
 
    “Probably because we were so hungry our minds made us forget,” Paige laughed. 
 
    “I hope not,” I said with a frown. 
 
    “We weren’t doing great,” Anna said. “But she’s kidding. We weren’t starving.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” the brunette said. 
 
    “Yeah, but you’re always hungry,” the redhead chuckled. “It’s not my fault I couldn’t feed your insane appetite.” 
 
    “I’ll give you that,” Paige laughed. 
 
    We waited for a while as we listened to the birds above us. I had just started to think that maybe we had been wrong in our assumption that they were going to head north once more when I heard the roar of an engine from down the road. 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “It’s time, get ready.” 
 
    Everyone set their eyes on their scopes, and I pulled out my binoculars to get a view on the jeep. There were six more guys inside, but different guys than the day before, and they were about a mile and a half away.  
 
    They were going at least seventy miles per hour down the road at the rate they moved, and I was concerned that Bailey wouldn’t be able to nail a shot, but I took a breath, calmed myself, and stuck my eye in my scope. 
 
    As the men approached, Bailey’s new Barrett went off with a loud crack that echoed like thunder, and the front passenger tire of the jeep exploded. The man behind the wheel tried to keep control, but the vehicle skidded to a halt on the asphalt with a terrible sound as the wheel hub hit the pavement and sent sparks flying through the air. 
 
    The men scrambled to pull their rifles around, but it was clear they weren’t sure where the shot had come from.  
 
    I quickly lined up my scope on the man in the passenger's seat and pulled the trigger. The guy went down with a shot through the neck, and the driver behind him cried out in pain as he looked down at his injured shoulder. 
 
    Before I had the chance to set my sights on the driver, Anna beat me to it. She got him with a shot to the temple, and he fell face first onto the horn so it let out a loud, constant wail. 
 
    The four guys in the back hopped out and tried to hide behind the jeep, but Tara got one in the chest before he made it, and Bailey took three successive shots at the jeep to get the remaining men. Her weapon was easily powerful enough to tear through the vehicle frame, and I watched under the car as the men dropped one by one. 
 
    “Damn,” Tara said. 
 
    “What?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “Oh, like you don’t know what,” Anna laughed. “That was awesome.” 
 
    “This gun is awesome,” the blonde hippie said. “I just shot straight through the jeep.” 
 
    “Maybe next time we should try not to damage working vehicles, though,” Paige pointed out. 
 
    “Oh.” Bailey frowned. “Sorry, I guess I got excited.” 
 
    “It’s alright,” I laughed. “But Paige is right, you have to watch yourself with that gun or it could be trouble.” 
 
    “I will,” the blonde said with a soft smile. “Promise.” 
 
    “Let’s check out what the assholes had in their jeep,” Tara said. 
 
    “Let’s clean up the bodies and move the jeep,” I corrected. 
 
    “That, too,” the platinum blonde agreed. 
 
    We dragged the bodies over to the clump of trees we had crouched behind, then we pushed the jeep to the side of the road and hid it as best as we could. 
 
    “Well, well, well,” Anna said as she opened the glove box and pulled out a small bag of white crystally stuff. “Looky what we have here.” 
 
    “It’s not really a surprise,” Paige laughed. 
 
    “Yeah,” Tara said. “I’d be more surprised if there weren't any drugs in here.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Anna said. “I’ve just always wanted to have a real reason to say that.” 
 
    “You’re so lame,” the platinum blonde chuckled. 
 
    “You’re lame,” the redhead said, and she stuck out her tongue at Tara. 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “We have all their weapons in the back, if anybody wants to grab anything, now is the time. We need to get going.” 
 
    “Nah,” Bailey said. “I’d rather not use an unfamiliar weapon, well, besides this new sniper rifle.” 
 
    “Good call,” I said with a grin. “Now, let’s go.” 
 
    I led the group down the road toward the refinery. It was a long walk, and the day had already gotten hot, especially with our vests and helmets on. Once we had gone about a mile, I stopped and told the girls to drink plenty of water. 
 
    “It’s hot already,” Bailey said as she pulled her water bottle out of her bag. 
 
    “It’s unseasonably hot, it seems,” Paige agreed. 
 
    “We’ll be alright,” I said. “Just drink plenty of water and let’s try to get this over with quickly.” 
 
    As much as I wanted a quick fight to be the case, I didn’t think that was going to be the way this went. With us not being able to shoot into the refinery, it could end up being a lot more difficult than what I hoped. I really didn’t want to have to go to plan B, but I knew there was a chance that we would. If that was the case, then at least I knew my girls were well prepared. 
 
    We had just reached the grove of trees when it was almost noon. The walk had taken some time, much longer than it would have on bikes, plus we hadn’t been able to head out until we took out the scouting troop, and they were later that day than they had been the day before. 
 
    As we reached the trees, I crouched down and led the girls inside the small grove until we were out of view. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Everyone knows their positions?” 
 
    “Yes,” Anna said with a hard nod. 
 
    “Let’s head out,” I said. “Tara, Bailey, we’ll leave you guys here. Give us ten minutes to get into position.” 
 
    “Right,” Tara agreed. 
 
    Anna, Paige, and I made our way out of the trees and over to the back of the building, and I watched as the girls continued on after I had stopped to take my position.  
 
    I held my breath and lined up my shot as the guards passed by, but then the girls ran across the small road to the patch of trees and disappeared out of sight. 
 
    I didn’t like to have them in danger, but I felt better that they were in pairs, and I had deliberately put Anna with Paige and Tara with Bailey. Anna and Tara had the strongest knife skills, and I wanted one of them with each of the other girls in case something went wrong.  
 
    I hoped nothing did, but there was never any assurances in situations like this that everyone would come out without a scratch. The training was a good indicator, but even highly trained combat soldiers got into trouble from time to time, I knew more than a few who had lost their lives because some shit went down that wasn’t part of the plan.  
 
    Hopefully my girls were ready for anything, but if they weren’t, I definitely was, and I was not about to let a damn thing happen to them. 
 
    I watched carefully as the guards went around. We had agreed on the second time around. So I waited and watched as the three different pairs made their way around once, and then once I saw the first guys again, I got into my crouched position and moved closer to the road. The first guys were Anna and Paige’s, but the second group was mine. 
 
    The first men rounded the corner where Paige and Anna waited for them, and I heard the faintest struggle in the distance, and I smiled to myself because I knew the girls had taken care of business. 
 
    My guys rounded the corner then, a squat, orange haired man, and a tall blonde haired guy. They each had a cigarette that they puffed on leisurely as they traded stories about psychedelics. I shook my head at their stupidity and readied my knives. 
 
    I had one in each hand, ready to kill two birds with one stone. The girls each had a partner to go ahead with, but I was on my own, so it was important that I try to get the job done swiftly, and with as minimal amount of a struggle as possible. We didn’t want the men inside to hear us, at least not yet. We had to take the captain out first.  
 
    The men got right in front of me, and I crouched lower, like a lion ready to take out its kill. I let them take one step. 
 
    One more. 
 
    Then I pounced on them from behind. I brought one knife to each of their throats and pulled back quickly. The men had no time to react, instead they made gurgling sounds as their blood spilled forward onto my hands and the dirt road.  
 
    Both of the men collapsed easily, and I grabbed them by the legs and pulled them into the grass. Then I waited for Paige and Anna. 
 
    The two of them arrived a moment later, their vests splattered with blood already. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Anna whispered with narrowed eyes. “You were supposed to head over to the trees.” 
 
    “We’re headed the same way,” I said with a grin. “Now let’s go, we don’t want to keep Bailey and Tara waiting.” 
 
    The girls nodded and followed me as I slowly led us back to the trees. We found Tara and Bailey nestled by where we had left them earlier, along with the two guards they had taken out. 
 
    “You guys couldn’t have found a better place to put them?” Anna asked with a raised brow. 
 
    “It’s not our fault that our spot was the meeting point,” Tara said, and she put her hand on her hip.  
 
    “It’s fine,” I said. “We’re heading out soon anyways. Did anyone have any problems?” 
 
    “Nope,” Anna said. 
 
    “None here, either,” Bailey said with a smile. 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “Let’s head over to the captain’s quarters now. Tara, you know the drill?” 
 
    “Yup,” the platinum blonde said, and she pulled out her Ruger. 
 
    Since the captain tended to stay in his room all day, I figured we could get him quietly if Tara could get a shot through the window. The men were far enough away in the building that they would never hear, and it would give us an opportunity to check out the building while we waited for shift change, which was at least an hour away. 
 
    Once we reached the back of the building, we crouched down and made our way to the same window we had gone to the day before. Once again I could hear the captain talking to himself, but it sounded far more panicked than the day before. I supposed that us taking out his dealer had become a stressor, especially since he was probably the biggest user of them all.  
 
    I waited until I heard the distinct sound of a lighter and the man grew quiet, then I boosted Tara up into the window with her Ruger in hand, and she quickly took aim and fired a shot from the silenced pistol. 
 
    The loudest sound was that of the glass as a crack broke through from the bullet.  
 
    “Clear?” I asked. 
 
    “Clear,” she assured me. 
 
    “Good shot,” Bailey congratulated her.  
 
    “Thanks,” the platinum blonde said. “It wasn’t hard, though, he was just sitting on the bed.” 
 
    “Now we wait for shift change,” Anna said. “It’ll be at least an hour.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed, and I rose up to look in the window. “I want to see what’s in this building while we have time.”  
 
    “There’s a door on the other side by the road,” Paige said. “But I don’t know if it’s open.” 
 
    “We can check,” I said, but I still stared at the room the captain had been in.  
 
    The poor bastard was spread out on the bed, his lifeless body still held the lighter in one hand, but his pipe had fallen to the floor.  
 
    I shook my head, then headed around to the side where Paige had said there was a door. I pulled the handle, but found it to be locked.  
 
    “Alright,” I said. “We’ll search this place once we clear the area. Right now I want everyone to get a quick drink of water, then we’ll take our positions. If someone decides to come out early, then we’ll be ready.” 
 
    It was a hot day, and it had only grown hotter since we had been at the refinery. I could visibly see some beads of sweat on the girls’ foreheads, especially since they wore their vests and helmets, and those things were not light.  
 
    Paige pulled out a couple large water bottles from her backpack and passed them around. She was the only one with a backpack that day since she carried our med kit in case of an emergency. I was always hopeful it wouldn’t need to be used, but it was much better to have it ready to go.  
 
    The shitty thing about the med kit was that it was virtually useless with a serious wound. If someone was shot in the stomach or anywhere with an organ or a nearby artery, there wasn’t much anyone could do. We didn’t have a surgeon, and it was too risky to try to dig the bullet out. The med kit was great, and Paige made one hell of a combat medic, but if something serious happened, we were SOL. Which is why I was always careful to not put my girls in a situation where they could get injured. Like they say, the best defense is a good offense.  
 
    “This is, like, the longest mission we’ve ever been on,” Tara said, and she took the water bottle that was passed to her.  
 
    “It just feels like that because we have to wait for the next guards to come out,” Paige said.  
 
    “Right,” Anna agreed.  
 
    “I know we have to wait,” I said. “But it will be over soon enough, and we can’t risk harming any of the equipment inside.” 
 
    “I know,” the platinum blonde sighed, then she looked up at me with a wide grin. “But we always have plan B.” 
 
    “We do,” I said with a nod. “But that’s only for if plan A doesn’t work.” 
 
    Tara rolled her eyes at me, took a large swig of water, and passed the bottle to Bailey. 
 
    “Bailey,” I asked. “How many men are still inside?” 
 
    “Eleven,” the blonde answered confidently.  
 
    “Good,” I said with a smile.  
 
    We finished with our drink of water, then I sent everyone to their posts. We had to wait for the new patrols to come out of the refinery, so I had us all set up in the trees to the right of the front door. That was typically where they came out of, and we had no reason to believe that would change, so we waited patiently for our targets to get into our eye line. 
 
    We all had our weapons out and pointed toward the door, ready to shoot, but I looked over to see a small frown on Bailey’s face. 
 
    “You alright?” I asked. 
 
    “Huh?” the platinum blonde asked, and she lifted her head like she had come out of deep thought. “Oh, yeah. I’m fine.” 
 
    “She’s just sad she can’t use her fancy new gun,” Tara said.  
 
    “Is that what it is?” I chuckled. 
 
    “Kinda,” the blonde admitted with a laugh. “I did get to use it this morning, though.” 
 
    “With great power comes great responsibility,” Paige said with a grin. 
 
    “What is that, like, Gandhi or something?” Tara asked with an eye roll. 
 
    “It’s Spider-Man,” the brunette said. 
 
    “Oh,” the platinum blonde said, and she blushed a little. “I used to love those movies.” 
 
    “What?” Anna scoffed.  
 
    “You liked Spider-Man?” Paige asked, her voice laced with doubt. 
 
    “Only the Toby McGuire ones,” Tara said with a nod.  
 
    “Yeah, Andrew Garfield sucked,” the brunette agreed. “I liked the first Tom Holland one. I heard they were going to make a second one, but…” 
 
    “Fucking EMP,” Tara sighed. “I never saw the Tom Holland one.” 
 
    “I liked Andrew Garfield,” Bailey said in a quiet voice. “I liked them all. Spider-Man is super fun.” 
 
    “You like everyone,” Anna pointed out. 
 
    I let the girls chat about movies a bit while we waited, but I made sure to keep an eye out. We had to wait until all six of the men came out to take over the shift, otherwise the gunshots would give away our presence and nobody else would come out.  
 
    I watched carefully, and after a few minutes I saw the door shake just slightly. 
 
    “Girls,” I hissed in a low voice, and immediately they all went silent, their attention back on the refinery. 
 
    “Fuck that,” one man laughed as he walked out, another guy right behind him. 
 
    The first one pulled out a cigarette, then passed one to his buddy, and they both lit up.  
 
    “Where’s the rest of them?”Anna asked with narrowed eyes. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said honestly.  
 
    It was possible that it wasn’t quite shift change time, or that these men had come out a few minutes before their shift to get a smoke in. Either way, we had to wait until their buddies came out, otherwise it’d be a standoff and those in the building would definitely have an advantage. 
 
    “What if they notice that there’s nobody walking around?” Paige asked. 
 
    “Then we’ll take them out,” I said “but for now we wait and see if the other guys come out.” 
 
    The two men finished their cigarettes, then one of them pulled out a pipe and took a long hit off of it that made him cough. He was a tall, slender guy with blond hair and a gray jumpsuit on that I was sure belonged to one of the true refinery workers. 
 
    His companion took a similarly big hit, and his round, pudgy face went red as he doubled over in an attempt to catch his breath. 
 
    “Gross,” Tara sneered, and her face pulled into a grimace. 
 
    I smiled at the platinum blonde and shook my head.  
 
    “You fuckers out here smoking without us?” a dark haired man asked as he came out of the building with three men behind him. 
 
    Bingo. 
 
    “Here,” the pudgy guy said, and he passed the dark haired man the pipe. 
 
    I waited as the men smoked, but they leaned back against the side of the building, which made a clean shot that much more difficult. I needed them to be a good three feet away at the very least, though I preferred six to ten.  
 
    The men smoked their pipe, then lit up more cigarettes as they talked about how to make more of what they were smoking. Based on what we had seen at the meth house, none of them knew what they were talking about, and probably if we waited for them to try then they’d just blow themselves up and save us the trouble.  
 
    “Hey,” a short, stocky redheaded man said after a few minutes. “Where’s everyone on shift?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” the dark-haired guy said. “I don’t know. I haven’t seen anyone walk by.” 
 
    “You think they left?” the guy in the gray jumpsuit asked. 
 
    “One way to find out,” the dark-haired guy said, and he stepped away from the wall and headed toward the small road that went around the building. 
 
    The rest followed suit, and they fanned out to search for the men they were supposed to replace. They looked paranoid as they scanned the area and leaned forward, as if that would somehow make them sneakier if they needed to be. They were obviously out in the open, but sometimes humans had little habits that couldn’t be shaken.  
 
    Once they were far enough away from the refinery, I set my scope on the one in the gray jumpsuit and lined up my shot. The girls had their shots lined up, too, I knew, but they waited for me to make the first move.  
 
    The man put another cigarette up to his mouth and paused to lift the lighter to the end of his bad habit. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes on the asshole and readied my trigger finger. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    My rifle went off with a crack as I pulled the trigger. The man in the gray jumpsuit went down before he could finish lighting his cigarette, and before I could even blink, the sound of four more rounds cut through the air. 
 
    Bailey took down the short, pudgy guy with a shot through the eye that caused him to fall backward. I knew she was sad she had to use her M14 instead of her new .50 cal, but damn that girl was a good shot with anything you put in her hands. 
 
     Anna took out the man with the dark hair with a shot to the chest that left him to clutch at his heart as he tumbled first to his knees, and then forward onto his face. 
 
     Tara took out a blond guy with a shot to the neck, and he clawed at his throat as he fell to the ground with an audible thud.  
 
    And Paige took out a short, redheaded man with a blow to his small chest that looked like it ripped a hole right through him with the way the blood pooled so quickly.  
 
    That left one guy. He was a tall, lanky guy with long, greasy blonde hair, and he ran to try to duck behind the small shed the workers had built to smoke in.  
 
    After a second, he brought a pistol out from the side and wildly shot into the air. 
 
    Bailey beat me to it, and she put a bullet right through his hand that caused him to scream out bloody murder and drop the pistol.  
 
    At that point we knew he wasn’t armed, so he wasn’t worth another bullet. I looked at my team and then swiftly led us around to the shed. The man cowered inside and clutched his bloody stump of a hand as the red fluid ran down his arm in long drops. 
 
    “Please, don’t kill me,” he pleaded. 
 
    “Give us a good reason,” Anna countered. 
 
    “I’m not a bad guy,” greasy hair cried. 
 
    “Were you killing civilians and stealing their supplies?” I asked seriously. 
 
    “We were just following orders!” he exclaimed through a large sob. 
 
    “Sounds like an asshole to me,” Tara said with a shrug. 
 
    “Me, too,” I agreed.  
 
    I pulled my knife out and grabbed the man by his greasy blonde hair. He pleaded with me, but I knew his type, he was a bully, but the minute he was overpowered he became a coward. I slid my karambit into the soft pocket of skin behind his ear, and he quickly went quiet. 
 
    “Do you think the others will come out?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I said. “But I don’t want to wait and see.” 
 
    “Wait,” Anna said with a grin. “Does that mean?”  
 
    “Plan B,” I said with a nod. “Bailey, how many men are left inside?” 
 
    “Five,” the blonde hippie answered. 
 
    “One for each of us,” Tara said. 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed. “So everyone goes after one target.”  
 
    “Nice,” the platinum blonde said. 
 
    “You all remember your knife training from last night?” I asked seriously. 
 
    “We took out the guards with knives this morning,” Anna said. 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “Be careful.” 
 
    “Let’s do this,” the redhead said. 
 
    I pulled my karambit and my tanto blades out and reached for the front door the men had come out of earlier. It was locked. 
 
    “Seems they probably won’t come out,” I said.  
 
    “They probably closed the doors in the back, too, then,” Paige said, and she bit her lip. 
 
    “What about roof access?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “There is a ladder on the left side of the building,” Paige said. “But there’s no guarantee that the roof would be open either.” 
 
    “Worth a shot,” I said, and I led us around to the ladder and made my way up. 
 
    Once we were on the rooftop, I found the door, gave my girls a serious look, and gave it a pull. The large, metal door came open easily, and I flashed the girls a quick smile before I led us down the small stairwell. We came to a door that had a little window on it, so we could see out. We were on the second floor of the building, which was mostly just metal stairs and such so that employees could reach the top of the machinery if they needed to make an adjustment or a repair.  
 
    After a quick recon, I spotted our targets. They were standing on the lowest level with their pistols drawn and were arguing with each other.  
 
    “I think if we’re quiet enough we can sneak up on them,” I whispered. 
 
    “They have their pistols drawn,” Paige pointed out. 
 
    “They do,” I agreed. “But we’ll get to them first.” 
 
    “Alright,” the brunette said with a nod. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    I slowly opened the door and led my team down the metal stairs behind a large piece of machinery. 
 
    The five people had scattered to the windows to look out. 
 
    “I don’t see anyone!” a dark haired man yelled. 
 
    “Me, either,” another guy called. 
 
    “Where the fuck are they?” a tall, blond guy asked, his voice laced with anger. 
 
    “I got blondie,” I whispered. 
 
    “Dark-haired guy,” Anna claimed. 
 
    “I got the one with green sneakers,” Tara said.  
 
    “I guess I’ll take the short guy in the white shirt,” Paige said. 
 
    “That leaves the other blonde guy for me,” Bailey whispered with a smile. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said. 
 
    I slowly made my way behind the machinery to where the tall blond guy stood and was looking out the window. He bounced from side to side as he called out to the enemy he didn’t realize was right behind him.  
 
    The guy still had his pistol in his hand, and it was pointed at the air. That could be a problem. I didn’t want it going off, so I would need to get that from him and make sure he didn’t squeeze the trigger out of reflex when he died. 
 
    I snuck up behind the guy in a low crouch. He still cursed and called out to the cowards outside, so I crouched lower and prepared to strike. 
 
    I jabbed the man in his left side and sent the karambit deep into his lung, and at the same time I pressed his body against the wall and grabbed the pistol from his right hand. 
 
    He had tried to scream, but it was hard to breath with a collapsed lung, and all that came out was a gurgle that I suppressed as I shoved his face further against the glass window. 
 
    Once the pistol was in my possession, I yanked the karambit free from his lung, and then thrust it straight into his temple. 
 
    The man fell with a spasm to the floor, and I pulled my knife out with a hard tug and wiped it off on his shirt.  
 
    I turned to get an eye on the other girls, and I saw that Tara already had her target taken out. Green sneakers laid at her feet, his neck split open as blood pooled on the floor, and a grinning Tara stood above him. 
 
    That girl liked using knives way too much. 
 
    Bailey was the next that I saw, and I watched as she pulled her knife from her victim’s hand and thrust it under their chin with a sharp upward motion. She must have stabbed the man through the hand to get the gun released, a smart move.  
 
    Anna had already taken down her kill as well, since the dark-haired guy was leaned up against the wall with blood smeared behind him. It looked like he had given the redhead more trouble than the others. Anna had blood all over her hands, her face, and her neck, and it looked like her guy had gotten more than a few stabs. He looked like the murder victim of a cheated-on wife with all the spots he bled from on his chest and neck, and as I watched he slowly slid down the wall and left a trail of blood behind him. 
 
    Paige’s guy in the white shirt laid at her feet and bled from his throat. 
 
    I was just about to congratulate the girls when the man at Paige’s feet reached out and grabbed the brunette by the ankle. 
 
    Paige let out a scream and tried to kick at the man, but he gripped her ankle tight and tried to crawl up her, or pull her down, I wasn’t sure which. 
 
    I ran over to help, and I saw the girls take off out of the corner of my eye. By the time we reached them, Paige was on the ground, and the guy coughed up blood as he tried to reach her neck. 
 
    I quickly grabbed him by his short hair and stabbed him behind the ear with my tanto. 
 
    “Fuck,” Anna breathed. “Are you alright?” 
 
    We pulled the asshole off of Paige. The poor brunette was now covered in blood, and she definitely looked shaken up. 
 
    “Paige,” I said seriously as I forced her to look me in the eye. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Y-yeah,” she stuttered. “I’m okay. I just wasn’t expecting that.” 
 
    “I don’t think any of us were,” Anna said. “That was some zombie movie shit.” 
 
    “I thought I had gotten him,” the brunette said. 
 
    I lifted the guy up and saw that Paige hadn’t cut far enough across to get the main artery in the neck. While the man would have bled out, it would have taken much longer, long enough for him to try to attack her at least. And the miss had definitely pissed him off.  
 
    “You missed the main artery,” I said in a low voice. 
 
    “Fuck,” Paige breathed. 
 
    “It’s alright,” I said. “You did good. We got this.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tara added. “It’s over now. All these assholes are dead.” 
 
    “I know,” Paige said. “I’m just mad at myself.” 
 
    “Don’t be too hard on yourself,” Anna said. “We all make mistakes sometimes.” 
 
    “As long as you aren’t hurt, then everything’s okay,” I said. 
 
    “Well, I think I hit my elbow on the concrete,” Paige said, and she held up a bloody mess of an arm. 
 
    “Are you sure that’s your blood?” Tara asked. 
 
    “Honestly, no,” the brunette answered with a shake of her head. “But it really hurts.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “Let’s get you cleaned up.” 
 
    “We’ll take care of the bodies,” Anna offered.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said as I led Paige out of the building. 
 
    I grabbed a couple chairs from in front of the building and sat the brunette down, then I took her backpack off and pulled out a bottle of water. 
 
    “It might sting,” I said. 
 
    “Do it,” Paige said with a wince. 
 
    I poured the water over her elbow to clear off the blood, but after it was clear and I stopped, more blood just came from the wound, so I pulled some gauze out of the med kit and held it against her elbow. 
 
    “Looks like you got a nasty cut there,” I said with a frown. 
 
    “It hurts like hell,” the brunette said. 
 
    “I’m sure it does,” I chuckled. “Probably hurts more from bone hitting concrete than anything. I’m sure that wasn’t pleasant.” 
 
    “I feel like an idiot,” she said in a low voice and looked down. 
 
    “Hey,” I said softly. “You’re not an idiot. Shit happens. It’ll be okay.” 
 
    “I know I’ll be alright,” Paige sighed. “But I just feel dumb that I missed the main artery.” 
 
    “You are very skilled in a lot of ways,” I said. “But you’re not the strongest with a knife. I shouldn’t have sent you in there. It’s my fault, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “You’re not making this better,” the brunette laughed. 
 
    “I am sorry,” I said sincerely. 
 
    “You don’t have to be sorry,” she said. “You taught me, and I failed to follow through with my training. I know I’m not the greatest with my knife. I should have taken that into consideration.” 
 
    “What about if we do some extra practice?” I asked. “Just you and me?” 
 
    “Bailey, too,” Paige said seriously. 
 
    “Alright,” I agreed. 
 
    “She’s not the greatest with her knife, either,” the brunette said. “She did great today, but if I get to improve, then I want her to improve, too.” 
 
    “That’s exactly why I love you so much,” I said with a smile, and I kissed the brunette on her forehead. 
 
    I got Paige cleaned up, it only took a couple butterfly stitches and she was as good as new, though I knew that elbow would hurt for a while.  
 
    This was exactly the type of thing I tried to avoid, and I had to admit that when I saw that man attack Paige, I nearly lost it. The situation could have gone much worse. I was glad it didn’t, but I was also upset that it happened to begin with. I knew that Paige was right, it wasn’t my fault, but I still hated that she had been put in danger.  
 
    I had meant what I said about how we would do extra practice with her knife skills. I wanted her to be able to protect herself in any situation, and I was determined to teach her how. She already knew the basics, but I thought it was time for all the girls to get more combat training. They were incredibly skilled with their firearms, and Tara and Anna were pretty damn good with a knife, but they needed more hand to hand training, and they would get it.  
 
    I found Tara, Anna, and Bailey near the trees where we had hid earlier that day, a pile of bodies in front of them. 
 
    “Is that all of them?” I asked with a low whistle. 
 
    “Yes,” Tara said with a glare. “How’s Paige?” 
 
    “She’ll be fine,” I assured the platinum blonde.  
 
    “What do you want us to do with the bodies?” Anna asked. 
 
    “We have a vehicle now,” I said. “There’s a couple of jeeps in the yard. We’ll take them somewhere and drop them off. I don’t want to start a fire and draw any attention to us.” 
 
    “Right,” the redhead agreed. “What’s up with all the jeeps, though?” 
 
    “I know,” Tara said. “Brody’s people have jeeps, and these guys have jeeps. Where are they getting all these jeeps?” 
 
    “Do you think Brody took his from these guys?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “Or the other way around,” Paige said with a shrug.  
 
    “I'm not sure,” I said. “But we need to go pick up our stuff, and get the civilians as well.” 
 
    “Oh, shoot,” Bailey said quickly. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked.  
 
    “We forgot the captain,” the blonde said with a point at the out building. 
 
    “I’ll grab him,” I said with a smile. “Anna, why don’t you pull one of the jeeps over here?” 
 
    “On it,” the redhead said. 
 
    I headed into the small building from the front door and made my way back to the captain’s room. I passed by several other rooms with open doors, and it seemed that most of the men were just as sloppy as the captain had been. 
 
    Once I reached the guy’s room, I kicked the pipe across the room and grabbed him under the armpits and dragged him out to the pile. 
 
    Anna had one of the jeeps pulled around, and she and the other girls loaded up the bodies. 
 
    “We won’t have room for everyone to go,” I said. “So who wants to volunteer?” 
 
    “I’ll go,” Anna piped up. 
 
    “Alright,” I agreed with a smile. 
 
    “Sucker,” Tara snickered. 
 
    “I’m just happy to ride in a car again,” the redhead laughed. 
 
    “We’re just going to drop off the bodies, get the civilians, and pick up our things from the other house,” I said.  
 
    When we pulled up the civilians offered to help us unload, but I told them it was fine, they should head down to the refinery. There was no telling if the machines had been left on or not, and I didn’t want to leave them unattended. I didn’t know much about refineries, but the idea of explosives being left unsupervised made me nervous.  
 
    We finished with the bodies, then Anna and I hopped into the jeep and I pulled off down the road. My redheaded companion had taken off her helmet and vest, and a few strands of her red hair blew around her face in the wind. 
 
    We had a backseat full of bodies, but it was a beautiful day.  
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    After Anna and I returned from dropping off the bodies and retrieving our supplies from the house we had camped at the night before, we found the other girls wandering through the barracks. 
 
    The day was still bright, and we had a few hours before sundown. I guessed the girls wanted to see if there was anything usable in the building while we still had daylight. 
 
    “What have you found?” I asked as I came into the room with Anna behind me. 
 
    “Nothing,” Tara sneered, and she threw a blanket back onto the bed. “These guys were pigs.” 
 
    “It’s true,” Bailey agreed. “There’s nothing here but dirty underwear and empty cigarette packs.”  
 
    “Don’t forget the porno mags,” Paige said dryly. 
 
    “Ew,” Tara said, and she wrinkled her nose. “I’m telling you, we should just get to work making some fuel.” 
 
    The platinum blonde gave a pointed look at Paige.  
 
    “I’ve told you a million times!” the brunette exclaimed. “I don’t know how to use this equipment.” 
 
    “You know how to do everything,” the platinum blonde said, and she put a hand on her hip.  
 
    “They’ve been like this since you left,” Bailey told me. 
 
    “Even if Paige knew how to use the equipment,” I said, “I think she’s done enough for today.” 
 
    I gestured to the brunette’s makeshift sling and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Hey, I got shot in the chest once,” Tara quipped back. “And I still had to do stuff.” 
 
    “In the vest,” Anna corrected. “You got shot in the vest.” 
 
    “It still hurt,” the platinum blonde said with a shrug. 
 
    “And we brought you back to the house and gave you wine,” Paige reminded her.  
 
    “Well... it’s not my fault I don’t have wine,” Tara said, and we all laughed. 
 
    “We still have a few hours of daylight,” I said. “If we can find a trailer, then we could pick up our boat.” 
 
    “Oh,” Anna said. “That’s a good idea.” 
 
    “I’m sure we could find one in Fort George,” Paige said.  
 
    “It’s a short drive,” I said. “Anyone up for a little road trip?” 
 
    “Let’s go,” Tara said with a grin. 
 
    “Alright,” I agreed. “But first help Anna and I offload our stuff into the building.” 
 
    We got our things offloaded, then everyone hopped into the jeep. Anna had told Paige to sit up front since she didn’t want her elbow to get bumped, and she sat in the back with Tara and Bailey.  
 
    I pulled off onto the road and headed back up the way we had come just a couple days before. Where it had been a day's journey on foot or bike, it was less than an hour’s drive to Fort George, and on the way we drove through Fort Edward, a place we had tried to avoid on the way there. The city was large, and we had taken a back road around to avoid running into anyone else, but this time I drove straight through. I knew all the girls had their weapons at the ready, so I wasn’t worried about running into anyone, and I wanted to see if it would be a good place to scavenge.  
 
    The town was definitely ransacked, but it looked like it had potential, and I thought we could make a trip up there to check it out while we waited for Brody’s crew. 
 
    “Everyone look out for a hardware store or boat store,” I said once we were in Fort George. “Anywhere that might have trailers.” 
 
    “I bet there’s some at that hardware store we went to,” Anna said. “Probably in the back.” 
 
    “Good call,” I said. “We’ll check there first.” 
 
    I headed toward the hardware store Anna and I had gone in to get the carts a couple days prior and pulled around back. There were a couple trailers out there, but there were none large enough to haul our boat.  
 
    “Shoot,” Bailey said as we inspected the trailers.  
 
    “We definitely need a larger one,” Paige sighed. 
 
    “What about a boat shop?” Tara suggested.  
 
    “There has to be one around here,” Anna said. 
 
    “We’ll keep looking,” I said, and we all hopped back into the jeep.  
 
    We drove around town for a few minutes as I scanned the streets for boat shops, or even trucks with trailers attached. Part of me wondered if those who had boats had taken them and set sail somewhere. If I knew my country was under attack, that might have been what I did as well, especially if I had the means to. That would mean not having to fight for supplies, or go to a camp, you could try to sail somewhere and take refuge. Or if you had enough cash, you could sail somewhere and find a place to live out the rest of your days. I bet Mexico had been a good option for plenty of people with boats, though I didn’t know how they were faring down there, either.  
 
    You had to not have many people you cared about if that was the case, though. 
 
    “Stop!” Tara squealed, and I hit the brakes. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked, my hand on my pistol. 
 
    “There’s a candy store,” the platinum blonde said as she hopped out of the jeep. 
 
    “She really needs to work on when to scream and when not to,” Anna said, and she pinched her brows together in confusion. 
 
    “I mean, I could use some candy,” Paige said with a grin. 
 
    “Me too,” Bailey said, and she hopped out of the jeep.  
 
    I followed the girls to the candy shop. It looked like it had once been brightly colored, but the pinks and yellows had since faded, and the “Candy Shoppe” sign out front looked like it could fall down at any second. Both of the large storefront windows were broken, and the girls stepped over them easily and headed into the store. 
 
    “Are you looking for anything in particular?” I asked. “The place looks pretty picked over.” 
 
    “We’ll find something,” Tara said. “Don’t you worry.” 
 
    I just shook my head and chuckled, and then I leaned back against the counter as I watched the girls scavenge through the store. They were adorable as they ooed and awed over each piece of candy. I knew it had been a while since they’d had sweets other than the ones Betty made for them at home, but I still found their wonder at the place endearing.  
 
    I peeked behind the counter as I waited, and I found a few pieces of saltwater taffy, several dark chocolate bars, and a bag of skittles. I put the treasures into my pocket, and then I moseyed on over to the girls. 
 
    “How’s it going over here?” I asked. 
 
    “Great,” Bailey said with a wide grin, and I looked down to see two of the handheld baskets almost full with sweets. 
 
    “Wow,” I chuckled. “That’s a lot of candy.” 
 
    “I told you we’d find something,” Tara laughed. 
 
    “You were right,” I agreed.  
 
    “I think Tav is trying to say we have enough,” Anna said. 
 
    “I said nothing of the sort,” I responded with mock indignation. 
 
    “Is that a fat joke?” Tara asked, and she put her hand on her hip. 
 
    “Well?” I asked Anna. “Is that a fat joke?” 
 
    “Oh, whatever,” the redhead laughed, and she hit me on the arm. “Let’s go, guys, we still need to find that trailer.” 
 
    The girls gathered up their goodies, then made their way back to the jeep. It wasn’t too much longer before we were able to find a trailer on a truck that sat in an abandoned parking lot. We hooked it up to the jeep, then headed to the Million Dollar Beach where we had left our boat. 
 
    Luckily it was right where we had left it, and not a single thing had been touched. I backed the trailer into the water, then the girls helped maneuver the boat into it, and before long it was all complete.  
 
    “Well, that wasn’t too bad,” Tara said as we all hopped back into the jeep. 
 
    “No,” I agreed. “But it is getting late now, and we need to head back to the refinery.” 
 
    The girls were quiet as we drove along. The sun was low in the sky and the world grew darker with each passing second, so I turned on the lights and hit the gas. I couldn’t go too fast, not with the boat attached to the back of us, but I didn’t want to be out after dark. I hadn’t seen anyone in the area, and I knew that we had eliminated the largest threat, but who knew if there were other drug addicts around that were also pissed off that we cut off their supply. 
 
    Either way, I didn’t want to be out after dark, so I hurried down the highway toward the refinery. 
 
    “How are you feeling?”Anna asked Paige as we drove. 
 
    “I feel alright,” the brunette said. “Just a bit sore.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Bailey said. “Well, at least we got some sweets for you to have.” 
 
    “I think that will help a bit,” Paige said with a smile. 
 
    “We should probably eat something substantial before we dig into the sweets,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Geez, Tav,” Tara joked. “You’re like our dad or something.” 
 
    “Oh, hardly,” I laughed. “But we’ve had a long day, and I know I could use a hot meal.” 
 
    “Tav is right,” Anna said with humorous exasperation. “We should eat something before we have dessert.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I laughed. I would take the win, even if it was in jest. 
 
    Besides, I really was hungry. 
 
    Once we got back to the refinery I checked in on the civilians and found them getting everything in order inside. Anna and Bailey set to work on building a fire pit, while Tara and I gathered some supplies from the boat for dinner. Paige sat in one of the chairs and looked dejected. She was obviously upset that she felt she wasn’t being helpful, but nobody wanted her to strain herself so we had told her to take a seat and relax.  
 
    “Don’t look so sad,” Tara said as we made our way back to the group and took our seats. 
 
    “Oh,” Paige said, but her face didn’t change at all. “I didn’t mean to.” 
 
    “I just mean that nobody minds,” the platinum blonde said. “We know you’re hurt. Nobody’s trying to make you feel bad for resting for a bit.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Anna agreed. “Take it easy and don’t feel guilty about it.” 
 
    “That’s sound advice,” I said with a soft smile.  
 
    “Duh,” Tara said with a wink, and I rolled my eyes at her. 
 
    Paige got the fire going, and we sat around as the sun finished its descent and turned to night. As we sat and waited for the civilians to join us I thought about the way they had acted the night before. 
 
    Something seemed off, especially with the women at the fort, and I wanted to make sure that Brody was who he claimed to be and that none of the civilians felt as if they were being forced to do anything they didn’t want to do. Part of me wanted to believe that a brother of mine could never be capable of doing anything so sinister, but the other half of me knew better than to believe that. We had seen so many National Guard guys and other soldiers or police go rogue, or follow bad orders, or simply become drunk on power. I had lived long enough and seen enough bullshit to know that anybody was capable of anything.  
 
    Soon the civilians came out and joined us by the fire, and Tara held out a basket with some chocolates and some things we had gathered from the resort, like peanuts, trail mix, candies, and pretzels.  
 
    The civilians looked at each other with wide eyes, then they passed the bin around, and when I said they could take a few things, not just one, they each grabbed several before they passed it to the next person. It always made me sad to see people so hungry. 
 
    “So how did everything look in the refinery?” Paige asked as she opened a candy bar of her own. 
 
    The group looked around, and I saw a few people glance at Renee. It seemed they had chosen her as their resident spokesperson. 
 
    “It looks good,” Renee said. “Pretty much like we left it.” 
 
    “You all used to work here, then?” Paige asked, and she looked around to the group, who nodded in reply. 
 
    Tara made us some dinner while we all sat around the fire and got warm. I wanted to push the civilians to talk, but I knew that wouldn’t do any good. I wanted them to like us, not feel like we were pressuring them.  
 
    Tara made a huge amount of chili in a large pot we had picked up in Fort George, and cornbread to go along with it. She dished up bowls and passed them to the civilians around the fire, and once everyone had a plate, we dug in. I noticed, too, that Tara made sure to dish extra large portions to all the people from the fort. I wasn’t sure if it was the fact that she knew what it was like to go hungry, or the fact that she hadn’t had to feel that way in a long time, but I’d seen her dish herself up less in order to give someone more food multiple times, and it never failed to make me smile.  
 
    The chili was delicious and hearty, though I knew that only the seasonings were Tara’s, as we had found several large cans of chili on our Fort George adventure. It had been a good score, and I was happy to share with the people at the refinery. I watched their faces as they breathed deep and devoured the meat and bean dish with fervor.  
 
    “Can we have dessert now?” Tara asked with a raised eyebrow and a hand on her hip. 
 
    “Hm,” I said and I thought for a moment. “I guess so. Only if you’ve been good, though, have you been good?” 
 
    “I think you know I’ve been good,” the platinum blonde said with a wink. 
 
    “Oh, geez,” Anna said with an eye roll. “Just give me the damn chocolate.” 
 
    The girls passed around the bins of candy they had scavenged from the shop in town earlier and passed them around to the civilians as well. I pulled a saltwater taffy from my pocket and opened it up. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” Tara asked with a gesture at my candy. 
 
    “Saltwater taffy,” I said. 
 
    “It’s really good,” Bailey said. 
 
    “One of my favorites as a child,” Renee said with a small smile.  
 
    “You like it?” I asked, and I offered both her and Bailey a piece. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, thanks,” the blonde said as she took the offering. 
 
    “Thank you,” Renee said.  
 
    “Sorry,” Tara chuckled. “I just always think of that as old man candy because my dad used to love them.” 
 
    “Have you ever tried them?” Paige asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” the platinum blonde said. “They were never for me though, they get stuck in your teeth.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Anna agreed. “That’s why I never liked them, or caramel.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s where I draw the line,” Tara said. “Caramel is awesome.” 
 
    “Taffy is far superior to caramel,” Bailey said, and I nodded my agreement. 
 
    “That’s some bullshit if I ever heard it,” the platinum blonde said.  
 
    “Caramel is good,” Paige said. “I like both, but caramel is better, I think.” 
 
    “I guess we’re the only ones with good taste,” I mock whispered to Bailey. 
 
    “Oh, whatever,” Tara laughed. “You wouldn’t know good taste if it bit you in the butt.” 
 
    “You’re probably right about that,” I chuckled. 
 
    “So what’s our plan for tomorrow?” Anna asked.  
 
    “Do you all need any help here?” I asked Renee. 
 
    “I don’t believe so,” she said with a shake of her head. “There’s not much you can do unless you know the equipment. We should have everything up and running tomorrow, though.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “We can get a tally of all the supplies as well.” 
 
    “That would be great,” she replied. 
 
    “So are we staying here all day?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “For the morning,” I said. “But we’re going to go scouting after we tally supplies.” 
 
    “Where?” Paige asked. 
 
    “Fort Edward,” I said. 
 
    “Where the captain sent those guys the other day?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “We drove through there on the way to get the boat, and I think it looks like there’s some good potential there.” We would need to stick around to make sure the civilians got settled anyways, so I figured we should get something out of it.  
 
    I knew that we had some medical supplies, but I didn’t know if they’d be enough to trade with Brody after we kept what we needed, and we would definitely need more fuel before fall so we could harvest the crops. We had eliminated one problem with the refinery, but we had created another in the process, we still had to figure out what to bargain with for fuel. 
 
    The ten drums we would get from this mission were a good start, and it would get us through most of the summer, I thought, if we used it wisely, but fall and the harvest was a whole other beast. 
 
    The girls and civilians all stuffed their faces with candy, and I watched as they grew sleepy around the fire. I looked up to the night sky and sighed to myself. It had been a long, long day, but we had made it through. 
 
    We helped the civilians set up the tents that Brody had sent them with a hundred or so feet away, just in case the girls and I needed some privacy, then I sent Brody’s people to bed since they were obviously exhausted. I tried to send the girls as well, but they insisted they stay up with me a while longer. We all sat quietly around the fire as I watched the flames rise and fall with the wind.  
 
    I was disappointed with Paige’s injury, but I knew she would heal well, and there was nothing that I could do about it except train her harder for the next time. The cut itself wasn’t bad, but she would be sore from the impact with the concrete. I knew from experience that a hit like that hurt like hell.  
 
    I kicked my legs out to the fire as I sat and stared up at the stars. I tried to rack my brain and think about what Brody possibly needed. He had all the basics, and most everything he could want, including booze and food, but what could I trade with him that he couldn’t get everywhere?  
 
    I doubted he cared too much about medical supplies, and he was about to get at least one vehicle from the jeeps at the refinery, so what else could he possibly use?  
 
    “What are you thinking about over there?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Oh,” I said and I sat up straight. “Just trying to figure out what we could trade with Brody.” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about that, too,” Paige said. “I can’t seem to think of anything, though.” 
 
    “It does seem like he has everything,” Bailey agreed. 
 
    “We’ll need more fuel for harvest, though,” Paige said. 
 
    “Exactly.” I nodded.  
 
    “They have a garden there,” Bailey said. “But it won’t be nearly as big as what we’ll harvest.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “So you think we can trade him some supplies?” 
 
    “Well, maybe,” the blonde hippie said. “Especially if we have some good stuff like berries and watermelons and stuff. I bet they’d like those.” 
 
    “Hm,” I agreed. “You might be right. But I’m sure he would want a lot of supplies to trade for fuel.” 
 
    “Well, how much extra would we need for harvest?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Another five barrels at least?” Paige guessed. 
 
    “I think we could manage that,” Bailey said. 
 
    “It’s a good idea,” I said. “We’d have to see Brody’s take on it, though.” 
 
    “Yeah,” the blonde said with pursed lips.  
 
    “It’s alright,” I said. “We’ll consider it more tomorrow. Why don’t you girls get some sleep, and I’ll keep watch?” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Anna asked. “I can take the first shift.” 
 
    “I got it,” I said. “You all go to sleep.” 
 
    “Alright,” Bailey said with a soft smile, and she gave me a kiss on the forehead before she headed off to the tent.  
 
    The barracks were readily available, but after searching through there the girls had decided that it was much too gross for them to want to sleep anywhere near where the guys had slept, especially because of all the crusty porno mags. 
 
    I waited a few minutes for the girls to get settled, and then I grabbed a dark chocolate bar with sea salt from one of the baskets, kicked my feet back, and looked up at the stars.  
 
     I opened the wrapper carefully, then took a bite of the deep, intense chocolate. It was rich as it hit my tongue, and I let it melt there for a moment without chewing. My eyes closed as I leaned my head back and smiled.  
 
    “Hey!” Tara called from the tent, but I wasn’t sure if it was addressed to me or not, so I waited. 
 
    A minute went by and nothing else happened, so I shrugged and leaned back once more. 
 
    “Tav!” the platinum blonde yelled. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked seriously. 
 
    “Are you eating my candy?” she asked in an accusatory tone. 
 
    I looked at the chocolate in my hand, then lowered the bar down by my side. 
 
    “No,” I said slowly. 
 
    “Liar,” Tara said. 
 
    “Aren’t you supposed to be sleeping?” I laughed. 
 
    “I am sleeping,” the platinum blonde said. “But keep your mitts off my chocolate.” 
 
    “Why is it just your chocolate?” I chuckled. 
 
    “You told us we had too much earlier,” Tara sniffed. 
 
    “And now I’m helping you with that,” I said. 
 
    “I thought you weren’t eating it?” the platinum blonde retorted. 
 
    “I’m not,” I lied. 
 
    “Mhm,” she said. “Goodnight!” 
 
    “Night,” I called.  
 
    I leaned back once more and chuckled to myself. It was moments like that that made me love the girls so much. Each of them was so unique, with such a fun personality all their own. I was lucky to have the love of four very different, yet totally amazing, women.  
 
    After a few minutes, I lifted the chocolate back up and took a bite. 
 
    I let out a sigh as I leaned further back in my chair and enjoyed the taste of the cocoa and sea salt on my tongue. Dark chocolate with salt had always been one of my favorite treats, both as a kid and as an adult. I savored the flavor and closed my eyes for a second as it melted on my tongue.  
 
    “Enjoy your chocolate,” Tara whispered from the tent.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    It had been a few hours since I sent the girls to bed when I heard rustling in the tent. I peeked toward it curiously, and a moment later Anna stepped out and came to sit by the fire with me. Her long, red hair was wavy as it fell around her shoulders, and I gave her a smile as she sat down. 
 
    “You didn’t have to get up,” I said. “I was going to have you sleep for another hour or so.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” the redhead said with a yawn. “I woke up and couldn’t get back to sleep.” 
 
    I smiled at the redhead and offered her the candy bin. She reached in and grabbed a chocolate bar, opened the wrapper, and took a small bite. 
 
    “I used to never eat chocolate,” she sighed. “With practice and trying to keep in shape I just tried to avoid it.” 
 
    “So you spent all your time eating salads and protein bars?” I chuckled. 
 
    “Pretty much,” Anna laughed. “I didn’t realize how much I missed chocolate until I started eating it after the world ended.” 
 
    “You don’t feel guilty about eating it now?” I asked. 
 
    “Hell, no,” she said. “We work so hard just to survive, I think we all deserve some chocolate now and then.” 
 
    “I think you’re right,” I agreed and then pulled out the rest of the chocolate bar I had snacked on earlier. 
 
    We ate in silence for a while, and I noticed that Anna seemed like there was something on her mind. She stared at the fire absentmindedly while she took slow, small bites from her chocolate bar. 
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked softly. 
 
    Anna looked up and blinked at me. “Yeah, I’m fine.”  
 
    “What are you thinking about?” I asked. “There’s got to be something on your mind.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she sighed. “I guess I was just thinking about what happened with Paige today.” 
 
    “That was scary,” I said with a nod. 
 
    “Yeah,” she agreed. “I know she’ll be okay, but that was nerve wracking.” 
 
    “I think you girls sometimes forget how dangerous what we do really is,” I said. “It’s easy to think ‘we’ve done this before’ and to believe that it will all work out like it did the last time, but that’s not always the case.” 
 
    “I think you’re right,” Anna said. “We don’t always take it as seriously as we should.” 
 
    “Hopefully everyone will now,” I said with a gentle smile. 
 
    “I’ll make sure of that,” the redhead said, and she shook her head slightly. “I don’t want anyone on our team getting hurt again.” 
 
    I stared at my second in command for a moment. She was absolutely beautiful, passionate, and one hell of a leader.  
 
    “Come here,” I said, and I opened my arms out wide. “Come sit with me.” 
 
    I was surprised when Anna accepted the offer so easily. She stood up, walked over to my lap, and softly placed herself on the top of my thighs. I pulled her close to me, and she nuzzled her head under my chin. 
 
    I sighed deeply as I felt the weight of her settle into me. She was lean and soft, and she fit perfectly against my chest.  
 
    After a moment Anna’s hand snaked up to caress my cheek, so I looked down into her soft green eyes and ran my fingers through her hair. Her lids lowered shut as she leaned into my hand, and I smiled at the tender display of affection.  
 
    I scratched her head for a few minutes, then brushed a loose strand of hair from in front of her face. Her eyes opened, and she leaned up to place a soft kiss on my mouth. 
 
    Her lips were plump and pillowy as they sank against mine, and I let out a heavy breath against her.  
 
    I moved to pull away, but Anna grabbed my neck and held me in place, so I kissed her deeper instead. Her mouth parted for my tongue, and she sighed into my mouth and leaned her body against me.  
 
    I ran my hands down her sides. She was muscular and athletic, but curvy in all the right places, and I couldn’t help but trace her hourglass figure with my fingers.  
 
    The redhead sighed softly against me, and I felt my erection grow in my cargo pants.  
 
    Anna pulled back and kissed up my neck, her soft lips driving me crazy with each small lick and suckle. 
 
    “Tav,” the redhead whispered in my ear. 
 
    “Yes?” I groaned. 
 
    “I want you,” she purred.  
 
    “I’m all yours,” I said breathlessly. 
 
    Anna kissed back down my neck until she got to the top of my jacket, then she leaned up to kiss me once more while she pressed her hand against my erection through my jeans. 
 
    “Fuck,” I moaned and pushed my pelvis against her hand. 
 
    “Mmm,” she moaned against my jaw as she clenched my cock in her fist. 
 
    I reached around with one hand to cup Anna’s perfect ass, and I pushed the other hand under her athletic shirt up to her sports bra. 
 
    I quickly pushed the bra up and out of the way so I could rub her small, taut nipple between my fingers. 
 
    “God, that feels so good,” Anna moaned, and she tossed her head back in pleasure. 
 
    I realized that her hair was still in its usual long braid, so I pulled my hand off her ass and took off her hair tie. Her long red locks cascaded down her back in a waterfall of waves, and I ran my fingers through them easily.  
 
    I continued to rub her nipple with my fingers, then I slowly put pressure on it and pinched it harder and harder until I heard her gasp with pleasure. 
 
    “Fuck,” the redhead moaned, and she pushed her chest against my hand.  
 
    I grabbed her by the back of the neck and pulled her to me to kiss her deeply, then I scooped up her legs and pulled her over to me so she straddled me in my foldable chair.  
 
    I could feel the heat from her through her pants, and I quickly unbuttoned my own and pushed them down to my thighs. 
 
    “God, you’re so sexy,” Anna groaned as she reached down to grip my cock. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” I moaned and thrust up into her hand.  
 
    I was ready to yank the redhead’s pants down and take her right there, but instead she climbed off of me and crouched in front of my chair, her hand still on my erection.  
 
    She stared up at me straight in the eyes as she slowly took the whole of my cock into her mouth.  
 
    I leaned my head back as I felt my eyes go to the back of my head with pleasure. Damn, she knew how to take a cock. 
 
    Anna bounced herself up and down slowly so my erection thrust through her mouth and down her throat with each movement.  
 
    Finally the redhead came up for air, and a string of saliva connected her bottom lip to my cock.  
 
    “God, you’re so hot,” I groaned, and I pulled her to her feet and yanked her pants down. 
 
    Anna didn’t hesitate, she stepped out of her pants and straddled me once more, hovering her wet pussy right above my hard cock. 
 
    I grabbed my erection and rubbed the tip against her slick slit until she threw her head back and moaned loudly, then I grabbed her by the hips and pulled her down onto my cock.  
 
    She took the whole of me in one motion, and we both groaned as she settled against my pelvis.  
 
    I pulled off her shirt to reveal her perky breasts that sat above her muscular core, then I pulled her against me so I could take her small, pink nipple into my mouth. 
 
    “Oh, god,” Anna groaned as she ground against me.  
 
    I licked and sucked her nipple as she pushed herself against me vigorously. I could feel her pussy grow tighter and tighter with each thrust, so I sucked even harder on her nipple until I felt her rhythm slow as she prepared to climax. 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” the redhead groaned. “I’m gonna come.” 
 
    “Come on me,” I whispered against her. “Yessss.” 
 
    “Ohhh. Wooooowwww.” Her pussy spasmed around my cock, and I pushed inside of her as deep as I could to get a better feel for her pleasure.  
 
    After the wave had passed through her, Anna collapsed against my chest and breathed heavily.  
 
    “Good girl,” I cooed.  
 
    “Your turn,” the redhead chuckled breathlessly. 
 
    I flipped us over in the chair so Anna was on her back and I was on my knees in front of her, then I pulled her hips down to meet mine and pushed inside her once more. 
 
    “Fuck,” she moaned as my cock filled her tight tunnel again.  
 
    “You feel so good,” I breathed as I pushed inside her as deep as I could. 
 
    I thrust in and out gently at first, then I grew faster and harder as Anna moaned. Her pussy was slick from her orgasm, and I slid in and out of her tight body with ease.  
 
    “Harder,” the redhead commanded.  
 
    “If you say so,” I growled and I thrust as hard as I could against her.  
 
    “Fuck, yes,” the redhead moaned.  
 
    A few minutes later, I felt her about to come once more. As she released, I felt the spasms on my cock once more and I decided to let myself go.  
 
    “Ohhh, fuckkk,” I moaned as I pumped her with my seed.  
 
    Our climaxes each lasted about ten seconds, and then, once I’d emptied myself deep inside of her, I collapsed against her, breathless and sweaty. 
 
    “God,” Anna groaned after a moment. 
 
    “What?” I chuckled. 
 
    “That was just really good,” the redhead said. 
 
    “It was pretty great,” I agreed, and we both groaned as I slowly slid myself out of her. 
 
    “Are you tired now?” Anna teased. 
 
    “Definitely more tired than I was earlier,” I laughed.  
 
    “Why don’t you head to bed?” she offered. “I got guard duty now.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked as I threw my clothes on. “I didn’t tire you out too much?” 
 
    “Hardly,” the redhead chuckled and she pulled her pants back on. “I’m an athlete, remember?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t ever forget,” I said as I ran my eyes down her perfectly toned body. 
 
    “Are you eye-fucking me?” Anna asked with a raised eyebrow. “Wasn’t the real fucking enough?” 
 
    “It’s never enough,” I said with a grin. 
 
    “You’re insatiable,” she said.  
 
    “Yes,” I said, and I moved toward her and pulled her in for a kiss.  
 
    “I like it,” the redhead breathed after I pulled away from her.  
 
    “I figured you did,” I said with a smile.  
 
    “Go get some sleep,” Anna told me. 
 
    “I will,” I said, and I kissed her on the cheek.  
 
    As I walked to the tent, I thought about how rare it was to see Anna be so vulnerable and sweet, even during sex. She was always such a go-getter that having her act soft was a strange, but satisfying, experience. I savored the taste of her on my tongue as I crawled into bed between Tara and Bailey.  
 
    “Hey,” Anna said from the tent door, and she held out her blanket to me. “Take this.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I whispered as I grabbed the blanket and tossed it on top of me.  
 
    The redhead left, and I snuggled down against my girls. 
 
    “What were you two doing out there?” Tara snickered. 
 
    “Since when are you awake in the middle of the night?” I chuckled quietly. 
 
    “Since Anna moans super loud,” Paige whispered. 
 
    “You all heard that?” I asked. “Bailey?” 
 
    “Well, I wasn’t going to say anything,” the blonde said. “But, yeah, I heard.” 
 
    “Everyone within twenty miles of the lake heard,” Tara teased. 
 
    “We were not that loud,” I said with an eye roll. The civilians were camped out at least one hundred feet away, and with how tired they had looked, I doubted they heard anything. And even if they had, I’d learned that most people would keep that to themselves. Tara just wasn’t most people.  
 
    “Whatever you have to tell yourself,” the platinum blonde laughed. 
 
    “Hush and go back to sleep,” I teased. 
 
    “As you wish,” Tara said, and she snuggled up against me.  
 
    I shook my head as the girls crowded around me. Their body heat warmed me quickly, and I stared at the top of the tent as I waited for sleep to come.  
 
    The next morning we woke up early, made some breakfast, and took a tally of all the supplies at the refinery. Brody had been right, we counted twenty five drums full of fuel. There was also a room full of canned goods and other nonperishables that we went through and counted. By mid morning we had a full list of the supplies, which we intended to split with Brody’s people. He had said we would receive half of the fuel,and typically I would say half of the supplies was fair as well, but I didn’t know what supplies Brody had sent the civilians with, and I didn’t want to leave them with a small amount of rations.  
 
    In the meantime, we had decided to head to Fort Edward for the day, but Paige had informed us that there were three other towns in that vicinity, so we would make rounds to all of them to see what we could find.  
 
    We each grabbed our backpacks, some snacks, water, and our weapons, then we set off in the jeep for the day. It was a beautiful, warm and sunny spring day, and the light blinded me as we drove up the highway toward the towns. I looked around at the girls with me, Paige sat in the front, her brown messy bun bounced with each dip in the road. Anna was in the back, her arm halfway out the window as she enjoyed the breeze. Bailey sat in the middle of the back, a soft, contented smile on the blonde’s face. And Tara sat directly behind me, her long platinum blonde hair was down, and it blew in all directions with the breeze.  
 
    The feeling in the jeep was wonderful as we stopped at our first town and hopped out with wide grins on our faces. Between the sun and the beautiful women around me, I knew it was bound to be a good day.  
 
    Several hours later we had another small trailer hooked to the back of the jeep, and it was filled with boxes, bags, and plenty of other supplies as we headed back to the refinery. We had left the boat on the other trailer, but I was confident that all our new supplies would fit on the larger trailer with the boat, so there wouldn’t be a need to bring both trailers back to campus with us.  
 
    Among the things we had found were summer work clothes, bandaids and antibiotics, knives, some ammunition, salt blocks for the horses, and some dog treats for Winchester. Tara had also managed to find every outlet store around, and she had picked up plenty of clothes, not only for herself, but for everyone, and plenty of beauty products to go around as well. We limited the space she had on the trailer for such things, but she made the most of it and seemed happy with her haul at the end of the day.  
 
    Now the sun leaned toward the West as the sky grew colorful with the impending sunset. I couldn’t help but feel satisfied with what my team had accomplished that day. We had found a lot of good supplies, and we had managed to find a way to get them all home with us.  
 
    “You know what I miss?” Bailey asked as we drove along the highway. 
 
    “What?” I asked with an amused smile. 
 
    “The radio,” she said. 
 
    “The radio?” Anna asked with a raised eyebrow. “Seriously?” 
 
    “What?” Bailey asked. “You don’t like the radio.” 
 
    “I think everyone likes the radio,” Paige said. “But I don’t think she expected you to like the radio.” 
 
    “Why not?” the blonde asked with a frown. 
 
    “Because you’re a hipster,” Tara said with a shrug. “Hipsters hate the radio.” 
 
    “Well, I must not be a hipster, then,” Bailey chuckled. “Because I love the radio.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Paige said. “I kind of like the silence as we drive.” 
 
    “It is peaceful,” Anna said.  
 
    “No way,” Tara scoffed. “I’m with Bailey. I definitely miss the radio.” 
 
    “If only we could bring your piano with us,” Bailey said with a smile. 
 
    “We can’t do that exactly,” Paige said. “But we could…” the brunette trailed off, cleared her throat, and began to sing.  
 
    After a line or two Tara jumped in, then Bailey, and finally Anna. Before I knew it, all four girls were shouting and dancing around in the jeep. I had no idea what song it was, and not all of them had voices as wonderful as Paige’s, but the smiles on their faces plastered one on mine that I just couldn’t shake. 
 
    “What song was that?” I laughed once it was over. 
 
    “Are you serious?” Paige asked with wide eyes. 
 
    “You don’t know Miley Cyrus?” Tara asked incredulously. 
 
    “Do I look like I know who Miley Cyrus is?” I asked.  
 
    “He has a point there,” Anna chuckled. 
 
    “It was Party in the USA,” Tara said, and she rolled her eyes. “It’s, like, an iconic song. Everybody knows it.” 
 
    “Apparently not everyone,” I said with a grin.  
 
    We arrived back at the refinery and loaded the boat with the rest of our supplies so we could leave the trailer with the civilians. I was surprised though, when Tara left a few of her summer shirts out and delivered them to the civilians.  
 
    “That was nice of you,” I told her with a smile. 
 
    “It seemed like they didn’t have any tank tops,” the platinum blonde said with a shrug. “It’s hot out here.” 
 
    After everything was offloaded, we started a fire and made some dinner. The civilians joined us shortly, and we ate quietly while the sun dipped below the horizon. 
 
    “We got a tally of all the supplies,” Paige said after we had finished eating. 
 
    “Oh,” Renee said with surprise. “That’s great. We looked around but didn’t get a full tally of everything.” 
 
    “Did Brody tell you our agreement?” I asked.  
 
    “Yes,” she said. “You all are to get half of the already made fuel.” 
 
    “Right,” I agreed. “But we went out scavenging today, and we found plenty of supplies for the trip back home, so we won’t need to take any of the food supplies here to tide us over.” 
 
    Paige turned, made eye contact with me, and gave me a small, knowing smile. I had told the girls days earlier that we would take half of the supplies, that it was only fair, but I realized then that I was frustrated with Brody, not these civilians. Plus, I didn’t know how much food they had been sent with, but I doubted it was enough, and I wasn’t about to leave them there to work and go hungry. 
 
    “Oh,” Renee said. “Okay, that’s great. Thank you.” 
 
    “No worries,” I said with a grin.  
 
    “I counted twenty-five drums of fuel,” Renee said, and she looked around to the group. “Brody seemed to think there were only twenty. Why don’t you all go ahead and take the extra five?” 
 
    I was surprised by the offer, and I shook my head a bit to clear it. 
 
    “You don’t have to do that,” I said with a frown. “We don’t want to cheat you out of anything.” 
 
    “Or get you into trouble,” Bailey added. 
 
    “Right,” I agreed. 
 
    “He’ll never know,” Renee said with a shake of her head. “Besides, you all did all the work, you should get a bonus for getting your hands dirty.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked. 
 
    The dark haired woman looked around at her group once more and then looked back up at me. “Definitely.” 
 
    “Well, thank you,” I said sincerely.  
 
    It seemed that even if we didn’t know what to trade with Brody, there may be hope that we could trade with the civilians who actually did the work. I knew it would be dirty to go around behind Brody’s back, but I also still didn’t know what he would want as a trade, and there was no guarantee that whatever it was would be split evenly among his people.  
 
    “When were you all going to leave?” Renee asked. 
 
    “As soon as possible,” I said. “Unless you all need some help here.” 
 
    “No,” she said with a shake of her head. “We’ll be fine. You all should head back home.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” I said. “We’ve been away far too long as it is.” 
 
    And boy did that sentence ring true. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    The next morning the civilians, the girls, and I loaded up the boat and trailer with our gasoline. There were three jeeps at the refinery, plus the two that the civilians had shown up in, and we took the one we’d been driving with us. It was nice to have a working vehicle again, but I’d be happier once we got some fuel in our military trucks.  
 
    “I can’t wait to head home,” Bailey said after we had finished loading up everything. 
 
    “Well,” I said, and I pursed my lips. 
 
    “What?” Tara asked with a raised eyebrow. “What do we have to do first?” 
 
    “I just want to make a pit stop at the fort,” I said.  
 
    “It’s only an hour drive or so,” Paige said with a shrug. 
 
    “Yeah,” Anna agreed. “But why are we going up there?” 
 
    “I want to see what Brody would be willing to trade,” I said. 
 
    “I guess that makes sense,” the redhead sighed. “If we know what it is that he’ll want, we can plan during the summer.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. “If we can establish a trade now, then it shouldn’t be an issue in the future.” 
 
    “I’m guessing that’s why you hid the other five drums of fuel?” Paige laughed. 
 
    “Exactly,” I said with a grin. 
 
    “Well, let’s get going, then,” Anna said.  
 
    We said our goodbyes to the civilians, and then we loaded up into the jeep, and I pulled us out onto the highway.  
 
    It was another sunny morning, and I wore a pair of cargo shorts and a T-shirt that Tara had picked out for me. I hated the idea of her dressing me, but the clothes were nice, and I had to admit that I liked the shorts. It seemed she had done a good job with picking out clothes for everyone.  
 
    The closer we got to the fort, the more apprehensive I felt. I didn’t want to spend much more time at that stone place, I had already grown to despise it, but I needed to see Brody. I wanted his word on a trade now, that way I had all summer to come up with the goods.  
 
    I took a deep breath as we went through the town of Fort George and continued up north toward the fort. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Paige asked.  
 
    “I’m fine,” I said with a soft smile. “I just really don’t like this fort.” 
 
    “Me, either,” Bailey agreed. “It’s cold and gloomy.” 
 
    “But it’s historic,” Paige countered. 
 
    “Nobody cares if it’s historic,” Tara said with an eye roll. “We all know that Brody’s kind of a dick, and the fort itself is kind of cold.” 
 
    “It’s all the stone,” Anna said with a nod. 
 
    “Duh,” Paige teased. 
 
    “Brody is a dick,” I said with narrowed eyes. “I don’t like the way he runs things up there. The civilians were obviously hungry when they showed up last night.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Bailey said with a frown. “It was pretty clear.” 
 
    “Even if we don’t like it, we still have to trade with him,” Tara pointed out. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “But also, not necessarily.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “Well,” I said. “It would be kind of dirty, but if what Brody wants is unreasonable, then we could always try to strike up a trade with the civilians instead.” 
 
    “Doesn’t seem dirty to me,” Tara said with a grin. 
 
    “That’s not a bad idea,” Paige said. “They are the ones doing the work, and I doubt Brody will go down there to check on them very often.” 
 
    “He would probably notice if supplies were low, though,” Anna pointed out. “Especially if he sets up trades with other groups.” 
 
    “I agree,” I said. “We’d have to be very careful, and it’s only if what Brody wants is unreasonable.” 
 
    “I would feel better trading with them anyways,” Bailey said. “They are doing the work, and then at least they would get paid for it.” 
 
    “I know,” I said with a nod. 
 
    “Can we just try not to stay at the fort for long?” Anna asked. “I really want to get home today.” 
 
    “So do I,” I said. “Fifteen minutes, tops.” 
 
    We arrived at the fort a little while later, and I parked the jeep by the gate and hopped out. I saw no reason to take the vehicle inside when we wouldn’t be there long.  
 
    The men on top of the fort wall saw me, and when I waved and called to them they held up a finger and a moment later the front gate opened. 
 
    “Tav!” Brody said as he came down the staircase to our right. “My guards told me you were here!” 
 
    “We just wanted to stop by on our way back home,” I explained. 
 
    “Well, first off, let me say thank you and congratulations,” Brody said with a grin, and he clapped me on the shoulder. “If you’re here I take it to mean the work’s been done?” 
 
    “The work has been done,” I agreed. “And your civilians showed up last night.” 
 
    “Excellent,” the large man said with a wide, greedy grin. 
 
    “I just wanted to talk to you about--” I started, but Brody cut me off before I could continue. 
 
    “How about a celebratory drink?” he asked.  
 
    “Oh, no,” I said, and I raised a hand to give him pause. 
 
    “I insist,” Brody said with a smile. “Come, one celebratory drink, and then you can head back to your home.” 
 
    I was not happy about the ordeal, but I also didn’t want to piss Brody off right before I tried to broker a deal with him, so I took a solid breath and put on a smile. 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “One drink.” 
 
    “Come, come,” Brody chuckled, and he led us up the stairs to the dining room we had been in several times before.  
 
    Once we were there, he popped open a bottle of the terrible potato vodka he was so proud of and handed us each a glass. 
 
    “To you,” he said as he raised his cup with a grin. 
 
    “To you,” I repeated, and we all took a drink. Brody gulped half of his glass down at once, while the girls and I each took only a small sip.  
 
    “I noticed you had a casualty,” Brody said, and he gestured at Paige and the sling around her arm. 
 
    “It’s fine,” the brunette replied. “Just a cut.” 
 
    “Missions are dangerous,” I said pointedly.  
 
    “That they are,” Brody agreed. “I thank you for your service.” 
 
    I tried to discuss the trade deal with Brody, but he insisted that I finish my drink first, however once I downed that one another one quickly replaced it. He was a stubborn asshole, but I wasn’t in a position to fight with him over it, especially not if I wanted to get a good deal out of him. The better mood I could get him in the more it would benefit me I was sure, so I drank with him for a while, though not at his quick pace, and kept the conversation light. 
 
    Eventually, though, I had to use the restroom, and on my way back to the dining hall Brody caught me in the hallway. 
 
    “Tav,” he said. “Come with me.” 
 
    “What about the girls?” I asked with a point at the door.  
 
    “They’re fine,” he laughed. “I left them with booze. I want to speak with you for a minute.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said skeptically.  
 
    Brody led me out to the wall of the fort that overlooked the water. The daylight reflected off the lake in a gleam of white that was almost blinding, but still beautiful. The day was bright and warm, and the sun felt good as it hit my face with a gentle heat.  
 
    “What do you think?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s very pretty,” I said honestly.  
 
    “It’s all mine,” Brody said, and I was a bit taken aback by his comment. “I run this area.” 
 
    “So you do,” I said with a nod.  
 
    “And now with your help, I have the refinery as well,” he chuckled. 
 
    “You do,” I agreed. “That’s actually what I wanted to speak with you about.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Brody asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “I want to establish a future trade for fuel,” I said. 
 
    “I have a proposition for you as well,” he said, and a slow grin crept across his face. 
 
    “What might that be?” I asked warily. 
 
    “I want you to stay,” Brody said earnestly. “Stay here with me, all of you. You and the girls. You and I can rule over this whole area together.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said with a shake of my head. “We already have a home.” 
 
    “You could bring your civilians, too,” he pushed. “The fort is the safest place around, you know that.” 
 
    “It is safe,” I agreed. “But we like where we live.” 
 
    “Up at that school of yours?” Brody snorted. “Come on, Tav. You know this is a better option.” 
 
    I looked him in the eyes and saw nothing but resolve there. It would not be easy to turn Brody down, he obviously didn’t like to take no for an answer.  
 
    “I’ll consider it,” I said at length. 
 
    “Considering it is a good start,” Brody said with a grin. 
 
    “Right now, though,” I said. “I’d like to head home, but before that I want to establish a trade.” 
 
    “You know if you lived here with me there would be no need for a trade,” he said. “It would all be yours, equally.” 
 
    Somehow, I didn’t believe that one bit. 
 
    “I understand,” I said. “And I’ll think about it, but for now I want to set up something. At least as a backup plan so that I know our farmers won’t be left high and dry come harvest season.” 
 
    “Alright,” Brody said, and he narrowed his eyes at me but kept the smile plastered on his face. “What would you like?” 
 
    “We’ll need more fuel for harvest time,” I said. “The ten drums we have is enough to get everything planted, but once fall comes we’ll need more to run the machinery.” 
 
    “I see,” he said, and his face showed more interest than usual. “And what do you think is a fair trade?” 
 
    “I was hoping you could tell me,” I said. “We’d need another ten drums at least.” 
 
    “Another ten drums,” he repeated, and he pursed his lips. “That’s a lot of fuel.” 
 
    I had grown impatient with his hesitance and decided it was time to get down to business. 
 
    “What would you like as a trade?” I asked. “After harvest we can supply you with canned goods.” 
 
    “Hm,” Brody said with a snap of his fingers. “I think I know what I want.” 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked.  
 
    “I want some farm equipment,” he said. 
 
    “What?” I asked, and I looked around. “You don’t even have land enough here, you’d have to clear trees.” 
 
    “I have some land,” he argued. “And a tractor would make planting and harvesting that much easier.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I can get you that,” I said.  
 
    “Don’t you have an extra one lying around?” Brody asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “No,” I said sternly. “I don’t. We need all of our equipment for harvest, and right now we’re not entirely sure what we’ll be able to get going since we didn’t use them last year.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll figure something out,” Brody said with a grin. “You’re one hell of a resourceful soldier.” 
 
    “There’s nothing else I can trade with you?” I asked. “We’ll have plenty of canned goods after harvest season, we’d gladly trade those for fuel.” 
 
    “Ah, but then I’d have to give you an advance,” Brody said.  
 
    “That’s true,” I agreed. “Anything else?” 
 
    “No,” Brody said with a shake of his head, then he gestured around. “I have pretty much all I could ever want here, the only thing I need is farm equipment.” 
 
    “Right,” I said, and I ran my tongue across my teeth. “Well, I should be off, then.” 
 
    “Don’t forget you can always come here and live with me,” he said. “Then whatever is mine is yours.” 
 
    Two minutes later, we were saying goodbye to Brody as we walked out the gate. 
 
    “Come back anytime!” he called after us. “I’d love to work out that trade deal.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, and I waved my hand in the air. 
 
    “Maybe I’ll come see you instead,” he yelled. “University of Vermont in Burlington?” 
 
    I didn’t answer, instead I waved once more and hopped into the jeep. The girls had known something was off the moment I had come back from my talk with the man, but I had yet to tell them what, I had only focused on getting us out of there as soon as possible. 
 
    I turned the engine over and slowly made my way to the interstate, then I tore down the road a bit too fast. 
 
    “Tav!” Paige exclaimed. “We have a trailer, remember?” 
 
    “Shit,” I said, and I closed my eyes and hit the brakes. “I forgot.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with you anyways?” the brunette asked with concern. 
 
    “Yeah,” Anna said. “What did Brody tell you?” 
 
    “Did he agree to the trade?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “We didn’t come to an agreement,” I said angrily. 
 
    “What does he want?” Tara asked. 
 
    “He wants some of our farm equipment,” I said. 
 
    “What?” Paige asked incredulously. 
 
    “Then what would be the point of even getting the fuel?” Anna asked. 
 
    “It’s like a catch twenty-two,” Paige added.  
 
    “That’s what I said.” I nodded. “Not the catch twenty-two thing, but that it would defeat the purpose.” 
 
    “Why does he want our equipment anyways?” Anna asked. 
 
    “He said it would make it easier for him to plant and harvest as well,” I explained. 
 
    “I mean, that makes sense,” Bailey said. “But you told him we could trade some of our harvest, right?” 
 
    “I did,” I said with a nod. 
 
    “That’s a dick move,” Tara said dryly.  
 
    “Couldn’t agree more,” I said.  
 
    “What did you tell him?” Paige asked. 
 
    “I told him I would have to discuss it with my group,” I said. 
 
    “What he said about wanting to visit us was weird, too,” Tara said. 
 
    “I don’t think he was happy that I refused him,” I said. 
 
    “I thought you didn’t refuse him,” Bailey said, confused. 
 
    “Not about the equipment,” I sighed. “But he offered for me to stay at the fort. Actually, he offered for all of us to stay there.” 
 
    “What?” Paige asked. “Why?” 
 
    “He seems to have it in his head that we’re good friends, and that I want to rule over the area with him,” I said in a monotone voice. 
 
    “That’s fucked up,” Anna laughed. 
 
     “I felt the same way,” I said, amused. 
 
    “Soooo, what’s our plan?” Tara asked. 
 
    I sighed and looked ahead to the highway. We definitely needed a new plan, especially with Brody giving me such a bullshit trade deal and refusing to budge, but at that moment I wasn’t sure what it was. I was just happy to be out of that fort and on my way home.  
 
    I thought about the civilians and Rolly and Betty and how much I missed them. It had only been a week and a half or so, but we had told them we wouldn’t be gone for more than a few days. They must have been worried sick over us.  
 
    This new fiasco with Brody was cause for concern, but at the moment there was nothing to do but consider our options. We had already discussed going directly to the civilians at the refinery, but we knew that plan had flaws, and we would have to be particularly careful with it. But it seemed we also had a bigger problem, Brody’s desire for me to live with him. I didn’t think he would give that up easily, and I could tell from his demeanor earlier that if he wasn’t my friend, then that meant he would become my enemy.  
 
    “Tav?” Tara asked. 
 
    “Hm?” I questioned as the platinum blonde’s voice drew me out of my own thoughts. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” she repeated.  
 
    “Yeah,” Anna added. “We have to figure out something.” 
 
    “We do,” I agreed. “But right now, let’s get home.” 
 
    I turned onto a familiar road and smiled when I realized how close we were to the campus. I also smiled when I remembered that we had told Brody we lived at the University of Vermont. Even if we made an enemy, we had a leg up when it came to knowing their location. 
 
    Since the bridge was blown, there was no way for us to drive the jeep and trailer up to campus, so we found an area in the woods to hide them both. We used a couple small containers to take some fuel with us so we could grab the ATVs and use them to haul back the supplies we had gotten on our trip.  
 
    The forest was familiar as we walked, and I breathed in the homey scent of sap and pine. The spring had brought grass that burst through the pine needles on the ground, and flowers that popped up every so often in yellows, purples, and whites. The trees shielded us from the sun for the most part, and we were cast in shade as we walked, but every so often a patch would open above us and the sun would warm us with a soft, gentle heat. 
 
    “It’s nice to be back,” Bailey sighed as we walked. 
 
    “It is,” I agreed. 
 
    “We aren’t home quite yet,” Anna chuckled. 
 
    “May as well be.” Bailey shrugged. “It’s already familiar.” 
 
    “Do you think everyone’s okay?” Paige asked. “They must have been worried.” 
 
    “I’m sure they were,” I said with a small smile. “But they’re tough, I’m sure they’re fine.” 
 
    We used the fallen logs that we had put in place before to cross the creek once more, and we checked the trout lines as we went and picked up a couple of fish. I figured those on campus had reset them that morning, but with spring came wildlife, and that meant more fish ready to be caught. I kept an eye out for rabbit traps, but didn’t see any as we walked. I guessed they had moved them to a new location. 
 
    My smile grew wider as we came up to the familiar edge of the woods by our home, but as we approached, I heard Winchester growl. 
 
    “Who’s there?” Rolly called out with a harsh tone, and I just knew the old man had a rifle pointed at the woods right then. 
 
    “Don’t shoot!” I chuckled. “It’s us!” 
 
    “Tav?” the old man asked in surprise, and Winchester’s growl subsided, and he came barrelling through the tree line. 
 
    The black headed dog barked happily and ran around us all. Bailey bent down and let him lick her face while she cooed at him and told him how much she’d missed him and what a good boy he was. The other girls joined in, except for Tara, who strode confidently through the trees ahead of the group. 
 
    I followed the platinum blonde and came face to face with Rolly and Betty. 
 
    “Oh, my goodness,” the old woman said, and she wrapped her arms around my neck. “We were so worried about you all!” 
 
    “I know,” I said as I hugged her back. “We were gone longer than we intended.” 
 
    The woman pulled away and began to pull the girls in one by one as I walked over to Rolly and clapped him on the shoulder. 
 
    “Good to see you, oldtimer,” I said with a grin. 
 
    “It’s good to see you,” he said sincerely, and he placed his hand on mine. “Nice to have you home.” 
 
    “Where’s everyone else?” I asked, and I peered around to see a few boxes stacked outside. “What are the boxes for?” 
 
    “Oh,” Betty said, and she looked down. “Well, maybe we better have a seat and talk.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said, but my eyes narrowed. Had something happened while we were away? 
 
    We followed Betty to the fire pit and took a seat around it. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked, and I leaned out to make eye contact with the older gal. 
 
    “Well,” she said sheepishly. “We’ve decided to go back to the farms.” 
 
    “I see,” I said with a frown. 
 
    “Is it because we were gone so long?” Bailey asked with a panicked voice, her hand still on Winchester’s head. “Because we didn’t mean to be, we got caught up with something, but we have a surprise back at the jeep.” 
 
    “No, no,” Betty said with a wave of her hand. “It’s not that, though we were worried.” 
 
    “Wait, did you say jeep?” Rolly asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “We have fuel for the farm equipment so we can plant more easily.” 
 
    “Wow,” Betty said with wide eyes. “That would be wonderful.” 
 
    “How did you get fuel?” Rolly asked. “I figured it was all gone by now.” 
 
    For the next twenty minutes, we recounted the details of the last week and a half or so that we had been away from campus.  
 
    “You all have had quite the week,” Rolly chuckled when we were done. 
 
    “We did,” I laughed. “But I’m still wondering why you all are leaving?” 
 
    “Oh,” Betty said. “It’s nothing to do with anyone, we just want to get started on planting. We’re still a team, and we’ll still come back here for winter, as long as that’s alright.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “But you don’t have to move back to the farms, you can stay, and we can all take turns going over to check on the plants.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” Betty said. “But we miss our farms. The Millers are going to go to Briar’s home with him.” 
 
    “Right,” I sighed. “We still need to take care of the Millers’ home.” 
 
    “We need to do that while it’s still somewhat wet out,” Rolly pointed out. “We can’t have an out-of-control fire around here.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I said.  
 
    “It’s great that we’ll have fuel for planting and harvest, though,” Betty said. “I didn’t expect that. We’ll be able to plant much more, then. But will the fuel last until fall?” 
 
    “No,” I said with a shake of my head. 
 
    “Will it go bad?” Betty asked with a frown. 
 
    “It shouldn’t,” I said with a shake of my head. “But we’ll have to get more for harvest. If my calculations are correct, we’ll only have enough for planting.” 
 
    “Oh,” the old woman said, and her eyebrows pinched together. “How will we get more? Did you set up a trade with this Brogy fellow?” 
 
    “Brody,” I clarified. “And that’s where it gets tricky.” 
 
    “What does he want?” Rolly asked seriously. The old man knew there was something wrong by the way I spoke. 
 
    “He wants one of our tractors,” I said.  
 
    “Well, but then how would we plant and harvest?” Betty asked. “I mean, we have a couple, but there’s no guarantee Rolly will be able to get all of them to stay working.” 
 
    “Right,” I agreed. “He’s also a bit angry because I refused to stay with him.” 
 
    “He wanted you to stay at the fort?” Rolly asked. 
 
    “Yes.” I nodded. “But not just me, all of us.” 
 
    “Oh,” Betty said. 
 
    I thought about Brody’s treatment of the civilians under his care, and I knew I wouldn’t let anyone go with him, not if I could help it.  
 
    But we still needed to figure out how we would establish the trade, and whether Brody had become too powerful since we’d secured the refinery for him. I feared the latter might be the case, and if it was, then we had a hard mission ahead of us.  
 
    “I think it’s time for a group meeting,” I said grimly.  
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 End Notes 
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading Without Law 10. I’ll start working on book 11 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. 
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