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 Chapter 1 
 
    I awoke to the smell of fresh mountain air and my fire’s dying embers. I stoked the fire just enough to warm myself a cup of water to drink with breakfast. Then I sat on the rock at the edge of my camp and watched the sun rise while eating a breakfast of dried meat and fresh berries. The solitude and simplicity of my last year had been refreshing though there were things about the world I had started to miss.   
 
    I pulled my map from the side pocket of my khaki pants and spread it out in my lap. My location was only a half day out from a small town nestled into the forest, so I pulled out my compass and checked the marked route as I finished the last of my meal. I looked forward to knowing that by dinner I could wash down my meal with a beer, and I took one last look at the beautiful Vermont wilderness around me, grabbed my pack, and headed back toward civilization. 
 
    Time to go home.  
 
    I had done what I could in preparation for my return. Though a knife was a poor substitute for a pair of clippers, the shaggy undercut I managed to cut looked fine. In fact, it paired nicely with the medium beard I had grown out during my time in the wild. The one outfit I had left was a pair of dark gray pants with a cargo pocket, a gray tactical button up, and my desert tan utility vest. The whole outfit was a little loose due to my last year’s diet, but otherwise looked more than presentable. Part of me was sad that I had to think about these fashions again. My time alone had been free and simple.  
 
    At midday I broke free of the dense trees and stood at the top of a bluff overlooking a small town. There were maybe twenty houses, a store, and a gas station. A copse of trees hid a small cluster of buildings at the back of town. It was idyllic. I climbed down the bluff and headed into town.  
 
    As I hit the outskirts, I noticed just how quiet the place was. No one was outside as I walked up the street. All the houses were dark, and nothing around me moved. My hand instinctively reached for the knife sheathed on my vest. The cool metal of its ribbed handle brought me little comfort. This was not what I had hoped to find upon my return. 
 
    Where the hell was everyone? 
 
    The town felt abandoned. Cars and Trucks sat empty on roadsides and every window I peered through revealed only empty rooms. The quiet of the place was unnatural, but it didn’t look like anyone had left in a panic. There were no broken windows or signs of fire. It was a tidy abandonment but without enough dust to make me think the place had been empty for a long time.  
 
    I rounded a corner and saw the store up ahead. Its exterior was painted a faded brown and no sign was posted with a name. Instead the words General Store were painted in bright red above the bank of windows that made up the front of the building. A paper closed sign hung inside, and, like the rest of the town, no lights were on. I approached and pressed my face against the glass. Deep shadow obscured the interior making it hard to see the state of the shelves. I moved quietly toward the front door. What was once a simple lock lay in pieces on the concrete below the door. Someone had been here. I pulled my knife free. 
 
    I was just about to enter the general store but stopped as, from around the back of a building, a woman's scream shattered the silence. I crouched low and crept along the side of the building. I could make out voices and crying, so I took cover behind some garbage cans and peeked around the corner. A group of five, four women and one old man, were on their knees, and two large men stood over them. They were decked out in denim and leather with wild unkempt hair. I spotted two motorcycles across the street and guessed they probably didn’t belong to the girls. The larger of the men jabbed a 9mm threateningly toward the prisoners. 
 
    “Shut her up!” the gunman growled. 
 
     One of the women, a lean looking redhead, spoke up. “I’m sorry! Look, I told you all you wanted to know. Please just let us go,” she said.  
 
    The two bikers looked at each other, grinned, and started laughing. The second biker stepped up and knelt in front of the redhead. He ran a knife along her cheek as she tried not to look afraid. “Come now, darlin’ there is plenty more you can do for us.”  
 
    I gritted my teeth and rounded the corner. The old man and one of the women, a platinum blond, noticed my approach. The girl’s eyes went wide as she saw the knife in my hand. Her eyes were glued to me as I approached. I shook my head and motioned for them to look away. The old man gave the slightest nod, and the woman quickly looked to the ground. 
 
    “Don’t hurt us,” sobbed the group’s bespectacled brunette. 
 
    “What we have planned for you won’t hurt if you just let us have it,” the first biker said with a grin. 
 
    I launched myself out of the crouch and drove my blade into the side of the big one’s neck. He opened his mouth to scream but all that came out was a stream of blood and a wet gurgle as he tried in vain to pull my weapon from his neck. His friend was quick and spun to face me almost as soon as I appeared. 
 
    “Well now, what do we have here?” the biker asked with a deranged grin. “No one told me the girls here had a hero!” He giggled and attacked me with a wide swing of a knife in one of his fists. 
 
    I stumbled backward and yanked my blade free of the big fellow. The maniac came at me again with another wild slash, but I ducked it and jabbed for his thigh.  
 
    He shuffled back a step, planted his back foot, and lunged forward. Pain lanced through my chest as I hit the ground with the man on top of me. He started to giggle again. “You didn’t think I was just gonna let you get away with killin’ Jacob now, did ya?” He raised his knife and let out a scream that was supposed to be a war cry.  
 
    In response I buried my own weapon in his chest. Blood poured out over my hand and dripped onto my vest. He blinked twice and stopped moving, so I pushed him off me and used his jacket to clean my blade. 
 
    “Who the fuck are you?” one of the girls asked. 
 
    I looked up and saw the group had gotten off their knees. The redhead’s toned arms were crossed over her chest, and she gave me a hard stare with her green eyes.  
 
    “Conner Tavish. You all can call me Tav,” I said while I sheathed my knife. I stood and wiped some of the blood from my gear, but knew there was little I could do to clean it right now. “And yourselves?” I looked up with a smile meant to disarm their anxiety. 
 
    The women were hesitant, but the old man stepped forward.  
 
    “Rolly,” he said as he stared me straight in the eye and offered me his hand. His voice was deep and slow. He was a solid, tall man, with leather-like tanned skin, rough calloused hands, and short gray hair. A pair of, cracked, tortoise-shell glasses sat in the front pocket of his denim shirt, and his pants and shoes were simply made but tough work clothes. He seemed the type to work hard and not say much except for when it was important. Rolly gave me a small smile after we shook hands and stepped back. He pulled a toothpick from his pocket and placed it in his mouth.  
 
    “Pleased to meet you,” I said. “How ‘bout the rest of you?” I made eye contact with each of them. Their hesitation made me wonder what they had been through, and I still didn’t know what was going on in this town. Then, after a moment, the redhead spoke up again. 
 
    “I’m Anna,” she said. She took a step forward and offered me her hand as well. She had a firm handshake that went well with her athletic build. I noticed her outfit, a black tank top, and matching running pants, were fairly dirty. She pulled away as she saw me look her over. Her eyes narrowed, and she turned away, her long braid trailing behind her. 
 
    The platinum blonde who saw me before I attacked stood close by. Her hair gorgeously framed her seemingly perfect face. She had large, almost pouty, lips, and she stood with her hands behind her back to show maximum cleavage in her low cut black top.  
 
    “I’m Tara,” she said. “I wanted to say, like, thanks for saving us. It’s been so long since I’ve seen someone as big and hot as you.”  
 
    “Wow Tara, he has only been here a few minutes. Think you could give him a second before jumping him?” the brunette asked. She was noticeably shorter than the rest, and her hair was pulled back into a messy bun at the back of her head that was held in place by that looked to be a pencil. Thick black glasses with purple arms rested gently on the end of a slightly hooked nose. Her gray college t-shirt and dark khaki pants were plain compared to the fashion of Tara. 
 
    “Oh my god, Paige! I was, like, just introducing myself!”  
 
    Paige scoffed. “Yeah, and I’m sure if we were not looking you would be introducing yourself to him in a more intimate fashion.” 
 
    The last girl started to laugh. She looked thinner than all the others, and it looked like the skinny jeans she wore were the only type of pants that would fit her right. Her skin was almost porcelain white and complimented her pastel green tank top. She had fine wispy eyebrows and sandy blonde hair that hung along a natural curve. I wondered if the gold ring in her left nostril had been an act of teenage rebellion or an actual sign of her personality. She tried to stifle her laughter as Tara turned toward her. 
 
    “It, like, wasn’t that funny,” Tara scoffed.  
 
    I stepped forward. “Hey, how about we calm down?” I asked. 
 
    All the girls fell silent for a moment. Anna sighed. “Sorry, things have just been a little shitty lately. Like Tara said, we are glad you came along though.” The whole of the group nodded in agreement, and Anna kicked at one of the dead bikers. “Just don’t blame us for having trust issues.”  
 
    I nodded and looked over the group and was met with timid but well-meaning smiles.  
 
    “Where is everyone?” I asked. 
 
    “We don’t really know,” Paige said. “What we do know is that over winter break the power went out, and all of our electronics stopped working.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Bailey added. “Not even the cars want to work.”  
 
    “Not entirely true,” Rolly said. He pointed toward the two old Triumph motorcycles. Each one had a jerry can of gas strapped to it, and the keys were still in the ignition. “Bikers rode up on those. They seemed to work fine.”  
 
    “Point is we don’t really know what happened. What we do know is that no one came back after the break,” Anna said.  
 
    “Might have been an EMP attack,” I said.  
 
    “What’s that?” Tara asked as she pressed close to Anna. “It totes doesn’t sound good.”  
 
    “Electromagnetic pulse,” I explained. “It knocks out pretty much anything that uses even simple computer and electrical systems. That’s why the motorcycles still run. Old vehicles wouldn’t have the electronic systems to get fried.” 
 
    “Does that mean we could ride out of here?” Tara asked as she blinked her blue eyes at me. 
 
    I looked at the dead bikers. I pulled the gun from the first one and checked it. Full magazine. I pulled a second magazine off his belt and a zippo from his pocket.  
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I said as I looked at the knife the second biker was carrying. It was heavy but held a good edge.  
 
    “Why not? Could be that there are people waiting for us out there,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Maybe, but it is more likely that you will just find more of these guys,” I said as I motioned to the dead men.  
 
    I stood up, looked at the odd group, and I could not help but wonder if any of them would have ever become friends under normal circumstances. “So, why are you still here?” 
 
    “We go to school up there.” Paige pointed at a road that snaked up the hill behind the general store. “We didn’t go home over the break. Big mistake I guess.”  
 
    “That explains the girls, but what about you?” I asked as I looked to Rolly.  
 
    “I’m the groundskeeper up at the school. Haven't been far from this place for a very long time.” A thin smile spread across his wrinkled face. “I have always liked how quiet it was up here.”  
 
    “Seems an odd choice to work at a college then,” I said. 
 
    “It’s a small, all girl liberal arts college,” Bailey said. “We don’t get that loud.”  
 
    “Often.” Tara grinned, and her blue eyes roamed over my body.  
 
    “What’s your plan then?” I asked as I turned to address the group. 
 
    Anna shrugged. “I guess we just keep doing what we were doing and hope the government comes to get us.”  
 
    I bit my tongue and nodded. No need to let them know yet that the chances of rescue were slim. At least if this was an EMP attack anyway.  
 
    “My daddy will save us,” Tara said. “Like, wait and see.”  
 
    The group let out a collective groan and Tara began to pout.  
 
    “What makes you say that?” I asked.  
 
    “Well, he, like, has a lot of money and resources. He totes takes care of me and will send the army, or coast guard or whateve’,” Tara replied. 
 
    “Well we have to get back to what we were doing. Water isn’t going to find itself. Come on ladies,” Anna said before she started to walk away. 
 
    “Can’t he help us though?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “Yeah, like, why not just see if he wants to stick around,” Tara added.  
 
    Paige remained quiet but didn’t follow immediately after her sporty redheaded leader.  
 
    “We got this,’ Anna called to them as she disappeared around the corner.  
 
    “Hey, wait a minute, can’t we talk about this?” Bailey asked as she ran after her.  
 
    Tara let out a sigh, stomped her foot, gave me one last look, and rushed after them both.  
 
    “I’m gonna go with them,” Paige said as she adjusted her glasses and nodded towards where her friends had just fled. “Maybe we can talk some sense into Anna. After all, you did just sorta save our lives.”  
 
    I walked up to Rolly as the brunette disappeared around the corner. “Look, I don’t want to impose, but I’m not the type to just walk away from people who need help. I won’t force myself into your situation any more than I already have but if you want my experience, I’m yours.”  
 
    “I was sorta hoping you’d say something like that,” he said with a grin, though it quickly faded. “Truth is Tav, things are getting worse for us. We are low on water and it seems there is little more of it to find. Our food won't last us forever, either. Sure we have some but what are we going to do in a couple weeks when the cans are empty, and we’re out of water? So yeah, I think it’s a great idea. Not sure how the girls will react to it though. Especially after watching you kill those men and all.” 
 
    “I only did what was necessary,” I said 
 
    “I know that, and I am sure deep down they know it too,” Rolly replied. 
 
    “Well, I at least had to offer.” 
 
    Rolly nodded and clapped me on the shoulder. I followed him around the corner to where all the women had gathered. All their chatter died as they saw me behind Rolly. 
 
    “I want to help. Rolly was telling me that things have been tough, and I think my skills could be of use to you. You have a strong start but supplies won't last forever. I can show you how to live off the land enough to stay alive until your rescue comes.” 
 
    “Why should we let you help?” Anna asked. “I mean, aside from your name, we don’t even know who the hell you are. All we know is that you show up at random and kill two guys. For all we know you’re just some fucking psycho.” Anna had placed herself at the front of the group again. The others clearly looked up to her.  
 
    “You make a fair point, but I assure you I am not here to hurt anyone,” I said. 
 
    “Come on, Anna,” Bailey said. “He seems sincere, and we really have no clue what we are doing. Maybe he does though.  
 
    “I just spent the last year in the wilderness around here,” I said. “I can help you find water and track game. I also served three tours in the United States army as a Ranger. I know how to make it in tough conditions.” 
 
    “Omg, that’s, like, perfect!” Tara exclaimed.  
 
    “Someone with you skillset could certainly be useful in our current situation,” Paige added.  
 
    Bailey looked relieved by my information but Anna stood there, arms crossed, and didn’t look impressed. 
 
    “You know what, you guys take a moment to figure it out. If you decide you don’t want my help give me the word, and I’ll take one of those bikes and go,” I said.  
 
    “I’ll see what I can do,” Rolly said as he headed toward the girls. “These last few weeks have been rough, but I think they will come around.”  
 
    I nodded and disappeared around the corner to give them some privacy. They would need some time to think, and I only hoped that they would let me help. It wouldn’t sit right with me having to leave. They were strong enough to make it this far, and Anna seemed to be a solid leader, though they were clearly lacking in the knowledge of what to do in a situation like this past their initial instincts to scavenge.  
 
    I stepped over the thugs and made my way over to their bikes. Aside from the jerry can each one had a small saddle bag and an open face helmet hanging from the handle bars. I picked up the cans and rattled them. Each one was only around half full. I set them down and started to search the bags. One of the bags had a can of baked beans and a bottle of water. I found a second bottle of water in the other along with a half-eaten sandwich, but nothing here said long distance ride. I looked back to the dead men cooling on the pavement and frowned.  
 
    These two were scouts, and there might be more coming.  
 
    I took a seat on one of the bikes and looked out at the quiet town. An EMP attack would mess up most of society. It seemed that I had been lucky to be up here in the Vermont countryside since cities would have become madhouses full of angry, frightened, and hungry people with no real way to escape. Even rural communities would not have escaped the effects as so much of modern farming was done with technological help. I couldn’t help but wonder if the EMP had preceded some sort of attack. There was a chance America was at war at this very moment. I saluted as I thought about those I had served with. If we were at war, I wished them well.  
 
    I stood and got to work. I grabbed the bodies, one at a time, and carried them off behind a nearby farm house. Once I was sure they could not be seen from the road, I went back to the bikes. I picked the best looking one for myself and combined the extra gas together into one can. I gathered the food and water into my pack and pushed the second bike up by the bodies. It looked a little more beatup than the first, and I didn’t want to deal with repairs unless I had to. 
 
    I made my way back to the general store and found the group waiting for me. Some of them were smiling. I assumed that meant good news for me.  
 
    “We talked it over,” Anna said. “We do think that maybe we could use the help. If you’re still up for it.”  
 
    “Of course,” I said with a smile. 
 
    “Don’t make us regret our choice,” Anna added.  
 
     I bowed my head and gave the group a smile. At least Bailey and Rolly had a look of relief, and even Anna seemed to soften some. We all shared a moment of silence and then I realized that they were waiting for me to speak.  
 
    “Alright, let's see where you are staying and go from there.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    I walked next to Anna as we made our way up the hill. I brought the motorcycle and jerry can with me since I didn’t want to waste a trip. The road was steep but none of the girls complained. In fact, the walk seemed almost trivial to the group surrounding me. They clearly had taken this route many times before. 
 
    “It’s impressive that you have done this well so far,” I said to Anna. 
 
    “Thanks. Though I would hardly call hoarding bottles of water and cans of shitty food impressive. Anyone can do that. In the beginning, we even thought it was kind of fun. It wasn’t until we realized we were the only ones left and no one was coming to get us that we started to panic.” 
 
    We crested the hill and stood in a small parking lot. Beyond it was a large crescent shaped courtyard with a dried-up fountain in the center. Three large buildings were positioned along the outside edge of the courtyard with their back to the forest. All the buildings had great visibility to both the parking lot and the road. The forest would help to act as a defensive wall from anyone coming at them with a vehicle. 
 
    Tara walked up next to me and leaned in close. “That’s where all the, like, offices and classrooms are.” She gestured toward the middle of the three rectangular buildings. “That one on our right is our library.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you know that,” Paige said. “I never saw you there.” 
 
    “Yeah, you, like, would have had to look up from one of your books to see me,” Tara said as she smirked. 
 
    “Hey,” I interrupted. “None of that matters now. We aren’t going to make it through this if we can’t get along. We don’t need to be catty.” I looked to both of them in turn and then to the others. Nothing would get done if we could not get along. Both of them fell silent.  
 
    “Sorry,” Paige said, breaking the silence.  
 
    “Good,” I commented, “now continue.” 
 
    Tara pressed her chest into my arms as she reached around me to point at the one remaining building. Either she was not worried about personal space or she was growing to like me quicker than the rest. “The dorms are in that one. The first floor has our dining hall. We, like, totes keep our food there.”  
 
    I nodded. “Good, I am going to need a tour of the interiors. Anything else here that I should know about?” 
 
    “Yes, actually,” Rolly said. 
 
    I turned to see the older man standing near the back of the group. He waved for me to follow and headed toward the dorm building.  
 
    “We'll wait here,” Anna said while she played with her long red braid. 
 
    “Yeah, the shed is, like, totes boring,” Tara said.  
 
    I nodded and turned to follow Rolly. There, off to the side, was a modest sized shed. Rolly pulled out an enormous keyring and flipped through them for a moment before singling out a bronze colored key. He unlocked the hefty padlock, pulled the door open, and stepped aside so that I could get a good look inside.  
 
    “This here is my tool shed,” he said proudly. 
 
    From what I could see in the early afternoon light, there were dozens of tools. Anything with a cord would be useless but I made out more than one handsaw, screwdriver, and manual drill. They looked to be in good condition too, for their age. 
 
    “Looks like you were prepared,” I said. “Well done.” 
 
    Rolly shrugged and closed the door. “Don’t see much use in throwing things away that still have a use to them.” 
 
    I looked back out over the courtyard and realized that the well maintained lawn, the vibrant flower beds, and the nicely trimmed treeline must have all been Rolly’s work. Despite his old age the man appeared to be hard working and industrious. “Your skills will be invaluable to us, Rolly. I am glad you stuck around.” 
 
    For just a moment he stood there in a stunned silence. “O-Oh,” he stammered. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I said as I smiled at him. 
 
    “Go on ahead,” he said after another moment. “I’ll catch up in a bit.” 
 
     I gave him a nod and headed back to the girls. They had moved from the parking lot and into the courtyard. Bailey and Tara were stretched out on a sunny patch of grass while Paige and Anna sat at the edge of the fountain. The scene looked oddly normal despite the circumstances. 
 
    “At least the cold is gone. I did not like trekking down to town in the cold,” Bailey said as she in the grass, her golden nose ring shining in the midday light. 
 
    “I don’t know. I kinda liked the snow,” Anna said while she played with her long, tight, red braid. 
 
    The platinum blonde model laughed and propped herself up to look at Anna. “You would like the snow. It is just another place for you to, like, compete or whatev’. Don’t think we didn’t see you, like, skiing down the hill.” 
 
    “To bad there was no lift to bring you back to the top,” the brunette added with a smirk as she adjusted her glasses. 
 
    Anna flipped her the bird but broke into laughter. It was short lived though because as soon as she noticed me approach, she stopped.  
 
    “You ready for the grand tour?” she asked. 
 
    “I am. Lead the way.” 
 
    The women flocked around me and together we headed into the center building. The front doors opened with a click to reveal a long, clean, tiled hallway. The sound of the heavy door as it thudded closed echoed through the empty space. 
 
    “We went through here but didn’t really find much,” Bailey said. 
 
    “Is there a faculty lounge?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, but we have been in there before.” Tara nodded. “Though I can show you where it is if you want.” 
 
    “Are the rest of us welcome to come along?” Bailey asked as she raised a blonde eyebrow. 
 
    “Nope,” Tara laughed. “Just Tav and me. Don’t worry, I’ll bring him back in one piece.” 
 
    “You just met him,” Anna scoffed as she rolled her green eyes. 
 
    “And I called dibs!” the platinum blonde laughed, and so did the other girls. 
 
    I chuckled along with them, and it made me realize how long it had been since I heard the sound of my own laughter.  
 
    “Oh come on now, Tav, don’t encourage her,” Paige said. 
 
    “It’s too late Paige, he is Tara’s now,” Anna added with a grin. “However, if we are done playing sitcom, we still have stuff to see. Tara will have to get you alone later.” 
 
    The tour was dull as it consisted mostly of identically shaped rooms filled with tables and chairs, but it was important we checked everything. The girls had told me there was not much here, but the first time they went through the rooms they didn’t have my eyes. Almost every room had at least one pair of scissors, and each teachers desk held its own treasures.  
 
     The furniture would be useful as building materials but it did very little for us now. I pulled two partially full bottles of ibuprofen, and half a dozen magnifying glasses from the offices. 
 
    “What good are magnifying glasses?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “They are helpful for starting fires. You can focus the sunlight into a single point of intense light,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, duh,” Paige said. “I should have thought of that. I used to fry ants with magnifying glasses all the time when I was younger.” 
 
    The other three went quiet, and a smile slowly spread across Anna’s face. “Alright, psycho,” she said. 
 
    Paige went bright red, and her gaze drifted to the floor. 
 
    “Hey, it’s okay. I did it when I was a kid too,” I said. 
 
    She didn’t look up, but I saw her hide a faint smile. 
 
    “Alright, we have work to do so let's focus up and get it done. Tara, take me to the faculty lounge.” 
 
    A couple of minutes later, Tara opened the forest green door leading to our last stop. The building had looked deceptively large from the outside.  
 
    “Well, take a look,” Anna said as she and the others filed in behind me. They stood and watched as I started to search the room. The cupboards were devoid of any food, but a large container of salt sat alone on one self. In another I found a large package of coffee filters. For a common household item they had a surprisingly large number of uses. A tin of coffee sat covered in dust in a dark corner of a lower cabinet. 
 
    “Do you think that stuff is still good?” Bailey asked. 
 
    I turned it over and looked at the printed expiration date. I grinned as I handed it back to those waiting behind me. “It’s only two years past the date. It might not taste like Starbucks, but it won’t kill you or make you sick,” I said. 
 
    After another five minutes of searching, and I felt the room could be called clear. They had done a good job of picking the place clean, and the only other thing I found was a thermos. While not a necessity, keeping some water hot for a day was always nice. We returned to the courtyard. 
 
    “As we establish ourselves here, we can use the abundance of furniture in the classrooms to help make this place defensible,” I stated. 
 
    “Do you really, like, think that is necessary? I mean, we won’t be here forever. My dad will send people or whatev’,” Tara said. 
 
    “We have to plan like no one is coming though, Tara. Being prepared is always the better option.” I shot her a smile, but she rolled her eyes.  
 
    She followed it up with a sigh and a nod. “That does make, like, some sense I guess.” 
 
    “Good, what’s next?” I asked. 
 
    “The library?” Paige asked. She was still timid but her speaking up at all had me hopeful that she was growing comfortable with me being here. “There wasn’t much to take from there but it might be a good resource to have.” 
 
    “There are tons of reference books. Might help us in areas we are weak,” Bailey said. 
 
    “I like where your head’s at. Paige, you can show us around, help us know where to look when we need to find something.” 
 
    None of the buildings were particularly far apart. In fact, I had never seen a school campus that was quite so compact. It took us less than a minute to cross the courtyard to what looked like an almost identical building. It was another concrete rectangle with neat square windows dotting all sides.  
 
    The front doors were nicer on this building. They were made of deep red hardwood and had gold colored handles. Paige led us inside, past a second set of fine wooden doors, and into the library proper. She explained that there was a hallway that led to a couple of small study rooms on the upper level. Though they were emptier than the classrooms. I made a note of it, but decided there were more important places to look over first. 
 
    “Well, here we are,” Paige said. 
 
    The library was nice. It was a cavernous space filled with comfortable reading chairs, a couple large tables, small cubicle like desk sections against one of the walls, and many neat rows of books. Each shelf had a plaque on the end with genre, and alphabetical categorization. Tucked behind one bank of shelves was a spiral staircase that led to a balcony containing more books.  
 
    A couple more oversized reading chairs sat in the balcony corners. The area overlooked the lower level and was well lit. The windows were arranged in such a way as to allow maximum nature lighting throughout the day. That would make doing research all the easier considering the situation. 
 
    “The reference books are all going to be found up here,” Paige said. She ran her hand along the spines of several books and smiled. She appeared comfortable here. As if realizing what she was doing, the brunette stopped suddenly, adjusted her glasses, and cleared her throat. “If you are looking for anything in particular, just let me know. I might be able to help you find it faster than you can yourself.” 
 
    “Aw, cool, you’re like our very own librarian,” Bailey said. 
 
    Paige smiled and looked sheepishly at the floor. 
 
    “Come on, there is one more thing I think might be of use,” she said before heading downstairs again. I followed with the others close behind me. 
 
    “Do you really, like, think we will get any use from all these books?” Tara asked. 
 
    “The reference books will be invaluable, and even the stories will provide us entertainment,” I replied without turning around. 
 
    “My fun is usually, like, more physical,” the platinum blond said as she stared at me and twirled her fingers in her hair.   
 
    “Same here,” Anna said as we reached the bottom of the stairs. She went red as she caught the meaning behind Tara’s words. “Shit, that’s not what I meant.” 
 
    Tara giggled and bounced past me to where Paige stood waiting. Behind her was a large white board with faded lines of color stained into it. Several markers sat in the track on the bottom of the board and an unopened pack sat on the large table right in front of it. 
 
    “Perfect,” I said with a nod. It was something I hadn’t realized I needed until I saw it. I stepped forward and checked the open markers. Two of them were still good, and the package on the table had four more. 
 
    “We can use this to write out plans, assign people to tasks, and make sure that we are all on the same page.” I pointed at the board for emphasis. 
 
    The women nodded. 
 
    “I like it,” the athletic redhead said.  
 
    “It feels a bit like school, but I guess I can see how it will be helpful,” Bailey added. 
 
    I grinned. 
 
    “Though if we flunk this class we die,” Paige said. 
 
    “Wow, like, no pressure or anything.” Tara shook her head. 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’ll keep it simple. We’ll be okay,” I stated. “Though I think it is time to see the dorms and your stores of food and water. I need to know where we stand now so that I can formulate a plan.” 
 
    I went to leave but froze as I heard the library door open. I looked to the others and put a finger to my lips as I moved into a crouch. I reached for my knife just as Rolly came into view. I let out a long breath and stood. He had some bottles of water stuffed under one arm. 
 
    “Everything okay?” He asked as he noticed my hand on my weapon. 
 
    I nodded and let my arm drop to my side. “We were just heading out for the dorms. Everything quiet out there?” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s all quiet.” He set the bottles of water on the table. It was a nice gesture but six bottles of water could go a long way. 
 
    “How many of these do you have total?” I gestured at the water. 
 
    “Oh, I dunno, two, maybe three dozen?” 
 
    I frowned. That wasn’t nearly enough. Especially with six of us. I took three of the bottles from the table and stuffed them in my pack with the others. 
 
    “Hey, what do you think you’re doing?” Anna asked. 
 
    “We will go through the water too fast if we all take our own. We will split these three bottles for now. Though don’t guzzle, just drink when you are thirsty,” I ordered.  
 
    No one looked happy, and I knew Rolly would need more than the rest of us. “Look, we need to conserve that we have. Especially until we have a way to get more,” I said. I left the three bottles on the table and headed for the courtyard. I knew this change would not be easy, but they would have to adapt or we would fail. 
 
    “You’re right,” Anna said as she emerged from the library. She tossed me a half full bottle of water as she got close. “I guess this is the reason we need you around. This is the kind of rule they never would have accepted coming from me even if I thought of it.” 
 
    The other three girls filed out behind her but Rolly must have elected to stay behind.  
 
    “Let’s finish this up, we still have plenty of daylight left and might be able to get something done before sunset,” I said as I flashed the group a smile. I waved for them to follow and jogged toward the dorm building. I held the door open and watched as the girls caught up. Anna had been right behind me and Paige was only a couple steps behind her. It surprised me to see the most bookish of the lot almost kept pace with her athletic counterpart.  
 
    Tara and Bailey could not match the first two women’s pace. They were panting slightly as they arrived at the door.  
 
    “Was running really, like, necessary?” Tara asked as she leaned against the doorway and took a deep breath. 
 
    Bailey leaned against her and took a minute to catch her breath. She clapped Tara on the back and gave her a warm smile. “Hey, at least when we need to do it, I’ll be right there with you,” the blonde hippie chick said. Her tone was sort like when a mother tried to reassure her child.  
 
    “Sorry, we won’t do any more running today,” I said. They shuffled passed me as I made a note of their physical strengths. I was starting to get a sense of what sort of tasks the girls were most obviously suited for. They might not all be Olympic sprinters, but I had worked with less capable people before, and I felt like I would only continue to be impressed by this strange group.  
 
    The ground floor was mostly made up of a dining hall and the kitchen facility. We headed for the kitchen first. It was large but all the utilities were electric. There was a large walk-in freezer that was tucked into the back of the kitchen. Anna stopped me as I approached it. 
 
    “I wouldn’t open that if I were you,” she said. 
 
    “Not useless you have a thing for the stench of rotting meat anyway,” Paige added.  
 
    “Thanks for the heads up,” I said, suddenly thankful the seal around the door was intact. It would contain the smell long enough for me to decide if the space, or what was inside, would be of any use. 
 
    All the stainless steel surfaces made it so the facility would be easier to clean and keep sterile. The rest of the kitchen turned out to be well stocked with cooking implements, various sized knives, and an almost unnecessary amount of spices. If any of these girls had even a little talent for cooking, our meals would never be bland. I found more salt and some sealed bags of rice too. All the fruit and most of the vegetables I came across were well past spoiled but there were a couple bags of potatoes that looked salvageable.  
 
    The hall was another big open room full of tables and chairs. One of the tables held all of their food while another was piled with their dwindling water supply.  
 
    Rolly had overestimated on how many bottles remained. I took the bottles from my back and added them to the table. Only fourteen individual bottles and one gallon jug of water remained, and that was including what I’d just added. This would barely last us three days, but there was a rather generous supply of soda that looked almost untouched. It was helpful but didn’t give them much more time.  
 
    “Not a fan of soda?” I asked as I picked up a bottle of cola. 
 
    “I make a point of trying to avoid the stuff,” Anna said. “It’s not exactly good for you.” 
 
    Tara agreed. “Plus I only, like, enjoy the stuff mixed with rum.” 
 
    “Man, alcohol sounds good. I would kill just to get a beer right now,” Bailey said as let out a small groan and rubbed her stomach. She looked at me and hung her head. “We didn’t realize what was going on and, well, we uh, kinda sorta went through all the alcohol in the first few weeks.” 
 
    I chuckled and set the soda down. “We will keep an eye out for some in our searches,” I said. “Never hurts to unwind once in a while. Though the soda is good for us in this situation. Carbs are important, even empty ones. It will help us keep up our energy and make sure we don’t waste away entirely. It’s just another way we can stretch out our supplies as long as possible.”  
 
     I turned to the table holding the food. It was piled high with canned goods, dry meals, and sealed packages of crackers and chips. It was an almost impressive amount of food. They could eat comfortably for at least a month with just what was here.  
 
    “What have you been doing with the trash?” I asked. So much of what they had stored was sealed in containers they would need to dispose of. Keeping it in here would only attract bugs, rodents, and breed bacteria. 
 
    “Rolly has been taking care of that,” Paige said. “I think he takes the bags of trash somewhere out behind the school and burns them.” She shrugged and adjusted her glasses.  
 
    I made a note to check in with Rolly about his disposal method. If he was burning the waste that could signal to anyone close enough that someone was here. Burying it might be a better option.  
 
    “So, what do you think? How fucked are we really?” Anna asked while she sat on top of a nearby table and played with her red braid.  
 
    That’s when I realized all the girls were staring at me. They all looked tired, like they hadn’t slept a solid night in a few days. “Well, our food stores are solid,” I said as I smiled wide. “We might want to find some more protein but it looks like we can eat comfortably for at least a couple weeks. Even longer if we eat light and keep ourselves from snacking.”  
 
    “That’s good news!” Bailey exclaimed as she took a seat next to Anna. Her shoulders dropped, and she took on a more laid back posture. 
 
    “What about the water? You only mentioned the food,” Paige said. She stood with her arms crossed tightly across her chest. She stared at me with a harsh intensity that made it clear I still needed to earn my place.  
 
    “You’re right,” I said. “The water is an issue, and one we need to address immediately. We cannot use any of what we have for anything other than drinking.”  
 
    Tara rolled her eyes. “Whatev’. Not like I wanted to shower anyway,” she said.  
 
    I walked over to her. “Hey, chin up. We will take care of it,” I said.  
 
    “Thanks.” She smiled and wrapped her arms around me in a warm hug.   
 
    I hesitated before returning the gesture. Though her embrace lingered as I let go. “It’s going to be okay.”  
 
    “We knew things were getting desperate,” Anna said. She stood and started to pace around the water table. “That’s why we went to find more supplies today.” She stopped abruptly. “If you hadn’t shown up when you did...” She didn’t finish the sentence. The shudder that ran through her body said enough.  
 
    “No need to think about that anymore. We got through that, and we will get through this. We need to work on the essentials first. That means food, water, and some comforts to keep our spirits up. A shitty attitude can be almost as dangerous as not having water. Thankfully we have a warm place to stay. I assume you have been staying in the dorms?”  
 
    “Kind of,” Bailey said. “We turned the common room on the second floor into our sleeping area. It’s where we have been spending most of our time.”  
 
    “None of us have really felt like being alone,” Paige added.  
 
    Anna hugged herself tightly and moved closer to the others. “Yeah, doubt that is going to change after what happened today,” she said.  
 
    Bailey rubbed her arm and smiled. “At least we know Tav will be close by.” She looked at me with hope in her eyes and a bright smile. “Right?”  
 
    I nodded and grinned. “Of course. I will grab my own room close by.”  
 
    I looked at the light coming in and guessed that it was only a little past one. They still had a solid five hours before the sun was down. Plenty of time to get some stuff done, and the girls could probably use a task to help take their mind off their earlier situation too.  
 
    “Let’s grab Rolly and head back into town. No reason we can’t finish what you guys started today. We’ll pick apart the general store and go from there,” I said as I moved toward the front door.  
 
    I didn’t need to look behind me to know that they would be on my heels. We still had a way to go but already the goal of survival had begun to galvanize the bonds we shared and shape us into a team.  


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3  
 
     A pleasant spring breeze blew at our backs as the six of us walked into town. I left the Triumph in Rolly’s tool shed and left the contents of my pack in the dorm so I would have space to carry anything useful that we might find. Anna, Paige, and Bailey all had backpacks they agreed to bring as well. Tara insisted that she did not have a backpack, but we found one of those reusable shopping bags for her to carry. We all had to pitch in.  
 
    “This seems like a bit of a strange place for a school,” I remarked as we walked. It was a beautiful area with trees pretty much surrounding the town and the school beyond it. Though I didn’t understand why someone would come this far out just for a liberal arts degree.  
 
    “Its isolation is part of the appeal,” the bookish brunette said as she blew a stray hair from her face. She walked beside me but continued to look towards the path ahead. “It is a serene place where one can focus on their studies. The low student count helps it not feel as crowded as other colleges too.”  
 
    “I came here because of how close it was to nature,” Bailey said from behind me. “That and the fact that it is a more personal place. You really got to know all of your teachers and fellow students. We got to be more than just another cog in some shitty corporate machine.” She scoffed as the words left her mouth. “Society kinda sucks.”  
 
    “I dunno, I kinda liked it,” Tara said. The group fell silent so that only the sounds of our shoes on the pavement could be heard.  
 
    Anna broke the silence. “Yeah, I did too,” she said.  
 
    “You think there is any society left beyond this place?” Paige asked, and she looked to me.                
 
    I gave her a reassuring smile and nodded. “You bet your ass there is,” I said. “This is the greatest goddamn country in the world. A little loss of power won't stop us. Just might take a moment for everything to shake out.”  
 
    “Hell yeah,” Rolly said. 
 
    “We just have to be ready when they come around.” I grinned at everyone and continued on. 
 
    For the second time that day, I found myself in front of the silent general store at the end of a row of houses. Only this time there was no scream. If any more thugs had shown up, they were doing a damn fine job of hiding, but, at least for the moment, we appeared to be alone. Though I had to wonder how long it would be until more of them came this way. These biker types usually looked after their own, and they would want to find out what happened to their buddies at some point.  
 
    “This your guy’s handiwork?” I asked as I kicked the lock out of the way and looked back to see Rolly grinning.  
 
    “I still have some strength left in these ol’ bones,” he said as he flexed. Despite the denim shirt I could still make out some muscle underneath. He chuckled and nodded. 
 
    “Well done,” I said with a little admiration and then turned my attention back to the girls. “Alright, you’ve been through here before so let’s take our time. Search everywhere regardless of if you thought you cleaned it out before. You’d be surprised what you can miss when you’re in a hurry.”  
 
    A bell jingled as I pulled the door open, and the closed sign flapped against the window due to the pressure change. The girls fanned out, and Rolly took up a position by the door. I noticed he wasn’t the quickest member of our group and usually liked to stay close to the exits. I didn’t mind as he had already done so much to help these girls. It was my turn now.  
 
    I moved to the counter as I listened to the others ransack the shelves. The register was unimportant as I guessed there would be little use for money unless things went back to normal. However, the plastic display of disposable lighters were useful, so I pulled off my backpack and set it on the counter as I started to shove the lighters into it. There were nine lighters in total, and I put all but four into my pack. Then I let out a shrill whistle and hoped it would grab the girls’ attention. 
 
    “Did you just, like, whistle at us?” Tara asked as he poked her head out of one of the aisles. Her eyes were narrowed at me frowned. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said. “Guess it’s just an old habit. I meant nothing by it.”  
 
    I held up the cheap multi colored lighters. “Just thought you guys might get use out of these. Didn’t mean to make you upset.”  
 
    Tara stifled a laugh and tried to keep her frown as the others came into view.  
 
    “She’s playing you Tav. You didn’t really think she was upset, did you?” Anna asked with a smirk.  
 
    “Yeah, even I could see through that one,” Paige stated as she shook her head.  
 
    “Ah come on guys, he hasn’t even been around us for a single day, and we all know how persuasive Tara can be,” Bailey laughed.  
 
    “Especially with men,” Anna said as she approached. She plucked a lighter from my hand and sparked it on. The small light it gave off barely shifted the gloom hanging in the store. “Thanks, I don’t know why we didn’t think to grab these last time.”  
 
    Tara strutted toward me and swung her hips purposefully with each step. “It’s not my fault that guys, like, get confused when I’m around,” she said with a pout. She reached down and slowly teased a purple lighter out of my hands.  
 
    I watched her with a barely concealed grin. I had almost forgotten just how much I had missed women while I was alone this past year. Tara fluttered her eyes at me and giggled.  
 
    “Well, we all have to be good at something,” Paige said, as she took a blue one for herself. She looked it over before she shoved it in her pocket. I pulled my attention away from Tara and nodded.  
 
    “A varied skill set is good too,” I said and then leaned around and looked at Bailey who was still picking through an endcap. “Need a lighter?” I held up the last one, and she shook her head.  
 
    “I have a couple in my dorm room,” she said. She smiled and the light caught the metal of her nose ring so that it looked like her smile shined. “Thanks though.”  
 
    “Okay, carry on,” I ordered. Each of the girls headed back to their respective areas of the store, and I found it hard not to watch them walk away. All of them were gorgeous in their own way, and I’d been alone in the wilderness for a year. 
 
    I shook my head and focused on the task at hand.  
 
    I found a dusty, but unopened, box of hand warmers, and half a dozen caffeine pills. The list of ingredients in the tiny yellow capsules was longer than I had hoped, but if things became dire, I would be happy to have them.  
 
    I was just about to join the others in the aisles when I noticed something hidden in the back of a cubby underneath the counter. I pulled out a sawed off pump-action shotgun. My excitement quickly faded as I noted the rust eating away at the barrel. I gave it a pump, and an old paper shell popped out of the breech. I shook my head and unloaded the gun onto the counter. I thought about seeing if I could salvage the shotgun, but the more I looked at it the worse it appeared. So I tossed it back into its dark home and scooped the five shells it had contained off the counter. I doubted they would work but the black powder inside could be useful if it had managed to stay dry.  
 
    As my eyes had adjusted to the gloom of the interior, I realized just how picked over this place really was. The little food that was left was molding bread, and mushy fruit.  
 
    “This places looks like it couldn’t hold enough food to feed a town this size. Where do people shop around here?” I asked as I browsed a selection of useless trinkets. A lot of what was left on the shelves was school keychains, bumper stickers, and dollar toys for a child who had endured a drive up here.  
 
    “There’s a town called Lanceton not far away. Ten miles if I remember right,” Anna called out.  
 
    “Yeah, we thought about trying to get there a couple times. It never seemed like a good idea though, and no one wanted to get stuck out there, even on the roads, in the dark,” Paige added.  
 
    “Probably a good call,” I replied. I headed for the door and poked my head outside. Rolly was sitting on the ground as he leaned up against the glass. “How’s it looking out here?”   
 
    He cracked a smile and glanced my way. “Quiet as a mouse,” he muttered. He leaned his head back and closed his eyes. “Just let me know when we’re ready to make like a tree.”  
 
    I nodded and ducked back inside after making sure the area was indeed clear. “Alright, let's huddle up,” I said with a clap. They gathered around and started pulling on their packs. “What did we get?” 
 
    Tara held her bag open toward me. “I filled up with paper plates, and like, cups and stuff. That’s totes important right?” She asked. 
 
    “Having clean surfaces to eat and drink from are always good. Anything to keep up cleanliness will help us reduce the risk of sickness and infection,” I said with a smile. I rubbed her on the arm. “Well done.”  
 
    Paige cleared her throat in an obvious attempt to get my attention, so I turned my gaze to the petite brunette and raised an eyebrow. “What’d you grab?” 
 
    The cute brunette with glasses smirked and tossed me a bottle of ibuprofen. “I got two of those, some tylenol, peroxide, a travel first aid kit, and a pair of sharp scissors. It won’t help us much if we get seriously hurt, but at least we won't get gangrene from basic injuries.  
 
    “Well alright then,” I said as I inspected the bottle and then tossed it back to her.  
 
    “Who’s next?” Bailey asked.  
 
    I chuckled. “You aren't in school anymore, and I’m certainly not your teacher,” I said.  
 
    “I don’t know about that. I feel like I might actually learn more from you than I did from most of my professors,” Paige replied. 
 
    “Professor Tav, what do I need to do to get, like, a passing grade?” Tara asked as she rubbed herself up against me. Seemed she was warming up to me fast, and I couldn’t say that I minded much. 
 
    “Can we at least finish going over what we got before you suck him off?” Anna groaned as she rolled her eyes.  
 
    “Or at least let us leave the store first,” Paige added as she brushed a stray hair out of her face. 
 
    Tara feigned offense and pushed herself off me. “Like, what sort of girl do you think I am?” She asked. She rolled her eyes when none of the others reacted with more than a groan. “Whatev’.” 
 
    “Okay then,” Anna started. “So I picked building material. Maybe anyway. I grabbed all the duct tape and super glue. I also found a spool of twine that I figured might come in handy.” She sighed and shook her head. “I don’t fucking know, really. It could all be shit.”  
 
    “It’s not,” I said reassuringly. “We will make good use of it for sure.” With that all eyes fell to Bailey. As she realized this, she went a little red.  
 
    “I guess my area didn’t have as much good stuff as the others, but I uh, saw you grab some salt from the faculty lounge earlier,” She stammered. “So I picked up some more of that. Like, a lot more of that.”  
 
    “At least our food won't be flavorless,” Anna said half-heartedly.  
 
    “Actually,” Paige spoke up and pushed her glasses more securely onto her nose. “We will need the sodium. Especially if we have to start finding food that we don't dump out of a can.” 
 
    I nodded. “Exactly. It can also be used to preserve meat, clean wounds, and, as Anna said, flavor our food,” I concluded. 
 
    “Are we done for the day then?” Bailey asked hopefully.  
 
    I headed outside and surveyed the houses. “No, I don’t think so,” I said as I looked to the sky. We still had plenty of time left. “Let’s start going through these houses again.”  
 
    “We’ve already done that,” Anna argued.  
 
    Rolly pushed himself upright, straightened his shirt, and joined us. “Well we didn’t have his eyes now, did we?”  
 
    “Yeah, but I am pretty sure the only food we left behind is the stuff that was going to rot,” Paige said.  
 
    “Well, at this point I am assuming that you ladies have found all the food and bottled water this town has to offer,” I said. “However, I bet if we go back through these houses we will find some useful tools and equipment. You don’t live in a secluded place like this and not have at least some basic camping supplies.”  
 
    “You’d be surprised, “Rolly muttered. “But, I am sure that we could find something.” He started towards the first house but I held him back. 
 
    “I think you should head back to the college,” I said. “The five of us can take care of this, and you have done plenty already.” I gave him a smile and clapped him on his arm. “Take a break, enjoy a moment off. I’ve got it from here.”  
 
    His expression soured for a moment, but he nodded. “I suppose a little break would be nice. At least let me carry something back with me,” he said. 
 
    I nodded and turned to Tara. “Let him take that for you,” I said.  
 
    Tara was quick to get rid of the goods, and she almost tossed the bag towards their oldest group member. She gave Rolly a big smile and then turned to me as she stretched her arms out behind so I could get a nice view of her ample cleavage.  
 
    “That’s better.” The blonde winked at me. 
 
    I saw Paige shake her head and roll her eyes at Tara’s theatrics. I just smiled and nodded for Rolly to head off.  
 
    “Alright,” he said. “Stay safe.” He gave a wave and started to trudge back up the hill.  
 
    “Alright, let's get to work,” I said.  
 
    It was a busy two hours as we searched and looted the surrounding houses. I must have been too accustomed to larger cities because the fact that none of the houses were hard to get into was strange. It made our task easier though.   
 
    The girls had been right, there was no edible food left anywhere, but that didn’t mean that our search was pointless. There was a nearly endless supply of blankets and sheets that would come in handy if we were still here when it got cold again, and I did find a small selection of camping gear. The more I went through the houses the more sure I became that most of the people of this town were more seasonal guests than actual residents.   
 
    I made my way to the street with a 100ft spool of extension cord pulled from my last search. I dropped it into the wheelbarrow Tara had found stashed behind one of the houses. 
 
    “Isn’t that stuff worthless?” Bailey asked as she bounced out after me. She dropped a bottle of bleach on top of the chord and let out a shallow breath.  
 
    “It is if you want to hook up electronics,” I said. I started to walk for the next house as I talked. “It will make a decent substitute for rope though. Especially if we cut it open and use the individual strands of wire.” 
 
    “Man, you really know what you’re doing, huh?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “I wasn’t lying when I told you I could help,” I stated as I chuckled and nodded. 
 
    “No, I guess not.” she said after a moment. She looked back to the contents of the wheelbarrow and then grinned at me.  
 
    A shrill whistle caught my attention, and I turned to see Anna with a grin on her face.  
 
    “Hey, it works,” she teased. “We found something that we figured you might want to take a look at. There’s some sorta safe in here. Damn thing won’t fucking open.”  
 
    A moment later all five of us stood in a damp basement. Between the stairs, the workbench, and what appeared to be a gun safe, there was barely any room for us all.  
 
    Tara held her lighter above her head in an attempt to illuminate the room. “We, like, couldn’t get it open,” she said.  
 
    Paige sighed and nodded. “Do you think it is even worth bothering with or should we just leave it alone?”  
 
    “It’s a gun safe,” I stated as I knelt and examined the lock. It was a simple combination lock with the spinning number selectors attached to a simple plastic knob. If we tried to guess the right combination, we would be here for weeks, but thankfully plastic could be broken. “Check that work bench for a screwdriver.” I pointed blindly behind me to where I thought the work bench was located.  
 
    “Found one,” one of the girls said as they dangled it in front of my face.  
 
    “Thank you,” I replied as I took the tool. I thrust as the plastic but the screwdriver slid off. I grunted and turned back to the girls. “Alright, how about a mallet?” I gave them a sheepish grin.  
 
    “Aren't gun safes built to resist this sorta thing?” The brunette asked with a smirk 
 
    Anna searched around for a moment before she reached over Paige and handed me a paint speckled rubber mallet.  
 
    I nodded and turned back to the safe. “Correct, but this one is cheap. With enough force I can break the lock and open it up,” I said as I set the screwdriver in place and smacked it with the mallet. There was a loud crack as the screwdriver split the plastic and slid into the knob. 
 
     I twisted, pulled, and pried until parts of the lock started to split and fall to the ground. Then I used the length of the screwdriver to my advantage and used it like a lever to apply greater pressure to the mechanism. Bits of metal and plastic clattered to the ground as I tore the lock apart in a slow and methodical manner.  
 
    “It would be kinda funny if we got this open only to find it empty,” Bailey said from her spot on the stairs.  
 
    “I just hope we get done soon. My arm is totes getting tired,” Tara said as her arm holding the lighter started to shake.  
 
    “I got it,” Anna said as she pushed up behind me. She dug her own lighter out of her running pants and held it closer to me. I could feel her steady breath on the back of my neck. “You are almost done though, right Tav?”  
 
    I grunted and gave a nod as I jammed the tool through more plastic. Something in the door shifted as I applied greater pressure. It looked like the last step here was going to be brute force. So I grabbed the screwdriver with both hands and pulled hard. A loud screeching filled the room as the door’s bolt was forced open, and I let go of the screwdriver with a huff. The safe swung open with a high pitched metallic creak.  
 
    “Hey, it’s not empty,” Paige exclaimed.  
 
    An air of excitement filled the room, and I felt the group press in behind me. It wasn’t empty but it sure wasn’t full either. A single rifle sat, dimly illuminated, in a cradle of green velvet, and a single box of ammo sat on a shelf above it.  
 
    “It’s a .22-250,” I stated as I pulled it free. The solid bull barrel gave the gun a nice heft, and the whole weapon was well maintained, and it had a cheap but functional black sling. The barrel and lever were both a polished stainless steel. “This is a nice gun.” I opened the breech and ensured it was unloaded. Then I slung the gun onto my shoulder and grabbed the ammo. Inside was a full fifty rounds that I added to my pack. 
 
    “That doesn’t look like a lot of ammo,” Paige said.  
 
    “If we land our shots, it will go a long way,” I said as I pushed through them and started up the stairs. “Any of you know how to shoot?”  
 
    “I sorta stayed away from guns on principle,” Bailey said.   
 
    It seemed that her hippie-like appearance was not just a fashion statement.  
 
    “I have had a little practice with a rifle,” Anna said as we all made our way onto the street. “I took part in a winter biathlon a few years back.” She leaned against the house and looked to the sky.  
 
    “So you’re a good shot then?” I asked 
 
    “Maybe for a cross-country skier, but I am hardly a sharpshooter,” The muscled redhead said with a shrug. 
 
    “Still more experience that I have,” Paige said with a shrug as she pulled off her glasses and wiped them on her college T-shirt. 
 
    “Wow, that’s, like, the first thing we have in common,” Tara added excitedly. She skipped over to her mousey counterpart and wrapped her in a large hug.  
 
    Paige stared me down as if somehow this situation was my fault. I couldn’t help but crack a smile as she tentatively patted Tara on top of her mess of platinum blonde hair.  
 
    “I’ll keep all of that in mind. Though we don’t need to worry about learning to shoot yet. We have more pressing matters to take care of first,” I said as I went through the wheelbarrow. It was piled high with toilet paper, cleaning spray, bar soap, half a dozen bottles of shampoo, a package of baby wipes, the extension cord, and the bottle of bleach Bailey had added. “I think we should head back for the college. We managed a good haul today.”                
 
    “There is a stack of chopped firewood over by the general store. Should we grab some of that?” Anna asked.  
 
    “We cannot fit any in the wheelbarrow,” I said as I looked at everyones’ full backpacks. 
 
    “What if we had a jeep?” Paige asked. Before the others could start cutting down her theory she continued. “Earlier you said old enough vehicles might not have been affected by the EMP right? Well there is an old jeep parked out behind a house as the end of the block.”  
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “That sounds promising. Let's go take a look.”  
 
    We left the supplies and walked down the street. There, sitting half covered by a camo tarp, was an old military jeep. The olive green paint flaked off in places, and rust had started to eat at the edges.  
 
    “You think you can do something with this?” Paige asked.  
 
    “Never hurts to try.” I had never been much of a mechanic but with something this old, the knowledge I did have might come in handy. I pulled the tarp off and took a seat. The keys weren’t in the ignition, so I searched beneath the floor mats, under the seat, and in the back, but I didn’t find anything. 
 
    “Did anyone happen to find any keys inside?” I asked as I turned to the group. I was met only with a wall of shaking heads. “That’s what I thought. Guess I’ll have to hotwire it.”  
 
    I bent down and reached up under the dash. I always enjoyed how simple older vehicles could be. I fished around in a small mess of wires for a moment before I found what I needed. Then I brushed the wires together, and the truck lurched. The engine chugged only once no matter how many times I made the correct connection.  
 
    “That doesn’t sound good,” Bailey said as she looked to Paige and gave her a smile. “It was a good idea though.”  
 
    “Let’s not give up too soon,” I said as I popped the hood. It took me a second to identify all the parts but the age of the machine worked in my favor. I located the starter and gave it a heavy smack before returning to the cab. This time it shuddered but turned on. 
 
    “Huh, I thought the whole, hit it till it works thing, only worked in the movies,” Bailey said.  
 
    “I guess they had to take the idea from somewhere,” Paige added with a shrug.  
 
    “Sometimes the simplest and the easiest solution are one and the same,” I said as I hopped back into the driver’s seat. The engine chugged and rattled as I applied the gas. It was rough, and I didn’t know how long it was going to keep going. I waved the team over. “Get in, we gotta make use of this while it still runs.”  
 
    The drive to the general store really put into perspective how small this town really was. It took us less than a minute to close the distance, and as soon as we got there, the girls, and I hopped out. 
 
    “I’m going to leave the engine running just in case,” I said. 
 
    “Make sense,” she said as she shot me a shy smile and brushed her hair back from her ear. 
 
    “Make a line,” I ordered as I picked up an armful of firewood. Bailey was already waiting next to me when I turned, and she pulled the load from my arms and passed it on down the line. The girls were quick to pick up on the plan, and it worked well. Tara began to grumble half way through the stack, but she didn’t stop. It took us only a couple minutes in total to load the entire stock of wood into the back of the straining jeep.       
 
    “Good work,” I said as I carried the last of it to the jeep myself.  
 
    “I am, sooooo done,” Tara sighed, as she tried in vain to brush all of the dirt and debris from her tank top. She groaned and pulled a small chunk of wood out from between her breasts. “There is shit everywhere.” 
 
    The other girls were similarly dirty from the task. Though none of them looked to care about it like Tara did. Instead they tried their best not to laugh as she let out a frustrated shriek.  
 
    I chuckled and approached. “Yeah, I think we did good today,” I said as I plucked a small bit of bark from her hair. “Anna, you’re with me in the truck. We will take it up the hill and unload the pile while the rest of you bring the wheelbarrow.”  
 
    “Why does she get to ride with you?” Tara asked and stomped as she shoved a finger in Anna’s direction. 
 
    I put a hand gently on her shoulder. “I figured you would not really want to unload the firewood. Though if you would rather ride up with us and move all this wood again, we would appreciate the help.”  
 
    “Nevermind,” she grumbled. “I guess I will, like, help bring the wheelbarrow up. At least I won’t get any dirtier by pushing it.”  
 
    “Anyone else want to tag along and help us with this wood?” I asked. 
 
    Paige and Bailey looked at each other and then at the large stack of wood in the back of the jeep.  
 
    “You know what, I think I would rather walk,” Paige said as she looked to the wheelbarrow.  
 
    I gently moved Tara aside and climbed into the jeep. It sounded like a can of rocks as they clattered down a hill, and I hoped that it would make it to the school without stalling out. “Alright, then we will meet you at the top.”  
 
    Anna ran forward and jumped gracefully into our ride. Despite the horrible shocks she barely moved the vehicle as she settled into her seat.  
 
    Paige grabbed the wheelbarrow and started the ascent. The other two followed after her.  
 
    I popped the clutch, went around the girls, and started up the hill.  
 
    “We will try to have all the hard work done by the time you guys arrive,” Anna called back as we took off.  
 
    Less than a minute after we reached the top the jeep sputtered, shook, and died. “Fuck,” I swore as I hauled some wood from the back. “Guess we won’t be using this for a while.”  
 
    “At least it got us up here first,” Anna said with a shrug as she stacked the firewood in a neat pile.  
 
    Rolly approached and slapped the hood of the jeep. “Nice,” he said with a chuckle. He frowned as he noticed that it was just me and Anna. “You seem to have lost a few people.”   
 
    “They will be along in a minute,” I said. I leaned against the jeep and crossed my arms. “Just wasn’t enough room for all of us in the truck.” 
 
    “Oh I see,” the old man said. He grinned at Anna and jabbed her lightly with his elbow. “Seems you were the lucky one.”  
 
    “Oh yeah, who doesn’t love moving fucking logs,” the redhead said sarcastically before she laughed and wiped the sweat from her forehead. 
 
    Rolly’s laugh was like a peal of low thunder, and his shoulders shook as it happened. He slapped his knee and shook his head. “Fair point,” he said once he finally stopped laughing. 
 
    It was Paige’s messy bun that first bobbed into view. She trudged up the hill clutching the straps of her backpack and focused on the ground. Her brown eyes were hidden behind the glare of the sun off her glasses. 
 
    “Welcome back,” Anna yelled.  
 
    Paige looked up, sneered, and flipped her the bird. She blew a strand of hair out of her face as she stopped in front of me. “Next time we get to take the truck,” she spat.   
 
    “Hey, it was your choice!” Anna laughed. “Don’t get all butt hurt.” 
 
    “Yeah well, walking seemed like a good idea at the time,” Paige huffed, but a few moments later she laughed and shrugged. 
 
     Tara came up behind her, sweat glistening on her tanned skin. The ends of her hair stuck to her exposed shoulders, and she breathed heavily as she stopped. She dropped Bailey’s backpack on the ground, shook her head, and tried to speak but couldn’t find the air for it yet.  
 
    I spotted Bailey and frowned as I noticed her stumbling steps and sweat covered green tank top. I rushed towards her and grabbed the front of the wheelbarrow. I pulled while she pushed until we reached the flat of the parking lot.  
 
    Bailey gave me a thumbs up, slumped to the ground, and laid flat on her back as Anna stood over her.  
 
    “Before you, like, say anything,” Tara said between breaths, “we took turns pushing.”  
 
    “It is probably a good thing you did,” I said. As I watched the girls recover I realized just how small our supply of water really was.  
 
    “Shit, are you going to be okay?” Anna asked Bailey.  
 
    The blond nodded and pushed herself into a sitting position. “I am kind of regretting never getting into sports at this point,” she said weakly.  
 
    I sighed and helped pull her to her feet. “Come on, let's get this stuff inside,” I said. “I think it is about time to settle down and make some food.” I picked up the wheelbarrow and started for the dorm building.  
 
    “Thank, fucking, god,” I heard Tara say behind me.  
 
    The sun was starting to set by the time we had all of our new goods sorted and moved into the dining hall. We had an impressive start and more than enough resources to adapt to whatever troubles came our way. It certainly wouldn’t last forever but I had no doubt it would hold us over until we could work out some solutions to sustain ourselves. “How do you feel now?” I asked as I looked at the surrounding group. 
 
    “Hungry,” Tara said. “You totes promised us food.”  
 
    “You’re right,” I said with a nod. I grabbed six cans of beans, a two liter of coke, five spoons, and headed outside. I could not help but grin as, when I pushed the door open, I saw the forest silhouetted against the brilliant orange sky. It was truly beautiful here. All things considered I felt myself a very fortunate man.  
 
    “Um, why are we eating outside?” Paige asked.  
 
    “You’ll see,” I said as I urged them to follow me. I led them to the edge of the building and found a nice spot between it and the one next to it. The structures themselves acted as a natural windbreak but we still had a nice view of both the courtyard and the treeline penning in the campus.  
 
    I set food down and headed towards the edge of the forest. After a couple trips I had a small pile of fist-sized stones. “I figured we could eat a hot meal tonight,” I said. “I assume it has been a while since any of you had one of those.”  
 
    “Oh my god, yes,” Bailey said as she licked her lips, and she looked at the small bundle of cans sitting on the grass.  
 
    “Oh damn, I had almost forgotten food could be hot,” Anna exclaimed. “What do we need to do?”  
 
    I appreciated her drive though I was fairly sure this time it was motivated only by food.  
 
    “Well, we are going to make a little fire pit,” I said as I crouched down and started to arrange the rocks I had gathered into a circle. “These rocks will form the perimeter. Once we have them in a circle, we need to dig out the center a bit so our wood can sit in the hole. This will help keep our fire contained and out of the wind.”  
 
    “Would a shovel help at all?” Rolly asked.  
 
    “Yeah, it would make short work of the little digging we need to do,” I replied.  
 
    He nodded and without another word took off.  
 
    I finished the circle of stones before the girls really had a chance to do anything. I figured we could add to our fire pit and make it a more permanent fixture in the coming days. Tonight though we just needed something to cook in.  
 
    “Alright,” I said. “Tara, you and Bailey check the edge of the forest for dead leaves, and small twigs no bigger than your pinky. That will be our tinder, the stuff that really gets the fire started. We can save cardboard and paper to use as tinder in the future. Anna, I want you to follow them, but search for bigger sticks. Though nothing bigger around than your wrist. That’s our kindling. It will light fast and burn hot and long enough to ensure one of our logs catches fire.”  
 
    The three women nodded and hurried for the trees.  
 
    “What about me?” Paige asked.  
 
    “We are going to grab some firewood,” I told her.  
 
    “Perfect!” the brunette squealed. “I am dying to eat a hot meal.”  
 
    In the time it took the two of us to grab a couple logs and walk back to the fire pit everyone else had returned. Rolly had already started to dig out the pit. There was little conversation among the women as he worked. Each of them had heavy bags under their eyes, and Anna tried to stifle a yawn. At least I wouldn’t have to worry about convincing them to bed down early tonight.  
 
    “Making the fire itself is easy,” I said as Rolly finished with the pit. I pointed towards Tara. “Put the tinder in the bottom. Try to keep it in a nice pile that the kindling can pack around nicely.” 
 
    “Like this?” She asked as she stuffed a handful of broken twigs and dried leaves into the pit.  
 
    I knelt across from her. “Try to make it into more of a nest.”  
 
    She rolled her eyes but tried to do as I asked. The end result was not perfect but with how dry everything was I didn’t think it would matter.  
 
    “Next we need the kindling,” I said as I waved Anna forward. “Take that bundle you have there and try to make an upright frame. Think of like a teepee or a pyramid.”  
 
    “Really?” Anna asked. 
 
    I nodded. “Placing them vertically will help them burn since heat wants to rise,” I explained. 
 
    “Okay, that makes sense I guess,” she said. Her first couple tries ended in disaster as the small wooden constructions collapsed in on themselves. I tried to help multiple times, but she batted my hands away. She had a fixed grimace of determination on her face as she kept trying.  
 
    “Alright,” she exclaimed as she put the last of her sticks in place. “Got it.” She sat back and admired her handiwork with a hearty smile. “What now?”  
 
    I fished the acquired zippo from my pocket. It made its signature metallic click as it opened. I sparked the lighter, and a flame flickered to life. Then I carefully reached through the layer of kindling and lit the tinder beneath. It caught easily and within a moment there was a small fire. 
 
    “When do we add the big stuff?” Bailey asked as she settled onto the ground. She pulled off her pair of black Chuck Taylors and buried her bare feet in the grass.  
 
    “We will let it burn for a few minutes. Once all of our kindling has caught, it will be safe to put a log on top. If we add it too soon, we might smother the fire.”  
 
    As we waited, the rest of the girls started to relax as well. They all joined Bailey in removing their shoes, and Paige pulled the pencil from her hair. A tangled mess of brown hair cascaded over her shoulders, and she brushed it out of her face with her fingers but didn’t even try to straighten it out.  
 
     Rolly added the first log, and I began to open the cans of beans.  
 
    It cooled off a little as the sky started to darken but the fire kept away any chill that might have threatened us. Around me, for the first time all day, I saw a smile on everyone’s face. I smiled too and shoved the cans of beans into the fire.  
 
    “Keep an eye on those,” I said. “When you notice them start to bubble, we will pull em out.” I passed around the spoons before pulling my own small cutlery set out of my vest. Then I leaned back and enjoyed the feeling of the grass tickling my forearms. I might not have had a beer but sharing a hot can of beans, and some soda with four lovely ladies and Rolly was almost as good.  
 
    “You all did good today,” I commented. “You should be proud of what you’ve accomplished.” There was a satisfying hiss as I cracked open the bottle of coke. Then I took a swig and handed it off to Rolly.  
 
    “Well, I think I can safely say we are all glad you came along when you did,” he said before taking a drink of his own. He passed the bottle on to Tara and flashed her a kind smile.  
 
    Tara looked at the bottle with disgust for a moment, wiped the spout on her shirt, and put it to her lips. She started with one small drink, but quickly gulped down more. Then the blonde wiped her mouth as she passed the bottle. “I’m, like, so glad to have another man around.” She eyed me with hungry eyes and licked her lips. “Especially one as big and strong as you.”  
 
    “I agree, though I might not have put it in those exact words. I feel safer and better prepared just knowing you are nearby,” Bailey said. She guzzled down a good portion of the soda before passing it over to Paige.                
 
    Paige took a quick drink and was about to take another before she cut herself off with a loud burp. She sat there, drink in hand, with a horrified expression on her face. “Excuse me,” she said as she covered her mouth.  
 
    “Nothing to be ashamed of. Manners don’t mean much right now anyway,” I said as I held back a laugh.  
 
    Our brunette nodded hesitantly and took another drink before quickly passing the bottle to the last of our group. “Thanks for all you have done for us so far, Tav. It really is good to have you around,” she said.  
 
    Anna turned around the bottle of soda and read the nutrition content before shaking her head. “Fuck it,” she said. She shoved the top into her mouth, tilted her head back until her braid brushed the grass, and chugged. When she pulled the soda from her lips only a third of it remained in the container. She let out a burp of her own and started to laugh. 
 
    “We really did need you Tav. I didn’t want to admit it but, god damnit, but you have already made things better.” She thrust the bottle of soda in the air. “To Tav! The hero we didn’t even know we needed!”  
 
    Their cheers echoed through the early evening air. I certainly didn’t think I was a hero. I just wanted to do what any good American would do and help others though it was nice to know that my effort was appreciated.  
 
    In the fire the beans had started to bubble and hiss. Rolly pulled a handkerchief from his back pocket and carefully removed them from the heat. Then he went around the fire and set one by each of us.  
 
    The bottle of soda made its way around again as a toast to me, and then everyone fell silent as we started in on our beans. Though every once in a while a contented moan would come from one of the girls as they took a bite of hot food.  
 
    “How can fucking beans be so fucking good,” Anna said as she flopped into the grass.  
 
    “I had forgotten food could taste that good,” Bailey added as she sucked the last of her food off her spoon.  
 
    “I always thought beans were, like, whateve’, but these were amazing. Like omg,” Tara said before letting out a long and happy sigh.  
 
    Paige remained silent and based on how her glasses had slid down her face she looked half asleep. She jerked upright as Bailey poked her. 
 
    “Paige has the right idea,” I said as I chucked my empty can of beans into the fire. “We should all get some sleep. We’re getting up when the sun does. First thing in the morning we will meet in the library. We will use the whiteboard to keep track of our goals and daily assignments. “I stood and stretched before letting out a yawn myself.  
 
    “What do we do about the fire?” Anna asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “Don’t worry about the fire tonight. I’ll take care of it and follow you in. Just get some rest.”  
 
    With that the group disbanded and headed for the dorms as I started to put out the fire. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    The comfort of a bed, even one as cheap as the single mattress in my chosen dorm room, was something I had not felt in a very long time. Though I knew I had work to do, so I pushed myself upright and looked around my room. Remnants of its former occupants remained in the form of band posters, makeup boxes, clothes, and a pink flower bedspread. However, redecorating the room to better suit my style would have to wait.  
 
    I was not surprised to find that I was the only one awake as I stepped from my chosen dorm. I walked down the hall and found all four of the girls sound asleep on the pile of pillows and blankets they used as a makeshift mattress in the center of the common area. Despite the wild hair, and unflattering expressions of sleep they were all attractive. I almost felt bad for having to wake them, but now was not the time to be lax. 
 
    “Good morning ladies,” I said loudly, and the girls all groaned as they rolled over in their beds.  
 
    “That you Tav?” Tara asked as her eyes fluttered opened. “I was just dreaming about you. Though you are, like, wearing a lot more clothes than you were in my dream.” She sat up and blinked rapidly for a moment before looking at me. “Shame.”  
 
    “It is way too early,” Paige moaned as she gently tossed a pillow at Tara.  
 
    “We are meeting at the library in thirty minutes,” I said. “I will have something for you all to eat but you need to be there dressed and ready for a hike.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to get ready in thirty minutes?” Tara scoffed as she ran a brush through her hair frantically.  
 
    Bailey let out a small whimper and pulled a pillow over her head.  
 
    Only Anna seemed to be calm about the whole situation. If I had to guess I would say she was used to these hours since athletes generally tended to be early risers. “Come on,” She said as she got up. “Staying in bed all day certainly isn’t going to help us live longer.” 
 
    I heard a door open behind me and I looked to see Rolly coming out of a nearby dorm room. He looked chipper and ready to face the day. An old book was tucked under his arm.  
 
    “We meet in the library in thirty,” I said as I gave him a nod.  
 
    He gave me a smile and a thumbs up as he headed for the stairs. “I’ll be there,” he called back.  
 
    It was time to get to work. I glanced one last time at the ladies and headed for the library.  
 
    Paige was the first to arrive in the library. The cute brunette was still wiping sleep from under her glasses, but stopped as soon as she stepped into a ray of warm sunlight that was coming through the window.  
 
    “Ahhh,” she sighed as she stretched her arms into the air. For a second, her entire body was lit with a warm golden light, and I found my eyes tracing the lines of her stomach when her shirt lifted high enough to expose her belly button.  
 
    “Good morning,” I greeted her again,  
 
    “Good morning.” She smiled wide and ran her hands across a row of books as she almost floated towards me. Then her eyes fixed on my white board as she took a seat at the table. “I see you’ve been busy.”  
 
    I nodded and placed six bottles of water on the table. “It always helps to have a plan,” I said as I slid one across the table towards her.  
 
    Anna came in, dressed in khaki shorts, hiking boots, and a black tank top. Rolly followed her in, wearing the same outfit as the day before, and they each took a seat while studying what I already had written on the whiteboard.  
 
    I was surprised when Bailey and Tara rolled in together. I had honestly not expected them all to be on time.  
 
    Tara, dressed in torn designer jeans, fashionable brown boots with a small heel and low cut green tank top, was still trying to style her hair as she took her seat, and Bailey, clad in baggy cargo shorts, ill-fitting combat boots and a black t-shirt, looked like she was barely awake, though she still looked good though thanks to her more natural fashion sense.  
 
    “Excellent, now that you are here we can get started,” I said as I passed out the waters. “Yesterday was good, we were good, but it was only the start.”  
 
    I turned to the board where four words were written and circled. “There are our primary concerns in order of importance,” I said. “Water is your first priority.” I pointed to the word for emphasis. “We need to find or create a sustainable source of clean water more than anything else. It is the single most important step in long term survival.”  
 
    I pointed to the next word. “Food is our second priority. Our stores are good now, but we need to prepare to be here for a long while. With the country possibly in chaos we don’t know how long it will take them to organize a rescue attempt. Hunting, fishing, and trapping should be good options given our location. Though it would be too much for me to do alone.”  
 
    I paused and looked over the group. They were focused intently on my words, and Paige even wrote some notes in a small, pocket sized, notepad.  
 
    I pointed to the third word. “Defenses, because, as unpleasant as it may be to think about, we need to be ready in case someone comes looking for trouble.”  
 
    “You think there might be more of those biker guys close by?” Paige asked. “I mean they usually travel in big groups right?” 
 
    “Not always,” Rolly said as he leaned forward. “Could have been just a couple crazies trying to take advantage of the situation. Vultures looking for road kill if you will.”  
 
    I had a feeling the old timer knew as well as I did that the two I killed yesterday were most likely part of a bigger group, but the girls looked to relax a little at his words, so I decided not to comment on it.         
 
    “Still, I suppose it is always better to be prepared,” Anna said.  
 
    “Exactly,” I replied. “Better to worry about this stuff now than to wait until danger comes knocking. Part of our defensive preparation will be training you girls to shoot, and teaching you how to fight. Though don’t worry, I have been told I am an excellent teacher.” I shot the girls a grin and a wink, but was met only with raised eyebrows and amused smiles.  
 
    “What about comfort? That, like doesn’t seem that important,” Tara asked as she pointed to the last pillar of tasks to do on my whiteboard.  
 
    “I can’t believe I am saying this, but Tara’s right. Why would comfort be a survival concern?” Paige asked.  
 
    “What’s the point of living if we can’t enjoy it?” I asked. “Finding enjoyment and comfort will keep us sane and help us make it through the rougher moments. Too much stress will lead to infighting and a breakdown of communication. Plus, I can’t be the only one that wants to take a bath, can I?” 
 
    “All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy,” Rolly mused. 
 
    “You know,” Paige started, “there have actually been studies that prove that play, or similar relaxing activities, help increase productivity while lowering stress.”  
 
    “So, I’ve totes been doing it right all along then,” Tara exclaimed.  
 
    “Yeah but taking a break to enjoy yourself only helps if you go back to being productive after,” Anna said with a laugh. 
 
    “Hey, Tara has been pulling her weight,” Bailey said.  
 
    Anna threw up her hands. “I know, I know, I was just teasing, sorry.”   
 
    I gave them a moment to settle down before I spoke up. “Every morning we will meet here before going about our various tasks.” I picked up a blue marker and wrote each of our names on the whiteboard in nice clean handwriting. “I will make a note of who is assigned to what here. That will help us all keep track of what’s going on and who is where.”  
 
    I capped the marker and turned to the group. “These morning briefings will also be a good place to talk about any concerns or problems. We can make a note of them and ensure they are dealt with. Any questions?”  
 
    Paige raised her had.  
 
    I smiled and nodded to her. “This isn’t school, no need to raise your hand. Just speak one at a time,” I said.  
 
    “Alright,” she said as she pushed a stray strand of hair back into place. “What are we doing today?” 
 
    “Excellent question,” I said before I turned back to the whiteboard. “As I said water is our primary concern. Especially considering how little we have left. Take care not to drain the bottles I gave you too fast because, for now, that’s all we get today.”  
 
    “That doesn’t seem like a lot of water,” Bailey said.  
 
    “It’s not. That’s why it’s so important that we take care of this issue. If I am remembering correctly, I passed a stream about a half mile out of town. That might be a good place to start,” I said. 
 
    “I know that place,” Rolly chimed in. “Streams a decent place to fish too.”  
 
    “You have a kit for that?” I asked 
 
    “Yessir,” he said with a nod. “It’s nothing fancy though.”  
 
    “Hey, I think I might know this stream you’re talking about,” Bailey said. “I used to take small hikes once in a while. You know, to get away and stuff.”  
 
    That was good news for the rest of us. If Bailey could make this hike that meant any of us could and not needing to lug water over extra rugged terrain would smooth out the entire process.  
 
    “Excellent,” I remarked before I turned back to the whiteboard. I circled my name and those of the four girls. I then drew and arrow to where it said water.  
 
    “That’s our task for the day. We will go together so everyone can get used to the route.”  
 
    I turned to Rolly. “I think it would be best if you stayed here for the day and worked on our defenses. Board up all the windows, starting on the bottom floor, and all but one entrance into the dorm building, since that will be out primary residence. You think you can handle that?”   
 
    Rolly chuckled and gave a slow nod. “Oh, I think that’s something I can do.”  
 
    “Good man,” I said as I gave him a pat on the back. “Alright, let's get to work. You four head to the kitchen, I noticed some empty water cooler jugs there yesterday. Grab five of them and wait for me in the courtyard. I will grab a couple things and meet you there.”   
 
    We all left together but separated when we got to the dorms. They headed for the kitchen while I made for the rooms above. I stopped by my room first, grabbed the rifle, loaded it and put an extra ten bullets in my pocket just in case. Then I stripped a thin blue blanket off the bed in another room, shoved it into my backpack, and headed downstairs.  
 
    The girls must have moved fast because none of them were still inside when I entered the dining hall. I pulled a roll of duct tape from our pile of supplies, grabbed a couple brooms that sat against the wall, and met up with the others.  
 
    Their idle chatter died immediately as they saw me approach. Bailey proudly displayed one of the jugs. “Found em!” she said. 
 
    “Good,” I said as I returned the smile she gave me and broke the head off the brooms. 
 
    “What are those for?” Tara asked skeptically. 
 
     I tossed one to her, and the other to Bailey. “For now they are walking sticks. Though there real purpose is to help us transport the water back here once the jugs are full.” 
 
    I doubled checked my gear and picked up one of the empty jugs. “Now listen. From here on out, no one leaves the campus alone. That means no solo trips into town or into the forest. It’s way too easy for one of us to get lost, hurt, or attacked running solo. Even after you grab your buddy, let someone on campus know where you are headed. That way if something happens, and you don’t come back, the rest of us know where to look. Understood?”  
 
    No one even stopped to think about it before nodding. They still appeared to get a little nervous anytime I mentioned the possibility of anything happening.  
 
    I turned my attention to Bailey. “You get to take point on this one. I’ve only seen this stream once so I bet you have a better idea of how to get there than I do.”  
 
    She hesitated and looked from person to person. “I uh,” she hesitated. “Maybe this isn’t the best idea.”  
 
    I shook my head and gently nudged her forward. “It’s gonna be fine. Trust me.”  
 
    She swallowed hard and turned to face the trees. She scanned them for a moment, nodded, and marched forward. We all followed, and a few minutes later found ourselves surrounded by lush green trees, budding flowers, and distant animal calls. Our hippie trail leader hummed quietly as she almost skipped along the trail. Though not everyone seemed to be as comfortable as she was.  
 
    Tara grumbled as, with each step, the jug smacked her in the thigh. The broomstick appeared to offer her only minor comfort on their trek. However, she kept on moving forward and kept her comments to herself. 
 
    It wasn’t long before the sound of the stream filled the air. “Almost there,” Bailey said as she looked back at her friends.  
 
    “Hold up,” I said as I moved off the trail. I knelt in front of a large tree. 
 
    “Something wrong?” Anna asked as she ran over to me.  
 
    I shook my head and waved the rest of them over. “Quite the opposite actually,” I said as I plucked a cream colored mushroom from the dirt and held it up for everyone to see. The cap was larger than the step, and was shaped in a form of like an arrowhead or lighter flame, but covered in ridges and pits. “Anyone know what this is?”  
 
    “A mushroom,” Paige said as she knelt next to me. She pulled one of her own from the base of the tree and began to inspect it closely.   
 
    I passed the mushroom to Anna and picked another. “This is a Morel,” I said. “They are safe to eat, fairly easy to find, and quite popular. You can identify them a few ways. Morel’s generally have a very uniform shape to their caps. These here are prime examples. They are also usually a cream or yellow color. Though the best way to check if it is a true Morel is to check if the cap is hollow.” I pulled out my knife and cut open the cap to reveal the hollow interior.  
 
    Anna pulled the cap of her own mushroom open. It was also hollow.  
 
    “This is a good time of year to find Morels,” I said. “Keep an eye out for them when you are in the forest. They like to grow at the base of trees.  
 
    I turned to see Paige with a magnifying glass. She eyed a new batch of growing Morels, picked a couple more big ones, and checked to see if they were hollow before she added them to a small pile beside her.  
 
    “We can eat them right?” Bailey asked as she studied a part of the cap Anna had given her.  
 
    “Yeah, but be careful that you don’t pick any false Morels,” I warned. “Those are poisonous. They look very similar, but the cap is more bulbous and wavy, and usually darker than the real ones. Though cutting them open is the best way to be sure.”  
 
    Bailey nodded and popped the piece of mushroom into her mouth. She shrugged as she chewed. “They’re not bad,” she said.  
 
    “I would imagine they are better cooked,” Anna said.  
 
    Paige nodded as she stood, a pile of mushrooms in her arms. “I am not a fan of raw mushrooms myself.”  
 
    “Don’t worry, I know a few recipes that make them really shine,” I said. 
 
    Tara stood at the edge of the group the whole time. Her nose was crinkled, and her mouth looked to be twisted into a grimace of disgust. “I am, like, totes not going to eat those,”  
 
    “That’s no longer an option.” I said as I stored Paige’s collected mushrooms in my backpack. “We are all going to have to step outside of our comfort zones for a while, and that means not being picky about what we eat. If we want to keep our strength up we need to take full advantage of what the land has to offer us. There should be plenty there if we know where to look.” 
 
    “Whateve’,” she said. “None of this matters anyway. My daddy’s gonna, like, send someone to rescue us.” Then, without another word, she spun and stomped back towards the trail. “I’m gonna go finish getting water.” 
 
    Tara stomped off ahead of us, and I couldn’t help but notice her perfect ass bounce with every angry step she took.  
 
    “Maybe so, but we need to be self-sufficient until he does,” I said.  
 
    “None of us are having fun with all of this,” Anna said as she ran forward and matched Tara’s pace. “We are just doing what we can until all of this sorts itself out.” She offered her friend a warm smile, but her expression turned to anger as Tara picked up her pace and pulled ahead.  
 
    Anna fell back to me. “What the fuck,” she said. “I was trying to help.”  
 
    “Let’s let her have a second to cool down. We are in a stressful situation, and it makes sense for people to get upset,” I said.  
 
    A few minutes later we arrived at the stream and found Tara already crouched at the edge of the water. The platinum blond shivered as she tried to hold her jug in the rushing water. 
 
    “Oh man,” Bailey said when we caught up to Tara. “This looks so good. I just want to stick my head inside and drink until I can’t move.”  
 
    “That’s a great idea if you like parasites,” Paige said. 
 
    “Parasites?” Bailey asked as she stuck her hand in the icy water.  
 
    “We are going to treat the water before we drink it.” I stepped up beside Tara and helped her hold the jug in the water. It had not warmed up much since the start of spring, and I shivered a bit when the water splashed my hand.  
 
    “What, you mean we can’t even, like, drink this stuff?” Tara hissed. She let go of the jug leaving me to fill it alone. “What the fuck are we doing here then?” 
 
    “No, no, sorry, that’s not what I meant,” Paige said quickly. “We just need to boil it before consuming it. It clearly looks great, and it might even taste fantastic, but if any of us get a stomach parasite, we will die.  
 
    “Oh,” Tara said before she let out a dramatic sigh and returned to my side.  
 
    “How do you know all this stuff?” Anna asked from where she sat. She held her jug under the water and looked to ignore its cold. 
 
    “I was pre med,” Paige said with a shrug and hauled her, now full, container from the water with a grunt. She pulled off her glasses and cleaned the spray of water from them.  
 
    “Huh, useful,” Bailey said. “Thanks for the heads up about the water.”  
 
    I finished with Tara’s jug, handed it to her, and started to fill my own. “Well we might not want to drink it from the stream but it is still useful in its natural state. I know it’s cold, but this is the perfect place to bathe.”  
 
    “Oh thank god,” Anna said.  
 
    “Right? I almost forgot what it feels like to be clean.” Bailey replied.  
 
    “I kinda wish we had thought about this sooner,” Paige said as she filled her jug.  
 
    “At least we can take care of it now. It will feel totes amazing to wash again,” Tara agreed.  
 
    “Good thing too, we were running low on baby wipes,” Anna added with a laugh. 
 
    I chuckled and shook my head.  
 
    “Starting tomorrow anyone assigned to water detail will be sent with soap, shampoo and the cleanest pair of clothes they can find,” I said.  
 
    “This is the best news I have heard all week,” Anna said. “I mean, water for drinking is great, but not stinking? Now that is truly a step forward.”  
 
    The other girls were quick to agree. I had, for a moment, worried that the coldness of the water might put them off from the idea. It seemed I had never needed to worry.  
 
    Five full jugs of water sat waiting to be hauled back to campus, and I gave the girls a minute to admire their work. 
 
    “Alright,” Anna said as she clapped her hands together. “Now we have to lug these back. 
 
    “Ugh,” Tara groaned. “I almost forgot we had to carry these back.” 
 
    “I have something to help with that,” I said as I gathered the broomsticks and pulled the blanket from my pack.  
 
    I folded out the blanket, set the two broomsticks on top of the blanket before, and then folded it over them so that the two ends overlapped in the middle. About sick inches of broomstick stuck out on each end of the blanket. I taped the blanket to itself so it would not come loose and then wrapped all four pieces of exposed wood. 
 
    “There,” I said as I finished with the tape.  
 
    The girls stood around me in silence. They each just stared at my strange rectangular creation. 
 
    “Um, what is it?” Bailey finally asked.  
 
    “It’s a stretcher,” I stated. “Though today we are going to use it to carry a couple of the water jugs on it.” 
 
    “Alright,” Anna said and hefted one of the containers up onto her shoulder. “Why not just carry them though?                 
 
    “It will better distribute the weight and provide a more comfortable carrying method. Bailey, Tara, you two grab an end,” I said as I patted the blanket.  
 
    As they figured out how they wanted to carry the stretcher I loaded it with two of our jugs. As they lifted, the blanket sagged some but held in place between the broomsticks.  
 
    “Hey this isn’t so bad,” Bailey said with a smile.  
 
    The rest of us gathered our share of the water, and we started the journey home.  
 
    Carrying the water was not the most comfortable thing in the world, but, with the help of my broad shoulders, I made it work and once I found the perfect spot to perch it so that the whole set up didn’t seem to weigh much on my shoulders. Anna used her shoulder as well, and Paige just carried it by the handle. I noticed her switch hands a couple times, but she didn’t complain. Ten minutes into our walk back, and Tara began to.  
 
    It started with a tired whimper but grew into a stream of obscenities when Tara tripped over a loose stone, lost her grip on of the handles, and she toppled over. The stretcher lurched and the jugs atop it thumped to the ground. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Bailey asked. 
 
    I turned and noticed Tara had a fresh rip in her designer jeans that revealed a scraped knee. 
 
    “Fuck this shit!” Tara screamed as she pushed herself to her feet. She crossed her arms over her chest and stormed off down the trail ahead of us.  
 
    “Tara, wait!” Bailey cried as she ran to catch Tara. I held out an arm and stopped the nose ring wearing blonde’s advance.  
 
    “Let me handle this,” I said quietly. She opened her mouth as if to speak but seemed to think better of it as she nodded instead. “Take five.” Then I ran down the trail after our distraught companion. 
 
    Tara hadn't gotten far, and she stopped to sit on a fallen log. Her face was buried in her hands, and as I approached, I heard her sniffle and hold in a sob. “Mind if I sit down?” I asked.  
 
    “Please go away,” she said, her face still hidden from me.  
 
    I took a seat anyway, pulled out my personal bottle of water, and set it in Tara’s lap.  
 
    She sniffled, wiped her face, and looked up at me. Hey eyes were puffy and red, and mascara was smeared across her perfect face. She almost had the appearance of some ancient warrior woman with her face painted for war. The platinum blond dropped her gaze and opened the bottle of water.  
 
    “I, like, don’t belong here,” she said before taking a drink. She left a ring of pinkish lipstick around the mouth of the bottle. It was impressive that she had found the time to apply her makeup and do her hair in less than thirty minutes.  
 
    “That’s not true,” I said.  
 
    She rolled her eyes and thrust the bottle of water back into my hands.  
 
    “I am not good at this shit, and everyone, like, totes hates me,” she said as she looked intently at the ground.  
 
    “No one hates you. I have only been here a day but I have already seen how you guys go out of your way to watch each other’s backs. You already work better as a team than some professionals I worked with.”  
 
    The platinum blond model sitting next to me didn’t even look up. “They don’t care about me,” she said. I watched a new tear roll down her face. It left a trail of black behind it before dropping onto the forest floor. “Before, like, all of this happened I didn’t even know who these girls were. Now they have to, like, take care of me. What if I just slow them down? I don’t want to really be a drag, but I feel kinda worthless.”  
 
    I draped an arm across her shoulders and gave Tara a gentle squeeze. “Look, you have already proven you aren't worthless, and there is no better way to prove to someone how wrong they are than by showing them. I know what we are doing isn’t easy, but it needs to be done. All of us, including me, need your help in all of this.” 
 
    She finally looked up after a dozen seconds of contemplation. A small smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. “You know what, you are, like, totally right. This is my chance to show everyone that I am more than they think I am.” She leaned in and kissed me hard on the lips, and I felt a tingle run through my skin.  
 
    She pulled away with a grin. “Some things about me they are not wrong about though,” she licked her lips and hopped off the log. “Thanks, Tav.”  
 
    I nodded slowly and wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. I looked at it and noticed the pink streak of makeup. I let out a quick breath and stood. If that is how she chose to show me gratitude I would certainly not say no.  
 
    The moment Tara returned Bailey was there. She wrapped her friend in a hug and tried to wipe away some of the smeared makeup. “You alright?” She asked. 
 
    “Yeah, thanks,” Tara said with a nod. “I didn’t mean to freak out like that.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Paige said as she returned the fallen water to the stretcher. “We all have our moments.” She then moved to her own jug and hefted it off the ground. 
 
    Tara and Bailey took up their positions again, picked up the stretcher, and headed down the path.  
 
    The athlete waited, her load already sitting comfortably on her muscled shoulder, as I grabbed my own burden. We started after the others.  
 
    “Thanks for talking to her. You seem to be good with people. Something about you just makes people want to do what you ask. Shit, even I like how inspired you make me feel.” Anna said. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s anything special. People just like knowing they are wanted and appreciated,” I said.  
 
    I glanced over and noticed a smirk on Anna’s face. 
 
    “Oh I am sure Tara knows just how wanted she is,” the redhead teased. “By the way, you missed a little.” She pointed to the corner of my mouth and laughed. I jabbed at the spot with my free hand and looked to find more pink lipstick smeared on my skin. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    It was only mid-morning by the time we made it back to the campus. The courtyard was bathed in a brilliant light, but the world was still comfortably cool, and I could hear the thud of a hammer in the distance and noticed several of the dorm windows were already boarded up.  
 
    I led the group to the firepit where we, finally, dropped off our cargo. “Let's take a break,’ I said, then I sat on the grass, stretched out my arms, and rolled my shoulders. I had rucked heavier loads in the past but I was out of practice. It wouldn’t take me long to get used to the trek or the weight of the jugs, but I would be sore until I did.  
 
    “You know, that wasn’t actually as bad as I thought it would be,” Bailey said before she popped open her bottled water and took a deep drink.  
 
    “I guess it, like, could’ve been worse,” Tara said and dropped onto her back and stared up at the cloudless blue sky. Her hair fell like a bright halo around her head as she sucked in a deep breath.  
 
    “It should get easier every time too,’ Paige added. “Plus, I don’t know about you guys, but the idea of getting a bath makes me look forward to my next trip.”  
 
    Anna nodded. “Me too, but what else needs done today?” She asked. 
 
     I noticed that she hadn’t even sat down. Instead she decided to crouch beside us. “Relax, we don’t want to burn ourselves out,” I said. I gently pushed her over onto the grass. “If we push ourselves too fast, we will also burn through our water. We need to be mindful of our supplies as we work.”  
 
    “Sorry, I just don’t like sitting around,” Anna replied before she let out a sigh and leaned back on her elbows.  
 
    “We won’t be down long. Just enjoy the downtime,” I said. 
 
    A couple minutes later, as I noticed the girls putting away their water bottles, I stood, stretched out my arms one last time, and nodded. “Alright, let's get back to work,” I said. “Bailey, go grab me the largest pot you can find in the kitchen.”  
 
    “Sure.” Bailey gave me a nod and jogged off.  
 
    “Make sure the pot has a lid,” I called out after her. She gave me a thumbs up before she disappeared from my sight.  
 
     I turned to the others. “Anna, Tara, you two gather up some supplies to start us a new fire. Paige, you’re with me. We will grab some more logs for once the fire is started.” 
 
    The first two headed off together into the treeline as Paige hopped up to join me at my side. It would take us a while to boil what we had, and I saw no reason not to keep the fire burning for the rest of the day. “Oh uh, feel free to get the fire started,” I yelled out.  
 
    “Will do,” Anna said with a wave.  
 
    Paige and I started our walk. “You are impressively fit,” I said. “You have not struggled as much as some of the others.”  
 
    “I’m not as strong as Anna, but I didn’t spend all of my time reading books and studying. I was a pretty avid runner. I found that the fresh air and exercise helped me to focus on tough days,” she said with a shrug.  
 
    “Smart,” I said as we reached the pile. 
 
    We both loaded up with logs and began to head back.  
 
    “People underestimate the good a little run can do them,” I said and then inhaled the cool air deep into my lungs. 
 
    Paige nodded.  
 
    I caught her looking over at me and smiling when she thought I wasn’t looking, but I didn’t say anything to avoid embarrassing her. It looked like she had started to grow comfortable with my company.  
 
    When we got back to the fire, Tara gently set the last of her kindling in place forming a nice teepee. She smiled happily and let out an excited yelp.  
 
    “I did it!” the blonde exclaimed. 
 
    “Good job.” Anna pulled out her lighter and set the dry tinder ablaze.   
 
    “Yep, nice job,” Paige said as she stacked the wood close by. 
 
    “I think she might have done better than I did,” Anna admitted. 
 
    Just then Bailey returned with a pot large enough to hide her entire torso and plunked it onto the earth by Anna. “I think they used this to make stew or something.”  
 
    “It’s perfect,” I said as I took off the lid. I was pleased to see that the pot was already clean, since it meant less preparation, and I let the fire burn down for a minute as I filled the pot with water.   
 
    Anna tossed on the first log, but I added another.  
 
    “We will let these burn down until there is a nice bed of coals in the bottom of the pit. Then we can put the pot on top of it and throw a couple logs around the side,” I said.  
 
    Rolly walked up with a hammer in his hand. An old leather tool belt hung around his hips with a small assortment of common tools, and the nails in the side pouch jingled every time he took a step.  
 
    “Mornin’,” he said as he smiled at all of us.  
 
    “Mornin’,” I replied. “How goes the project?”  
 
    “Oh, goes fine,” he said as he dropped his hammer into place on his belt. “First floor is boarded up, and the only entrance is the front one. Should probably only take me a couple more hours to do the rest.” 
 
    “Good, once that’s done you think you can take a look at the old jeep? Would be nice if we could get it running again.”  
 
    “Oh yeah, I think I can do that,” the old man said with a chuckle. “Well, looks like things are going good here. Just wanted to check in.” He gave us a wave and started back towards the dorms.  
 
    “Is having only one entrance a good idea? I mean, shit, aren't their fire codes against that sorta thing?” the athletic redhead asked. 
 
    I couldn’t help but chuckle a little. “Those aren't exactly important anymore. What is important is defense, and it is easier to control a single entryway. It ensures we always know where someone is coming from.”  
 
    “What about the boarded-up windows? You really think someone is going to smash through those or something?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “I don’t know, but I would rather not take the chance. Plus, it provides us a little more protection against the cold nights.” 
 
    I felt better already knowing we had a close supply of running water, and just what we had gathered today could go a long way. With consistent trips to the stream we would quickly build up a nice stockpile. Having water on hand would become more important if we needed to start growing our own food. I already had a spot picked out in my mind for that, but if we couldn’t find anything to plant, it would be pointless.  
 
    “Alright, keep an eye on the fire and put the water on when it’s ready. The more of it we can get boiled today the better.  
 
    “Where are you going?” Tara asked. 
 
    “I’m going to grab some supplies so we can get started on another project. We should have plenty of time while the water boils.” 
 
    “Need a hand?” Anna asked.  
 
    I shook my head. “Not really, but thanks. I just need to grab some stuff from the dorm. You guys just keep an eye on the water.” I nodded to the pot. “Once it cools enough, we can put it back in the jug. I’ll grab a funnel if I can find one to help with that.” Then, I gave the girls a final nod, and headed inside.  
 
    With our water situation now under control I turned my attention to thoughts of the future. We had plenty of food but it wouldn’t last, and I was not about to wait until it was low to come up with a solution. The most obvious choice was to hunt, but there were not enough guns to go around. I had hope that maybe we had missed some in town, but I could not count on hope.  
 
    A quick search of the kitchen rewarded me with a funnel, and four solid sharp knives. They were plain with only simple wooden handles, but they came to a nice point and were not too badly worn. Then I grabbed the twine from our pile of supplies along with three broomsticks and a wooden mop handle I found in a janitor's closet.  
 
    In total, my errand took me ten minutes, and I returned to find the pot sitting atop the fire. I tossed the wooden rods on the ground, and then I went around and handed each of the women a knife.  
 
    “Going forward we must be ready for any situation.” I said as I took a seat, pulled up a broomstick, and pulled my own knife. “That means being armed. I would prefer to give everyone a gun and teach you to use them. Though until that can be done each of you will make a spear. A spear is a brutal weapon and an excellent hunting tool.”  
 
    I tossed my broomstick to Anna. She looked at it, and the knife in her hand. “Alright, so what, we just tie the knife to the end of the stick?” 
 
    “Not quite,” I said. “You want to start by taking a chunk from the top of the shaft. That will work like a shelf to help you attach the knife.” They looked at me like my words were in another language, and I realized that I wasn’t explaining this well. I picked up another of the handles and tried to make a pattern of sorts to better demonstrate.  
 
    “Alright, let me try this again,” I said and then I carved an L shape onto the stick that started at the tip, and ran down the middle about three inches before cutting over to the right. “Okay, you want to remove a piece like this. Keep in mind that it doesn’t need to be perfectly symmetrical or anything.”  
 
    Paige picked up a handle of her own and looked it over. “You could have just said to remove a portion of one side about the size of the knife handle.”  
 
    “Yeah, I guess I could have,” I laughed. “Make sense now?”  
 
    “Thanks to Paige, yeah,” Bailey giggled, then she smiled at me and grabbed one of the remaining handles. “So how do we make this shelf then?”  
 
    “Use your knives,” I said as I held up my own for emphasis. “I made sure they were all sharp. Once you have that shelf cut out, we will work on lashing the knife onto the shaft.” 
 
    I took a seat and made it my duty to watch the pot until the water boiled. “Be careful as you work. Make sure you have enough room around you to avoid the others and always cut away from yourself. The most important thing to think about is not getting hurt. So, don’t get hurt.” 
 
    They chopped and scraped as they started to work on the handles for their spears. Things were silent for a few minutes as the ladies worked. The water began to boil but I let it sit. I always preferred to be on the safe side of things and at about the three minute mark I pulled my shirt sleeves over my hands and used them like over mits to help me remove the pot from the fire.  
 
    “Fuck!” Bailey cried. Her knife sat in the grass, and she stood, one hand clutching the other, as blood dripped onto the ground. Everyone dropped what they were doing and went to her. She held her right hand closed as it continued to bleed. Tears rolled down her face as she looked to me. “I didn’t mean to mess up.”  
 
    “It’s okay,” I said as I tried to take her hand gently. “You have to let me look.” She squeezed her eyes shut and looked but nodded and she let out a small whimper.  
 
    I gently pulled her fingers open but her palm was too covered in blood for me to see the wound. I pulled out my water and poured some of it on the injured hand.  
 
    Bailey yelped and tried to pull away but I kept a firm hold on her. The water washed away the blood and revealed a gash across her palm. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Tav,” the hippie-blonde said. “I know you said to be careful, but--” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I whispered gently. I knew that yelling at her wouldn’t help. She felt the pain of the cut and the embarrassment of messing up already. 
 
    “That doesn’t look so bad,” Paige said from her place beside me, and she adjusted her glasses and leaned in for a closer look. “It doesn’t look very deep. I don’t think I even need to stitch it up. We can just disinfect it and keep it bandaged until it heals.” 
 
    “Really?” Bailey asked as she opened one eye.  
 
    Paige gave her a deep and genuine smile before nodding. “Really.”  
 
    “You, like, know how to stitch people up?” Tara asked, surprised. She looked at the petite brunette with one eyebrow raised. 
 
    The cute bookworm nodded and pulled Bailey’s hand out of my grasp. “Yeah, it’s pretty simple, really.”  
 
    “Oh, well, like, thanks for taking care of us Nurse Paige,” Tara said with a smirk.  
 
    Anna also smiled at the title.  
 
    “Sure,” Paige said skeptically. She looked over to me. “Can I take her to the dorms and get this cleaned up? Shouldn’t take more than a few minutes.”  
 
    “Of course,” I replied as I stepped to the side.  
 
    Bailey sniffled and pushed in close to Paige. “Thanks,” the blonde hippie chick said with a quiet voice. They headed for the dorm, so the rest of us returned to making spears.  
 
    Paige and Bailey returned together a short time later. Bailey’s hand was wrapped in fresh white bandages, and a smile had returned to her face.  
 
    “Welcome back,” Anna said. 
 
    “Nurse Paige, like, all fixed up?” Tara asked.  
 
    Bailey nodded and took a seat. Anna handed her a spear handle with the shelf already cut out for the knife. 
 
    “Oh, thanks. You guys got done quickly,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Tav helped a bit,” Anna admitted. “Wouldn’t you know but the guy is good with a knife?” She grinned and gave me a smile.  
 
    “Well then what’s next?” Paige asked as she picked up her own, completed, handle. She turned it over in her hands and studied the work.  
 
    “Next we attach the knives,” I said as I pulled out the spool of twine. The ragged sting was not the strongest choice, but it was our most plentiful supply of thin material. It would have to do until we could find a stronger substitute. Plus, if we used it properly it should hold for a while. “Take your knives and place them into the shelf. Next you are going to want to take some twine and start to wrap it around the two pieces. I cannot stress enough how important it is that you keep the twine tight during this process. This wrap is going to be what keeps the blade on the handle and really give the whole weapon its strength. Start at one end, wrap it all the way down to the other, and then do a second wrap so that you end up where you started.”  
 
    The girls started to pass around the twine as I talked. Each one in turn cut a length of twine. They then began to wrap their spears as I watched them. Tara struggled as the rough rope bit into her soft hands, but she fought through the pain and kept pressure on the line as she slowly bound the two parts together.               
 
    In the time it took them to finish their spears I had boiled another ten gallons of water. The massive pot Bailey had found was perfect for this job as it could hold almost an entire jug of water in it. After the water boiled, I would let it cool a few minutes and then, with the help of the funnel, I filled the jug once more.  
 
    “Done,” Paige said as she triumphantly raised her weapon.  
 
    I walked over and took the spear from her. The wrap and the knot were good. I pulled, carefully, on the blade but it didn’t shift or pull away from the handle. “It looks good,” I said as I handed it back.  
 
    It didn’t take long before all of them had their own spears completed. One by one they presented me with their handmade spears so that I might check their construction.  
 
    I took a step back and crossed my arms over my chest as I took a moment to admire the women standing in front of me.  
 
    “You look good,” I said as I grinned at the four of them.  
 
    “I know,” Tara said with a wink.  
 
    “Hey, for once the statement was not directed at just you.” Anna smirked and slugged the blonde-model lightly in the arm.  
 
    “Thanks,” said the messy haired brunette as she smiled, blushed and looked away.  
 
    We filled the afternoon with more preparation. We started by making firestarters using paper, the half a dozen empty egg cartons found in the kitchen, and candles. We crumpled the paper into small balls, put them into the divots in the egg cartons before pouring hot wax into the divot to seal it all together.  
 
    By dinner we were stocked with many gallons of fresh and boiled water. Everything felt better just on that fact alone. In fact as we all sat down with our freshly warmed cans of beans everyone looked content.  
 
    “Can’t believe it’s only been a day,” Anna said as she shoved a bite of beans into her mouth.  
 
    “I can’t believe that you ever doubted having Tav around was a good idea,” Paige responded.  
 
    “I am just, sooo glad he is here now,” Tara said as she sucked suggestively on her spoon.  
 
    “We all are,” the blond-haired hippie added.   
 
    “I’m glad,” I said as I stood and stretched. “It’s getting late, we should start heading for the dorms.” 
 
    “Go on ahead. I’ll take care of the fire,” Rolly said.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said as I grabbed one of the water jugs.  
 
    The rest of us hoofed it back to the dorms, dropped off the water, and headed for the second floor.  
 
    “Thanks for today,” Bailey said as we stepped into the common room.  
 
    “Yeah, it feels like we might actually make it through this,” Anna added.  
 
    “We will,” I assured them. “Now get some rest, we have lots of early mornings ahead of us.”  
 
    I broke from the group and started for my dorm room but stopped as I noticed a piano that sat in the corner. Holding a lighter out for light I approached and pulled open the top. A smile split my face as I looked at the intact interior. As I stared at the many wires, I knew what our plan tomorrow now was.   
 
    “Anyone know how to play this?” I asked as I closed the top and turned back to the girls who were already getting ready for bed.  
 
    “I, totes do,” Tara said as she pulled off her tank top. Her large, perfect, breasts tried to bounce free of her lacy black bra with each step she took towards me.  
 
    “Really?” Paige asked as she let down her mess of brown hair.  
 
    Tara giggled and hopped past me before playing a classical melody on the piano’s ivory keys.  
 
    “Well looks like we are keeping the piano then,” I said with a nod.   
 
    “Alright, I’m impressed,” the sporty redhead said.  
 
    “I had a very good teacher or whatev’,” Tara said before she bent into a deep bow.  
 
     “How come you never told us?” Bailey asked as she snuggled into her bed.  
 
    “No one ever asked,” Tara said with a shrug.  
 
    “Well, I think the coming days we will need a concert,” I said.  
 
    “I totally do private shows too,” the platinum blond said as she leaned in towards me.  
 
    “Have a good teacher for that too?” Anna asked.  
 
    “Self-taught. I feel like I could probably use some more practice,” Tara purred as she stared into my eyes.  
 
    After the months alone in the forest, my hormones were on fire with how forward she was, and I wished I could just pick her up and carry her off to my room.  
 
    “Maybe someday,” I said as I chuckled and stepped away.  
 
    “Soon?” Tara raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “You know we’re standing right here?” Anna scoffed. 
 
    “I’m not talking to you, red,” Tara laughed as she waved her hand over her shoulder. “I’m talking to Tav…” 
 
    “Uhh, I really need to focus on the survival stuff first,” I said, but it was probably just because Anna was standing right there. If she wasn’t, I probably would have pulled Tara into my room and fucked her brains out. 
 
    But then again, working was what the Rangers did best. We worked before we played. Hell, we were a little different than most special forces. Rangers worked, then we worked some more, then we worked a bit more, then we thought about playing, but then just decided to work until we forgot about playing. 
 
    “I don’t like to be kept waiting long,” Tara purred.  
 
    “Wow, so that was a thing,” Anna said with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Yeah… I probably could have done without seeing that,” Paige added with a groan, but I could see her face turn red. 
 
    Bailey giggled and shook her head. 
 
    “Omg guys, don’t worry, I was just, like, being a tease,” Tara said.  
 
    “Alright guys, let's get some sleep. Tomorrow is a big day,” I said with a laugh. 
 
    “Why, what’s tomorrow?” Paige asked as she took off her glasses.  
 
    “Tomorrow we go on our first hunting trip,” I answered with a grin.  
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6  
 
    The next day I woke before the sun came up. I grabbed my backpack, my vest, and the rifle before I crept into the hall. It was quiet and dim as only the faintest bit of light had started to brighten the world. I made my way quietly though the common room, and down the stairs.  
 
    I made my way to the library carrying a few things from the dining hall with me. The sun had just started to peak over the horizon as I setup the small propane camp stove and started a simple pot of cheap coffee. The library was filled with a rich aroma as I made my way to the bank of computers set against one wall.  
 
    I spent the next part of the morning pulling open the machines and pulling out, and stripping wires. These would come in handy later, so I tucked them into my side pocket and returned to the meeting area as I heard the library door open.  
 
    “Do I smell coffee?” Rolly asked as he entered the library. 
 
    “Yout bet,” I said and I poured him a cup and slid it to him as he took a seat at the conference table.  
 
    “Thought it might make the morning easier,” I said as I filled a cup for myself. “Are the girls close behind you?” 
 
    “Yep,” Rolly said before he sipped at the coffee. “Liquid heaven.” 
 
    Before I could respond I heard the front door opened again. Anna, Paige, and Bailey stepped inside.  
 
    The redhead came down the stairs first, and her tight braid bounced with each step. She had on a fresh pair of black running pants with a white stripe on the side, a blue under armor tank top, and plain black running sneakers.  
 
      
 
    Paige looked more prepared for the outdoors in her baggy jeans, hiking boots, and red flannel pulled over a white tank top with sleeves pulled up to the elbows.  
 
    Bailey brought up the rear in her same pale green tank top, a fresh pair of skinny jeans, and a matching pair of pale green high-top shoes.  
 
    “What is that heavenly smell?” the athlete asked as she took a seat.  
 
    Paige pulled up next to her and licked her lips as she spied the cup of coffee in Rolly’s hands.  
 
    “Oh man, I am not even a huge fan of coffee but can I get a cup?” Bailey asked.  
 
    I filled a styrofoam cup for each of them and grinned as they basked in its steamy aroma.  
 
    “What did we do to deserve this?” Anna asked after she took her first sip.  
 
    “I just thought you might enjoy a pick me up this morning,” I said with a shrug.  
 
    Tara came running into the library carrying a mesh bag full of soaps, shampoos and washcloths. Tara skipped along with a grin on her perfect face. She had on black yoga pants, a bright pink sports shirt that only served to draw attention to her breasts, and sneakers that looked like they were pulled fresh from the box this morning. She took a seat, tucked her bag under the chair, and smiled at me with shining white teeth.  
 
    “Good morning,” I said before I slid her a cup of coffee.  
 
    “Morning,” the platinum-blonde said as stared into the bitter black liquid and wrinkled her nose. She leaned in and took a tiny sip, shook her head, and pulled away before she noticed that everyone was staring at her.  
 
    “Not a fan of coffee huh?” Anna asked.  
 
    “What are the chances that we can make a latte?” Tara asked as she looked up at me.  
 
    “Unless you know where we can find a cow it’s just black coffee for us,” I said with a grin. 
 
    “Darn,” she sighed. “I hope the power comes back on soon.” 
 
    “You know it won’t,” Paige sighed. 
 
    “Yeah, but I can still hope,” Tara said, and the other girls all nodded as they stared into their coffee.  
 
    I stretched, downed my cup of coffee, and started to pace in front of the whiteboard. Then I gave everyone a few more moments to sip on their coffee before I spoke up. 
 
    “Our water needs are covered for now, and as long as we keep making trips every few days we will be fine,” I said. “That means today we can focus on other concerns and resume water runs tomorrow. Most importantly, food.”  
 
    “I thought we were okay on that for a while though?” Anna asked.  
 
    “We are, but we don't want to wait for it to become an issue before we actually find more,” I replied.  
 
    “Speaking of, I found a book on edible plants,” Paige said as she held up the blue tome.  
 
    “That’s good, but we need more than plants to survive this, we need meat,” I said as I wrote that on the board under the category of food.  
 
    “Then we are totes fine. You are, like, enough meat for all of us,” Tara joked. “Even you would eat that meat, wouldn’t you Bailey?”  
 
    “Maybe,” she said as she turned bright red, slipped lower into her seat, and refused to make eye contact with me.  
 
    “You don’t eat meat? Why didn’t you say something sooner?” I asked as I raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “I dunno, I didn’t think it was a big deal I guess,” Bailey said as she shook her head. She still refused to look in my direction.  
 
    This could be problematic going forward, but there was no point in making a big deal out of it here.  
 
    “Rolly, I am going to take the girls back into the forest for a while today,” I said. “While we are gone can you see about setting up a simple smoker using whatever wood we have lying around? Could be useful in the coming days if our ventures prove fruitful.”  
 
    “Sounds fun,” Rolly said with a slow nod.  
 
    “Wait, we won’t be killing anything will we?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “How else would we get meat?” Paige asked.  
 
    “I… I don’t know,” Bailey stammered.  
 
    “Look, this might not be what you want to do but it is how we are going to survive,” I said as I walked over and set a hand on her shoulder. “I will teach you the right way to hunt, and to trap so that the creatures will not suffer.”  
 
    “I still don’t like the idea,” Bailey whispered as she looked up at me.  
 
    “I know, but we don’t have much of a choice anymore,” I said. “Meat will be our easiest source of protein and fat, and we need that to stay strong enough to do stuff like lug water.”  
 
    “I-I’ll do what I can,” The dirty blond said as she forced a smile.  
 
    I returned to the whiteboard, but knew today would be difficult for Bailey. Though it would be foolish to let her skip this trip, because even though some people were going to be better at a task than others, it was essential that everyone knows the basics of every job in case of emergency.  
 
    “Alright, here’s the plan,” I started. “The five of us will be going back to the stream. We will all bring a one gallon jug, and our backpacks. After we fill the water jug, we will go out and check the area for game trails, and animal tracks.” 
 
    “Wait, we aren’t going to take a bath then?” Tara interrupted.  
 
    “You do get to bathe,” I assured her. “Once we hit the stream, we will leave two of you to take a bath while the other two stick with me. After a little while we will rotate out giving all four of you a chance to bathe.” 
 
    “Fuck yes!” Tara exclaimed. 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind getting a bath in,” the gray-haired man said.  
 
    “I figured that would be the case. That’s why you and I will head out there tomorrow morning,” I said.  
 
    “Much appreciated,” Rolly said as he nodded and smiled at me.  
 
    “Alright, everyone grab your packs, your soap, and your spears. I’ll make sure we have water, and some food for our trip,” I said. 
 
    I followed everyone out of the library but split away as they headed upstairs in the dorm building. I prepared several empty gallon jugs, grabbed water bottles for everyone, and even tossed some candy bars into my bag.  
 
    The sound of heavy slow footfalls drew my attention, and I looked up to see Rolly approach me as he fastened his tool belt on again.   
 
    “Knew you’d be good for us the moment I laid eyes on you,” he said. “Oh sure, we were trying, but I doubt we would’ve made it to the end of the month without your intervention.” 
 
    “Well, I am just glad I could do some good,” I said. 
 
    “No need to be so humble,” Rolly said as he chuckled.  
 
    He adjusted his toolbelt and checked that everything was in place before he gave a nod. “Well, I’m gonna get to work,” The handyman said. “You be safe out there today.” 
 
    “Thanks, we will be fine,” I said as I hefted my backpack into place before slinging the rifle on over it. With my gear packed I grabbed the empty water containers and headed outside to wait for my team.  
 
    Five minutes later, the five of us were entering the forest. Each one carrying a backpack, a gallon jug, and a weapon. Each of the girls kept their spears out as we once more traveled the trail towards the stream.  
 
    “Anyone volunteer to clean up fir--” I began to ask as we walked.  
 
    “Me!” Tara yelled before I had even finished asking.  
 
    “I’ll stay with her if that’s okay with the rest of you,” Anna said. 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “We will fill up on water first then leave the jugs by the stream. We can grab them on the way back. Bailey, Paige, we will check the immediate area, and I will teach you how to set up some snares.” 
 
    “Why do you have to use snares? Wouldn’t shooting them be faster and more painless for the poor creatures?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “Guns are not only loud, but they also require ammo,” I said. “The noise would drive off any wildlife in the surrounding area, and I would rather save ammo for more desperate situations.”  
 
    “But what about the animals?” Bailey whimpered.  
 
    “Hey, I promise you that we will go about this in the most ethical and humane way possible,” I said as I turned towards her.  
 
    “I know it’s uncomfortable, but Tav is only trying to do what is best for all of us,” Anna said.  
 
    “I know,” Bailey said with a sigh. “If Tara can eat mushrooms then maybe I can snare some animals.”  
 
    “The mushrooms were totes better than I thought.” Tara giggled.  
 
    “Who knows, maybe you will come to enjoy it,” Paige said as she offered Bailey a smile.  
 
    “I would never!” Bailey protested with a gasp.  
 
    “Okay, okay, sorry, I was just trying to be positive,” The brunette said as she pushed a stray hair back into place.  
 
    “Let's worry about it once we get to that point. For now just enjoy the walk and keep your eyes out for signs of animal activity,” I said.  
 
    Our smaller containers took almost no time to fill once we reached the stream, and I had only just screwed the cap on my own when I noticed Tara pulling off her shirt.  
 
    “Wow, not even gonna wait for the others to leave huh?” Anna asked as she pulled out her soap and shampoo.  
 
    “Nothing you babes haven’t already seen,” the busty platinum blond said before looking up and giving me a wink. “And I kinda want Tav to see me.”  
 
    “Whatever,” Anna said with a shrug. Then she pulled off her own shirt and revealed a well-toned torso and perky breasts compressed into a gray sports bra. 
 
    “Tav, if you’re gonna watch just don’t be a creeper and, like hide in the bushes okay?” Tara asked with a giggle. “You should make yourself useful and wash my back.”   
 
    “Alright, come on,” Paige said with a grin as she grabbed my arm. “I would actually like to learn stuff today.”  
 
    I was led away just as Tara unbuttoned her bra though we were out is sight by the time it came off. It took all my willpower not to join them in that creek, but I let Paige drag me away.  
 
    “I dunno, maybe he should stay. At least then we wouldn’t have to go find poor defenseless animals,” Bailey said while she followed along and stared at the dirt.  
 
    “We already went over this,” I said as I grounded myself back in our situation. “This is an important skill, and we will do it as clean as possible.” 
 
    “I just...” she trailed off quietly.  
 
    We stalked through the forest as quietly as we could as I pointed out possible game trails, and signs of wildlife. 
 
    I stopped and knelt next to some faded tracks pressed into the dirt. I motioned the others to my side and pointed them out. “See these? Looks like deer. You can tell by the depth, the size of the track, and the very obvious split hoof pattern.”  
 
    “Can we follow them?” Paige asked with a wide grin. 
 
    “No point,” I said as I shook my head. “You can see here that these tracks are old. Notice how soft the edges are, and how there are bits of dirt and debris already in the track.” 
 
    “So does this tell us anything then?” the blond hippie asked.  
 
    “Yeah, we know that deer travel this area. I bet if we look around we can find a trail through some of the thicker parts of the forest leading towards the stream. A source of water is just as important to them as it is to us.”  
 
    I stood and scouted the area for a couple minutes before finding a couple broken branches that led to a break in some bushes nearby. “This would be what a deer trail looks like. You will find signs of their passage higher up.”  
 
    “So how do we go about trapping a deer then?” Paige asked.  
 
    “We don’t. It’s possible but when it comes to big game the better option is to hunt it with spears or guns. We want to snare birds or rabbits.”  
 
    “Rabbits are so cute, I couldn’t possibly trap one of them,” Bailey said.  
 
    “We all need to contribute though,” the brunette said as she walked over to her friend. She draped an arm over her shoulder. “How about you setup the snares, and I do the dirty work?”  
 
    “You would do that for me?” Bailey asked.  
 
    Bailey would need to get her hands dirty at some point, but this might be a good solution for the immediate future. We had plenty of hands already willing to see this task completed and forcing someone into this might just cause greater tension. 
 
    “Of course,” Paige said.  
 
    As they talked, I continued to check the area and found some more deer tracks as well as signs of smaller creatures. There were empty walnuts shells under one tree, and rabbit droppings close to a dense patch of underbrush. 
 
    “I think this might be a good place to set up some snares,” I called out.  
 
    Paige gave Bailey a small squeeze then rushed over to me. As she crouched a large smile already dominated her face. She pulled off her pack and rummaged through it a moment before pulling out some of the wire I had provided.  
 
    “Excellent, how do we do that?” she asked.  
 
     “Well, let's make sure this is a good place first,” I said as I gently lowered my face to the ground and inspected the underbrush. 
It was indeed traveled by small animals. The foliage mostly hid the small ruts that had been worn into the earth, and the tunnel they led to.  
 
    “Take a look down here,” I said as I motioned to the girls to join me. Bailey knelt low while Paige dropped to her belly for the best view.  
 
    “This is a small game trail. These small round pellets are rabbit droppings but that does not mean they are the only creatures to use this path. Keep an eye out for disturbed brush down low like this as we continue on. These are the best sort of places to set up our snares,” I instructed before I shifted into a seated position.  
 
    I pulled out my own wires and started to sort through them. Most of them were thinner than I would have liked and the couple that weren’t were not long enough for catching rabbits. Though I found a good piece just over a foot long that would have to do.  
 
    “Alright, so here is what you want to do,” I started. “Take your wire and make a small loop of it around your finger. It’s important here to give yourself a couple inches of overlap so that you can wrap that back around the wire kinda like a noose.” I stopped and demonstrated the process by making the small loop around my finger and twisting it until I had almost a small metal noose.  
 
    Bailey struggled with it for a moment but Paige was done before I had even given the demonstration. Despite the glare on her wide rimmed glasses I could see her eyes fixed intently upon me. She had an eager grin on her face, and I felt a bit of excitement about teaching her a new skill.  
 
    “Next,” I began, “we will take the other end of our wire and string it through the loop we just made. For rabbits we want to make this loop about six or seven inches around. Though the diameter can be larger or smaller depending on what we are trying to catch.” 
 
    As the girls followed that very simple step I started to collect various branches from around the area. After I had gathered a few, I took one roughly eight inches across and sat down with it.  
 
    “There are a few types of snare that all start with the same very simple technique we went over here,” I began. “Though for this pathway I think we are going to set up a hanging trap. It's a little more complicated but we have the tools and the time.” 
 
    Bailey held up her metal loop and stuck her finger in it. She pulled slowly and watched as the wire constricted until there was little space left around her finger. She winced and frowned.  
 
    “You sure this is not going to be too painful on the poor creatures?” She asked.  
 
    “What we are making will catch the creature around the torso. This means their fur should help it not hurt as much when the wire constricts. The simpler version of what we are doing here are leg snares. Though they are so painful and dangerous to the animals that they were illegal in some states before things shut down.”  
 
    Bailey’s frown deepened, and she looked back to the wire bound around her finger. She freed herself from it and let out a sigh. 
 
    “So what’s next?” Paige asked with obvious excitement.  
 
    The next fifteen minutes were spent lashing three branches into an archway and adding two diagonal supports before securing my wire slipknot to the top of the arch.  
 
    “Last thing to do is to install the snare. We will sink the two sides and the supports into the ground until the snare itself is sitting six to eight inches off the ground.”  
 
    “That seems kinda high,” Bailey said. The last fifteen minutes had done little to lighten the usually happy hippie girl’s mood. Though she had helped at every step and even turned out to be fairly good at lashing.  
 
    “The snare is meant to match the rabbit midair,” I said. “That way it is harder for them to get all their feet on the ground and run out before the wire tightens.”  
 
    “That’s so cool,” Paige said as she started to dig small holes to sink our assembled snare into.  
 
    Bailey sniffed and blinked back oncoming tears. She nodded and pitched in to help Paige get the whole thing in place.  
 
    “Why don’t you go look around and see if you can find us some berries or mushrooms,” I said as I put a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    Bailey wiped her eyes and nodded. She didn’t say anything else before she started to check the bushes in the nearby area.  
 
    “What are the berries for?” Paige asked she started to pack dirt around the device to keep it firmly in place.  
 
    “It is always good to bait your traps. The rabbits will like the berries. Though we have to hope some deer don’t eat them first.”  
 
    “Is there a way to prevent that?”  
 
    “Not unless we built the whole thing in a more hard to reach location,” I explained. “Though this is good for a first attempt.”  
 
    Bailey came back a minute or two later with a small handful of berries.  
 
    Paige picked one up and looked at it a moment. “We might be able to eat these,” she said before she reached into her bag and pulled out the guide to edible plants. 
 
    I took the rest the rest from bailey and placed them so the trap was between the food and the trail. 
 
    “That’s it then?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “That’s it,” I said with a nod. “Though whoever gets water tomorrow will need to check the trap. If you don’t come back to them often enough, a predator might come along for the easy prey.”  
 
    “These are huckleberries,” Paige said as she looked up from her book and popped the sweet fruit into her mouth with a grin.  
 
    “That’s a good find. Well done Bailey,” I said as I threw my backpack back on. “Alright, I feel like we have been out here long enough, lets head back and let you guys clean up.”  
 
    “Oh, this bath is going to be amazing,” Bailey said as she broke into a small smile. The smile wavered as she looked back to the trap but she shook her head.   
 
     “I had fun,” Paige said as she packed her bag and slung it onto her shoulder. “Though getting clean does sound pretty amazing.” 
 
    As we picked our way back towards the stream, we made a note of the landmarks, and, when there were none, we made marks of our own so that we might find our way back to the snares later. By the time I could hear the rush of the water ahead I was sure that both of my companions could retrace our steps without getting lost.  
 
    We broke from the trees to find Tara and Anna sitting at the edge of the stream in a patch of bright sunlight. The two girls had wrapped their hair in a towel and redressed in the same outfit they had started the day in.  
 
    “How does it feel to be clean?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “Oh geez, I didn’t hear you guys coming,” Anna said as she jolted.  
 
    “Were you, like, hoping that if you snuck up on us we might still be naked?” Tara asked before she turned to smirk at me.  
 
    “Darn, looks like I was too late,” I said with mild sarcasm. The truth was, part of me had been hoping for that. 
 
    “Oh please,” Paige said while she rolled her eyes. “Your guys’ bath time is up. I want to get in there and wipe away too many weeks of grime.” 
 
    “Well excuse me for not being more ready to go,” Anna said as she reached for her socks.  
 
    Paige stuck out her tongue and pulled off her T-shirt giving me a nice look at her nicely toned petite body beneath. My eyes were so fixed on the bookish brunette as she freed her hair that I didn’t notice Tara bouncing towards me. She tapped me on the shoulder to grab my attention.  
 
    “Hey, whatcha lookin it?” She asked with a wide grin.  
 
    “I think Tav’s time in the wild left him missing a few things,” Anna chuckled as she walked up. She gave me a wink and pulled on her shoes.  
 
    “Aw, that’s like, soooo sad,” Tara teased. “Though it’s sorta his own fault for not, like, sticking around earlier.” 
 
    “You’re too kind,” I said with a chuckle.  
 
    “Nah, I’m a selfish beyotch,” Tara said with a wink as she pulled the towel free of her platinum blond hair.  
 
    “Alright, alright, let’s roll,” I said, and we moved on. 
 
    We left Paige and Bailey to wash and headed out in the opposite direction of where I took them earlier. I went over the same trapping information with the new group. We found some rabbit tracks and managed to find another two small game trails hidden in some brush.  
 
     Neither of my second group had an issue with the snares, and they both actually seemed to enjoy the activity. Though none had quite the knack for it that Paige seemed to possess.  
 
    “So how long do you think it will take before we catch anything?” Anna asked as she put into place her own hanging snare.  
 
    “Not sure,” I said. “We will need to check them every day, but the quieter we are when doing so the better.”  
 
    “Will these snares, kill the animals?” Tara frowned. 
 
    “No, these are designed to capture the creatures alive,” I replied.  
 
    “What’s the point in that?” she asked. 
 
    “It means we can deliver the kill ourselves and thus ensure a cleaner and more painless death,” I said.  
 
    “Oh, does Bailey know that yet?” Anna asked.  
 
    “Maybe, we didn’t really go over that part yet,” I said with a shrug. I looked to the sky glad that the trees here were not dense enough to cut off my view of the sun. Based on how high it was I would guess it was around ten which meant we had plenty of time left in the morning.  
 
    I brushed the dirt from my hands and pushed myself to my feet. “Come on, let’s go meet up with the others.” 
 
    “Are we done out here for the day then?” Anna asked as she made to follow me.  
 
    “No,” I said as I shook my head. “With the basics in place I can break you into teams to better scout out the surrounding area.”  
 
    “Actually sounds kinda, like, fun,” Tara said while she walked and played with a length of wire.  
 
    “That’s good because this is the sort of thing we will be doing a lot of,” I stated.  
 
    “I am still surprised at how simple some of this survival stuff is,” the braided redhead said.  
 
    “After you learn what to do, these things can be pretty easy,” I said. “The knowledge of what to do though is just not as common anymore.”  
 
    Once we arrived at the stream we were joined once more by our freshly cleaned companions. We took a moment to sit, relax, and sip at our water bottles. 
 
    “How do we feel about the snares?” I asked as I looked them over. “Think you can build one without me around?”  
 
    “I can,” Paige said quickly.  
 
    “Yeah, I’m with her. These are not all that tough to figure out,’ Anna added.  
 
    “Good, because I am breaking you guys up into two-man teams. Anna, you and Bailey will go over the stream and check the area behind it,” I said.  
 
    They nodded and started to gather their gear.  
 
    “Paige, Tara, you guys will head down the trail towards the campus a bit before searching the areas off to either side.”  
 
    “What are you going to do?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “I’m heading up that way,” I said as I pointed up the stream. “Don’t get too far away from the stream, make sure to mark your trail so you can find your way back, and try to stay quiet.”  
 
    “What do we do if we, like, run out of snare supplies?” Tara asked.  
 
    “Come back to the stream and wait for the rest of us. We will hike back to the campus together.”  
 
    They girls all exchanged nods and started off in their ordered directions.  
 
    A feeling of pride swelled in me as they moved out. Overall, they appeared to be more comfortable in the forest and they worked well even when I was not there to watch them. I lost sight of them all as they disappeared into the trees and turned to head up the stream.                
 
    I followed the stream and noticed places where the flow slowed and allowed fish to gather. I made a note of it and continued on as I wondered how Bailey would feel about fishing. In my experience it seemed people did not mind as much when you harmed uglier creatures.  
 
    I stalked silently through a dense patch of woods as I followed a set of racoon tracks that I had picked up at the edge of the stream. I had my knife in one hand as I slowly pushed a branch out of my way. I could hear the chitter of a small animal up ahead of me, and I was glad I had yet to bathe. The fragrant sweetness of the freshly cleaned women would not help them sneak up on live prey. 
 
    I crouched low and peered through the foliage. A plump racoon sat with a pile of berries in front of it.  
 
    Bingo. 
 
    I grinned and set myself up to spring out at the creature when it suddenly looked up and froze. A moment later the animal dashed away, and it left its pile of berries behind. 
 
    Something had spooked it.  
 
    “Tav!” I heard a distant voice yell.  
 
    I bolted upright and jogged back to the stream. No one would be yelling out here unless something was wrong.  
 
    “Goddamnit Tav, help!”  
 
    I broke from the trees and saw Anna running along the stream.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” I demanded.  
 
    Anna stopped for a moment and took a large breath before pointing behind her. “Bear!” 
 
    I nodded and took off running with the redhead at my back. It wasn’t long before I heard a scream ahead of me and a low roar.  
 
    Anna pulled ahead of me and led me to the top of a ravine. In the distance Tara and Paige stood with their spears pointed at something I could not see.  
 
    “Oh thank God you are here,” Paige said as I came to a stop next to them.  
 
    There, with her back against the side of the ravine, stood Bailey. Tears streamed down her face as she tried to keep her spear pointed at the black bear that had her backed into a corner.  
 
    “What do we do?” Tara asked.  
 
    All eyes were on me as I stared into the ravine.  
 
    Without hesitation, I pulled the rifle from my shoulder, chambered a round, and hopped into the ravine behind the bear.  
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    I landed with a soft thud barely ten feet from the backside of the bear, and the creature roared and faced me as I raised my rifle.  
 
    The black bear reared up to stand on its hind legs, and it became clear that this one was larger than most black bears. It was almost six feet in length and very lean. Its thick black fur was tangled and matted together in places. It snorted and bared its large teeth as I let out a long slow breath. 
 
    The noises of the world faded away as I focused in on the sound of my own beating heart.  
 
    I took another breath and forced my rapid heartbeat to slow. I had little time, and with such a small bullet I had very little room for error. If I could put the bullet right between the eyes, at the very top of the nose, then there was a chance I could punch through and end this, so I closed my left eye and lined up my shot.  
 
    The animal let out a terrible roar and changed towards me as I pulled the trigger. There was a sharp crack and a small splash of blood and fur as the bullet tore a small furrow into the bears scalp. It didn’t stop or even slow its charge, so I dropped the gun and pulled out my knife right as the creature’s immense bulk ploughed into me.  
 
    I hit the ground hard, but not before I had driven my knife into the animal’s neck. Then I rolled out from under it as the bear came in for a bite and sprung to my feet with my knife left behind in the bear’s throat.  
 
    The animal stumbled towards me, but stopped, grunted, and huffed a moment before shaking its head in an attempt to dislodge my knife.  
 
    I went to step around it, but the beast lashed wildly at me, so I threw myself towards the rifle but winced as I felt a claw clip into my outer thigh.  
 
    The girls screamed as they saw my pant leg turn red, and the bear turned to face them.  
 
    I seized that moment to grab the rifle and struggle to my feet. My leg throbbed, and I could feel the blood running down it. However, I could still stand. It had gotten lucky. A small tremor ran though my body as I shouldered the gun once more.  
 
    Then I closed my eyes, tried to block out my pain, and I opened my right eye.  
 
    “Hey, leave them alone!” I shouted to the wounded creature.  
 
    It turned towards me slowly. The bear roared and swiped at the knife with one front paw and staggered sideways into the gully wall. This time the creature didn’t charge, and I readied my next shot. 
 
    The sharp crack of the rifle echoed through the forest once more, but then the black bear stepped forward one last time, slouched over, and collapsed. 
 
    I sank to the ground with a groan as the girls hopped into the ravine and rushed towards me.  
 
    “Oh my fucking god, are you okay?” Tara asked as she crouched beside me.  
 
    “You saved me!” Bailey pushed past them all, threw her arms around me, and buried her face in my chest.  
 
    “Come on, we need to look at his leg,” Paige said as she started to pull Bailey gently off me.  
 
    “It’s okay,” I said quietly as I put up a hand to stop her.  
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Bailey managed through her tears. “I didn’t mean for this to happen.”  
 
    “Hey, it’s alright. Everyone is fine,” I said.  
 
    She pulled her face free of my gear and stared at me. “What about your leg?” 
 
    “It’s not that bad,” I said with a shrug. In truth my leg hurt like hell, but the fact I was still conscious was a good sign, and I didn’t think the cuts were too deep.  
 
    “You are so brave.” Bailey sniffled and wiped at the never-ending stream of tears that ran down her face. She nodded and stood up.  
 
    “Not like I’m going to let any of you get hurt,” I said as I looked at them, and each of the four women blushed slightly. 
 
    “That was really impressive,” Anna cleared her throat, and then she helped me to my feet.  
 
    “Yeah, well, let’s not not do it again for a while,” I chuckled.  
 
    With Anna’s help I limped over to a nearby rock and took a seat.  
 
    Paige was by my side in an instant. She yanked her backpack off and pulled out a small first aid kid. It looked like she had built it herself out of the supplies we took from the general store.  
 
    “We totally would have died if you had not been here,” Tara said.  
 
    “She’s right,” Anna sighed. “Once again you prove that without you we would be fucked. I’m sorry I gave you such a hard time about joining us. I was just worried that--” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I interrupted her. “We are all good now. I’m going to protect you all, and we are going to survive together. 
 
    “It was just so fucking hot,” Tara gushed. “You just jumped in there like Co-man and fucking knifed the fuck out of that bear. Oh my god.” 
 
    “Co-man?” Paige asked as she glanced at the blonde. 
 
    “You know,” Tara said as she bit her lip and looked at me. “Like in the movie with Arnold Swarg--” 
 
    “You mean Conan,” Anna laughed. 
 
    “Whatever,” Tara laughed. “It was just so hot. Wow.” 
 
    “It wasn’t a big deal,” I laughed. 
 
    “But it was to me,” Bailey said quietly with a small shy smile. “Thank you so much, Tav.”  
 
    Paige cleared her throat, and I looked to see a small roll of bandages, a bottle of peroxide, and some needle and thread set out on a clean cloth.  
 
    “I uh,” she cleared her throat again and adjusted her glasses. “I need you to take your pants off.”  
 
    “First, he saves us from a bear and then we get to see him pants-less? Can this day, like, get any better?” Tara giggled. Then she leaned in close, and I could feel her platinum blond hair brush across my shoulders. “Go ahead.” 
 
    As I unbuckled my belt, I could feel all eyes on me. I chuckled as I slowly removed my pants. The fabric stuck a little around my wound but it peeled away with a little force to reveal an ugly mess of inflamed skin and sticky blood. The agitation drew fresh crimson out from the two slashes in my skin.  
 
    “Oh Tav… this is all my fault,” Bailey said as she raised a hand to her mouth.  
 
    “Hey, we already went over this, I’m fine.”  
 
    “He’s right. This is not really that bad,” Paige said with a nod after she inspected the wound. “It looks ugly, but that is just on account of all this blood.”  
 
    “I dunno, I think there are, like, way better places to look than his thigh,” Tara said as she licked her lips. “You don’t need to remove those underwear do you?”  
 
    Paige shook her head as she poured the peroxide onto my flesh. It bubbled as it did its job, and the nerdy brunette grinned as she did hers.  
 
    A few minutes later the blood was cleared away, and the stinging of the antiseptic was replaced by the pinch of a needle being pushed through my flesh. The first slash, the smaller one, was already closed with a fine black thread.  
 
    “Have you done this before?” Anna asked as she watched Paige work.  
 
    “Not on anything living,” Paige responded while she tugged at the thread, and my flesh pulled neatly together. “It helps that Tav seems really good at ignoring the pain.” 
 
    I chuckled and leaned back into the warmth of Tara’s breasts. It certainly helped with the pain to have better things to focus on.  
 
    “This is why we have the buddy system,” I said. “If any one of us got caught in this situation alone, we would be down a member.” 
 
    “Even you?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “Probably. I won’t exclude myself from our system in the future,” I said with a nod.  
 
    I stiffened as my nurse gave one final tug and leaned forward to bite off the end of her thread. A tingle ran through me as her lips brushed my leg.  
 
    Paige sat up quickly as her cheeks went bright red.  
 
    “Whoa, nice one Paige,” Tara exclaimed with a giggle.  
 
    “Sorry, I forgot my scissors,” the brunette said as she wiped her mouth.  
 
    “Sure you did,” Anna said as she nudged the girl.  
 
    As I reached for my pants, I saw that even Bailey was smiling again.  
 
    “Come on, now that I am patched up we can get back to work.” I pulled on my pants, returned to the bear, and yanked my knife free of its neck.  
 
    “What else could we possibly need to do?” Anna asked.  
 
    “We can’t leave this corpse here or by the time we come back tomorrow there won’t be anything useable left.” 
 
    “How are we going to carry a whole bear back to campus?” Paige asked while she packed her supplies back into her bag.  
 
    “We won’t, but we also don’t have the time to strip this whole thing. You guys are gonna get a quick and dirty lesson in cleaning an animal.”  
 
    Bailey went pale, but Paige perked up. 
 
    “Wait, like, we’re gonna cut it up or something?” Tara asked as she joined us.  
 
    “Yeah, parts of it anyway. We will clean it quick and cut out some chunks to take with us,” I said. “We just have to make sure we cook it really well.”  
 
    I grabbed a leg and pulled hard in an attempt to flip the bear over. I grunted and strained but only managed to shift the beast.  
 
    “We need to start by flipping this over so grab a leg,” I ordered.  
 
    For a black bear the beast was fairly large, and it took the combined strength of all five of us to get it rolled onto its back. From there I could get to work cutting the animal open.  
 
    It wasn’t a surprise to find that Paige was the only one of them who didn’t get a little squeamish when I started to show them how to field dress a bear. Her willingness to get her hands dirty, and interest in the craft made it obvious to me that she would be our best hunter and butcher.  
 
    We started at the crotch and removed the genitals before cutting upwards into the torso. I sliced upwards from there removing a layer of hide to reveal the pale flesh hidden underneath.  
 
    “I think I’m gonna be sick,” Bailey said.  
 
    “This is great,” Paige giggled. 
 
    “Here,” I said as I placed my knife into Paige’s hand. “Use the tip of the knife and make a clean cut from the sternum down to the crotch.”  
 
    “Got it,” she said as she started to cut.  
 
    I went and stood between Tara and Bailey who watched with barely hidden revulsion.  
 
    “Oh my god, are those, like, its guts?” Tara asked.  
 
    Bailey turned away and retched, and even Anna stood there, mouth wide open.  
 
    “This is pretty fucking gross,” the fit redhead said.  
 
    “What’s next?” Paige asked as she wiped a bloody hand across her forehead. 
 
    “You need to reach inside and, gently, pull the liver and the stomach away from the bottom of the breastbone. That’s going to expose the diaphragm.  
 
    Tara turned away next as the nerdy brunette jammed her arms into the still warm body of the bear.  
 
    “What am I gonna do once I can see that?” Paige asked.   
 
    “Very carefully cut it from the body and remove both the heart and lungs.”  
 
    I didn’t make any of the others participate as I assisted Paige with the rest of the job. By the time we had finished the both of us were covered in blood up to our elbows, and a pile of guts and organs sat steaming not far away.  
 
    “Please tell me that we are done now,” Anna said.  
 
    “Not quite,” I said as I took my knife back from Paige. I skinned the beast and threw its bloody pelt aside.  
 
    “Hey, can’t we use that?” Paige asked.  
 
    “We don’t have the resources or the time to tan a hide right now. It’s not a simple process.”  
 
    “So we’re just going to leave it here then?” Anna asked as she finally approached their now-skinless attacker. She leaned in and poked at the body. “Seems kind of a waste.” 
 
    “Normally, I would agree with you, but right now we have to prioritize. It would take months to tan a hide, but we don’t need to, there are plenty of blankets we can just loot from people’s houses.” 
 
    “Ahh, that makes sense,” Anna said.  
 
    Bailey refused to approach, but she no longer had anything left in her stomach to vomit up. She remained silent, her eyes fixed upon the dead animal. It was just before noon and already this had been a long day for her.  
 
    “Come on, let’s finish up,” I said. 
 
    Ten minutes later, we all headed for the stream with a load of bear meat loaded into each of our arms. I figured if we carried it we wouldn’t contaminate our packs. We stopped for a minute to wash most of the blood from our hands before we picked up our water and headed for campus.  
 
    “What are we, like, going to do with all this meat?” Tara asked  
 
    “We have plenty of salt. We will start by packing it in that to preserve what we don’t eat tonight.”  
 
    “The salt won’t keep it forever though,” Paige stated.  
 
    “No, but it will buy us the time required to teach you guys how to smoke meats. Now come on, let's pick up the pace, we’ve had a long morning and deserve some food and rest.”  
 
      
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 8 
 
    Rolly found us shortly after we broke free of the woods. He noticed the meat first but his eyes quickly found the blood staining my pants. “Busy morning?” 
 
    “Productive,” I said with a nod.  
 
    “Yeah? You guys get in a fight?” The gray-haired man asked as he pointed to my leg.  
 
    “I got cornered by a bear,” Bailey murmured.  
 
    “Yeah but Tav, like, totes stepped up and saved us,” Tara said.  
 
    “Yeah, thus the meat,” Anna said before she nodded to the hunk cradled in her arms.  
 
    “Damn, you must be one hell of a shot,” Rolly said as she pulled the toothpick from his mouth. 
 
    “He actually did most of the work with a knife,” the bookish brunette commented.  
 
    “It’s true,” Bailey said with a nod. “It was sort of amazing.”  
 
    “I got lucky,” I said.  
 
    “You don’t need to be so humble,” Anna said. “You are awesome. Seriously.” 
 
    “Right? You were, like, so brave, Tav. I mean, you didn’t even hesitate,” Tara said.  
 
    “Sounds downright impressive,” Rolly said with a wide grin. “Glad everyone is okay.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I didn’t act alone,” I said. “Everyone pulled their weight, and we now have several snares set up in the forest.”  
 
    “Well, you’ll be happy to know that I got that smoker done,” he said as he started to walk. He waved for us all to follow.  
 
    We walked along the treeline until we came to our fire pit. There, just off to the side, sat a small wooden hutch. A small chimney of metal tubing poked out of the top, and it had a simple wood plank for a door.  
 
    Rolly walked over and opened it up to reveal four handmade metal racks and a nice rubber seal to help the door close tight.  
 
    “Impressive,” I said.  
 
    “How do we use it?” Anna asked.  
 
    “Well, we just start up a fire down here and add some damp wood to make a lot of smoke,” Rolly said as he pulled up a metal grate to reveal a stone-lined pit sitting under the hutch. “Even got a spot here we can fit in a water pan if we wanted to use one.”  
 
    Once more I found myself impressed by the old man’s skill and work ethic. I had expected this project to take most of the day, but Rolly did it mere hours. Not only that, but the smoker looked amazing. It was well constructed and looked good for something that had been built with hand tools.  
 
    “You know, now that I see your haul I think maybe I didn’t make it big enough,” Rolly said with a frown.  
 
    “No, it’s perfect,” I said as I set my chunk of meat down beside the smoker. “We will fit in what we can and then salt what we don’t need for tonight's barbecue.”   
 
    “Oooh, a barbecue. That sounds good,” Tara said. 
 
    “Yeah, I would like something that didn’t come from a fucking can,” Anna sighed.  
 
    “Can I please go wash up?” the hippie blond asked with a groan as she offloaded her own still gorey chunk of bear. She stared at her blood covered hands and sighed.  
 
    “Of course,” I said.  
 
    Bailey quickly headed for the dorms.  
 
    “I’ll go with her,” Tara said. “I need to clean up too. I mean, my shirt is like pretty much ruined at this point.” 
 
    “Anyone else?” I asked as I looked towards the other two women. 
 
    They looked to their bloody clothes and arms, exchanged glances, and nodded.  
 
    “Yeah, I suppose I would rather not smell like blood all day,” Paige said with a small shrug.  
 
    “You suppose?” Anna asked. “We are pretty gross.” 
 
    “Go on,” I said with a laugh as I waved them off.  
 
    The girls changed their clothes and used some baby wipes to clean the blood off before they returned. 
 
    I started a fire in the bottom of the smoker and set a couple of the slabs of bear inside. I explained the fairly simple process of smoking and how the most complicated part would be ensuring that we always had something in there to burn and create the smoke that would cure the meat.  
 
     It wouldn’t be gourmet as we didn’t have the tools, nor the time to worry about constantly regulating the temperature during the process, but it would help us keep our kills for a much longer period.  
 
    Compared to the morning our afternoon was uneventful, but by the time the sun had started to sink below the horizon even Bailey seemed in high spirits.   
 
    We roasted some bear over the fire until it was really well done and paired it with canned corn and green beans. As the last rays of daylight disappeared into the trees, the air was filled with the sound of our laughter.  
 
    Once the bear was cooked, Rolly cut up and served the meat. He made up a plate for each of us with a generous portion of bear and a blend of the canned veggies spiced with garlic salt.  
 
    “It’s good,” the bookish brunette said as she took her first bite.  
 
    “A little greasy,” Tara added.  
 
    “That’s normal for bear,” Rolly said as he shoved a still steaming bite into his mouth. 
 
    I nodded in agreement since my mouth was too full to speak.  
 
    “This is pretty good,” Anna agreed. “Though I am not sure it is good enough to almost die over.”  
 
    “Hey, the world is full of dangers,” I said after I finished my bite.  
 
    “Today was a nice reminder of that,” the athletic redhead said.  
 
    “Everything we are doing now involves risk,” I said. “We don’t know what we will find in those woods or what might be waiting for us outside of town, but that’s why we prepare, plan, and stick together.”  
 
    Anna nodded and gave me a smile. Her eyes lingered on me for a long moment before she went back to eating. It seemed like I had finally won her over, and the thought made me happy. 
 
    As I took another bite, I noticed Bailey poking at her meat. The vegetables already gone from her plate, so I let out a small sigh and moved to sit next to her.  
 
    “I don’t think I can do it,” Bailey said as soon as I sat down.  
 
    “I wondered about that,” I said with a nod.  
 
    “It tried to kill me yet I can’t seem to get over the fact it was once a living thing,” She mused.  
 
    “You have conviction, and I can respect that. Know though that we no longer live in a world where we have the luxury of choosing our meals. In the end one of the best and easiest sources of protein will be meat and, if you wish to survive, you will have to learn to at least eat it.” I leaned in and put my arm around her and gave her a warm hug.  
 
    “Yeah I know,” She said with a sigh. “I even know where this meat came from and that it was killed humanely.” 
 
    “Uhh, not humanely,” Tara said as she chewed. “Tav murdered the fuck out of that asshole.” 
 
    “Tara…” Paige sighed.  
 
    “Hey, it’s okay,” I said to the pretty hippy-girl. “In trying times sticking to your beliefs can be a comfort. When you are ready you will come around.” 
 
    Bailey was painfully thin, and I knew she would probably benefit greatly from a change in diet, but I knew that it had to come on her own terms. If I pushed her into it she would grow bitter, and it would only serve to damage the morale of the unit as a whole.  
 
    One by one the group finished their meal and started to wander away until only Anna and I sat around the fire.  
 
    “How you holding up?” I asked as I noticed how she stared absently into the fire.  
 
    “Before all of this I thought I would make an excellent leader,” the redhead stated with a shrug. “Now though, I’m not so sure.” 
 
    “Everyone respects you and clearly things were going okay before I came along,” I said. 
 
    “They only looked like they were going fine. The lower our supplies got the more I freaked the fuck out on the inside,” Anna said as she dropped her gaze. She paused and let out a long breath as she shifted to stare at the stars. “I was in over my head. You saw how well I ended up protecting them, and I had no plan beyond the hope the town had more hidden supplies.”  
 
    “You were thrust into an extraordinary situation and, from what I saw, you did the best with what you were given,” I assured her.  
 
    “Maybe, but truth be told I was relieved when you asked if you could help,” Anna said. “I was skeptical, sure, but really all I could think about was how suddenly this whole mess would become not my fucking problem.”  
 
    “Still feel that way?” I asked.  
 
    “I mean, you clearly took over the spot I tried so hard to fill. They don’t need my leadership anymore,” the redhead said with a shrug.  
 
    “That’s where I think you are wrong. The rest of the group clearly still looks up to you, and your words carry a lot of weight,” I argued. 
 
    “Yeah but it doesn’t matter, you’re in charge now,” she replied with a small smile. 
 
    “I can’t do it alone forever. And I think you have what it takes to make a truly amazing leader,” I confessed as I returned her smile. “I want to help you become that.” 
 
    Anna cocked her head to the side to look at me and raised a single eyebrow. “Why would you want to do that?”  
 
    “Because I need a second and I don’t want to waste your potential. Plus you don’t think we are going to hole up at the campus forever, do you?” I asked, as my smile shifted to a grin.  
 
    “I, uh, wow, I guess I never really thought about that,” the athletic redhead said.  
 
    “Well I have, and if there are other decent people left, we will need the added leadership to guide them.”  
 
    “Wait, you don’t think the power is coming back on do you?” she asked as she shifted closer to me. 
 
    “I don’t know, really,” I confessed. “What I do know is that things always seem to get worse before they get better.”  
 
    “And you still think that I would be a good choice to help lead?”  
 
    “Absolutely,” I said with a nod.  
 
    “Huh, I really did think I was doing a shit job,” she said.  
 
    “We are often our own worst enemy,” I said as a small grin crept onto my face.  
 
    “Now you just sound like Rolly,” she replied with a smile as she shook her head.  
 
    “Maybe he’s on to something,” I said.  
 
    Anna laughed, stood up, and yawned wide. After a second, she stretched out her shoulders and stared back at the fire.  
 
    “We good?” I asked her.  
 
    “Yeah,” she said with a nod. “It’s getting late, and we should probably rest. How about you go ahead, and I put out the fire for a change?”  
 
    “You know, after the day I had I think that sounds agreeable,” I said as I pushed myself upright.  
 
    “Don’t forget to throw some more wood in the smoker before you head in for the night,” I shouted behind me as I started for the dorm.  
 
    I plopped onto the bed and let out a small groan. There was a dull ache reminding me of how close I had come to death only hours before. It wasn’t the first time I had been in a dangerous place, and I suspected it would not be the last, at least not for a while.  
 
    I removed my vest and went to unbuckle my pants when there was a soft knock at my door.  
 
    “Tav? Are you awake?” the familiar voice of Paige called out.  
 
    I cracked the door open and a dim light illuminated a pajama clad Paige outside. She gave me a small smile and pulled her backpack into view. Hey other hand held a simple white wax candle. 
 
    “I thought maybe I should check on your leg before bed,” she whispered.  
 
    I pulled the door fully open and let her slip inside. I took a seat on the bed where she joined me.  
 
    Paige looked around the room with a small grin. “I like what you’ve done with the place.”  
 
    “Oh?” I raised an eyebrow and took off my pants.  
 
    “Sorry, just nervous,” she said.  
 
    “What are you nervous about?” I asked as I stripped off my shirt. “You have already done this once today.”  
 
    Paige nodded and set the candle on a nightstand before opening her bag. She once again laid out her simple medical kit beside me. She gently peeled off my bloody bandage and started to dab at my wound with a peroxide soaked rag.  
 
    “I know,” she said. She shook her head, the unkempt locks of her brunette hair brushing against my thighs. “You just, I don’t know. You sorta fluster me sometimes is all.”  
 
     “I didn’t peg you as the type to get frustrated easily,” I said. 
 
    “I’m not,” she replied quickly. “I mean, I am good under pressure, great even.”  
 
    “Alright, then what’s the issue now?” I asked as she pressed a fresh bandage to my injury.  
 
    “It’s not actually important,” she said as she shook her head and looked away. However, her hands lingered on my leg.  
 
    “Hey, that’s not true,” I said as I laid a hand over hers. “Letting this shit fester will end badly for all of us,”  
 
    “I just, I don’t really know who I am anymore,” she said. “I mean, my whole life was built around academic excellence and living up to other people’s expectations. Even my choice to come to this school was so I could challenge myself in a new environment and prove that I could rise to the top no matter where I was. At least, that’s what I told myself.” Paige leaned in towards me and rested her head against my bare chest.  
 
    I felt a warmth spread through my body as I fought to contain the reaction caused just by feeling her against me.  
 
    “Truth is I came here because I was afraid of becoming my parents,” she confessed. “I wanted more than some average middle-class life in yet another suburb that looked a lot like the one next to it.”  
 
    I pulled her closer as I felt a tear roll onto my chest. 
 
    “You certainly don’t have to worry about that anymore,” I said with a chuckle.  
 
    “True,” she said with a quiet laugh as she wiped her tears away. “Thanks for listening to my insecure bullshit rant.”  
 
    “It was my pleasure. Plus, you barely even said anything, hardly qualifies as a rant.”  
 
    “Yeah, but it still means a lot that you are willing to listen,” she said. “As hard as it is to believe, I never had a lot of friends growing up.”  
 
    “You have friends now,” I stated. 
 
    “I have you,” she said as she reached up and brushed her slender fingers across my cheek.  
 
    “Don’t underestimate the bond that we all share,” I told her confidently. “They may tease but the others still know your value and appreciate your skills.”  
 
    “And what about you? Do you appreciate me?”  
 
    “Of course,” I replied, and she smiled wide then. Even in the dim light, I noticed her cheeks flush, and I felt my pulse quicken.  
 
    “Tav, I have another confession,” she said as she hid her gaze from me. “I like you. I might not tease or mention certain things the way Tara does, but that doesn’t mean I don’t have my own thoughts. My own…” She turned her head and slowly kissed my chest “...desires.”  
 
    “That feels great,” I sighed. “I also have desires.” 
 
    “For too long I have put aside the things I wanted in pursuit of some meaningless goal,” she whispered. “Tonight I get what I want.” She pushed her gear onto the floor and pulled off her pajama top to reveal a pair of perky breasts with already stiff nipples.  
 
    I couldn’t help but grin as I took in her thin but fit frame. There were more curves on her petite frame than one might expect based on the casual and baggy clothes I normally saw her in.  
 
    Paige laughed a little and bit her lip as she let me take her all in, but then she slipped off her pants and crawled slowly towards me in nothing but her white cotton panties. 
 
    “Let me help you with those,” she said before she removed my boxers.  
 
    With my last piece of clothing removed, I could no longer pretend like being around so many gorgeous ladies had no effect on me. I reached for a condom from her backpack but she shook her head. 
 
    “I’ll be in control,” she cooed as she pushed my hand away. “Just let me know when you are about to cum, and I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked. “I don’t want to get you preg--” 
 
    “It’s not that time of the month,” she purred, “but I’ll still make sure you pull out. Okay?” She licked her lips and began to slide onto my lap, but stopped as she looked to my injured leg. “Actually… I know you’re very tough and everything, but I’m worried this is going to hurt.” She bit her lip as she looked at me. “I think I need to help you with the pain.” 
 
    “How are you going to do that?” I asked, but instead of answering, she began to stroke my shaft gently.  
 
    “Oh, I have an idea.” A moment later, she let go of my hard cock and had positioned herself on top of me in the reverse cowgirl position. “How are you feeling?” As she spoke, she rubbed my tip against her slick pussy lips. “Good?” 
 
    “Very good,” I half-moaned. 
 
    “Excellent,” she said and then thrust down on my cock while she avoided touching the partially healed wound.  
 
    “Damn,” I gasped and grimaced, but the pain was quickly washed away as Paige pushed herself up along my length.  
 
    She glanced back at me and smiled. “Now, just lay there and enjoy yourself. I don’t want to re-open the wound.”  
 
    Then she began to bounce up and down earnestly while I reached up and ran my hands along her sides and cupped her breasts.  
 
    “Oh my god, I’m cumming,” she cried a few moments later, and then I felt her tighten around me as her body started to shake. She ground down hard on my cock, wriggled, and let out a moan of ecstasy. 
 
    “Wow,” I sighed as I held onto her hips and enjoyed her spasm around me. “That was fast.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she panted. “You feel really damn good, Tav. Damn. Wow. I ahhh can’t believe I came that fast, it’s not a problem is it?” 
 
    “Not at all, I’m glad to be of service,” I chuckled and then I let out a groan as she began to slide up and down me again. 
 
    “Now it’s your turn,” she whispered. “Tell me when you are going to climax.” 
 
    “Got it,” I groaned, and then we both continued to moan, sigh, and whisper each other’s names as she rode me. 
 
    Paige’s body felt amazing, and it had been a long time since I’d enjoyed a woman, so I would have thought that my climax would have happened quickly, but the brunette alternated her pace, changed up her angles, and varied the depth of her riding just as soon as I felt like I was going to finish. A good ten minutes passed while she fucked me, and then I felt her body start to shake. 
 
    “Oh, I’mmm… again…” she groaned and then she plunged down onto me as another climax ripped through her small body. 
 
     “Did you like that?” I whispered to her as soon as her pussy stopped clenching my cock, and she caught her breath. 
 
    “Yesss, but I’m supposed to make you come,” she giggled as she started to ride me again. “You just feel incredible. So big and hard inside of me.” 
 
    “Let me help,” I said as I reached up and ran my fingers down her flanks. 
 
    Paige’s body had the perfect handles on her hips, and she let out a gasp when I grabbed her and forcefully yanked her down my length. I didn’t want to injure my leg, so I used mostly my back and arm muscles to pull and push her small body up and down on my penis. She enjoyed me controlling her, and her sighs of pleasure soon turned onto loud moans of ecstasy. 
 
    “I’m about to cum,” I growled after I had fucked her for another ten minutes, and she leapt off my cock, fell to her knees, and tightened her full lips over my twitching tip just in time for me to spray my cum down her throat. 
 
    Paige purred with pleasure as she began to guzzle my seed, but then she let out a moan of surprise when I kept coming. I’d been abstinent for more than a year since I’d been out in the wilderness surviving, so I had plenty of it built up for when this release came. 
 
    I groaned, closed my eyes, and leaned back as I continued to spasm and twist for what felt like a solid minute. Finally, I was empty, and I let out a shudder when Paige unclamped her lips from my cock and began to lick and clean the shaft with her tongue. 
 
    “Wow,” I gasped. 
 
    “Wow is right,” she giggled. “You had a lot. I almost couldn’t swallow it all.” 
 
    “You are great,” I hissed as her tongue flicked across my sensitive tip. 
 
    “So yummy.” She smiled at me. “Just what the doctor ordered.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said with a gracious smile. “For your expert medical care.” 
 
    “Of course,” she said as she moved to get the peroxide. Then she poured it over my wound, and as the white foam started to bubble, she grinned. “I pride myself on my expert bedside manner. Now, is there anything else the patient needs?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said as I opened my arms. “Come here.” 
 
    Paige gave me a sweet smile and then slid into my arms. I ran my hands through her soft brown hair while we snuggled, but then our breathing became relaxed, and we both drifted off to sleep. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    I woke the next morning with Paige still wrapped around me, and a smile still on her face. My body was still warm from the events of the night before, and I felt refreshed.  
 
    “Is it morning already?” Paige said after she stirred and cracked open a single eye.  
 
    “Yeah,” I said quietly as I untangled myself from the brunette. “You have some time though, so go back to sleep.” 
 
    After I freed myself from the bed, I started to grab my things and got dressed as quietly as possible. As I pulled on my bloodstained clothing, I wondered if I could find anything in town that might serve to replace them. The already unmistakable stink of sweat and grime was now mixed with the even more unpleasant aroma of blood, so I left the vest off but grabbed the rifle before I snuck out of the room.  
 
    After a brief stop to wake Rolly, I stepped out into the dim morning and let out a slow breath as I scanned the cloudy sky. It looked like rain.  
 
    The dorm building door clicked open to herald Rolly’s arrival. He walked up next to me and followed me gaze.  
 
    “You worried about the weather?” he asked.  
 
    “Nah,” I said as I shook my head. “It got me thinking is all. We might want to set up a collection system if we can find the necessary parts. Stocking up on some rain water would mean fewer trips to the stream.” 
 
    “Could be a worthy project,” The old man said with a nod. “Want me to work on it today?”  
 
    “Not today,” I said. “Come on, let’s go get cleaned up before the rest of the crew wakes up.” 
 
    We walked in comfortable silence through the still gloomy forest. The trees rustled as the wind confirmed my suspicion about impending rain.  
 
    “Hey Rolly, you wouldn’t happen to know where I could find a change of clothes would ya?” I asked.  
 
    “Should be something in town, but I got nothing at the campus for ya since we didn’t have too many ladies your size, sorry,” Rolly said after he took a second to look me over.  
 
    “I will have to keep my eyes open next time we go in for a scavenging run.”  
 
    We arrived at the stream, stripped, and stepped into the chilly water. That helped us to keep our bath short, but kept the entire experience from being entirely enjoyable. However, both of us looked and smelled better as we climbed out of the water.  
 
    “Makes me really miss hot showers,” Rolly said as he pulled on a clean denim shirt.  
 
    “Yeah, but it feels good to be clean nonetheless,” I replied as picked up my gun again.  
 
    “Of course, of course,” Rolly said with a nod. “Don’t mean to seem ungrateful.”  
 
    “You’re fine, my friend.” I chuckled and shook my head. Not once had this man so much as complained since my arrival. I didn’t assume he was being ungrateful now.  
 
    The world grew a bit lighter as we traveled back to campus. The half mile was the perfect way to warm up after the frigid start to my day.  
 
    “I’ll check on the smoker,” Rolly said as he broke free of the trees.  
 
    “Good plan, I am headed for the library,” I said.  
 
    “Alright chief, see you soon then,” the old man replied. 
 
    As I turned away, I felt the first few drops of water fall from the heavy gray clouds above.  
 
    By the time the girls started to roll in I had a pot of cheap coffee ready, and some cans of fruit set out for breakfast. 
 
    Rolly had been a few minutes behind me, and he flipped through an old fishing magazine as he casually drank a cup of the bitter brew. 
 
    I sipped at my own cup of coffee and studied the daily plan when the silence was broken by four complaining voices. 
 
    “Ugh, today it’s going to be totally impossible to keep my hair nice,” Tara grumbled.  
 
    “Yeah, I really hate the rain,” Anna agreed. 
 
    “At least we have the clothes for it,” Bailey said. 
 
    “It could be worse, it could still be cold outside,” Paige added.   
 
    The four girls took their spots around the table, each one dressed in their usual fashion save for the addition of a jacket or hoodie. 
 
    “How is it out there?” I asked as leaned against the whiteboard.  
 
    “It’s just sprinkling a little,” Bailey said with a warm smile. “Nothing to complain about.”  
 
    “Yeah, maybe not for you,” Tara scoffed. “Do you know how difficult it is to keep my hair looking this good?”  
 
    “We can fix it once the rain stops,” Bailey assured her.  
 
    Tara huffed and crossed her arms before she looked to me and the whiteboard.  
 
    As they settled down, I started to pass around the coffee. I waited for them all to pour a cup and take a drink before speaking. “Good morning. As you might have noticed it looks like today’s forecast calls for rain.” 
 
    “Does the weather play into our daily plans at all?” Anna asked.  
 
    “Not at all,” I said with a shake of my head. “Now, if you draw your attention to the board, I have listed what we will be doing. Anna, Tara, you two are on water duty. I want you to use the stretcher and fill two of the five gallon containers.”  
 
    “Aw man, do we, like, really have to make that trip in the rain?” the platinum blond whined.  
 
    “The trees will help keep the water off you. It shouldn’t be that bad,” Paige said.  
 
    “Good thing too because you and I will be out there checking the traps,” I said.  
 
    “Taking Paige with you, huh? Didn’t, like, get enough of her last night?” Tara asked with a grin. 
 
     The bookish brunette went bright red and hid her face behind her coffee.  
 
    I should have been more prepared for this, but I had not thought about it when I had written out the daily plan.  
 
    “It’s not about that. I just know how squeamish the rest of you can be and figured I would ease you into the whole hunting thing,” I explained. 
 
    “Hey, no judgements here,” Anna said. “I’m just glad someone got there before Tara did.”  
 
    “Aw, come on guys, lay off. Paige is embarrassed,” Bailey said.  
 
    “She shouldn’t be,” Anna said.  
 
    “Right? She, like, totes gains points in my book,” Tara added as she pointed at herself. “Super jealous.”  
 
    Rolly chuckled and shook his head but said nothing. He merely sipped at his coffee and observed. 
 
    “Well, maybe you don’t have to be jealous,” Paige cleared her throat. 
 
    “Whadda mean?” Tara asked as she scrunched her nose. 
 
    “Look, I don’t want this to be a season of The Bachelor,” Paige sighed. “It felt really good with Tav, and we all want him. If he’s hanging out with you, I don’t want to be worrying about him cheating on me. I don’t even want to define our relationship.” 
 
    “Uhhh, are you talking about free love?” Bailey asked as she bit her bottom lip. 
 
    “Maybe,” Paige cleared her throat again and then looked into her coffee. “I like all of you, even Tara.” 
 
    “Even me?” Tara sighed. “What’s that supp--” 
 
    “I don’t want to fight over a man!” Paige interrupted her. “I see the way you look at Tav. We are all looking at him like that. He’s awesome. He’s saved our lives, and we are going to all depend on him.” 
 
    “I’m not looking at him like--” Anna started to say. 
 
    “Oh, don’t kid yourself, girl,” Tara scoffed. “You’re the thirstiest bitch I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “Uhh, no,” Anna hissed. “That would be you.” 
 
    “See?” Paige groaned. “It’s happening already. Let’s just stop. If you all want to sleep with Tav, I’m fine with it. Everyone has told me my whole life that I’m… uhhhh. Serious and unemotional, but that’s not true. I just like to look at things logically. Why shouldn’t we all have fun? Life has been really hard for us, and I’m fine sharing Tav. I don’t want to get jealous. So let’s not be jealous. Okay?” 
 
    “Can I say something?” I raised my hand. “I’m not really looking to have sex with--” 
 
    “Men are supposed to have sex with a lot of different women,” Paige replied. “You want to spread your seed. It’s in your DNA. I know culturally you aren’t supposed to say that, but in plenty of civilizations women have shared a single powerful man. This man protects them, and offers them and their offspring safety. You are protecting us, you are handsome and capable. Why shouldn’t you enjoy us? Why shouldn’t we enjoy you?” 
 
     “So how is this going to work, then?” Tara asked if she glanced sideways at me. “I’m just going to fuck Tav, and you’ll be okay with it?” 
 
    “Sure.” Paige shrugged. “I don’t own him. I mean, he doesn’t really own me either, but I need him way more than he needs me. We probably would all die in the next month without him. We definitely would have gotten raped by those two men if he hadn't shown up.” 
 
    “Yeah, we would have,” Tara sighed. 
 
    “I’m not sure I’m into this,” Anna said. “Like, no offense, but I don’t really want to share my boyfriend.” 
 
    “You don’t have to participate,” Paige said with a casual shrug. “That’s the beauty of it. Tara is obviously interested, Bailey?” 
 
    “U-u-uhhh,” the hippie blonde girl stuttered, and her face turned red. “I-I-I, well, I’ll think about it.” 
 
    “That’s good with me,” Tara chuckled. “I’d rather share him with less vaginas, honestly.” 
 
    “Hey, the whole point is that we aren’t going to be jealous,” Paige said as she narrowed her eyes at the platinum blonde woman.” 
 
      “Oh, shit, right,” Tara sighed. “Sorry, I’m like, super catty most of the time. I might need some time to adjust to this, but I seriously need some Tav cock or I’m going to go crazy.” 
 
    “Jesus,” Anna groaned as she rubbed her palm over her face. “You just say whatever the fuck you want, don’t you?” 
 
    “Hey!” Tara laughed. “You aren’t supposed to get jealous.” 
 
    “I’m not!” Anna hissed as she pulled her hand away from her face. 
 
    “Then what do you care?” Tara asked as she raised an eyebrow and smirked at the redhead. 
 
    “Ugh, whatever, fine,” Anna replied as she crossed her arms. “You can do whatever you want.” 
 
    “You’ll come around,” Paige said. 
 
    “I doubt it,” Anna said, but then she looked at me. “Uhhh, no offense Tav.” 
 
    “None taken,” I said, I actually wanted to say more, but I didn’t actually know what to say to the outcome of the conversation. Two beautiful women had just agreed to both have sex with me, and a third seemed ready to jump on board. Part of me did want to disagree with them, and tell them that this wasn’t “right,” but Paige had made a good point, I really did want to fuck all four of them, and if they were cool with it, I wasn’t going to pretend to be a monk or something. 
 
    “Alright,” I said with a small clap, “we need to focus on survival again.” 
 
    “Thank God,” Rolly said under his breath. 
 
    “We have work to do and the sooner we get it done the sooner we can get out of the rain,” I continued. 
 
    “Do I need to bring anything extra for checking traps?” Paige asked quietly.  
 
    “Nope, just your spear and your backpack,” I said before turning to Bailey. “You have a unique job today. I want you to stay here and go through what we have in the dining hall and inventory it for us.”  
 
    She nodded.  
 
    “Getting an exact count of our food and our stockpile of water is most important. Though if you want to go through the other things having a list would help us plan,” I said.  
 
    “Aw man, how come she gets to stay outta the rain,” Tara groaned.  
 
    “I didn’t know it was going to rain when I planned this,” I started with a shrug. “Though if you want to give up your bath day, be my guest.” 
 
    “Okay, nevermind,” the platinum blond replied quickly.  
 
    I had started to realize just how powerful a motivator getting to take a bath really was. It would be even more compelling when I figured out how to heat enough water for a warm bath.  
 
    “Smoker should be done ‘bout mid-day,” Rolly said. “I can bring the meat in for ya to write down once it is.”  
 
    “Perfect. While you are waiting for that to get done I want you to spend your day working on the jeep and the motorcycle. Let’s get those running again,” I ordered.   
 
    “We planning a trip?” Anna asked.  
 
    “Not yet, but having working vehicles will still be invaluable,” I explained.  
 
    “If we get the vehicles running what would be stopping us from just loading up some stuff and getting out of here. I mean this town is not so secluded that we couldn’t make it to an actual town in less than a day’s drive,” Paige said.  
 
    “Maybe we could, like, meet our rescue halfway or whatev’,” Tara added.  
 
    “Until we know for sure what happened out there that’s not a good idea. Here we have water, shelter, and food.”  
 
    “Wouldn’t that be easy to find in a city?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “So far everything has worked so well for us simply because everyone in this little town left when trouble came. There is a luxury to our small number, and isolation,” I said. While Bailey wasn’t wrong, I didn’t think it was the right time to discuss the possible destruction and chaos that had probably overtaken the cities at this point. 
 
    “I think it’s pretty comfortable up here really,” Rolly said.  
 
    “Good, because until we know what we can expect elsewhere this is where we stay. Now come on, you all know what you are doing so let's get to work.”  
 
    We all finished our coffee, ate our breakfast, and headed out of the library. 
 
    Anna and Tara were already gone by the time Paige joined me at the forest's edge. She had a university jacket pulled over yet another gray t-shirt and had on a tight pair of jeans.  
 
    “Alright, let's do this,” I said before heading into the trees.  
 
    The forest was gloomy in the rain, but the sound it made as it drummed across the treetops was peaceful. Paige had been right, it was a lot less wet under the forest canopy.  
 
    “I love the smell of rain,” Paige mused.  
 
    “That’s good. I would hate for a little water to get the best of all of you,” I said.  
 
    I stopped as a high-pitched screech filled the air, and I felt my brunette companion grab onto my arm. 
 
    “What was that,” she asked. 
 
    “That sounds like dinner,” I said with a chuckle. “That sounds like a scared rabbit. Seems one of our traps worked.”  
 
    “Oh, of course,” Paige said with a chuckle. She relaxed but didn’t let go of me though as we started towards the sound.  
 
    We followed the sound right to the source, and there, stuck in the trap, was a plump brown furred rabbit. It screamed louder at our approach and struggled against the wire. We stood there a moment just watching it desperately try to pull itself from the trap. Every time it would get its feet down and push off the wire would squeeze around its midsection and the creature would cry out again.  
 
    “We have to kill it,” I said as I pulled out my knife. “We need to do it quickly so the creature does not suffer.  
 
    “Wait,” Paige said as she grabbed my arm and held me back. “Let me do it.”  
 
    I looked to her and nodded before offering up my knife.  
 
    “Thanks, but I have my spear,” she said. 
 
    “Remember to kill it clean,” I said. 
 
     Paige agreed and walked over and positioned herself in front of the rabbit, her spear pointed towards its head. It bucked and screamed, never settling down long enough for her to stab.  
 
    “God-damnit,” she muttered. “Stop moving.”  
 
    I watched from a few feet away. This was her moment, and I would not take it from her, even if I thought the spear was a poor choice.  
 
    Frustrated, she dropped the weapon and scanned the area. A moment later she picked up a sizable rock and returned to the rabbit. She got on her knees in front of the creature and raised the rock high above her head.  
 
    I raised an eyebrow and crossed my arms over my chest. I had not expected her to take this approach. It was a closer and more personal method of execution. 
 
    With a grunt the nerdy brunette brought the stone down onto the struggling rabbits head, and a crunch echoed through the woods around us as the animal twitched once, and went still.  
 
    “Well done,” I said. 
 
    Paige looked back at me and smiled wide. She rolled the rock off the lifeless rabbit, removed it from the trap, and held it up by the ears. The head was an ugly mass of broken bone and mushy flesh, but the rest of it was untouched. 
 
    “I did it!” She exclaimed. “No way it could have been painful for the creature either. I figured by using the rock I could crush the skull and destroy the brain thus ensuring it could no longer send or receive pain signals.”  
 
    “That was a good thought,” I confirmed.   
 
    “What now?” she asked. 
 
    I knelt and motioned her over to me.  
 
    “Place it here, we need to skin it and prepare it for travel,” I said as I set my knife on the ground.  
 
    Paige laid the rabbit beside it and picked up the knife.  
 
    “You will learn fast since you helped me yesterday with the bear,” I said.  
 
    She nodded and flipped the rabbit onto its back.  
 
    I pulled out a length of twine I had shoved into my backpack. After it was clean, we could string it on this to make travel easier. Especially if we ended up with more than one.  
 
    “You will actually want to put the thing on its side. Don’t worry this is a much easier process. Rabbit hides are paper compared to the bear we cut through yesterday,” I said as I shifted the rabbit into a better position.  
 
    “You want to pinch a bit of the rabbit’s fur in your hands and make a small cut in it,” I said 
 
    Paige was excited, almost giddy as she grasped the rabbit and carefully made a small incision.  
 
    “Good, now you want to take both hands and work a couple fingers under the skin so we can pull the cut open.” 
 
    “Like this?” She asked as she gently wormed her fingers under the hide.  
 
    “Exactly, now you want to gently start to pull with both hands. You need to do this slowly though so you don’t tear the fur too badly. Just gently tug towards both the head and the tail.”  
 
    The fur peeled back with ease as the brunette carefully pulled. As the fur tore and separated she grabbed more of it and carefully continued to pull.   
 
    “What about the legs?” She asked as she looked up at me with those big brown eyes.  
 
    “You will want to work the legs partially out of the fur. Once you have gotten it past the knee and can bend the leg a sharp tug will tear the hide leaving a small almost boot, on the animal.”  
 
     There was a wet tear as Paige yanked most of the fur free from the front legs. She pulled the fur up around the neck of the animal and looked up at me. “What now?”  
 
    “Repeat the process in the back only after you get the legs free you can fully remove the back portion. The tail may or may not come off when you do that.  
 
    The brunette grinned, nodded, and wiped a bloody hand across her forehead before removing the back half of the fur. Then she tossed it to the side and gestured to the mess of fur. “This doesn’t seem to be a very good method for preserving the hide.” 
 
    “No, this is more the quick and dirty method. Until we are setup to do some tanning the hides are worthless to us anyway,” I explained.   
 
    “I guess that makes sense,” she said as she picked up my knife. “This is fun though. Kinda reminds me of a science class.”  
 
    “That’s why I thought you should be the first to do this. I am not sure how well this process is going to go over with some of the others. At least by showing you I will have an extra teacher.”  
 
    “I’d like that,” she said as she looked over the mostly naked rabbit sitting on a stone in front of her. “What’s next?”  
 
    “You are going to want to cut off the feet at the ankle joint. I like to snap the joint so then all I have to do is cut through the connective tissue with my knife. Makes the whole process a little smoother,” I said. 
 
    Paige truly was a quick study. She identified the ankle without instruction and snapped it before severing the muscle and tossing the foot into the pile she had started.  
 
    “Next step is going to be cutting off the head,” I instructed. “Even if it were not a messy pulp, we wouldn’t need it. Plus I think Bailey might cry if she saw the state of it.”  
 
    “Oh, I hadn’t thought about that,” Paige said as she carefully removed the head. The rest of the fur clung to the almost gooey pulp. She tossed it aside.  
 
    “Something will eat well tonight,” I remarked as I looked to the small gore soaked pile.  
 
    “Yeah, hopefully us,” Paige said as she admired her work. It was a nice looking skinned rabbit. All the blade work had been clean and nothing besides the head was mangled in any way.  
 
    “Let's get this finished up,” I said. “Gutting a rabbit is much easier than what we did with that bear and should only take a couple minutes. I will reset the trap while I talk you through it.”  
 
    “Alright, I’m ready,” the brunette said with knife in hand.  
 
    “You need to make a small cut into the flesh of the belly. You need to be very careful though as the guts are just underneath, and we don’t want to hit anything.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I have steady hands,” the brunette said as she made the cut.  
 
    It was impressive how well she could handle a knife, she would be a real asset to our group. With the most important part out of the way I stood and headed towards our trap.  
 
    “Now I will need to cut it open more, like with the bear right?”  
 
    “Yeah, you need to cut up to the ribcage, and down to the pelvis. I would gently pull the flesh up with a couple fingers so that you can work without worrying about hitting anything.”  
 
    “Got it open,” Paige called out a moment later.  
 
    “Cut open the chest cavity to reveal the heart and lungs. Then you just take a couple fingers, start at the top by the neck, and just scoop out all the innards in one motion.”  
 
    I finished resetting the trap as I heard a wet slopping noise come from behind me. I turned to see Paige holding a nicely gutted and skinned rabbit in the air by the back feet. 
 
    “Looks good,” I commented.  
 
    “Yeah, it was cool. Very similar to dissecting a frog, or a rat. This thing just has bigger organs,” she said before she turned her attention to the pile of organs that now sat in the dirt. “Do we need any of these?” 
 
    “No. I am sure they have their uses but all I am worried about right now is the meat that the body will provide.” I picked up my knife from the ground, cleaned the blade, and sheathed it again.  
 
    As I tied the rabbit to Paige’s backpack a wave of relief washed over me. It felt like everything was coming together. The girls all learned new skills daily, and even our luck with hunting had been good. I had never been truly worried, but, as I looked at the work of my companion, I felt certain that we could handle it.  
 
    “We ready to go check the other traps?” Paige asked.  
 
    “Yeah, let’s see how many rabbits we bagged.”  
 
    An hour later we headed back for the trail with a second rabbit hanging from Paige’s gear. The second animal had been handled entirely by my brown eyed companion. She had not even needed any additional direction. I knew that the others might not pick this up as fast but I would not underestimate their ability.  
 
    “I was worried when you came along that my skills might not translate well to our new way of life,” Paige confessed as we walked.  
 
    “Why is that?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. I mean, my limited medical knowledge is obviously useful, but I did not think it would apply to anything other than patching you guys up. That is only good when people get hurt.” 
 
    “You’re intelligent though, and that helps you adapt to the situation,” I said.” 
 
    “We’re all smart. Even Tara is sharper than she sometimes sounds,” Paige said as she looked over to me.  
 
    I stood there distracted as my eyes were fixed on a plume of smoke off in the distance. It wasn’t close enough to be coming from the campus but it was not quite as far away as I would hope.  
 
    “What’s over there?” I asked pointing to the smoke.  
 
    “Lanceton, I think,” Paige replied with a frown. “Should we be worried?”  
 
    “I don’t think so,” I said as I tried to hide my emotions. “Even if people are still there, the lack of technology means no running firetrucks, or alarm systems. When fires start, they will be tough to put out.”   
 
    “That still doesn’t sound good,” she said.  
 
    “It’s not good for Lanceton, but it does not concern us. Even if the blaze gets out-of-control things are not dry enough for it to push up to where we are,” I said as I started to move again.   
 
    “Alright,” Paige said as she fell in behind me.  
 
    While we walked my eyes kept being drawn back to the distant smoke. It didn’t feel right to me. Maybe I was just being paranoid but I couldn’t shake the feeling that it was not natural. I felt it was more likely that someone dangerous had done this. If that was true then things might have been worse than I had first thought. People like that only went unchecked this long if order could not be maintained. I had a feeling that we would need to find more guns.  
 
    By the time we all met up in the early afternoon the light rain had stopped completely, and the sun peeked out from behind broken clouds. Everyone seemed to be in a good mood but none of them had failed to miss the smoke.  
 
    “Maybe it’s, like, a good thing,” Tara said.  
 
    “How can that much smoke ever be a good thing?” Anna asked with a raised brow.  
 
    “I dunno, what if it’s help?” the platinum blond reasoned with a shrug.  
 
    “Help usually doesn’t light fires,” Paige stated.  
 
    “In a situation like this one, fires are normal,” I interrupted. “Without emergency services any small spark could spell trouble. Don’t worry about it, just focus on our place here.”  
 
    Reassured by my words the girls looked once more to the smoke and went back about their business.  
 
    By the time we all met for dinner the smoke in the distance was all but forgotten by most of the group. They were instead focused on the piles of cans, water, and supplies Bailey had worked so hard to inventory and organize.  
 
    “What do you think?” the hippie-blonde said with a grin.  
 
    “Wow, we can actually make sense of what we have,” Anna said. “Very nice.”  
 
    “I have a list of everything on this,” Bailey said as she handed me a clipboard with several pages of paper bound to it. 
 
    I flipped through the pages and found myself impressed by her clean penmanship. Each line had another item and the quantity of that item. There was also a checkbox in front of each line so we could mark off when the item was taken or used.  
 
    “This is very nice,” I said as I passed it around. “The more we can all make use of this list the better off we will be. When we find something new, we will add it to the list and make sure you mark the box when something runs out.”  
 
    “There are, like, lots of canned vegetables,” Tara commented. “I could probably, I dunno, use them to make a stew or something for dinner tonight.” 
 
    “You can cook?” Bailey asked skeptically.  
 
    “She couldn’t have hoped to become a trophy wife without having a few skills that she could use outside the bedroom,” Anna said with a grin.  
 
    “So, is that a yes?” Tara asked after she gave us a wink and pulled a couple cans of veggies from the pile.  
 
    “I have no objections,” I said with a shrug.  
 
    Turned out that Tara was a pretty damn fine cook. The stew she made up for us was full of canned vegetables that we might not have wanted to eat on their own, a generous portion of rabbit, and enough spices to make it smell gourmet.  
 
    Tara filled cafeteria bowls full of the steaming stew and began passing them around to our group. She was even careful to pick out any chunks of rabbit as she prepared a bowl for Bailey.  
 
    “Well I must say Miss Tara, this stuff is wonderful,” Rolly said after he took his first bite. He washed it down with a sip of coke and grinned at our gracious chef.  
 
    Tara smiled and gave a small curtsey as the rest of us expressed our similar sentiments.  
 
    “Rabbit is so good,” Anna said before she shoved another bite of meat into her mouth.  
 
    “I think I like it even better knowing I was able to trap and clean it,” Paige added.  
 
    “That’s the satisfaction of a job well done,” Rolly commented.  
 
    “It does help when your hard work pays off in such a delicious fashion,” I added.  
 
    Bailey sat silent as she poked at her steaming bowl of vegetable stew. After a moment she let out a small sigh and looked to Tara. “Can I get some with everything in it?”  
 
    There was a moment of silence as we all stopped and stared at Bailey.  
 
    “Fuck yeah, babe,” Tara said before she hopped up and grabbed her friend’s bowl. She returned to the pot, emptied the bowl into it, and scooped a fresh and complete portion into Bailey’s dish. 
 
    We all watched as Bailey accepted the bowl and took her first small bite.  
 
    “It’s actually good,” the hippie chick admitted after she finished that first piece of rabbit. “It was savory, chewy, and just, well, good.”  
 
    We all gave a small cheer and Tara clapped excitedly. Everyone knew how big a deal this was, and we congratulated our friend on her breakthrough. Despite the rain it had been a good day, and that night, we celebrated.  
 
      
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 10 
 
    Rolly and I were up early again the next morning. We met around the fire to talk before the girls woke up.  
 
    “I assume you noticed the fire yesterday,” I started. 
 
    “Yup, it was hard to miss,” the old man replied.  
 
    “Could be nothing, but until we know for sure we should be on guard,” I said. 
 
    “Think it is more of the thugs that were here when you arrived?” he asked. 
 
    “Either them or another group like them. When things go to shit people like them tend to rise up to take advantage of the chaos,” I said somberly. 
 
    “What can I do to prepare?” Rolly asked as he stared at the embers of last night’s fire.  
 
    “Well, barricading the dorm building was a good start and, unless someone wants to sneak through the woods, we will see anyone coming,” I said. 
 
    “You think we should start making traps or something?” he asked. 
 
    I cracked a smile but shook my head. “You any good with a gun?”  
 
    “Might not be taking the wings off a fly but I can hit large enough targets,” he said with a shrug while he shoved his hands into his pockets.  
 
    “Good, if I can find some more of them I want you to help me teach the girls how to use them. Until then I think I am going to make sure the ladies know how to defend themselves with knives and those spears they carry.”  
 
    “Think that’ll be enough, chief?” Rolly said as he pulled out a toothpick and stuck it between his teeth.  
 
    “I think at the moment we don’t really have a choice, but I don’t want to wait for the trouble to come to us. How is it going with the vehicles? Once we get at least the motorcycle running I want to take a small trip and scout out the fire.”  
 
    “Still trying to figure out if anything other than age is the matter with the jeep. Motorcycle needs a part though. It runs, obviously, but not sure how reliable it is. Would barely trust it for a trip up the hill. You think going out scouting alone is safe?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s not a perfect plan, but I have had experience in hostile situations in enemy territory and have a better chance than anyone else,” I replied. 
 
    “True, just make sure you come back,” he said.  
 
    “I will, but do you think the bike I left in town might have the part we need to get this one patched up?” I asked 
 
    “Probably, yeah.”  
 
    “Good, I needed to go to town anyway. I want to see if I can find any more guns and a decent change of clothes. I’ll check our list before I head out and see if I should keep an eye out for anything else while I am there,” I said as I looked past the parking lot at the outline of the town.  
 
    “Well, the town hasn’t been picked clean yet. I bet you can pick up something you didn’t even know you needed,” the gray haired handyman said with a chuckle.  
 
    “Bet you’re right,” I agreed as I turned to him and gave him a smile. I clapped him on the shoulder and headed for the library. “Come on, the girls will be up soon.”  
 
    The two of us grabbed some canned breakfast for the group before we retired to the library in preparation for the day to come.  
 
    As the girls entered they all had a smile on their faces and appeared less tired than they had the previous days. They sat and started to eat breakfast as I passed around cups of plain hot water.  
 
    “No coffee?” Paige asked.  
 
    “We don’t want to use all of it up right away,” I explained.  
 
    “Makes sense,” Anna said. “So what’s on today's agenda?” As she ate she tried to look around me to see the day’s assignments.  
 
    “Paige, and Bailey will be bathing and grabbing us water. You are expected to bring back two full jugs,” I said as I stepped aside to allow the others to see my plans.  
 
    “Anna, you and Tara are going to head out and check the traps. If you find a rabbit in one you need to kill it cleanly, reset the trap, and bring it back here. Once Paige returns she can go over skinning and gutting them with you all,” I said. 
 
    “Why can’t you show us how?” Anna asked.  
 
    “I am heading into town this morning,” I explained. “I need to find a part for the motorcycle, and I want to go through a few more houses. Plus, Paige is more than capable of taking care of giving you instructions on how to butcher a rabbit. She has shown quite an aptitude for handling meat.”  
 
    All eyes turned to the brunette who, in turn, tried to hide her face as her cheeks went red at my unintended double entendre.  
 
    “What about the buddy system?” Tara asked.  
 
    I sighed. “Rolly has to stay up here and see if he can figure out the issue with the jeep. There simply are not enough people to go around. As long as you guys stay in pairs though I think we will be okay.”  
 
    “And if something happens to you?” Bailey asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Then you continue on with the knowledge you have gained so far,” I said. 
 
    “Well let’s hope that it doesn't come to that,” Anna commented.  
 
    “Don’t worry. I will come back, I have some good reasons to look after myself,” I admitted as I grinned at the ladies and gave them a wink. “Plus when I get back this afternoon I have big plans for the lot of you.” 
 
    “Fun plans?” Tara asked as she licked her lips.  
 
    “Not that fun,” I commented. “Though I figure it is time you lot learned how to wield the weapons you carry.”  
 
    “Ooooh, that sounds fun!” Bailey said and picked up her spear from where it sat beside her and grinned at it.  
 
    “I’m not usually the one doing the stabbing,” Tara snickered.  
 
    “Guess you can finally know what it feels like to be on the other end,” the sporty redhead said with a grin. 
 
    “Well listen, if anyone needs anything while I am in town now’s the time to tell me,” I said.  
 
    They all went silent a moment and shared some glances as they mulled over the idea. In the end I was met with only shaking heads.  
 
    “No, weirdly enough, I feel that I have more than I need right here,” Anna said with a warm smile. She looked around the table at all of us and then back to me. Her smile widened into a grin, and she gave me a nod. “Looks like it is time for us to get to work.”  
 
    The other three followed Anna’s lead and left the library leaving only me and Rolly sipping at our water.  
 
    “What part are we looking for?” I asked him.  
 
    “Air intake. You know what it looks like?” he asked.  
 
    “Seen a few before, yeah. Mind if I borrow the tools to take apart the old one? Might see about bringing up a few parts just in case.”  
 
    “Knock yourself out,” Rolly said as he reached into his pockets and pulled out the keyring. He tossed the noisy bundle towards me and finished his beverage. “You be careful out there today.”  
 
    I stood and followed him to the door but stopped him before we got outside. “Keep a close eye on the girls today, alright?”  
 
    “Of course,” the handyman said with a nod. 
 
    Then, without any more words, the two of us stepped out of the building and went our separate ways.  
 
    I made a stop in my still pink dorm room and gathered my kit for the day. The rifle stayed as I decided that a pistol would be more useful if I got into trouble while going through houses. I emptied my backpack of everything to give me maximum space and strapped on my vest. My knife was the most important part of it, but the lighter and wire stuffed into the pockets could be useful too. I pulled out my knife and frowned at the specks of rust that marred its surface. Not only did it need to be cleaned, but a good sharpening too. I flicked my thumb along the blade and frowned at how little edge seemed to be left.  
 
    After a quick stop at the shed to grab some wrenches, I marched my way into town. I kept the pistol tucked into my belt but there was a bullet in the chamber just in case I needed it quick. As the campus slipped away the strange quiet of the town took over. It looked like nothing had changed.  
 
    I started my day with the motorcycle. As I pulled out the borrowed tools and started to dismantle the machine, I noticed the smell of the rotting bikers. It was a strange comfort to know they were still there. Though as I worked the ever-present sound of buzzing flies stopped suddenly. It was instead replaced by a low growl and a wet tearing.  
 
    I slipped the air intake quietly into my backpack and pulled out the pistol. Then I crept to the edge of the farmhouse that I threw the bodies behind and peered around the corner to see a mangy brown dog rip a chunk of rotting flesh from the body of the small biker.  
 
    The dog looked like it was maybe thirty pounds, and it gobbled the meat down before it went back for more. It growled and shook its head as it tried to tear off the bikers arm.  
 
    I ducked back around the corner and quickly looked around since in situations like this there was never just one dog. Roaming packs of feral dogs were a danger I had faced before. It was amazing how fast our favorite creatures reverted back to a primal state when the world went to shit around them. They would do anything for food, and nothing short of death would stop them for long. I was just lucky he had found something to eat before he found me.  
 
    I headed back to the bike and decided to leave the rest of the parts for now. Then I crept away from the house and headed towards the general store, gun still in hand.  
 
    Attached to the general store was a small, two pump, gas station. The pumps looked old, but they still had a credit card reader. I walked up and pulled a pump off the machine and gave it a squeeze. As expected, nothing came out. If I could figure out a way to siphon it I suspected there would be plenty of fuel sitting in a reservoir under my feet. My eyes wandered as I mulled over the idea until they came to rest on a blue sedan sitting down the road. Maybe getting gas from the reservoir wasn’t the best way to go about getting fuel. At least not yet.  
 
    I walked down the road until I came to a two story forest green house. Like all the others, there were no broken windows or signs of distress. I moved through the empty house checking every cupboard, and closet. The kitchen was bare of all edible food, and what was left had started to stink and decay, and the fridge had started to become its own ecosystem. However, I did find a couple reusable water bottles and a box of matches. Confident that I didn’t need anything else from the kitchen I moved on.  
 
    The upstairs portion of the house held two bedrooms. As I stepped into the first, it was very clear that it was a child’s room. Toys littered the floor and the walls were a collage of multicolored pictures and cartoon posters. Though there, sat among the toys, was a small hand crank flashlight. I picked it up and spun the handle for a moment. The fluorescent bulb lit up dimly with every crank. I added the bright blue plastic light to my bag.  
 
    Next was the parents room. This was the place I was most interested in. I opened the closet and was pleasantly surprised to find a small selection of men’s workout and outdoor clothing. I pulled out a pair of blue jeans and held them up for a moment before giving a nod. They were not perfect but, with a belt, they would be a suitable replacement for what I was wearing. 
 
    I took the time to change before I continued the search. I put on some blue jeans, and a red flannel top. Both were a little loose but it felt nice to get out of the bloody, grime covered outfit I had arrived in. I pulled a gym bag from the closet and shoved as many clothes in it as I could before I turned my attention to the rest of the room.  
 
    I checked under the bed, between the mattress, and in every corner with the hope of finding a new gun. Though, sadly, the most useful thing to be gained from this room seemed to be the clothes and the bottle of painkillers that had been stuffed into the nightstand.  
 
    The upstairs bathroom held more first aid supplies. I topped off my backpack with a box of butterfly band-aids, a roll of gauze, some packaged bandages, and two tubes of neosporin. With the way the world was we could not take any chances with our injuries. Without proper antibiotics and actual surgical tools infection needed to be avoided at all costs.  
 
    I made my way downstairs and was just about to leave when I noticed a keyholder hanging beside the front door. A single set of keys still sat on one of the four pegs. Based on the Ram logo I guessed this would get me into one of the trucks I had seen around town. That seemed like the perfect place to look next, so I spun the key on my finger and exited the house.  
 
    I stepped out and listened for any sign of dogs before I continued my search. There was nothing, but I did notice a large white RAM pickup truck sitting across the street. It was still strange to see such a nice vehicle left abandoned. Based on what I had seen so far it looked like those who had left this town had every intention of returning after winter break.  
 
    Once across the street, I tried the key and found it to be a match. The door pulled open with a soft click, and I crawled inside. Then I closed myself in so that no one could sneak up on me while I was distracted. A plain brown paper bag sat in the passenger seat and both the console and glove compartment were locked. I checked the bag first and grinned at my good fortune. Inside was an unopened bottle of Grey Goose vodka that I knew the girls would love, and to be honest I was pretty interested in having a strong drink. I set it in my lap before unlocking both of the interior compartments.  
 
    The glove box held mostly paper records for the truck and a couple country cds. Though at the very bottom I did find three road flares that I added to my lap. Nothing I had found today was quite as exciting as what waited for me as I opened the middle console.  
 
    It was a 9mm Springfield XD (M) sitting in a fitted inside waistband holster with three full magazines tossed in around it.  
 
    I let out a low whistle, grabbed the gun, and pulled it from the holster. The gun held a fourth full magazine. A third gun was nice but the fact that each magazine held nineteen rounds was better. I slipped the holster into my pants and tucked the pistol inside. The magazines, alcohol, and flares were forced into my backpack. I was already running out of space.  
 
    I checked the backseat, but they were clear of all but a couple action figures. Satisfied with my search, I got out and climbed into the truck bed. It had a nice black liner and a toolbox tucked right behind the cab. Part of me hoped another gun was stored in the box. However, when I popped it open I saw it was filled to the brim with tools. Some of them were useless without power, but there were lots of screwdrivers, wrenches, and even some hand saws that could all be added to Rolly’s shed. I closed the toolbox but left it unlocked. These were worth coming back for, but both of the bags I now carried were already full.  
 
    As I started my walk back I could not help but feel a little lonely. These last few days had been a nice change from the past year, and I found myself enjoying the company of my companions more and more each day. It already felt comfortable being around them, and there was more about them to like than just their bodies.  
 
    Then a shaggy black dog stepped onto the street ahead of me and started to growl. Saliva dripping from its mouth as it bared its large yellow teeth, and I felt my heart start to hammer in my chest. 
 
    Three more dogs joined it a moment later. There was the brown dog I had seen earlier, a large rottweiler, and the one who moved to the front of the pack, was a large yellow lab. All of them had blood stuck to their muzzles as they growled and snapped at me. 
 
    Shit.  
 
    A pack like this could be worse than the bear we had found in the woods simply in numbers alone, and the fact that there were four of them meant that the bikers would not keep them satisfied long. Once they finished with the corpses, the smell of our cooking would undoubtedly draw them up the hill. 
 
    I pulled out my new gun and stood my ground. I didn’t want to kill these dogs, but they were no longer man’s best friends. 
 
    They were monsters. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    The alpha dog stopped a few feet away from me, and the others fanned out so they could surround me. Each of the feral dogs growled and snapped as they started to box me in. 
 
    I waited for the right time and kept my focus on the alpha. He was the one in charge and he was the one for me to worry about. The others had to wait for this one to take his shot before they were able to make one of their own. 
 
    “Fuck off,” I growled, and the dog stopped and bared gore covered teeth while blood dripped from its jaws onto the pavement. It stared at me with bloodshot eyes as the hair on the back of its neck stood straight up.  
 
    We stood like that for a while, and each of us simply stared at the other, but then I glanced to my side and noticed the black dog had slipped out of my line of sight. That’s when I realized the alpha was stalling as he waited for his pack to get in the right spot.  
 
    “Fucking clever.” I shook my head and raised the pistol. 
 
    The alpha growled louder and dropped closer to the ground at my action. Its muscles coiled as it went to leap for me, but I squeezed the trigger of my pistol, and a bullet tore through the mutt’s skull before the beast could leave the ground. A spray of blood and brain matter blew across the street, and the other dogs let out yelps of surprise. 
 
    I spun to target another dog, but they had scattered. With their alpha now dead they would need time to regroup and sort out the new order of things. I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding and holstered the pistol. It seemed, at least for the moment, that I was safe. 
 
    I walked over and knelt next to the fallen dog before I yanked the collar off it. A small blue metal heart dangled from the leather strap, and on it was engraved the name: Champ. 
 
    I patted what remained of the head and gave the fallen creature a sad smile. It was always sad to put down once good creatures.  
 
    “Sorry about this buddy,” I whispered.   
 
    I tossed the collar away and grabbed Champ by one of his back legs. The girls might not like it, but this was just as good a source of meat as the bears and rabbits of the forest. I hoped that getting rid of the collar, and thus the creature’s name, the girls would not find adjusting to the idea as difficult. But I actually had other plans for Champ than a meal for us. Dog meat chili could wait, at least for the time being. 
 
    I continued my trek towards the campus and dragged the dog along behind me. I didn’t make it far before I saw Anna and Tara running down the hill, spears in hand.  
 
    “Are you, like, okay?” Tara called out as she got close.  
 
    “We heard a shot and came to help,” Anna explained. 
 
    “I’m fine. Ran into a small bit of trouble but nothing I couldn’t take care of,” I said with a nod after hefting the dog up into sight.  
 
    “Aw, poor puppy,” Tara said with a frown.  
 
    “I wouldn’t feel bad for this one,” I said. “The thing was feral. Found it chomping on the dead bikers before it came after me later.”  
 
    “Well I am glad you took care of it then,” Anna said as she grimaced at the sight of the dead dog.  
 
    “Not entirely,” I said as I continued my walk. “There are a few more out there that will cause problems once they sort out who the new alpha is.”  
 
     “Oh, that like totally doesn’t seem good,” Tara said as she fell in behind me.  
 
    “It’s not but we should have more than enough time to come up with a plan to take care of the rest,” I assured her.  
 
    “Alright,” Tara said as she nodded and snuck a glance down the hill behind her.  
 
     “Man, just when things were going so well we have to do something like fight my favorite animals,” Anna said with a sigh.  
 
    “Would you feel better about it if I let them try to eat you first?” I joked.  
 
    “Maybe, I mean it is fun watching you save us,” Anna said with a grin.  
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” I replied before I winked at the redhead.  
 
    “So, uh, we aren't gonna eat that or anything are we?” Tara asked as we walked.  
 
    “What, you don’t want to expand your culinary palette?” I asked with a smirk.  
 
    “I don’t think any of us do,” Anna said.  
 
    “I know what they say about Chinese food, but at least then I could at least pretend it was something else or whatev’,” Tara added with a laugh.  
 
    “Nah, don’t worry,” I said with a chuckle. “I thought about it but we are not so low on food yet. However, some of this will be real useful for fishing bait.”  
 
    “I am still not sure I like that either,” the platinum blond said.  
 
    “Trust me, you wouldn’t feel so bad about any of this if you had been the ones attacked by the beasts,” I said as I looked back to the girls.  
 
    “Alright, fine. We can use the dog parts for fishing,” Anna said.  
 
    “Oh can we?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. “I didn’t realize I needed your permission.”  
 
    Anna rolled her eyes and stuck out her tongue at me.  
 
    We all arrived in the parking lot, and I dropped the dog and stretched before I turned to grin at Anna.  
 
    “How did the morning go for you guys? Get anything in the traps?”  
 
    “Nah,” Tara said as she shook her head. “Looked like one of them had been tripped but, like, nothing was there.” 
 
    “We did find some berries to bait them with,” Anna added.  
 
    “Good thinking,” I said with a nod.  
 
    “It was actually, like Paige’s suggestion. She totes gave us some tips,” Tara said.  
 
    “Nothing wrong with using the knowledge of those around you,” I said. “Listening to that stuff makes us all better. Don’t worry though, traps are a waiting game. We were very fortunate to get what we did yesterday.” I grabbed the dog again and motioned towards the campus with my head. “Come on, let's go see how the rest of them are doing.”  
 
    Bailey and Paige were seated around the firepit as we approached. One of their jugs had already been emptied into the massive stock pot, and they had a nice blaze going underneath it.  
 
    “Good morning,” Bailey said as she gave us all a wide grin. “It’s a nice day today isn’t it?”  
 
    “Well, aren't you happy,” Anna said before she sat down beside her.  
 
    The hippie chick shrugged and closed her eyes as she basked in the sunlight. She had removed her shoes and was spreading her toes out into the grass. 
 
    “It was a good morning,” Paige added as she looked at the dead dog. 
 
    “It’s funny what a bath and some sunlight can do to your mood,” Bailey said. However, she opened her eyes and looked back in my direction and frowned as she laid eyes on the dog. “Oh my god, what happened to that poor puppy!”  
 
    “Relax,” I said as I put a hand out to calm her. “It was a feral creature. Tried to make me its lunch, so I had to put it down.”  
 
    “Why did you bring it here though?” Paige asked.  
 
    “Oh my god, we aren’t going to eat it are we?” Bailey asked as her eyes went wide.  
 
    “I don’t think that is necessary yet,” I said as I shook my head.  
 
    “Yet?” Anna asked as she crossed her arms. 
 
    “I know I just kinda stopped being a vegetarian but there is no way I am going to eat dog,” Bailey protested.  
 
    “Let’s just settle down,” I said as I dropped the dog onto the grass. “I dragged this guy up here because his parts might be useful for setting up some fishing lines.”  
 
    “Oh, okay,” Bailey said quietly.  
 
    “Come on, you don’t think Tav would really expect us to eat dog do you?” Paige said. She looked at me, but then she frowned when I didn’t answer quickly. “You wouldn’t expect us to do that, would you?”  
 
    “If things get tight enough, I expect you to do whatever is needed to survive,” I explained. “Even if that means eating dog. Though right now things are good, and I won’t force that on anyone.” 
 
    Rolly joined us, and it was clear by the grease that covered his hands and shirt that he had been busy with the jeep. He noticed the dog on his approach but just shrugged.  
 
    “How’s the jeep?” I asked as he got close.  
 
    “Oh, you know, it goes. Not sure I can do much but make it turn over without a part or two.”  
 
    “Anything we can find in town?” I asked as I pulled off my backpack and pulled out the motorcycle part.  
 
    “Not unless there happens to be a second old jeep hiding down the hill,” the graying handyman said with a grin.  
 
    “Sadly there isn’t, but I got you what you need for the motorcycle,” I said before I tossed him the part.  
 
    Rolly caught it and inspected it.  
 
    “Why are we worried about the vehicles?” Anna asked. “Are we going somewhere?”  
 
    “Not yet,” I said as I turned to face her. “But it doesn’t hurt to be prepared.”  
 
    “Prepared for what?” Tara asked as she raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “Everything,” I said before I turned back to Rolly. “You said the stream was a good fishing spot and after being there myself I am inclined to agree. You think you could set up a trotline or two?”  
 
    “Gotta check the shed and see how many hooks I got, but yeah, I could do that.”  
 
    “I figured you could,” I grinned and clapped him on the shoulder. “I figure this dog will make good bait. Something this big might give us a couple hauls too.”  
 
    “Suppose so,” Rolly agreed with a nod.  
 
    “We will do that tomorrow though. You and I can take water duty and set up the lines after. Today you can call it quits once you have that part in place.”  
 
    “Will do.” The old man grinned at me. 
 
    I turned back to the others who, despite the dog, appeared to be in good spirits again. “As for you all, stay put, I’ll be right back.” 
 
    I left the girls to share confused looks as I headed for the dorms. They needed to learn to defend themselves. I just needed to find something non-lethal to teach them with. 
 
    I searched through the classroom building, but didn’t find anything useful until I made my way into the basement. It was a large cavernous space of uncovered concrete, support pillars, and pipes. There were no windows, but with the aid of the windup flashlight I was able to make my way through the maze-like area. It would be really easy for someone to get lost down here if they were not careful. Due to the low visibility and abundance of cover this would be an ideal place to hide if a dire situation arose.  
 
    There was an abundance of pipe insulation wrapped around the tangle of metal running through the basement, and it was exactly what I had hoped to find. The black foam was rigid enough to act as a rough blade, but soft enough to ensure that no one gets seriously injured while training. I stripped some insulation from the pipes and made my way upstairs where I grabbed a roll of electrical tape.  
 
    I cut the insulation into roughly sixteen inch strips, bent them in half, and created a handle of wrapped electrical tape. I made half a dozen and headed out to find the girls. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    I met with the girls in the outside area next to where Paige and Bailey were boiling our latest haul of water. The four of them were whispering to each other, but they stopped when they saw me exit the dorm. 
 
    “I have presents for you all,” I said. 
 
    “I love presents,” Tara purred as she eyed me hungrily. 
 
    “Jesus, can you like, not think about sex for half an hour?” Anna asked as she rolled her eyes. 
 
    “How do you know I was thinking about sex?” Tara scoffed. “Also, it’s been like an hour since I’ve seen Tav. Also, I’m totally thinking about sex.” 
 
    “Let’s focus on some martial arts for a bit,” I laughed as I reached into my backpack and pulled out five black foam tubes covered with electrical tape. 
 
    “What are these?” Paige asked as they moved to stand next to me. 
 
    “It’s pipe insulation wrapped with electrical tape,” I said as I handed them each one. “Or, for the purpose of this exercise. It is a knife.” 
 
    “Knife?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “Yep,” I said as I took one of the eight inch tubes in my hand and slowly thrust it into her stomach. The tube bent when it pressed into her, and she let out a little giggle as she swatted it away. 
 
    “I get it,” Paige said. “We can practice stabbing each other.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, “The knife is one of the world’s oldest tools and weapons. It’s perfect for self-defense because it is easy to conceal and use, but difficult to defend against. First, I’m going to go over the basics. Then, you all are going to practice stabbing me.” 
 
    “Ohhh, stabbing you…” Tara chuckled. “Can you stab me later? Pretty please?” 
 
    “Oh. My. God. Calm the fuck down, horn dog,” Anna hissed. 
 
    “You think it’s funny,” Tara replied as she stuck her tongue out at the redhead. 
 
    “Focus, girls,” I said. “Everyone grab your fake knives, and I’m going to show you how to stab someone. Then I have to go cut some of the branches from the trees so that we can see the road from the roof. It will help with the dog situation.” 
 
    “You need help with that?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Maybe,” I said, “let’s train first.” 
 
    I took a step back from them. I grasped the insulation tubing in my right hand and then stood casually. 
 
    “There are three things you need to know about knife fighting. First is that you never let them see that you have a knife until you’ve stabbed them a bunch of times.” After I finished speaking, I flipped the foam pipe up in my hands so that the longer blade was concealed by my forearm. Then I pointed at Anna and turned my body to the side a bit. “If Anna is my target. I want to stand so she doesn’t know I have a blade. Got it?” 
 
    “Like this?” Anna asked as she matched my position. 
 
    “Yep. Perfect. Everyone else give it a try.” 
 
    The other three women matched Anna’s movement, and I glanced at their arms to make sure it was difficult to see the small insulation pipes. 
 
    “You can also conceal them on your chest or legs or stomach like this,” I said as I pushed the foam against my leg with the palm of my hand. Then I moved my arm to my stomach and did the same thing before doing it to my chest. 
 
    “I can totally tell you are hiding something on your chest, though,” Tara said. 
 
    “That’s fine,” I said. “You might have to act to pull it off. For example…” I bent my knees, clutched my hand to my chest to cover the fake knife, raised my left hand, and opened my mouth like I was in pain. “Please, please, don’t hurt me.” 
 
    As I spoke, I took a step toward Tara. She smirked at me, but then I snaked my left arm down, caught her by the elbow, and then flipped around the foam pipe in my hand so that it was pushing into her neck. I hadn’t even been quick with my movements, but she gasped with surprise when she realized I could easily kill her. 
 
    “Wow,” Paige said, and both Anna and Bailey’s eyes opened wide. 
 
    “You all have a great advantage being women,” I said. “No one is going to expect you to fight back. Use that to get in close to someone. And then you can end them. Everyone split into pairs, and practice moving the foam around your bodies so that the other can’t see them.” 
 
    Anna turned to Tara, and I half expected the blonde girl to tell her to pick a different partner, but instead, Tara moved her fake knife against her hip with the palm of her hand and asked Anna if she could see it. Bailey and Paige did the same stuff, and I walked between the two pairs giving them pointers for ten or so minutes until I was happy that the four of them were thinking about hiding their knives properly. 
 
    “Okay, now we are going to try it with real knives,” I said as I dug around my backpack. 
 
    “Uhh, real knives?” Paige gulped. 
 
    “Yep,” I said. “This is just to practice hiding something with an edge. I’ve got some of the kitchen knives for us to use. Some of them are a bit longer than what is optimal, but all four of these have sheaths, so I want you to start carrying them around with you on your belts. Be careful with the edges and go slow.” 
 
    I handed each girl one of the boning knives I’d taken from the cafeteria, except one of them didn’t have a leather sheath, so I’d fashioned one out of duct tape. 
 
    The girls carefully took each knife, drew the blades from the sheaths, and then began to practice pushing the flat wide sides of the blade against their legs while they held their palms over the weapons. I walked around them again for ten or so minutes to make sure they were doing a good job, and then I told them to put the knives back in the sheaths and grab their practice foam pipes. 
 
    “Second thing you need to remember about knife fighting is that you need to go for the face first,” I continued. 
 
    “The face?” Tara gasped as she reached her fingers up to touch her nose. 
 
    “Yep,” I said as I pointed to my own face. “Lots of sensitive spots up here. If you can stab through their skull, you might kill them. Taking out an eye will make it really hard for someone to attack you, same with the nose. The skin on the face bleeds a bunch when it is cut, so even slicing open someone’s forehead might blind them. Also, as soon as someone is hurt on their face, what do they do?” 
 
    The four women looked at each other and then Anna spoke up. “Uhh, whenever I’ve gotten smacked in the nose or face I put my hand up to touch the spot.” 
 
    “Yes!” I laughed. “That’s exactly what happens, Anna.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” she said as she blushed a bit. 
 
    “Anyways, even if you don’t kill them, a cut to the face will probably blind them or make them move a hand up to there. Then you can stab other places since they won’t be guarding.” 
 
    “So how do we stab someone in the face?” Paige asked. “It’s not like someone will just let us walk up to them.” 
 
    “Remember the first rule,” I said. “You’ve got to get in close. Then, there are a few things you can do to get to their face. First, you can stand on their foot. Tara, come here.” 
 
    “Uhhh, okay,” the blonde princess said as she walked up to me. 
 
    “Stand on my right foot,” I said as I pointed down to my boot. 
 
    “Like this?” she asked. 
 
    “Put more weight on it,” I said. 
 
    “This?” she asked as she leaned forward more. 
 
    “Yep,” I said. “Now what happens to me?” 
 
    “Uhhh, I dunno?” she asked with a shrug. 
 
    “Well, I can’t really move,” I said. “Or at least, I can’t step away unless I put a lot of effort into the movement. Even if I’m strong enough to get away, it will take me a second to pull my foot from under yours. Also, I’m focused on your foot, and I’m going to be looking down or whatever. Not paying attention to the knife you’ve been concealing.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Anna said, and the other girls nodded. 
 
    “You can also grab one arm,” I said as I nodded for Tara to grab me. “Get me on the wrist or behind the elbow.” 
 
    “Like this?” she said as she reached behind my elbow. 
 
    “Yeah, now pull me so that my arm is at your hip.” 
 
    “Ohhh, I like this,” she purred as she tugged on my arm. 
 
    “So, a couple of things about this position,” I began. “I can’t use my right arm, but you are also kind of neutralizing your own left arm. That’s fine because you’ve got the knife in your right hand. I outweigh you by a bunch, so I can probably throw you away if I want to, but the purpose of this exercise is to kind of hang onto me so that I can’t push you away easily.” 
 
    “Then I stab you?” Tara asked. 
 
    “Yep,” I said. “Why don’t you try it? I’m going to attempt to push you away or stop you from stabbing me. You just try to stab me in the face or wherever you can. Ready?” 
 
    “Uhhh, I guess I’m--” 
 
    “Go!” I hissed, and Tara’s eyes opened as she tried to get the foam up and into her hand. She was a bit slow, but after half a second, she tried to stab me in the face with the foam. 
 
    I knew she was trying to attack me, and I had told her to get started, so I was able to twist my face out of the way of her thrust, but the side of the foam touched my shoulder when she pulled the fake knife back. I tried to push her away, but she held onto my elbow and made another stab. I twisted my hips to the side, but she was on my foot, and her foam weapon bounced off the side of my stomach. Then I reached for her wrist, but she made another stab again, and if the knife had been real, she probably would have sliced all my fingers off, since my grab wasn’t clean. 
 
    “That’s enough,” I said, and then I let Tara’s wrist go. “How many times did you get me?” 
 
    “Uhh. Two? I think?” she panted, and I could see her shoulders shaking a bit. 
 
    “Three actually,” I said, and then I looked to the other girls. “You get the idea. I know how to defend myself, but you still cut me a bunch. So getting in close to someone with a knife and hanging onto them so they can’t get away while you stab the shit out of them is really useful.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Anna said, and both Paige and Bailey nodded. 
 
    “So pair up again. Practice stepping on the other person’s foot while grabbing their elbow and then cutting them on the face. Do it like this so you aren’t punching each other.” I took the foam knife from Tara and then brushed it across her face quickly. “Not with enough force to hurt each other. I just want you all to get used to the movements. It will hurt them plenty when you do it with a real knife.” 
 
    The women split up into pairs again, and I paced between them for fifteen minutes while I corrected their movements. When I thought they all had the hang of it, I told them to line up again and I moved back in front of them. 
 
    “If you can’t get to the face, the inner thigh is a good place to get them. You can actually start it with the same movement of stepping on their foot. Bailey, can you come up here? 
 
    “Sure,” she said as she smiled shyly at me and walked forward. 
 
    “I’m going to show you what to do really slowly and gently, but then you are going to do it to me full force,” I said as I took her practice knife. “First, I’ll step on your right foot with my left, then I’ll push on your shoulder like this.” 
 
    I did as I said, and the motion forced her to gasp and step back with her left foot. 
 
    “Notice how she couldn’t step back with both feet?” I asked everyone else. “That’s because I’m stepping on her foot. Now look at the way she’s kind of lunging back. See how her inner thigh of her right leg is exposed?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige said. “That’s where her femoral artery is.” 
 
    “You got that right, smarty pants,” I laughed. “That’s a major artery, so you just stab there and…” my voice trailed off as I stabbed the foam into Bailey’s inner thigh. “...yank down. This will cut the artery, and a bunch of nerves, and they will faint in half a minute. Then die in another few minutes if they don’t get medical attention.” 
 
    “Damn,” Tara said. “That’s fucking serious.” 
 
    “Yep,” I said as I passed the foam pipe insulation back to Bailey. “Try it on me.” 
 
    “Uhh, okay,” Bailey said, and then she gently stepped on my foot, and nudged me on the shoulder. 
 
    “No,” I laughed. “A bit harder. Press forward with your foot and push more.” 
 
    “I don’t want to hur--” 
 
    “I’m a big boy,” I laughed. “I’ll be fine. I want you all to practice on me because these gang member assholes are big men. So you all need to get used to throwing your smaller weight at them. Go for it.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said, and then she leaned forward more on my foot and pushed me hard enough to make me stagger back. 
 
    “Now stab me in the inner thigh. High as you can get.” 
 
    “Eeeee.” This was totally out of the flower-child’s wheelhouse, but she still slammed the foam tube into my leg in the right spot. 
 
    “Good!” I said. “Try it again from the start.” 
 
    “Okay,” Bailey said, and then she took her foot off mine, stepped back a bit, and then stepped on my foot once more, shoved me with her shoulder, and then stabbed me in the inner thigh. 
 
    “Again,” I said, and she did so. 
 
    After Bailey had gone ten times. I told the women to all take a turn with me. Each one made ten attempts, before I switched to the next one, and we repeated the set three times before I thought they all had a good grasp of the movement. 
 
    “You all are doing great,” I said. 
 
    “Are we going to talk about the third rule of knife fighting now?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Yep,” I said. “Third rule is that you switch hands.” 
 
    The four women looked at me with confusion, and I laughed before I gestured for Paige to step up to me. 
 
    “Hold the knife in your left hand,” I said as I pointed at her hands. 
 
    “Okay?” Paige asked as she switched from right to left. 
 
    “Now hold it in your right,” I instructed. 
 
    “Yeah?” she asked as she raised a pretty eyebrow in confusion. 
 
    “Switch again,” I said, and she did so. 
 
    “I don’t get it,” she said. 
 
    “Keep switching until I say so,” I said, and I let her do it a few more times. 
 
    “When do I sto--” 
 
    “That’s good,” I said as I motioned for her to stop. “Now I want you to try to stab me, and I’m going to try to stop you. If I manage to grab your wrist, or your arm, or anything, just switch hands and then cut my arm, or, hand, or wrist that is holding you, or cut my face if you get a chance. Understand?” 
 
    “I think so,” she said with a nod. 
 
    “Don’t forget to switch hands. Are you ready?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she squeaked. 
 
    “Don’t hold back,” I said. “Really go for it. You aren’t going to hurt me. Go!” 
 
    Paige shuffled forward and thrust her practice knife out into my stomach. She wasn’t trained for combat, of course, so her movement was slow and telegraphed. I managed to step back out of the way, and she took another step forward to try to stab me again. This time I reached down to grab her wrist, but she had expected the movement, so she lifted her practice knife up at the last second to try to smack it against me. I moved my hand away, but she took another step to close the distance before she stabbed at me again. 
 
    In reality, I could have just slugged her across the face to end the fight, but I had years of combat training, and I could ignore a knife in someone’s hand and focus on the larger objective of taking them down first. However, plenty of men and women I’d served with weren’t Rangers, and they tended to tunnel vision on the danger of a knife or a gun barrel. They wouldn’t know what to do if someone came at them with a knife besides try to stop the blade from stabbing them. I’d seen hundreds of knife defense moves, and everyone but the most elite of warriors tended to get distracted by a knife, and they all did the same thing: they tried to address the blade instead of the threat of their enemy. 
 
    Most people would try to grab the arm with the knife, and that’s why the best knife fighters in the world all knew to switch hands. 
 
    I reached out to grab Paige’s right arm with my left hand. My movement was successful, but almost before I could react again, she’d switched the knife to her left hand, and then slashed my left wrist. Then I tried to reach her with my other hand, but she’d then stabbed me in the left elbow and the chest when I tried to get close. 
 
    “Good!” I said as I stepped back. “See how that worked?” 
 
    “Yeah!” Paige gasped as she looked down at her foam tube. 
 
    “Knives are really scary up close,” I said. “I’m trained, but I can’t really stop someone with a bit of blade practice that knows how to switch hands.” 
 
    “What if they grab both your wrists?” Anna asked. 
 
    “That’s part of the reason that you want to slash at their first grabbing arm as soon as you switch, but let’s assume that I grab both your wrists at the same time. Let me show you.” 
 
    Paige went back into the line, and Anna came up. She held her knife in her right hand, and I grabbed both of her wrists, and then turned so I could show the other three girls. 
 
    “This looks tougher because I outweigh her and have both of her arms under my control, but in reality, you still have the knife and the advantage.” 
 
    “So what do I do?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Depends on what you make me do,” I laughed. “You have the blade pointed upward in your hand. You can try to force your arm up and cut my forearm. Try it.” 
 
    Anna tensed and then tried to force her arm up so that the blade she held could cut into my arm, but even though she was strong, I was way stronger, and her arm didn’t move. 
 
    “Uhh that doesn’t work,” the redhead spat as her eyes narrowed at me. 
 
    “Nope,” I laughed. “It’s because I’m way stronger than you.” 
 
    “No, shit, how about--” 
 
    “Try this,” I said. “You want to push the knife up into my arm, but instead of doing that, pull your arms down and away from me first, and then push the knife up into my arm when you feel me fight against you.” 
 
    Anna did as I asked, and pulled her arms down, I tried to resist her movement, and I did, but by doing so I pulled up on her arms, and she instantly reversed the tension and was instantly able to bring the knife up so that it slammed into my wrist. 
 
    “See?” I asked. 
 
    “How did that work?” Tara asked. 
 
    “He resisted me by pulling in the opposite direction, but then I just used his momentum to get him,” Anna answered as her pretty lips spread into a smile. “It’s smart.” 
 
    “Chances are your opponent will be focusing on the knife,” I said, “and they will forget that you can kick, bite, and move. Be a force of chaos if someone grabs you and don’t forget to switch hands. Chances are you all won’t get into a double wrist hold like this, since you’ll be good at rules number one and number two, but why don’t you all practice with me so you get used to tricking someone with your weight shift.” 
 
    The women all took turns with me grabbing both their wrists. It only took them a few tries to get the hang of shifting their body weight to make me over commit to either pulling or pushing them, and then they either managed to stab me, or break out of my hold. Their skills still needed a lot of refinement, and they most definitely couldn’t go toe to toe with someone that had combat training, but they were now way deadlier than they were before we had started the brief training session. 
 
    “We are going to practice some stabbing,” I said as I walked over to the red brick wall of the dorm building and pulled a piece of chalk out of my backpack. “I’m going to draw two silhouettes about my size, and you each are going to spend five or ten minutes taking turns getting used to stabbing the vital points. The reason I’m drawing them on the wall is because you have to get used to stabbing or cutting up into a man’s face. It’s not a very natural movement.” 
 
    The women watched me trace two crude models on the wall, and then I gestured for Paige to hand me her foam knife. She did so, and then I palmed it against my leg, stepped up to the wall as if it was a person I was trying to keep from seeing the blade, pulled the weapon out, and then stabbed them twice in the face and once in the stomach. The foam tube collapsed each time I stabbed it into the wall, but the tape I had wrapped around it kept the material from getting ruined. 
 
    “Understand?” I asked the women, and the four of them nodded as I handed Paige back her training knife. 
 
    The women all took turns attacking the wall, and after ten minutes, it really looked like they knew what they were doing. None of them were pulling their stabs at all, and even Bailey looked like she would totally gut anyone who tried to touch her. 
 
    I let them go another five minutes, and then I called a rest, and we all gathered around and took a few sips of water. 
 
    “Tara, what is the first rule?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh shit,” the princess groaned as she bit her lip. “Uhhh, don’t let them see it?” 
 
    “Yep,” I said, and she let out a sigh of relief.  
 
    “Bailey, what is the second?” I asked the blue eyed hippy. 
 
    “Go for the face,” she answered as she scrunched up her nose. 
 
    “Yep,” I said. “Paige, what is the third?” 
 
    “Switch hands,” the brunette answered as she smiled at me. 
 
    “You all did great,” I said as I gestured to the knives they had in their belts. “We don’t need to do it now, but spend some time everyday drawing the knives quickly from the sheaths. Eventually, we’ll all have sidearms, and then rifles, but for now, we just have the blades, so you want to make yourselves really comfortable with them.” 
 
    “So,” Anna quizzed. “What if we don’t have our knives? Like we dropped it, or someone wrestled it away?” 
 
    “Then fucking fight,” I said. 
 
    “Fight?” the redhead asked with a bit of confusion. 
 
    “Yep,” I said as I pointed to the ground near me. “Come here. I want you all to fight. Even if you don’t know how. Kick, punch, claw. Whatever.” 
 
    “You sure?” she asked. 
 
    “Have you ever been in a brawl?” I asked her as she took a fighting stance in front of me. 
 
    “I took boxing with my brother for a couple of years,” she informed me, and I lifted a brow in response as she stood with her weight evenly distributed, left arm up protecting her face, and right arm ready to strike. 
 
    “This is sort of like that, but the key is disabling your opponent as quickly as possible. So, if I come at you--” I bounced forward and to my surprise Anna took a swing, but I danced out of the way before it could connect. 
 
    “Jesus, Anna,” Bailey drawled, impressed by the redhead’s form. 
 
    “Not bad,” I said with a smirk. Then I sank into a fighting pose of my own as I squared off with the sporty girl. “Try that again.” 
 
    This time, Anna came at me with a forward strike that I deflected with my right hand, but she was quick with a cross hook that narrowly missed my jaw. I pushed her back with a series of fake blows that she effectively blocked, but when she tried for an uppercut, I grabbed her by the wrist, bent her arm around, and spun her around until her back was against my chest. Once in this position, I had her arm wrapped around herself, and she had nowhere to go. 
 
    “You’re stuck, what do you do now, Anna?” I whispered in her ear. 
 
    The fiery redhead struggled against me and for the first time I felt the strength of that firm, muscled body. Her backside ground against my lower abdomen, and I bit my tongue as a jolt of longing spread through my groin. That’s when she nailed me right in the gut with an elbow, and I released her at once with a strained laugh. She rotated around and tried to sucker punch me, but I backed up and threw my hands up. 
 
    “Woah,” I said and laughed again. “Easy there, killer.” 
 
    “Sorry.” She shook out her arms, rolled her shoulders, and brushed some of that silken red hair from her face. “Today has me all worked up.” 
 
    “The move you did, elbowing me in the gut, that was perfect.” I turned and looked at the others. “If someone attacks you from behind that is a great tactic.” 
 
    “That’s was awesome,” Tara said as she admired the redhead with raised brows. 
 
    “Paige?” I called out and motioned her to come forward. 
 
    The mousy brunette hesitated but then stood up and walked over to where I patiently waited. I stood with my back to her and positioned her arms around me until I was in the same position she had been in earlier. 
 
    “If someone ever grabs you like this again, I want you to…” I explained as I pretended to stomp her foot and then slung my right arm backward toward the juncture of her thighs. “You want to disable your attacker, remember that.” 
 
    “I think I get it,” she said. 
 
    “Just struggle,” I said. “Most people aren’t trained to fight, so go crazy on them. Use your nails on their face. Scream. Punch. Kick. Whatever. Ideally, we’ll all have guns, and you will know how to shoot, but make sure you keep the knives on you all the time. Got it?” 
 
    The women all nodded. 
 
    “Damn, this day went fast,” I said as I glanced at the setting sun. “I’m going to grab some bear meat. We’ll cook it with the rabbit. You practice the knife stuff a bit more.” 
 
    I gave them one last grin and left them to practice before I headed back for the dorms.  
 
    We had done a lot in the last few days but this had been truly fun. Perhaps we would work melee practice into our daily routine. It would only help to strengthen what had been taught today and build up the muscle memory that would help in case of a fight.  
 
    I gathered the meat, some spices, a can of beans, and a large pan to cook up a simple but filling meal. As I made my way across campus, I let out a groan as I could already feel my muscles grow sore. It had truly been a while since I had really been fully active, and it seemed that it was time to start a new workout routine to get myself back in shape again.  
 
    I set the pan on the fire and waited for it to heat before tossing on the meat. I added a liberal amount of garlic salt, cumin, and basil. As the meat started to brown I opened the can of beans and dumped it over the top. I stirred the whole thing together with a spatula to ensure nothing burned. 
 
    The smell of the meat as it sizzled in the pan started to draw the others to the fire. The girls all looked as sore and run down as I felt. 
 
    “The ground is so far down there. Why haven't we brought out any chairs?” Bailey said with a groan.  
 
    “I don’t know, I think I prefer the grass over those stupid plastic chairs,” Paige muttered. 
 
    “You know, we could build some chairs out here,” Rolly said as he joined us.  
 
    “Can we, like, do it soon?” Tara asked as she splayed out on the ground.  
 
    “I don’t see why not,” I said as I stirred the food.  
 
    “Ugh, you know what we really need? Weed,” the blond hippie said as she ran a hand through her hair.  
 
    “You really just like playing into those stereotypes don’t you?” Paige asked with a smirk. 
 
    “What year do you think you’re living in Paige?” Anna asked. “Everyone smokes weed now.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Tara chimed in. “I totes enjoy blazing trees, and it would totally make me feel so relaxed right now.” 
 
    “It would also impair your decision-making skills,” I pointed out. “As nice as it might feel, especially after a day of hard work and training, it is not a good idea in a survival situation so best left for special occasions.” 
 
    “Like, right now?” Tara asked.  
 
    “Guess it’s good I’m out then,” Bailey laughed. “Maybe if we find some seeds, we could grow some…” 
 
    “Well, it’s no weed but I have another surprise for all of you,” I said with a grin. “Might even help us all relax a bit.”  
 
    “Well you are just full of surprises today, aren't you?” Anna asked.  
 
    “Yeah, but this one you might like more than the last,” I said before I set down the bottle of vodka.  
 
    “No, fucking, way!” She said. 
 
    “Omigod yes!” Tara exclaimed.  
 
    “Where did you manage to get that?” Paige asked.  
 
    “Found some really good stuff when I was in town today,” I said. “This being one of the best.” 
 
    “Oh!” Bailey exclaimed as she jumped to her feet. “I’ll be right back.” Before anyone could ask what she was doing the hippie chick ran off and headed for the dorms.  
 
    “Well come on. Like, pop it open,” Tara said as she bounced, excitedly where she sat on the grass.  
 
    “I’m with her, let's get this thing open,” Rolly agreed.  
 
    “Do we want to wait for Bailey?” Anna asked.  
 
    “Hell no,” Tara replied with a grin. “Pop that bottle, Tav.”  
 
    “Alright, but don’t go too crazy,” I said as I opened the bottle. “We still have to be up at dawn, and a hangover will never be an acceptable excuse to sleep in.” The cracking of the plastic seal heralded the smell of alcohol, and I took a deep breath just to enjoy the liquids pungent vapors.  
 
    Bailey ran back into the firelight, a bottle of sprite cradled in her arm with a stack of plastic cups. “Here, now we have a mixer.”  
 
    I shook my head and took a swig straight from the bottle as the girls gave out a collective cheer.  
 
    “Pass it here,” Rolly said as he reached for the bottle. He took a good sized swig as the girls all took a plastic cup and filled it partially full of sprite.  
 
     The bottle made its way around, and we all began to drink as our dinner finished cooking. By the time the bear meat was plated the girls had already started to loosen up. They laughed and giggled as they talked about their day.  
 
    “Thanks, by the way, for giving us the tip about baiting the traps,” Anna said to Paige.  
 
    “Of course, glad I could help,” the mousy brunette said with a smile. “I’m just kinda sad I couldn’t show you guys how to skin and gut a rabbit today.”  
 
    “You’ll get the chance,” Tara said encouragingly.  
 
    “Yeah, I think I might even prefer it if you can be the one to show me,” Bailey added. Though after the words left her mouth her eyes went wide and she looked to me. “No offense Tav.”  
 
    “None taken,” I said between bites of food. In truth I was happy that the girls seemed to grow more comfortable with each other and the situation they found themselves in. Each of them had started to find their strengths and were helping each other.  
 
    We had started to come together as a cohesive team, but with the ability to work independently when need be. For only a couple days of work, training, and practice we were already doing quite well. 
 
    “You know, Bailey and I realized today that if you heft the stretcher onto your shoulders, the weight of the water jugs doesn’t seem so bad,” Paige said as the girls continued to talk about their day. 
 
    “That is a pretty good idea,” Anna said.  
 
    “Yeah, though depending on who you are partnered with for the day the height difference might make things tough,” Bailey said. 
 
    “Hey, it totally doesn’t hurt to try,” Tara added.  
 
    Things continued like this for a while as we enjoyed our food and drank just enough to feel that nice buzz. We’d almost killed the bottle of vodka, but no one seemed to want to drink the last bit, so we all just left it by the side of the fire and continued the discussion? 
 
    “Well, I think I’m gonna turn in,” Rolly said as he stood and let out a yawn. “Goodnight gang.” He gave a wave and started to head off. 
 
    “Night, Rolly,” I called after him. “Thanks for all the hard work.”  
 
    “Always,” he replied before he disappeared into the darkness. 
 
    “You know, I think I might head in too,” Bailey said before she stretched and let out a yawn.  
 
    “I’ll come with,” Paige said. “It is kinda nice to go to bed tired from a hard day’s work though.”  
 
    “Right? I, like, never thought I would have to work for a living,” Tara confessed. “It's kinda fun or whatev’.” 
 
    “Maybe staying here over break was a good thing,” Anna mused.  
 
    “If we had left, then we would have never met Tav,” Paige said as she stared at me and turned red. She quickly looked away. “Plus, who knows what it’s like out beyond our little haven.” 
 
    The girls fell silent for a moment as they looked out towards the town and the world beyond.  
 
    Bailey smiled. “Fuck the rest of the world, we have all we need right here.” 
 
    Paige draped an arm across her blond hippie friend’s shoulders and nodded in agreement. “We really do. Come on, let’s go get some sleep.” She gave her friend a gentle nudge, and the two drifted off towards the dorms.  
 
    “And then there were three,” the athletic redhead muttered as she threw one last chunk of bear meat into her mouth. 
 
    “Still one more than I prefer,” Tara said as she stared at me and licked her lips.  
 
    “Afraid you won’t get all the attention?” Anna joked.  
 
    “I don’t know, I am pretty good at multitasking,” I added with a wink.  
 
    “I bet you are,” Tara purred. “There is, like, totes enough of you to go around.”  
 
    “Trouble is, I am not good at sharing,” Anna said with a grin.  
 
    “You should work on being less selfish,” I said.  
 
    “I’ll get right on that boss,” Anna replied with a chuckle.  
 
    The three of us relaxed and stretched out around the fire as we enjoyed the crackling of the flames and the cool evening air. We polished off the bottle of Sprite, and I had to resist the urge to kill the last of the vodka.  
 
    “So, I had an idea. I don’t know if it’s any good, but…” Anna shrugged. “Figured you might want to at least hear it.”  
 
    “What’s up?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, I have been thinking about those dogs,” Anna started “What if we lured them out or something and setup on the roof. You could get them from up there with the rifle, yeah?” 
 
    “He took down a bear Anna,” the sexy blond said. “Like, how hard could shooting a few dogs really be?”  
 
    “The bear was a lot closer than the dogs would be,” I explained. “Though the rifle is set up nicely for a bit of distance. It’s a solid plan that should keep everyone safe while taking care of the issue.”  
 
    “How do we, like, get the dogs to come up here?” Tara asked.  
 
    “I think we will gut the one I shot today and leave what we don’t use for fishing out as bait for the rest of its pack.”  
 
    “Animals really don’t care what they are eating huh?” Anna asked. 
 
    “They do whatever is necessary to survive,” I said.  
 
    “Ewww. I wonder if we would have started eating each other if you had not come along,” Tara gagged.  
 
    “Wow, grim,” Anna said.  
 
    “I think the animals would have gotten you before that point,” I snickered.  
 
    “Probably for the best,” Anna chuckled. “I can’t imagine there would be enough meat to last me long.”  
 
    “You so sure you’d be the last one alive?” Tara scoffed in mock offense but then giggled. “I think you’re right though. My largest assets would, like, be worthless to a cannibal.” She cocked her head to look squarely at me before she spoke again.  
 
    “There might not be much of you but I bet you taste pretty sweet,” I interjected.  
 
    Tara bit her lip and sat up. She stared at me for a long moment before she stood and let out a yawn. “It’s been fun, but, like, I need some sleep.”  
 
    “See ya in a bit, Tara,” Anna said as she gave her friend a wave. 
 
    Tara gave me a wink, one last wave, and left Anna and me by the fire.  
 
    The light grew dim as the fire faded to a collection of orange embers. I started to pick up the dishes and collect the trash. I still needed a plan for the garbage but it could wait for another day.  
 
    “You did good today,” I said. “Your plan is solid, and you have the makings of a good fighter.”  
 
    “Turns out a background in sports and fitness helps in that area. Who knew,” she said.  
 
    “How do you feel about helping the others train?” I asked. “I can spend some more time giving you pointers first but the more people we have who can teach the better.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I am that good,” she admitted. “Outside of a bit of boxing I did in high school today was my first time really learning how to fight.”  
 
    “You picked up on it fast though,” I said as I started to kick some dirt over the fire. “So what do you think?”  
 
    “I mean, yeah, if you think it's a good idea,” she said with a shrug. 
 
    “I wouldn’t have brought it up if I didn’t,” I replied. 
 
     “Then I would be happy to,” the redhead said as she stood and stretched. She walked over and slugged me on the shoulder. “Don’t be up too late. We have a busy day tomorrow.”  
 
    “Thanks, boss,” I said with a smirk as she walked away.  
 
    After the fire was cold, and the trash was gathered, I stopped by the kitchen to drop off the trash and headed for my room.  
 
    As I opened my door, I noticed a dim light. I raised an eyebrow and stepped inside to find Tara, clad in black lingerie, waiting on my bed.  
 
    “I thought you’d never show up,” Tara purred. She sat at the edge of my bed with one tanned, slender leg crossed over the other. She was dressed in nothing but a see through, lace negligee that hung loosely over her perfectly shaped body. Her breasts strained against the fabric, and I could easily see how hard her nipples were from my spot across the room.  
 
    “Wow.” My mouth hung open just a tad, and I felt my heart hammer in my chest. 
 
    “You should shut that,” she said in a low, sultry tone that caused heat to radiate from my groin.  
 
    “Oh,” I said as I shut my mouth and tensed my jaw.  
 
    “I meant the door, handsome,” she giggled. 
 
    I blinked as her words sank in, then I chuckled and closed the door with a back kick, so I didn’t have to take my eyes off her slender body. She moved off the bed in slow motion, and as she crossed the room toward me, the negligee fluttered open to reveal her shapely thighs and taut midsection. My eyes roamed the length of her, and I licked my lips as I watched her perfect tits bounce with each step she took. Once she closed the distance between us, I let her press me against the door frame as I gripped her hips and leaned down to cover her plump lips with my own.  
 
    Tara groaned as she leaned into my touch, and her serpentine tongue glided across mine while her hands fumbled with my shirt. I trailed my lips away from hers, kissed over her jaw to the side of her neck, and bit down. 
 
    The moans my actions elicited from her were as sweet as her lips had been, so I shoved her hands away and quickly removed my vest and tugged my shirt up and over my head. As I dropped it to the floor, I felt Tara’s nails drag down my chiseled chest, and I shivered as the sensation traveled straight to the tip of my penis. Then she pushed me back against the door and covered my chest with sloppy, wet kisses as I ran a hand through her long platinum colored hair to push it out of her face. My hand slid out of her hair as she bent down onto her knees and fumbled with my belt buckle, undid my pants, and yanked down my zipper. She kissed along my lower abdomen as her nimble fingers hooked through my belt loops and slowly worked my pants over my thighs. Once they were down, she slipped her fingers under the elastic of my boxers and tugged them down to reveal my erection. 
 
    “I wasn’t wrong when I called you big boy…” Tara said with a giggle. 
 
    Her hot breath inches from my flesh was torture. 
 
    She ran her hand along the length of my shaft down to the base, and let those nails drag just slightly along the underside, but when her warm lips wrapped around the tip, my head fell back against the door, and I released a long sigh.  
 
    Tara’s eager mouth took me deeper with each stroke, almost to the base, and I felt myself somehow getting harder with each pass of her tongue. I reached down, tangled my hands through her blonde hair, and helped her bob up and down as I thrusted just slightly with my hips. She opened her mouth wider, stuck out her tongue, and accepted each repeated thrust until she gagged, pulled away, and gasped for breath. When she did, a line of saliva trailed from her pink lips to the tip of my cock. The insatiable siren was back on me in a second, working me with her eager little mouth, and I groaned as pleasure pulsed throughout my body and made my knees weak.  
 
    Finally, I could take no more of her tongue, so I reached down and pulled her up by her shoulders. She squeaked when I spun her around against the door, and her hands pressed into the wood as I hiked the negligee up over her ass and slid myself between her thighs. Her clit twitched when my head grazed over it, and her moans encouraged me to push inside of her pussy.  
 
    So I did. 
 
    “Oh, damn. Oh!” Tara gasped as her wet slit accepted every inch of me, and as I thrust with deep, slow strokes, she dug her nails into the door. 
 
    Then I sank my teeth into her right shoulder while I worked her over, and her warm wetness soon drenched my cock and balls.  
 
    “Goooodddddd. Yesssss.” Tara reached between her thighs and massaged herself as she fervently ground back against me. 
 
    I knew by the way her body started to shake that she was getting close to climax, but I didn’t want to let her come that easily. 
 
    No, she had tortured me with suggestive remarks and tempted me with her slick secretive touches enough over the past few days. Now she deserved to suffer for her release, so I withdrew myself from inside of her and grinned when her ass pushed back in search of my dick. 
 
    “Please?” she whimpered and glanced over her shoulder with her lower lip stuck out in a pout. 
 
    I turned her around, lifted her up with my strong arms, and held her out above my cock before I used my back muscles to lower her onto me. As she slid down, I spread her open, and she fell against me with a deep moan as every inch of me invaded her insides. I thrust forward and rode her against the door, repeatedly stabbing in and out of her from tip to base each time.  
 
    She gasped as she squirmed in my embrace and bit my chest, which only caused me to buck harder, but she seemed to enjoy a bit of roughness, so I kept at it. Her thighs tightened, and her hips pushed downward in unison with my motions as I wrapped my arms around her waist and stumbled for the bed. She continued to ride me until I laid her on her back, climbed on top, and pumped down into her. Underneath me, she bucked and threw her head to the side as she spread her thighs wider and drug her nails down my back. I arched in response and shoved as deep as I could into her. The sensation was incredible, and I felt my orgasm begin to build. 
 
    “Don’t you dare pull out,” she growled as she slipped her arms around my neck and wrapped her legs around my waist. “I have an IUD. Go feminism. Come in me. I need it so bad, Tav. Please come in me. Pleaseeee.” 
 
    What could I say to that? Not a damn thing, so rather than argue, I pushed fully back inside of her and began to thrust once more. Her body tensed, and she shoved her fist into her mouth in an attempt to muffle the sounds of her pleasure-filled cries as she was overtaken by climax.  
 
    I continued to thrust into her pussy while she clenched around me. Then I felt her come again, and again, and again.  
 
    Tara’s fourth tight climax was the one that did it for me, and I felt myself lose control. I growled, gripped the sheets, thrust as deeply as I could, and shot inside of her shaking body. It felt like my orgasm lasted for a whole minute, and Tara gasped each time I tensed and pumped another volley of sperm into her. After we both came down, she shuddered underneath me as I lowered my chest on top of her, and each of us had a quick aftershock of post-orgasmic pleasure that caused us to gasp one more time. 
 
    “Fucking hell…” I said with a groan as I finally withdrew from her tight wet tunnel and rolled over onto my back. She laid her head on my chest a second later, and I obliged her by playing in her hair. 
 
    “That was fucking crazy,” Tara gasped as she ran her hand down between my thighs and gripped my still stiff shaft. “You felt so good coming in me. Wow. Wow. Wow.” 
 
    “You’re a devil,” I replied with a contented sigh. 
 
    “I’m a princess,” she whispered and kissed my cheek before she rolled off the bed and threw on her negligee. “And now that I got my nightcap, it’s sleepy time. I’m so happy that we are sharing you.” 
 
    “You are?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” she whispered as she kissed my lower lip. “I seriously just had the best orgasms of my entire life, and I’m going to sleep with your big strong arms wrapped around me. If Paige and I hadn’t agreed to this, then I’d be sleeping alone, all horny, and all pissed off that she got to you first. Now… I dunno, this is nice, and I want it again. I’m fine taking turns. Maybe I shouldn’t be, since I’m used to getting what I want, but I’d rather have a turn with you than none of you. Make sense?” 
 
    “I guess it does when you say it like that,” I replied. 
 
    “Good, now let me get you ready for sleepy time.” The temptress blew me a kiss, then she leaned down to undo my boots. Once they were untied, I kicked them off, along with my pants, and we both settled back onto the bed. Tara snuggled into my shoulder, and a few of her platinum-blonde locks draped across my face. The sensation of her laying against me was perfect, and we both drifted off to a sweet slumber.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    I woke to the sweet breath of the platinum blond woman next to me. Her perfect breasts rose and fell rhythmically as I noticed some sweat still glistening on them from the night before. I chuckled and rolled over as Tara stirred.  
 
    “God, you’re good,” she muttered at me as she half opened an eye.  
 
    “Glad I could leave a lasting impression,” I said, my voice rough from sleep, as I gave her a wink.  
 
    “It’s a shame we need to get up instead of, like, going again,” Tara replied.  
 
    “Yeah, but based on the sunlight already creeping through the window, I would say we’ve already slept too late,” I said as I finished getting dressed. I walked over, smacked Tara’s ass, and gave her a big smile. “Though I usually have nights and weekends free.”  
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” Tara giggled as she sat up, and started to gather what little clothing she had brought in with her.  
 
    “I’m gonna go wake the others and head for the library,” I said as I started for the door. “Thanks for the night, see you again soon.” I gave the platinum blonde beauty a wink and was out the door.  
 
    The early morning was partially cloudy but a gentle warm breeze gave the day a fresh feel. I could not help but think that it would be a wonderful day for a bath. I stopped at the library doors and took a moment to gaze out across my domain. Even in the clouds it was beautiful, and thoughts of all the survival improvements we could make to the school made me smile.  
 
    The morning started just like the previous few had with all of us gathered in the library.  
 
    I skipped the coffee again, but I had some cold chunks of meat from the night before set out as a morning meal. Everyone was dressed for the outdoors again, and Tara had a smug smile plastered across her face.  
 
    “Based on what I heard last night I was worried you might need to sleep in this morning,” Anna joked.  
 
    “Sorry, I guess I can get pretty loud,” Tara said with a shrug. 
 
    “I mean, Tav makes it hard to be quiet,” Paige added.  
 
    “I don’t do anything half assed,” I said with a wink.  
 
    Paige and Tara went red and giggled as they shared a look. 
 
    “I’m kinda jealous,” Bailey muttered.   
 
    “I think I’ll sit this one out,” Rolly said with a chuckle.  
 
    “I’m okay with that,” I said.  
 
    “You guys are all idiots,” Anna chimed in with dripping sarcasm. 
 
    “More time for the rest of us then,” Tara said.  
 
    “Yeah well, we need to make sure our work is done first,” I reminded them. “Rolly and I are on water today. We will take a little extra time to set up some trotlines after we get washed. Paige and Bailey will head out and check the traps while Tara, and Anna stay here and create spears.”  
 
    “Are there any more broom handles or anything to use?” Anna asked.  
 
    “No,” I replied as I shook my head. “You will have to go into the forest for a little while and find some nice straight sticks that will make nice spear handles.”  
 
    “Alright, and what about the tips?”  
 
    “We could totally raid the kitchen for more knives,” Tara suggested.  
 
    “Good plan,” I said. “I left the twine in the dining hall with the rest of our supplies, but I’ll let you all figure out how to attach them.” 
 
    “Woohoo!” Tara fist pumped. “I get a project.” 
 
    “You’ll do great at it,” I said as I smiled at her.  
 
    “I wrote down a list of parts that the jeep needs,” Rolly started, “Unless we can get what’s on that list the vehicle isn’t going anywhere new. Makes a nice decoration though.” He grinned wide, and the leathery skin of his face folded into deep wrinkles.  
 
    “How about the motorcycle?” I asked 
 
    “It’s running fine now that it has the new air intake,” the old man confirmed.  
 
    “Good. Once we get done with our morning duties, I will take care of the rest of the dogs. Paige, I want you to spend some time in the library once you get back. See what books you can find that might help us. Look for anything related to hunting, traps, or survival.”  
 
     “Should be simple enough,” the bookish brunette said.  
 
    “Good, now let’s get going,” I commanded. “We are doing really well but we can’t get lazy now.”  
 
    Then we headed out of the library in groups of two. 
 
     Rolly and I picked our way through the forest together. I carried a five-gallon jug while the handyman, on my suggestion, carried a single gallon container. We got to the stream, filled our containers, and took a quick bath.  
 
    I stepped into the stream and sucked in a sharp breath. I knew it would be cold, but was still unprepared for the chill as I waded in until the water was around my waist. I shivered as I started to scrub myself with the simple bar of soap. Layers of caked on mud, sweat and grime rolled from my body as I washed. The smooth stones underfoot made me struggle for balance at several points, and once I lost my footing and splashed into the stream. I laughed as I broke the surface and saw Rolly chuckle and shake his head from his spot on a rock nearby. By the time I rinsed the shampoo from my hair and trudged out of the water I was left feeling refreshed despite the cold. It was the first time I had been truly clean in many, many days.  
 
    “Didn’t think I would miss hot showers this much,” I said as I started to towel off. 
 
    “Got any survival skills to fix that one?” Rolly asked.  
 
    “Wish I did,” I said after I chuckled and shook my head. “I am sure we can figure something out once we get water running to the campus.”  
 
    Rolly nodded and fell silent for a moment as he dried his thin and wispy hair. “You ever imagine you would come outta the woods to find a world like this?” he asked.  
 
    “Not really,” I replied. “Don’t think any sane man would have expected this, really.”  
 
    “True, true,” Rolly mused.  
 
    “I sorta wish I had made it back in time to enjoy one last cold beer,” I said as I cracked a thin smile. “What about you? What do you miss most?”  
 
    “Baseball,” he said. “Really miss watching the games while having a drink on a hot summer day.” 
 
    “Very classic,” I replied.  
 
    “What can I say, I am a bit old fashioned,” he said with a shrug.  
 
    “Nothing wrong with that,” I said. “In fact, I like that about you. Reminds me of a simpler time.” 
 
    “Were you even around for those simpler times?” Rolly asked with a smirk.  
 
    “Hey, I heard enough stories to know about what things used to be like,” I replied.  
 
    “Maybe I can tell you some more stories sometime,” Rolly said.  
 
    “I’d love to hear them,” I said before I stood and stretched. “Come on, let’s get to work. Don’t want the ladies to get too worried.”  
 
    Once we had redressed Rolly pulled out some lines and a plastic box full of fishing hooks. They were a little smaller than usually used for a trot line but we had to work with that we had. 
 
    “Where did you want to set these up?” the old man asked as he worked to untangle the line.  
 
    “Downstream,” I said as I started to help him. “Don’t want to contaminate our drinking water with any of the blood from our bait.” 
 
    Rolly nodded, picked up his gear, and started to trek down the stream.  
 
    I followed the man and it wasn’t long until I spotted a nice wide spot that would allow for a bigger line. I took one end of the line and crossed the stream before I tied it off to a nearby branch.  
 
    Rolly did the same on his end, and we started to fasten and bait the hooks. They trailed off the main line on strings of their own and shifted and swayed in the water.  
 
    “I haven't done this in years,” Rolly commented. 
 
    “Seems like you kept pretty busy at the school,” I replied.  
 
    “Oh yeah, always was something to do, and then when I did manage to get time off never felt up to fishing. Always seemed like just more work.”  
 
    “Might not be a leisure activity right now, but it is still kinda fun,” I said as I baited the last hook and let it splash into the water  
 
    “Sure is.” 
 
    “Plus, I think the girls will be thankful for something that is a little less gamey than our usual fare,” I said with a chuckle.   
 
    “Those rabbits weren't too bad though,” Rolly said as we moved on to another spot to set up a second line.  
 
    “Yeah but the bear is not only gamey, but pretty greasy too,” I said.  
 
    Rolly chuckled, and the both of us spent the next twenty minutes swapping stories about fishing and hunting as we set up the second line. Then we finished up, grabbed our water, and headed back towards the campus.  
 
    “Tav, I wanted to say thank you,” Rolly said on the return. 
 
    “What for?” I asked. 
 
    “For helping us out, and being a good guy,” he stated. “I mean, hell, we are building up a decent stockpile of clean water, our food supplies are growing instead of shrinking, and everyone is happier having you around.”  
 
    “I am glad I could be of some use,” I admitted. “Though this is nothing compared to the position we will be in if Lanceton turns out to be full of supplies.”  
 
    “Sometimes you’re too humble,” Rolly said with a chuckle.  
 
    “Nah, just doing my job,” I said. I had never been much of a gloryhound, and it would certainly do me no good here.  
 
    A little sunlight broke through the scattered clouds as we arrived at the campus again, and the two of us exchanged satisfied smiles.  
 
    “Rolly, it’s been a pleasure,” I said before shaking his hand. 
 
    “We should do it again soon,” Rolly joked. “Well, I’m gonna go make a list of parts I need for the jeep.” He gave me a curt nod and headed out.  
 
    I met up with Anna and Tara by the firepit where they sat working on spears.  
 
    “How was the morning?” I asked as I plunked down the gallon jug. 
 
    “Not as good as last night,” the platinum blond said before she gave me a wink.  
 
    “I’ve heard all about it,” Anna said as she rolled her eyes. “Over and over again.”  
 
    “Sounds like you two had fun then,” I chuckled. “Can you ladies do me a favor and start a fire? I want to make a second water run.”  
 
    “Sure,” Anna said with a nod. “Are we desperate for water though?” 
 
    “No, but now that we are bringing in a steady source of protein I wouldn’t mind getting back into better shape. A nice weighted run would be a perfect start.”  
 
    “You mean you could look even better?” Tara asked with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “I could fill out a little,” I admitted.  
 
    “Well then, have fun and don’t let us stop you,” Anna said.  
 
    I made a stop by the dorm, grabbed a new jug, and headed back out towards the stream. It had been a full year since I had really had an opportunity to do any real exercise. Before my woodland retreat every morning was started with at least thirty minutes of pushups, squats, and sit-ups followed by a five-mile run.  
 
    Over time I had to stop exercising because I did not have the protein to support my physique. Now though, between our meat, and the protein powder we had in our supplies, I thought I might be able to get back into my preferred form.  
 
    The half-mile run was easy despite the slightly rugged trail, and I filled the jug and returned in less than an hour. However, as I dropped off the water with the spear maidens, I could feel the burn in my arms from carrying the water on my return trip.  
 
    “That didn’t take long,” Tara commented.  
 
    “I’m a decent runner,” I said.  
 
    “Oh yeah?” Anna asked. “Maybe I finally found my running partner.” 
 
    “Just make sure he has time for the rest of us,” the platinum blond said with a grin.  
 
    “We’ll see,” Anna replied with a wink.  
 
    “Well, I have some dogs to round up before they become a problem,” I said. “If you get this water boiled up, I think you will be free for the day.”  
 
    “Before you head out to play cowboy, you might want to stop by the library,” Anna said. “Paige came by earlier and said that she had found some great books.” 
 
    “Thanks for the heads up,” I said before I smiled, waved, and headed off.  
 
    As I entered the library, I found Paige sitting in one of the few pools of sunlight.  
 
    She had two books opened and a mess of wire, sticks, and twine were scattered around her. The brunette didn’t even look up as I entered. She just adjusted her glasses and continued to work on what appeared to be some sort of trap.  
 
    “I found some excellent books,” she commented. “This first one is all about wilderness survival and has a large section of traps. The second here is just knots.”  
 
    “Sounds perfect,” I said as I knelt beside her. I picked up some small lengths of wood that had notches cut out of them.  
 
    “Those are to make a peg snare,” Paige explained before I could even ask. “I am putting together a bunch of pieces and then, if I can find someone to go with me, I want to find some more places to set these all up.” She still didn’t look up. Her attention was focused on a diagram of an advanced snare trap in the first book.  
 
    “Well, looks like you have had a productive day,” I said.  
 
    “You have no idea,” Paige said proudly as she turned to grin at me. “Bailey and I caught a rabbit earlier too. She even mustered up the courage to kill it and clean it. She made a face the whole time, but she didn’t throw up or complain.”  
 
    “That’s impressive,” I said. “Glad to see Bailey is willing to get her hands dirty.” I started to flip through the book on knots. Most of the useful knots I already knew how to make. Though the easy to follow instructions might come in handy when trying to pass on my knowledge to the girls.  
 
    “She is stronger than she seems,” Paige said as she went back to work on her trap. “I think she just needed to be put into a position to prove it.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I nodded. “You haven't happened to find any maps today have you?”   
 
    “Actually, I have,” Paige said as she pointed towards our morning conference table. “Look there.”  
 
    I walked over to find a diverse selection of maps. Some of them, such as the world atlas and United States roadmap, were not immediately useful. Though the pocket sized hiking maps, and vermont state maps could be worth more than gold.  
 
    “Perfect,” I mused.  
 
    “I also found a bunch of old paper maps made when they did geological studies around this area,” Paige called out. “I’m not sure if they would be as useful though.”  
 
    “Anything that gives us a better understanding of the area is good,” I said as I looked to her again.  
 
    “Then I will gather those too,” she said as she smiled and nodded.  
 
    With the aid of the maps I figured it might be possible to locate some plots containing houses or ski cabins that were off the beaten path and away from any main roads. It was not uncommon for people who wished to get away to find land in a more remote location and disappear. Those houses, if no one was left inside, would be perfect for scavenging since they weren’t likely to be picked over by any marauders who stuck near roadways.. They might also tell us if we had any lakes or rivers close enough to utilize.  
 
    “This is great stuff. Nice job,” I said before I smiled at the mousy brunette. I gave one last wave and headed out of the library.  
 
    For Anna’s plan to work I would need to get the dogs up the hill. So I laid what remained of Champ’s body in the parking lot, gathered the wheelbarrow, made a stop by the freezer full of old meat, and grabbed my rifle before I headed down the hill.  
 
    By the time I reached the town, a trail of rotting meat led up towards the campus behind me. The stench was appalling and more pungent than I had assumed it would be. It wouldn’t be long before the creatures caught the smell of reeking food and started picking their way toward the trap.  
 
    I rinsed the wheelbarrow with some unboiled water and made a quick stop by the truck. I filled the wheelbarrow with tools and hurried back to the school. By the time I reached the school, I could hear the dogs fighting over the meat at the bottom.  
 
    I left the wheelbarrow by the shed and hurried to the roof of the middle building. From my elevated vantage point I had a nice view of the surrounding area and I watched as the trio of canines ate their way up the hill. That gave me plenty of time to get into a comfortable position.  
 
    I waited, the rifle firmly placed on my shoulder, for the dogs to reach their dead alpha. 
 
     The Rottweiler seemed to lead them now as they carefully moved from one piece of bait to the next. After each small tease the three dogs would look around for danger and move on up the road. The brown mutt would occasionally try to take more than his share but one snap from the new alpha would put him in his place. The black lab seemed perfectly content with his place and never once did anything to challenge the big boss. They reached the top, checked for danger once more, and started to feast on Champ. 
 
    Once they did, I lined up my first shot. I knew I would need to be quick as they would likely scatter after the first one dropped. I let out a slow breath, closed my left eye, and squeezed the trigger. 
 
    The black dog fell, and the other two stopped eating and stared at the corpse. A second sharp crack filled the air, and another dog went down. The last one bolted and started to run down the hill, so I shifted my aim so that I could lead the target and fired off the last shot. There was a yelp as the last dog stumbled, fell, and then rose again. I’d hit it in the lung, and knew it would bleed out in a few moments, but I didn’t want it to suffer so I took in another deep breath and shouldered the gun again. The final crack of the rifle downed the wounded creature. My work was done and, at least for the moment, we could travel down to the town safely again.  
 
     Everyone was waiting for me when I reached the bottom of the building. 
 
    “Nice shooting,” Rolly said.  
 
    “Yeah, I am glad we get to learn from you,” Anna added.  
 
    “Oh, there are better shots,” I commented. “Plus, I used one more bullet than intended.”  
 
    “Still impressive by our standards,” the hippie said with a grin. “So is the area safe again?”  
 
    “Yeah, that was the whole pack,” I assured them. “Paige, I want you to skin and gut the two dogs still in the parking lot. Show the others how it is done.”  
 
    “We still aren't, like, eating them right?” Tara asked. 
 
    “Still no need, but they will make good teaching tools, and we can always use the meat as bait for better eating,” I explained.  
 
    “You sure you don’t want to show them yourself?” Paige asked.  
 
    “I trust you can handle this one,” I said before I turned to Rolly. “I picked up some tools while I was in town earlier setting the bait. Left them sitting in the wheelbarrow by the shed.”  
 
    “I noticed,” Rolly said. “They are some nice tools. Some of them barely look used. We’ll get good use out of em.”  
 
    “No gifts for us this time?” Anna teased.  
 
    “I thought about it but worried you might be starting to get spoiled,” I joked.  
 
    “I totes like being spoiled though,” Tara pouted.  
 
    “That’s why I have to be so careful,” I said. “Now don’t you girls have some dogs to carve up?”  
 
    “At least they aren't cute anymore,” Bailey said as she looked out to where the furry corpses waited.  
 
    “Just remember that given the chance they would have happily munched on your face,” Anna said cheerfully.  
 
    “Wonderful,” Bailey said. “Just the image I needed to help me sleep tonight.”  
 
    “Don’t worry, if you need I am sure Tav can keep you warm and safe at night,” Tara cooed as she licked her lips. “He totally helped me sleep peacefully.” 
 
    “Uhhh.” Bailey’s face turned red as she looked at me and Tara. “You wanna like… share Tav?” 
 
    “Before you start making plans, I should probably tell you that I am going to head out for a while,” I interjected.  
 
    “What do you mean?” Anna asked.  
 
    “I am going to grab the motorcycle and head towards Lanceton. I need to see how much damage was done by the fire and if it would be worth us making a trip there at a later point,” I explained.  
 
    “Are we sure that is a good idea?” Paige asked. 
 
    “Yeah, what if more of those motorcycle creeps are hanging out on the roads?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “Look, Lanceton is not far away, and we could make use of the resources an actual town might have in it,” I said. “I won’t risk taking everyone there until I know that it is safe enough for a group trip, and there is no one here better suited for a scouting mission than me.” 
 
    “It could be dangerous though,” Bailey said. 
 
    “I wouldn’t worry ‘bout him,” Rolly chimed in. “He’s a Ranger and can handle himself. Or did you all forget how easily be took care of those goons the day we arrived?” 
 
    “And the bear!” Bailey added.  
 
    “Right,” Anna said. “We should be more concerned about our own safety while he is away.”  
 
    “Well, I won’t be gone long, and I have a spare pistol that I will leave with Rolly,” I said. “Just stick to the buddy system and go about your day as normal. You have all the tools in place to stay safe without me for a while.”  
 
    “You think you’ll have enough gas for the trip?” Rolly asked. “Would hate for ya to have to walk back.” 
 
    “I’ll take the spare fuel can, and some hose in case I need to siphon some more,” I said. “Shouldn’t be an issue though. Ten miles is barely a trip.”  
 
    “Are you leaving soon?” Anna asked.  
 
    “Yeah, as soon as I gather what I need for the trip,” I said with a nod. “The sooner I leave the sooner I get back and I would prefer not to be out past dark.”  
 
    “Well you better get a move on then,” Paige said with a smirk. “You’re just wasting time by standing here and talking to us.”  
 
    I grinned, nodded, and excused myself before heading for the dorm. She was right, but man, was it ever hard to leave such lovely ladies. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    I spent some time in my room in preparation for the coming trip. I used my bed as a staging area and laid out the rifle with twenty bullets first. The weapon was an almost perfect survival gun despite the smaller size of the projectile. My only wish was that I had managed to find a scope for the top.  
 
    Next was the springfield with all four full magazines. That gave me seventy six rounds for the pistol. Barring full scale conflict that would be more than enough for almost any situation. Any scenario that saw me going through all the 9mm ammo in a short time was a situation I was not walking away from.  
 
    Beside that I had set out a small selection of medical supplies. I was taking a few Band-Aids, some alcohol wipes, and a clean bandage. Again, if I needed more, it meant I was probably in a position I was not getting out of. 
 
    Perhaps one of the strangest items sitting on my bed was the chunk of garden hose. I thought it would be invaluable for helping me siphon gas if the need should arise. 
 
    A single gallon of gas sat next to my full plastic water bottle, candy bar, and small cooked chunk of bear. If I wanted to be safe about this, I needed to move slowly, especially once I got closer to Lanceton. That meant I should prepare for a long night even though it was only a ten mile drive.  
 
    I packed the meal, the tube, and the medical supplies into my backpack and tucked a folded list of the parts needed for the jeep into a pocket in my vest. My knife, freshly cleaned and sharpened, sat in its sheath, and the pistol was stuck in its holster. I grabbed the gas, the rifle and headed out the door. Rolly waited for me by the stairs.  
 
    I handed him the 9mm glock taken from the biker, and all the spare magazines. 
 
    “Ready to go?” The old man asked as he checked the weapon before he tucked it into his pants.  
 
    “Yeah,” I said with a nod. “Can’t promise I will be back at a reasonable time, but I will make myself known so you don’t shoot me on my return.” 
 
    “Girls are worried that you won't come back at all,” Rolly confessed. “They didn’t want to say it to your face though. Thought you might take offense.”  
 
    “I’ll play it safe,” I said with a chuckle. “No needless heroics for me.”  
 
    “Unless there are some more ladies in need of rescue at least,” Rolly joked with a grin. 
 
    “Well we’ll see what waits for me in Lanceton,” I said. “Though I have a feeling that I won’t find anyone quite as lucky as you all.”  
 
    “No,” Rolly said as his smile faded. “Guessing you probably won’t.”  
 
    “I think it's best not to dwell on what the world outside might be like,” I advised.  
 
    “You’re right,” Rolly said. “Especially when we are doing so well here.”  
 
    I gave him a smile, nodded, and headed down the stairs. “See you soon old man.”  
 
    “I’m counting on it,” he called out.  
 
    I found the girls around the motorcycle. They talked among themselves and waved at me as I approached.  
 
    “Done with the dogs already?” I asked.  
 
    “We just wanted to say goodbye,” Bailey said.  
 
    “I’m not moving away,” I said as I swung a leg over the bike and took a seat.  
 
    “But this is like a big deal,” Tara said. “No one has left since all of this started.”  
 
    “Yeah but I haven't been here long,” I responded.  
 
    “You’re right, we shouldn’t even care what happens to you,” Paige said with obvious sarcasm. 
 
    “Right? He hasn’t even done much since he arrived,” Anna said before she stuck out her tongue.  
 
    “Alright, I get it,” I said with a chuckle. “Though I expect things to get done while I am gone.”  
 
    “Alright, dad,” Anna mocked with a grin.  
 
    “Ew, can we not call him that?” Bailey asked with a disgusted grimace.  
 
    “I dunno, I kinda like it,” Tara purred.  
 
    “Oh my god, please leave, Tav. Maybe then this conversation will end.” Paige groaned, and the rest of the girls laughed.  
 
    “That I can do,” I said as I stuck the keys in the ignition. The motorcycle rumbled to life beneath me, and I popped the kickstand up. I gave the girls a salute and rolled towards the hill.  
 
    It took me barely a minute to zip through town and make my way onto the mountain road. Even without a map the bright green road signs made my journey easy.  
 
    The first five miles flew by as the wind whipped my beard wildly around my face, and the desolate world passed me by. The abandoned cars that dotted the road in random intervals ensured that I never was able to get too fast, but I enjoyed the ride, nonetheless. The emptiness of the world was still strange. Especially since none of the cars held corpses or more than minor damage. The whole thing was uncanny, as if everyone had just up and disappeared, and I almost preferred the warzones that I had long left behind.  
 
    A couple miles later the motorcycle sputtered, and I noticed the tank was almost empty. I cursed myself for not checking the tank sooner and pulled off the road by a powder blue Subaru. There was a bridge up ahead that curved over a lazy river, and I used the gas can to fill up the tank of my motorcycle, while I listened to its soothing sound, and headed for the blue Subaru.  
 
    The car was unlocked, but a brief look inside came up with nothing of value, though for once it was not what was in the cab that I was interested in. I took out the hose and started to siphon gas from the now useless car, but, as I knelt there refilling my gas can, the roar of approaching engines ruined my casual mood. I carefully set down the gas, returned to my motorcycle, and wheeled it off the road and into the woods. Then I readied my rifle and headed deeper into the woods before I headed towards the noise. 
 
    The sounds of the engines stopped and were replaced by faint voices as I picked my way slowly through the forest. My every step was a calculated risk based on what was in front of me as I tried to make as little noise as humanly possible. My only guide had been the rumbling of motorcycle engines, and when they died, the faint voices of their riders. I picked my way up a ridge and found a good spot overlooking the bridge and the three men who now stood upon it. No matter how still I sat I could not make out what they were saying, but I at least had a good line of sight.  
 
    Each of the three men was dressed in jeans, various color shirts, and matching black leather vests. The patch emblazoned on the back of them matched the same one the two corpses back in town bore.  
 
    Nothing about this situation was good. Even if they were not headed for the school, they were still far closer than I wished them to be. Not even ten miles felt a safe distance when they had bikes but I would have to hope that they found all they wanted and more in Lanceton for a while.  
 
    I sat there, staring at them over the top of my gun, as they all stood around having a smoke and laughing about something I still could not hear. They finished their smoke, flicked the butt over the side of the bridge, and turned to head back to their rides. That’s when I noticed the gore crusted human skull hanging from the belt of a lanky biker.  
 
    Not just the dogs had started to go feral.  
 
     Things were worse than I had feared. I could guess anyone hanging out in Lanceton was either in a bad way or taking trophies with the animals these men had become. My finger slid onto the trigger as any reservations I may have held about killing these men vanished. 
 
    The three met at their bikes and one, a short broad-shouldered fellow with black hair, pulled out a piece of paper, looked at it, and threw a thumb behind him towards Lanceton. However, he turned to the man at his left, the tall lanky redhead with the skull trophy, and pointed up the road towards the campus.  
 
    Whatever was on that paper seemed like it was bad news for me and my team. It could be a map, or simply a list of orders. I needed to see what it was. There was a chance it would keep me one step ahead of the goons beneath me, and there was no way any of these guys was getting off this bridge alive anyway.  
 
    I had to work fast as my targets were already starting to mount their bikes. The black haired man was farthest from me as he swung onto his bike. I took aim and fired off a shot and was rewarded with a loud ping as my bullet tore a hole through his metal helmet and splattered his face across the pavement.  
 
    The tall guy froze with his hand at his hip as the other, the skull-taker, fired up his bike.  
 
    I swiftly downed the frozen biker with a shot to the heart as the third one started to pull away. I acquired my next target with practiced ease and squeezed the trigger. A spurt of red filled the air to confirm that I hit my target.  
 
    The man cried out, an action that none of the others had the luxury of taking, and lost control of the bike. He struggled to regain control but instead slammed into and through the guardrail, then fell and landed in the water below with a splash.  
 
    Things went quiet, but I waited. I worked the lever on the rifle and kept it trained on the far side of the bridge. It wasn’t until the sounds of the forest started to emerge around me once more that I decided it was safe, slung the rifle onto my shoulder, and headed down towards the bridge. 
 
    I pulled my pistol as I broke free of the trees and stepped onto the pavement. There was no such thing as being “too careful” in situations like this one. I kicked at the burly black haired man despite the fact that part of his lower jaw sat on the ground beside him. I wasn’t in the mood to take chances so I kicked at the second body too before I holstered my gun and started to search the bodies.  
 
    I pulled a .44 magnum from the pants of the first man, along with ten extra bullets from his front pocket. The second guy had a desert eagle, and two spare magazines in a holster strapped to his thigh. I couldn’t help but chuckle as I stripped these men of their weapons. To say that these pistols were impractical for defense would be an understatement. Sure, they could work for hunting, but I doubted that either of them knew how to handle the higher caliber handguns.  
 
    I flipped over the body of the first man and found the paper still clutched in his, now bloody, hands. I pulled it free and studied the badly crumpled hand-drawn map. The scale was undoubtedly off, and there was nothing save for simple road lines, a crude compass rose, and a series of written instructions on the side that detailed the plan. These guys had been sent to Lanceton and were then told to keep scouting north. If I had left them alone, they would have gotten to the school.  
 
    I folded the paper and tucked it into a vest pocket. Even though it was crude, I had a feeling Paige could help me figure out where these guys had come from using the maps and charts she had found in the library.  
 
    This was good, it gave us the upper hand. We might not know how many of them were out there, but we knew where they were coming from and would soon know how to get there.  
 
    I headed for their bikes and rummaged through the side bags as I started to roll them off the bridge and into the woods. Once I had hid them, I searched through their saddle compartments. The first bike had a bottle of water, a bag of chips, and half a bottle of whisky, and the second had nothing but pornography and cigarettes. I rolled my eyes and returned to the bodies.  
 
    It took me a few minutes, but I managed to drag the men to the side of the bridge and drop them into the water below. However, as I dropped the second corpse over the side I heard a groan and looked over to see the third biker trying to claw his way up towards the bridge.  
 
    He was covered in not only the blood from the shot but also from the fall, and he grunted softly with every movement. He looked up and noticed me above him. “You motherfucker. I’ll fucking kill you!”  
 
    Blood spewed from his mouth with every word he spoke, and I frowned as I pulled out my pistol. It took me only a moment to decide that talking with this man was pointless. He wouldn’t be able to tell me anything useful even if he wasn’t on the verge of death.  
 
    Besides, I didn’t really want to spend any more time on these assholes. 
 
    I aimed and pulled the trigger but this time the bullet found his face.  
 
    The biker slumped forward with a wet thud and began to slide down the muddy embankment towards the water once more.  
 
    I holstered my gun, let out a small sigh, and looked to the partially cloudy sky. It had been too much to hope that this would be a simple trip, but at least I’d taken care of three assholes. I bagged my new gear, headed back to my bike, and then fired up the engine. 
 
    My day wasn’t over, and there was a lot more to explore.  
 
    I continued on towards Lanceton, and the next few minutes of the trip zipped by. I stopped once I could make out the silhouette of the town in the distance. It looked quiet, but I didn’t want to take any chances. So I turned off the motorcycle, worried its noise might give me away, rolled it into the treeline, and continued in on foot. If anyone was there, I wanted to know about them before they knew about me.  
 
    There were far more businesses and cars here than where I had come from, and Lanceton, as a whole, looked more like what I had come to expect from post disaster towns. Broken glass littered the blacktop, some vehicles were torched or crunched, and there was even the occasional splash of dried blood. However, this place seemed to be as abandoned as where I had come from. I didn’t see anyone hiding in houses, and there was no sound except my boots thudding across the ground.  
 
    It was hard to believe that a place this large was completely devoid of life, and if they had some sort of evacuation, there would have been signs of that too. However, I concluded that if anyone had decided to stick around Lanceton, there was little reason to show themselves, especially when the last guys to roll through were probably those bikers. 
 
    I made my way past countless quiet houses as I trekked towards the center of town. While larger than the campus town, Lanceton was still not a big place, and I found myself in a small downtown area after only a few minutes. 
 
    There was a small park in the center of downtown with some trampled flower beds, lush green trees and a cobblestone walking path. It would be almost idyllic if not for the large burnt our husk of a police station looming behind it. It's still smoking stone walls were now black with soot that mostly obscured the words POLICE STATION that had been etched over the front door.  
 
    I could make out a single, headless, burned body lying in front of the building on the street. I approached slowly in case someone was lurking nearby and knelt next to the body. Even now I could still feel the heat radiate from the burned out station as I inspected the corpse.  
 
    The body was badly burned but I could make out a metal police badge, now melted, on the chest. At least someone had been left in this town.  
 
    I looked up at the police station and wondered if any other officers had been inside. The thought turned my stomach, and I looked away. I sighed but noticed the auto parts store tucked in between a hardware store and a post office just across the way. Like the rest of the town most of the windows here were broken too, but it didn’t look like many of the interiors had been ransacked. Wherever the people went, they did so in a hurry.  
 
    I stepped through the broken plate-glass window and into the interior of the auto parts store. I pushed past the front counter and into the aisles of categorized and boxed inventory. The ground was littered with empty boxes and miscellaneous parts. It looked like almost anything that could be used on a motorcycle had been stripped from the shelves. 
 
     The most difficult part of getting the parts of the jeep was figuring out the shop’s organizational system. Though once I did I was pleasantly surprised to find the parts I needed sitting in dusty boxes in a dark corner. I found a paper bag in the shop big enough to hold the parts and headed back to the square.  
 
    Despite the destruction, Lanceton looked like it still held many useful items. The town was too large to have been fully cleaned out, and I was fairly certain that we could find more food and water if we looked hard enough. It would be worth the effort to bring the girls here and spend a day picking this place apart. I gave one last look to the smoldering police station and headed out of town.  
 
    By the time I got back to where I hid my bike the sky was a dull orange as the sun started to slip below the horizon. I moved the autoparts into my side bags and climbed on. The engine roared to life as I turned the bike towards home. I opened up the throttle and took off down the road, over the bridge, and past the abandoned cars. All the while enjoying the feeling of the wind rushing through my hair and beard as I returned to the peace that waited for me.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    As I rolled back up the hill towards the campus, I spied five familiar figures that awaited me at the top. The four women were armed with spears, and Rolly brandished a pistol. They parted as I reached the top and followed me to where I stopped.  
 
    “Welcome back!” Bailey exclaimed as she ran up and wrapped me in a hug.  
 
    “Hey, at least let him get off the motorcycle,” Anna said with a laugh.  
 
    “I’m glad I was missed,” I said as I returned the hippie’s hug and got off the bike. “How was the rest of your day?”  
 
    “We totes cut up those dogs,” Tara said with a grin. “It wasn’t even that hard.”  
 
    “I even got my hands dirty,” Bailey added.  
 
    “Without complaining I might add,” Anna said.  
 
    “Everything's better with a good teacher,” I said as I looked to Paige and winked.  
 
    “I just showed them what you showed me,” she said as she blushed.  
 
    “Ah come on, take some credit,” the toned redhead said as she playfully slugged the brunette in the shoulder. “Not like we could have done it alone.”  
 
    “We also got all the water boiled up,” Tara interjected. “And finished the spears!”  
 
    “Good, sounds like your afternoon was as productive as mine was,” I said before I pulled out the vehicle parts and handed them to Rolly.  
 
    “Good looking parts. Look pretty much brand new,” the old man said after he let out a low whistle.  
 
    “Might be. Shoulda seen the boxes I found them in. They were covered in a nice thick layer of dust,” I said.  
 
    “How was the rest of the town?” Paige asked.  
 
    “Were those biker guys hanging out there?” Anna quickly added.  
 
    “Lanceton looks like it has seen better days,” I started. “Though the bikers had moved on by the time I got there, but not before torching the police station and killing the only person I saw while I was there.”  
 
    “Oh shit,” Anna muttered quietly. “You think they’ll head this way next?”  
 
    “Not anymore,” I said as I shook my head. “I left a three man scouting party dead by a bridge up the road a few miles.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re okay,” Rolly said. “Coulda been dangerous.” 
 
    “Maybe, but they never saw me,” I said before I opened my backpack. I pulled out the Desert Eagle and the revolver. “Plus, they were carrying these. Usually dangerous people don’t carry the world's biggest and most unwieldy guns. Doubt they could’ve hit me if they wanted to.”  
 
    “Good thing too, those things look like they would take an arm off,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Based on the reading I have done I actually don’t think you are far off,” Paige said. “These things can take out big game.”  
 
    “Like bears?” Tara asked.  
 
    “I would’ve loved to have one of these when we met that bear,” I said with a nod. “Hunting is really going to be the best use for these guns.”  
 
    “They do look cool though,” Anna said. 
 
    “You’re right,” I agreed. “Turns out that the idea of form over function still exists, even when talking about guns. And if I had to fight someone, I prefer to fight someone who values form over function.”  
 
    “Well did you get anything more immediately useful?” Paige asked. 
 
    “Actually, I did,” I fished out the crude map and directions and handed it to Paige. “Took this off one of them.”  
 
    “What is it?” Tara asked as she crowded in behind her bespectacled companion.  
 
    “A map, or something similar to one,” Paige explained. “Whoever made this clearly has little knowledge of the area save for a couple major roads.”  
 
    “Was enough to send them our direction though,” Anna said.  
 
    “Fuck,” Tara swore. “You think they will send more guys? I mean what if this scouting group was sent to find their buddies that Tav killed?”  
 
    “No, based on this paper here it seems they were sent on just a general scouting trip,” Paige said as she shook her head.  
 
    “We are safe for the time being,” I stated. “Not only are we still hidden but I think we now have the means to figure out where this group of degenerates is based.”  
 
    “How would that, like, help us?” Tara asked.  
 
    “We will know the highway directions they took to get to Lanceton, so if we reverse it and consult a map we can see where they came from,” I said.  
 
    “So you do think they might come up this way again then?” Rolly asked.  
 
    “The way I see it is that they have already lost five guys who were sent north,” I said. “That would be a powerful incentive to stay away, at least for a while. Though we need to prepare for anything just to be safe.”  
 
    “Plus, if this map is even half accurate it seems that these guys are out past the mountain to the south of us,” Paige stated. “That means they are a ways out, even with working vehicles.” 
 
     “Tonight, though, we have nothing to worry about,” I said with a wide smile. “Instead we should eat some good food, drink a little booze, and take pride in all we have done so far.”  
 
    We headed for the firepit, and I was pleased to see the girls had made some improvements. A nice ring of large stones rimmed the pit and a handmade wooden spit, complete with working crank, sat over it.  
 
    “We had some spare time,” Anna admitted. 
 
    “Yeah, plus turns out we are all pretty good at working with wood,” Bailey said before she winked at me.  
 
    “Well I’m impressed,” I said with a grin.  
 
    Anna got busy building up a fire while Tara brought out a rabbit and skewered it on the spit before she added spices and a bit of oil to it.  
 
    Bailey brought out a small pan, a can of veggies, and the rest of the mushrooms. 
 
    I grabbed the rest of the vodka and pulled the half full bottle of jack from my backpack.  
 
    “How’d you know whiskey was my favorite?” Rolly asked with a grin.  
 
    “Don’t thank me. Thank the thugs I met on the bridge,” I said as I tossed him the bottle.  
 
    The handyman popped the top and took a sniff before he let out a contented sigh.  
 
    “Never thought I would be grateful to see a bottle of whiskey again,” Anna said with a chuckle.  
 
    “Who said I was sharing?” Rolly joked.  
 
    “Hey, I fought the guys so I should at least get a swig,” I declared. 
 
    “Oh I suppose,” Rolly said as he chuckled and capped the bottle again. “Though I will save it for dinner.”  
 
    Tara hummed quietly as she sat by the fire and turned the spit in a slow and steady fashion while Bailey fried up the vegetables below. As they worked the air filled with the scent of fresh mushrooms and roasting meat.  
 
    “I never really cared for home-cooked meals but our recent meals have to be some of the greatest food I have ever eaten,” Anna said as she watched the rabbit spin.  
 
    “It’s all about perspective,” I said. “Going as long as you guys did without a real hot meal made you realize just how good food can be.”  
 
    “It does help a bit that Tara is a good cook,” Bailey said with a grin.  
 
    “True enough,” I replied with a chuckle.  
 
    The sun slipped away and as darkness took hold our food was ready to eat. We each had a plate of hot meat and spiced vegetables and mushrooms along with a paper cup of alcohol. Life was good. 
 
    “So, what’s the plan now?” Anna asked through a mouth full of food.  
 
    “We keep on doing what we are doing,” I said. “We build up our stores of water and find a better way to obtain it. We continue to hunt, trap, fish, and forage to continue eating. We build up the dorm as our base and ensure that we can defend it with the weapons and tools we have, and we improve things to be more comfortable.”  
 
    “We’ve had a solid start,” Rolly said with a nod.  
 
    “Agreed, and we will only improve on it as the days go by,” I replied.  
 
    “What about Lanceton?” Tara asked.  
 
    “When we’re ready, we'll take a trip there together and scavenge,” I said. “Though we have to wait on that until the jeep is running again.”  
 
    “What if someone comes looking for a fight or to take what we have?” Paige asked as the fire reflected off her glasses.  
 
    “What we have is the start of something good, maybe even great, and you should all be proud of how far you have come and what you have accomplished in these past few days. This place and you people are worth fighting for, and if someone comes to take it, then we will fight till our last breath to protect it.” 
 
     “Damn right we will,” Rolly said.  
 
    “To our home!” Anna cried as she raised her cup into the air.  
 
    We all followed her example and let out a cheer as we toasted to what we had made, and what was to come. 
 
    As I finished my drink and looked to those seated around the fire with me I saw something in them I had not seen when we first met.  
 
    I saw hope.  
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    The next week was spent building upon what we had started. We continued to gather water and managed to trap a dozen rabbits and one fox. We put the smoker to good use, and the need for some sort of meat locker became quickly apparent. It, like the water pump system, was put onto the whiteboard as a long-term project to strengthen our base.  
 
    We had a few more projects planned, such as a garden, some kind of shower system, and an outdoor kitchen area to help in food preparation. However, we were running low on raw resources with which to enact our plans.  
 
    So, after the morning bathing and trap checking routine, I met with the girls outside near the now-running Jeep.  
 
    “You all have no idea how excited I am to get out for a while,” Anna said as she tossed her backpack into the back of the Jeep.  
 
    “Right? It feels like forever since we, like, saw anything other than this campus and the surrounding trees,” Tara said.  
 
    “Well, it has been over three months,” Paige pointed out as she jumped into the Jeep.  
 
    “Don’t get too excited,” I said. “Lanceton isn’t much to look at, but it should have lots of stuff we need.” I climbed into the vehicle and started the engine. It was a good day for a drive.  
 
    “Lanceton wasn’t much to look at before all this,” the platinum blonde chimed in. 
 
    “I know that Tara, but I’m just excited to change up the routine a little,” Bailey chirped.  
 
    “Just remember, this is not a vacation. It might be a nice change but we will have a lot of ground to cover if we want to get back before sundown,” I said as I checked that everyone was loaded.  
 
    Each of us carried a backpack with nothing in it except for a meal and a water bottle, and the girls all carried a spear and a knife. I brought the rifle and my knife, but I hoped that I wouldn’t have to use them. 
 
    “Alright, it looks good. Let’s hit the road,” I said.  
 
    The girls cheered as I gunned the engine and rumbled down the hill.  
 
    It was a warm and sunny morning and there was a perfect breeze as we tore down the road towards Lanceton. The Jeep, with its new parts, was actually a pretty nice ride, and the ten miles flew until we could see Lanceton in the distance up ahead. This time I didn’t stop and head in on foot. I kept one hand on my pistol, just in case, but rolled right into town.  
 
    I noticed no obvious changes as we drove through Lanceton, and it was still deathly quiet as we passed by the abandoned buildings.  
 
    “Whoa, this place looks grim,” Tara said quietly as she pointed to a burnt home. 
 
    “Yeah, I almost feel like I just drove into a zombie movie or something,” Bailey agreed with a nod.   
 
    “Don’t worry, this place is very empty,” I said.  
 
    “That’s weird. Where did everyone go?” Anna asked.  
 
    “Yeah, our town being empty is one thing, but this place had to have at least a thousand people,” Paige added.  
 
    “Oh my god, did the bikers kill them all?” Tara asked as she turned towards me with her eyes wide.  
 
    I shook my head. “No, were that the case we would see lots of corpses. My guess would be that there was some sort of evacuation.”  
 
    “Then why didn’t they come and get us?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “The school was officially closed for winter break, and the town was mostly deserted as a result, so nobody came,” the redhead answered. “At first I thought it was a bad thing, but now that I look around, I think maybe we got lucky.” 
 
    An uncomfortable silence fell across the group as I rolled to a stop at a small strip mall in the center of town. All eyes were focused on the burned out building and the body in front of it. This had been the first time any of them had really seen a town other than their small village, and their faces were all pale. 
 
    “Look at what became of Lanceton,” I said as I motioned to the surrounding area. “We don’t know if any place is better than this. Where you all ended up may have been a bigger blessing than it first seemed.” I turned off the Jeep and stepped out of the vehicle.  
 
    “He’s right,” Anna said as she hopped out next to me. “We can’t guarantee that anyone who left here is doing any better than us.”  
 
    “Things are going pretty good, I suppose,” Bailey said while she stepped from the Jeep with her spear held close to her chest.  
 
    “True,” Paige said. “Plus, if we had gone wherever these people did we never would have met Tav.”  
 
    “Yeah, and like, who would keep him out of trouble then?” Tara added with a chuckle.  
 
    “It’s true. Who knows what sort of trouble I might have caused,” I replied as I pulled on my backpack. “Bailey, Paige, you two will come with me to the hardware store. Our priority is a manual pump.” 
 
    “We can probably find some good gardening supplies here too,” the blond hippie said as she stepped up next to me.  
 
    “Then grab that too,” I said with a nod. “Anna, you and Tara will take the sporting goods store. I want guns, ammo, and any camping or hunting supplies that look like they would be even a little useful. More duffle bags and water bottles never hurt either.” 
 
    “If we do run into trouble what’s the plan?” Anna asked.  
 
    “Hide if you’re able to. If not, make enough noise to ensure that the rest of us know what’s going on,” I ordered. “Load up what you find in the back of the Jeep. We will all meet back up in an hour to take a break and go over what we found. There are plenty of places to pick through so we will probably be here all day.”  
 
    “It’s a nice change,” Paige said before she blew a strand of her messy brunette hair from her face.  
 
    “Kinda feels like shopping,” Tara said with a grin. “Next place we go needs to have a mall.”  
 
    “Don’t you have enough clothes?” Bailey teased.  
 
    “Can one really ever have enough clothes?” the platinum blond retorted as she stuck out her tongue.  
 
    “Yes,” Paige said.  
 
    “I don’t know. I might be with Tara on this one, especially now that we can’t really wash what we have,” Anna confessed with a shrug.  
 
    “That’s a good point,” I said. “Any clothes that you find that even just might fit you would be a good pickup.”  
 
    “Alright, we’ll see you in an hour then,” Anna said before she headed for the sporting goods store.  
 
    Tara followed close behind her and gave us a wave before she disappeared inside.  
 
    I turned to the two women with me, smiled, and headed into the hardware store. Like all the other buildings in the area, this one had very few intact windows, and the fact that so much of the glass was in the store made it obvious that they had been broken from the outside. However, I was surprised to find the place still fairly stocked. The shelves were a mess and boxes mingled with glass on the floor but there was much to go through. 
 
    “Keep an eye out for batteries,” I said as I heard the others step in behind me.  
 
    “Wouldn’t the EMP have fried those?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “They might not be quite as effective anymore, but as long as they were not connected to an electrical grid they should still work.”  
 
    “Yeah but what would we power with them?” Paige asked.  
 
    “Our best use of them would be flashlights. Anything without an LED should still work and any big metal flashlight would have helped to shield its internal components from the blast.”  
 
    “Huh, I assumed anything that ran on power was toast,” Bailey mused as she started to throw packets of seeds into her backpack. “Are there any other electronic items we should look for?”  
 
    “Well, not sure what we would use them for, but solar panels should still work too.”  
 
    “Yeah but without the converter box they wouldn’t do much for us,” Paige pointed out.  
 
    “Exactly, and those wouldn’t have survived unless they were protected,” I said.  
 
    “Man, how do you guys keep all this information in your head?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “I found that it helps to like what you are learning,” Paige said.  
 
    “I guess this is way more interesting that school,” Bailey agreed with a shrug. “And I have remembered pretty much everything we have learned in the last couple of weeks.”  
 
    “Being in a situation like ours also helps you to learn faster,” I said. “Plus everything we are learning is applied on an almost daily basis. Practice helps you to retain the lessons.” I picked through a pile of discarded items as I spoke. All the corded tools were worthless, and even the battery powered ones, while maybe useful for a while, would become dead weight as soon as their charge burned out.  
 
    “Applied learning has always been my favorite,” Paige said. “I can learn just fine from a book but getting to actually practice a new skill set really cements the information into my mind.” She pulled all of the batteries she could find from the shelves and end caps and tossed them into her backpack.  
 
    “Maybe if school was more like end of the world survival, I would have been a better student,” Bailey joked as she shoved large coils of rope into her pack.  
 
    I watched both of the girls for a moment as they carefully scanned the shelves and pulled off items they thought would be useful. Their instincts were serving them well as I watched them pass over some nice looking items, such as tiles and decorative chains, in favor of more immediately useful and versatile items like nails, and a shovel.  
 
    I turned my attention back to my own search and was pleased to find two hand pumps painted a rustic red color.  
 
    “Hey, that’s good!” Paige said as she saw me pick one up.  
 
    “Probably one of the most useful items we could find today,” I said as I tried the mechanism. It screeched loudly as I pulled the handle back but there was a soft sucking noise. “Might need some lubrication.”  
 
    “We could ask Tara if she has some,” Bailey called out.  
 
    “I would honestly be surprised if she didn’t,” Paige said with a smile.  
 
    “Not what I meant, though seems about right,” I said with a chuckle. I pointed to the shelf next ot Paige. “Hand me that can of WD-40.”  
 
    She tossed it to me, and I sprayed down the pump and tried it again. It still groaned as it moved but it was quieter, and the whole action was smoother.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said before I added the can to my bag.  
 
    “So will that be enough to pump water all the way from the stream?” Bailey asked as she peeked her head around a corner.  
 
    “It will take a bit of pumping to draw it that long, but yeah it should work perfectly,” I explained.  
 
    “Once we get the pumping started, it should also be fairly simple,” Paige added. “Getting whatever we string together for a pipe or hose full of water will be quite the chore though.”  
 
    “We can take turns to get the line full. After that it will almost be like having our own tap.”  
 
    “Could we do something to filter the water while we pump it?” Paige asked.  
 
    “Not really,” I said as I inspected the second pump. I had thought about leaving it here but having a second could be really useful. “Though if we can set up a reservoir of clean and filtered water, we could use this second pump for that.” 
 
    “Oh that would be really cool,” Bailey said.  
 
    “There is a lot we can do to improve our base,” I said. “Especially if we get creative.” 
 
    We continued to scavenge for a while before we hauled the goods out to the Jeep to meet with the others. Tara and Anna each tossed a full duffle bag into the back of the vehicle and gave us a smile.  
 
    “How’d it go?” I asked.  
 
    “Not a lot of guns left, but we got a fair amount of ammo, lots of clothes, and some camp gear,” Tara said.  
 
    “I figured this might come in handy too,” Anna said as she pulled a big tub of protein powder from one of the duffles. 
 
    “Good thinking,” I said as I took the powder from her. Were our traps not working, this would easily help to supplement our nutritional needs. “How many did you get?”  
 
    “Threw three in the bag, but there are more in the store if we need them,” the athlete said. 
 
    “Man, I wish we had more space,” I grumbled. “After we break, I might go off and see if I can find a trailer to hook up to this thing while you continue to scavenge.”  
 
    “Oh yeah, that would easily let us more than double what we can carry back with us,” Bailey said excitedly.  
 
    “Wouldn’t hurt to have to help us shift stuff around back at the campus either,” Paige added as she tossed her backpack and a roll of wire into the Jeep.  
 
    “Agreed, and with the size of this town I think my chances of finding one are good,” I said before I took a seat and let out a sigh. Then I pulled out a small cooler we found in the dorm and pulled out several chunks of smoked meat, some crackers, and some canned fruit. “Let's take a break and eat some food.” I started to hand out the food as the girls unloaded all they carried out and gathered around me.  
 
    “This is fun,” Tara said. “I like being away from the school for a while. Kinda felt like I might be stuck there forever.”  
 
    “Well if Tav wouldn’t have come along my plan had been to abandon the school and travel out to find more food and supplies,” Anna said before she took a bite of fruit.  
 
    “You ever start to think about stuff like that and spiral into that what-if thought pattern?” Bailey asked while she stared off into the sky.  
 
     “Oh yeah,” Paige said in between mouthfuls of food. Her messy brunette hair fell in front of her thick-rimmed glasses as she nodded her agreement. “I have lost a few nights to such things. Sorta pointless too since we can never truly know.”  
 
    I raised an eyebrow at the strange turn this conversation had taken. With all that we were going through I almost forgot sometimes that these girls were still just college students.  
 
    “Maybe not, but it is a fun kind of exercise,” Anna said.  
 
    “Yeah, maybe if you are a writer,” Paige said with a chuckle. 
 
    “I write sometimes,” Tara said.  
 
    “Your personal journal doesn’t count,” Anna joked.  
 
    “No I mean it!” Tara groaned. “Though as I got older the stories did become totally dirty.” She fixed me with a stare, winked, and licked her lips. “I can let you read em sometime Tav.”  
 
    “Why read when I can just have the real thing?” I replied as I returned her wink.  
 
    “Touche.” Tara giggled.  
 
    “Oh, get a room,” Bailey sighed as she rolled her eyes.  
 
    “We already have.” Tara smirked.  
 
    “You might sigh less if you got with him sometime,” Paige added as she looked away and blushed.  
 
    I looked at Bailey, grinned, and winked at her.  
 
    “Eeek.” The blonde girl whispered as she turned bright red and giggled.  
 
    “Hey, that wasn’t a no,” Anna pointed out.  
 
    “Noted,” I said as I smirked. “My door is always open.” 
 
    “Oh, jeeze,” Tara laughed. “Should I be super jealous that you are all talking about fucking my man?” 
 
    “Your man?” Paige asked as she cleared her throat. 
 
    “Well, I’m not,” Tara said as she stuck her tongue out at the brunette. “It’s the end of the world. Not like us all fucking him is illegal. We might as well all have some fun.”  
 
     “So uh, should we go over what we have found so far?” Bailey asked in a clear attempt to change the subject. 
 
    I laughed but shook my head. “Yeah, lay it on me.”  
 
    The next few minutes were spent going over what we had managed to recover in our first hour of the day. From the hardware store we got two hand pumps, a spool of wire, several packages of various sized batteries, a shovel, a spade, a wide variety of seeds, a mess of thick rope, and more than enough nails to last us for quite a while. A lot of what we're leaving behind was stuff that Rolly already had in his shed. Though if we found a trailer, we could take some potting soil to help kickstart our garden.  
 
    The sporting goods store, while more picked through, had still held plenty for the girls to find. They had loaded a total of four duffle bags. One of them was packed with womens athletic and outdoor clothing and shoes. Another was packed full of ammo, and the four guns they had found discarded behind the counter. The third was flashlights, small propane tanks, lighters, some collapsible water jugs, three camp hatchets, even more rope, and a couple propane lanterns. The final duffle bag was filled with bug spray, some packaged small game traps, fishing lures, a mess of paper targets, a single recurve bow and twenty arrows.  
 
    “I figure the targets might come in handy when we learn how to shoot,” Anna explained as she repacked the bag.  
 
    “Good thinking,” I said while I looked at the bow. It was a nice bow with black fiberglass limbs connected to a rosewood and walnut center. The arrows were aluminum and, while not armed with hunting heads, would do well for practice.  
 
    “Glad you like the bow,” Anna chuckled. “I thought you would.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “There are a few more things we will want for this.”  
 
    “We have a bow and arrows, what more do we need?” Tara asked with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “If you can find them, some broadheads would be nice,” I said. “A quiver to store the arrows in, while not required, would help make hunting smoother.” I returned the bow to the bag before I turned my attention to the four guns.  
 
    Three of them were long guns. There was a Ruger 10-22, semi auto rifle with detachable twenty-round magazine, a Mossberg 500 pump action 12 gauge, and, my favorite of the lot, a  Remington Model 783 bolt action hunting rifle chambered in .308 with attached scope. The fourth gun was a little Ruger SR22 pistol with two spare ten round magazines.  
 
    We had several hundred rounds for the .22s, about the same amount, both slugs and buckshot, for the shotgun, and eighty rounds of .308 for the Remington. Besides that the girls had found another hundred rounds of 9mm, and there was even a box of twenty for the .44. The ammo would go fast when we started to train but it was more than enough for us to get by for a while. There was also a brick of one thousand .556, and two boxes of .45. Even if we never found the guns to match, I was sure I could put the gunpowder inside to some use.  
 
    It was strange to me that the bikers left this stuff behind. They were solid guns and a good amount of ammo, but on the other hand every man I had come across had been armed already, and there was a chance they saw no need to take more guns. After all, they were all a bit amateur. 
 
    “This is great stuff,” I commented.  
 
    “Thanks,” Anna said, and all of the girls grinned wide as they nodded to each other.  
 
    “You’re welcome.” I found out a long time ago that a little praise went far. Everyone enjoyed knowing that they were doing well. These ladies were certainly no different.  
 
    “What’s next?” Tara asked as I stood up, stretched out, and looked out across Lanceton.  
 
    “Alright, stay in pairs and start working through the area from here,” I ordered. “Make sure to check every building and house. You never really know what you will find where.”  
 
    “You gonna go look for a trailer?” Anna asked.  
 
    “Yeah, but I won’t go too far,” I said. “I want to be around in case anyone runs into trouble.”  
 
    “Have fun,” Bailey said as she waved at me.  
 
    “How can I not?” I asked. “Have you seen this place, it’s pretty much Disneyland for a guy like me.”  
 
    None of them laughed, instead they groaned, and Paige shook her head.  
 
    “Keep that up and you won’t be allowed to make jokes anymore,” Anna said with a smirk. She turned and walked off with the others towards a grocery store across the street.  
 
    I pulled the rifle out and headed into the surrounding neighborhoods. It was time to find a trailer. 
 
    It didn’t take long for me to spot a nice looking, pull behind, open topped, trailer sitting alone in a driveway. There was a toolbox sitting inside but as I searched through it I found nothing we did not already have, so I tossed the box onto the lawn and checked the tires. They were low but not flat, and both the axel and frame were in good shape. The trailer’s wooden interior was beat up but intact. It would work perfectly as long as it fit the Jeeps trailer hitch.  
 
    I made my way back to the town square and paid close attention to every house I passed. It felt strange that no one was left. In almost every case of natural disaster you have that stubborn family that refuses to leave their home, but it seemed no one here was that attached or that bull headed. I wanted to believe that was the truth, but I had a feeling that some of these houses held dark secrets. That headless body sitting in front of the police station could not be the only casualty of this disaster. 
 
    I stepped from the shade of the houses into the sunny city center once more and saw that the Jeep had more cargo piled in the back.  
 
    Paige walked from the grocery store with a milk crate in her arms. It looked to be full of canned food and soda. She set it down beside the vehicle and waved at me.  
 
    “Find anything?” she yelled.  
 
    “Yeah,” I called back before I jogged towards her.  
 
    “There is the perfect little trailer about three blocks south of us,” I said as I jabbed my thumb in the direction I had just come. “I just need to grab the Jeep and hook it up.”  
 
    “That’s good,” Paige said with a nod. “There is not a ton left in the grocery store but we were still about capped on space.”  
 
    “I can see that,” I said as I looked at the cardboard boxes piled on top of our earlier score. “How are things going here?”  
 
    “Good. Tara and I are finishing up at the grocery store,” she said.  
 
    “Where are Bailey and Anna then?” I asked 
 
    “Over there,” Paige said as she pointed to a small liquor store just down the street.  “They went inside about ten minutes ago.” 
 
    “Well, that could be exciting,” I said.  
 
    “Yeah, with how long they have been there I am sorta hoping we will have drinks for a while,” the brunette said as she adjusted her glasses.  
 
    “Could be pretty nice,” I agreed. “I need to borrow the Jeep a few minutes so just pile up what you guys gather here. This won’t take me long.”  
 
    “Sounds good, I’ll let everyone know,” Paige said with a smile. “Stay safe.”  
 
    “You too,” I said as I hopped in and started the Jeep. Then I gave Paige one last wave and rumbled back into town.  
 
    It only took me a moment to get back to the trailer and positioned the Jeep close by. I rolled the trailer over and was grateful to find that the hitch was the same size. As I knelt there and locked the trailer into place, I noticed a new but familiar sound.  
 
    It was the distant rumble of motorcycle engines.  
 
    My eyes went wide, and I jumped into the Jeep. I raced the three blocks to the square and started to shout for the girls. “We’ve got company!”  
 
    I brought the Jeep to a screeching halt, and the rifle clattered under one of the seats.  
 
    “Shit!” I swore.  
 
    Tara and Paige came running from the grocery store, spears in hand, as the sound of the engines grew louder. 
 
    “What do we do?” Tara yelled.  
 
    “We get the others and hide,” I instructed as I leapt from the vehicle.  The engine noise grew ever louder, and I knew I wouldn’t have the time to fish my gun out of where it was jammed.  
 
    “We’re coming!” I heard Anna call out from the direction of the liquor store.   
 
    “Where do we hide?” Paige asked. “Our Jeep will make it obvious that we are here so we better find someplace good.”  
 
    “Agreed,” I said.  
 
    Anna and Bailey pulled up beside us, and I didn’t wait for them to ask questions before I started to move.  
 
    I waved for them to follow and headed in the direction of the police station, but continued on past it. The sound of the engines continued to build, so I ducked into a pastel blue townhouse just off the square. Luckily the front door was unlocked, and I pushed the door open and gestured for them to hurry inside after me.  
 
    A quick search of the house revealed a basement door, and I ushered all the girls down the stairs before I entered myself and closed the door behind me.  
 
    Two half windows let a bit of light into the damp stone room that the five of us now stood in. The sound of the engines reached their apex as they entered the square.  
 
    “Did we remember to close the front door?” I whispered as the engines all stopped.  
 
    “I did,” Tara said as she grabbed my arm.  
 
    I nodded and held a hand up to my lips before I approached one of the windows. Then I peeked outside and saw eight men climb from their motorcycles. Each of them was wearing jeans covered by leather chaps, old school black metal motorcycle helms, and matching leather vests.  
 
    “Well fuck,” a rotund blond man said. “I don’t see those fuckers anywhere.” As he looked around his multiple chins wobbled with every movement of his head.  
 
    Another of the bikers, a short, slim, bald fellow, cocked his head to the side as he looked at the Jeep. He walked over and placed a hand on the hood. “The engines still warm.” 
 
    “That means someone is here,” the first biker said.  
 
    “No shit, dumbass,” a third, huge, tall, deep voiced, biker said. “Things like that don’t just happen on their own.” The man pointed to the police station with one massive hand.  
 
    “Looks like the work of our own,” the fat blond pointed out. 
 
    “Fuck yeah, bagged them a pig!” the slim man said as he walked to and crouched over the corpse. 
 
    “Took his head too.” The fat man said. “That’s some brutal shit. I love it.”  
 
    “Bet they had fun with it after,” the deep voiced man said as he made a humping gesture.  
 
    “You sick fucker,” The slim man said with a grin.  
 
    Laughter rippled through the group for a moment before the deep voiced man spoke again. “It is sorta weird that they aren't here though.” 
 
    “Maybe they found a nice house to hole up in,” the fat biker said. 
 
    “Why the fuck are you standing around then?” another of the bikers asked. This one had long black hair and a wiry black beard that was tied into little braids. Each braid was adorned with metal clasps, and he had a big revolver holstered on his hip. “Get out there and find our guys.” He spoke with a sense of authority, and none of the bikers talked back. 
 
    The others stared at him for a moment before they took off their helmets, paired up, and headed out into the town.  
 
    I let out a quiet breath and waited until I could no longer hear footsteps to turn back to the others.  
 
    “Stay quiet,” I whispered. “We will hide in the corners of the basement until they find no one and leave.”  
 
    “What if they check down here?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “Then we get aggressive,” I replied before I put my finger to my mouth again. Even the little talking we had just done had been risky. I kept my spot between the windows to act as a lookout as the others scattered to the deeply shadowed corners. I gave them a smile and returned to my watch.  
 
    Thirty minutes later the eight bikers met back in the city center. 
 
    “Well that was fucking pointless,” the slim man said.  
 
    “Exactly,” blackbeard said. “It’s clear that our guys made it here but where are they now? Boss said he sent three.”  
 
    “You think they took off on their own?” The deep one asked.  
 
    “Why the hell would anyone do that?” The fat one asked. “We have a sweet fucking setup.” 
 
    There was a murmur of agreement from the others.  
 
    “Shut up,” Blackbeard said. “I think something happened. Their bikes aren't here and this Jeep obviously belongs to someone.”  
 
    “What do we do then?” the fat biker asked.  
 
    “Roy, Axel, Garth, you three stay here,” blackbeard said as he pointed to the bald, the fat, and the deep voiced bikers. “The rest of you get back on your fucking bikes, we’re headed home.”  
 
    “Wait a fucking minute, Chuck,” Roy said as he stepped forward and thrust a finger into Chuck’s chest. “What makes you think I wanna stay here?”  
 
    Chuck reached down, grabbed Roy’s finger, and snapped it backwards. “I wasn’t askin’.”  
 
    Roy screamed and staggered backwards as he clutched his finger.  
 
    “I gotta go tell the boss that three more of his guys have gone missin’,” Chuck said. “You’ll stay here in case they, or whoever owns that Jeep, comes back. In a few days, we’ll send a rider to fetch ya’.”  
 
     “Of course, we got this,” Axel said as he nodded furiously.  
 
    Chuck grinned to reveal a mouth of messed up yellow teeth. He pulled his helm onto his head and mounted his bike before he gave one last look to the three staying behind. “Whatever you do, don’t forget to enjoy yourselves.” He started the motorcycle and gunned the engine. 
 
    Four other riders did the same, and a moment later the roar of engines filled the air as they rode out of town. 
 
    “I hate that guy,” the huge biker said as soon as things were quiet enough to talk again. He shook his head and pulled a bottle of tequila from the side pouch of his motorcycle. “Well, we might as well get comfortable.”  
 
    The three bikers gathered together and headed over to the Jeep. They each grabbed a seat inside of it and started to pick through our loot as they got comfortable. 
 
    It seemed that hiding was no longer an option.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    It didn’t take the bikers long to make our Jeep their own. They went through our salvage and pulled out some food. Though they seemed to care little about the guns or the bow. They must have had enough hardware wherever they were staying. That could mean trouble if ever we had to face a full force of these goons.  
 
    “Wonder who left this stuff here,” Garth, the deep voiced one, said as he opened a can of beans.  
 
    “Whoever it is must have left in a hurry,” the blond, Axel said. “Engine was still warm when we got here.”  
 
    “Yeah, no shit. I was the one who told you that,” bald Roy said as he glared at his fat companion. 
 
    “Oh yeah, guess you did,” the fat man said with a shrug before he shoved a handful of crackers into his mouth. The noise as he chewed was so intense that I could hear it from the basement, and each new, open mouthed, chomp produced a spray of crumbs. 
 
    “Those fuckers are eating our food,” Tara hissed, and I raised my finger to my lips while the other women shushed her.  
 
    “Point, it’s still strange that someone would leave a whole Jeep of stuff here,” Garth continued without looking in our direction.  
 
    “Maybe we scared em off,’ Axel said between mouthfuls of food.  
 
    “Yeah but where did they go then?” the massive one asked.  
 
    “Who, the fuck, cares?” Roy said as he rolled his eyes. “No one is going to mess with us.”  
 
    “You’re right,” Garth agreed. “Everyone knows what happens to those who fuck with us.” He nodded towards the headless policeman. “We make sure of it.”  
 
    “Did anyone fight back when we first hit the area?” Axel asked.  
 
    “Hell yeah,” Roy said. “We fought for weeks to clear out the police and National Guard from our town.” He pulled out his keychain and tossed it to his tubby companion. Several rotting fingers were mixed in among the keys. “Took these from the ones I killed myself.”  
 
    “Damn, you guys are hard core,” the fat man said with a huge grin. “I love it.”  
 
    “We lost a bunch in the fighting though,” the massive biker said. “ 
 
    “It’s a shame too. If we didn’t, we might not have been desperate enough to recruit someone like you,” the bald one said as he poked at his pudgy companion. “Now give me back my keys.”  
 
    “I’ll get my own trophies,” Axel said with a scowl as he tossed back the mess of metal and fingers. “You’ll see.”  
 
    “Guess we will,” Garth said.  
 
    With these guys sitting on our gear there was little chance for us to sneak out of town and back to campus. We could probably walk back if we wanted but leaving behind what we had worked so hard to gather today would suck. 
 
    But then I reached down to my knife and made the decision not to leave.   
 
    It was a good thing then I had decided to spend some time sharpening my blade the last few evenings. The razor-sharp edge might not have been necessary but it would make this whole thing easier. The trick now was getting close enough to use the thing, and I wished I hadn’t left my rifle in the Jeep. 
 
    I turned back to the girls and motioned for them to move back further into the basement so the bikers couldn’t just stumble by the windows and notice anyone down here. This hiding place was uncomfortably close to the enemy but moving them would be more dangerous than if I had them just stay put.  
 
    “I’m going out there,” I whispered. “No one is to follow me or move from this basement for any reason.” 
 
    “Got it,” I heard Anna whisper, but I couldn’t really see her nod in the darkness.  
 
    I checked to make sure the men outside were still distracted before I crouched down and slowly crept towards the basement stairs. There was a loud creak as I put my foot on the first stair, so I cringed and became as still as stone. 
 
    The bikers did not respond. Instead, I heard one of them yelp while the other two erupted into a fit of raucous laughter.  
 
    I let out a slow breath and continued the ascent. Each stair let out an audible creaking or groan but the men outside were apparently too wrapped up in their own conversation to notice. Once I reached the top, I opened the door just enough to slip through and entered the house before I pushed the basement door closed behind me.  
 
    A quick, but silent, search of the ground floor revealed the back door I had hoped to find, and I slipped outside and into a backyard full of wild green grass. Unfortunately a large, whitewashed, privacy fence penned me in, and the only gate opened in view of my enemy.  
 
    I looked up at the sky and guessed that it was mid-afternoon at this point. It would be several hours until I could take advantage of any form of darkness other than shadows. I grumbled quietly as I went to the fence and peered through a crack between the planks. The bikers were still there on top of our stuff. Even Roy, the thin one with the broken finger, seemed to be in a better mood than he had been when the others left. Though I guessed the mostly empty bottle of booze they passed around probably had something to do with that. 
 
    “I gotta take a piss,” the fat man said as he groaned and stood up.  
 
    I grinned and reached for my knife. This was the type of opening I had hoped would present itself. However, the smile faded as I watched the rotund biker wobble ten feet forward and drop his pants.  
 
    “Shit man, you really gotta do that here?” the slim one asked.  
 
    “Yeah, no one wants to see your nasty ass pecker,” Garth said.  
 
    The fat man, still pissing, grinned and turned around to flip them the bird. 
 
    “Dammit Axel, why the fuck I gotta be stuck here with you?” bald Roy asked as he shook his head.  
 
    The massive third biker pulled a Berreta from his pants and aimed it at the peeing blond. “Pull up your pants fatass.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, what are you gonna do if I don’t?” Axel teased as he finished his business but left his pants at his ankles.  
 
    “I’m gonna blow your dick off,” Garth stated.  
 
    The fat man went pale and scrambled to get his pants back on once more.  
 
    Roy started to laugh so hard that he fell backwards and out of the Jeep. The bald man let out a yelp of pain and stood back up holding his hand. “Fuck!”  
 
    “Much better,” Garth said with a grin before he holstered his gun. He took a big swig of tequila. “Drop your pants in my eyesight again, and I won’t give you a warning.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes from where I hid. These guys were clearly idiots, but experience had taught me that there was nothing worse than an idiot with a gun. I made my way around the yard until I found a crack that gave me sight to their bikes. They sat in the shade of a big tree in the middle of the square not too far from where the riders sat drinking.  
 
    I sighed and slumped onto the grass. My options, at least until they decided to scatter, were limited. The best choice seemed to be to wait. Darkness would give me the advantage and waiting for the sun to set also gave them more time to drink. So, I took up a spot in view of my targets and got comfortable.  
 
    The longer I sat there the less intelligent I felt. Listening to these neanderthals was the worst thing I had experienced since returning to society. The stories they told were crude, or maliciously violent, and they often had a laugh at the expense of the man next to them. Not a one of them seemed to care for anything in this world more than they did themselves.  
 
    “Man, you shoulda brought more tequila,” Roy said after I had listened to the idiots for an hour.  
 
    “It was already a waste sharing what I had with you,” Garth replied. “That was good stuff and you guzzled it down like it was beer.”  
 
    “Well excuse, fucking, me,” Roy sneered. “Didn’t realize we were dealing with some sorta alcohol know it all.” 
 
    “It’s called a connoisseur,” Axel pointed out.  
 
    “No one asked you, Tubby,” Garth barked.  
 
    “Hey, I was trying to help you,” he replied.  
 
    “Fuck this, I’m gonna find us more booze.” Roy said as he rolled his eyes and stood.  
 
    “Wait, we should probably go as a group,” Garth said with a heavy sigh. The Jeep groaned as he stepped out of it, and he threw the empty tequila bottle onto the pavement. It shattered and littered yet another portion of Lanceton with bits of broken glass. “That means you too, Axel.”  
 
    “Why, we worried about something?” the fat blond asked with one eye raised.  
 
    “Of course not,” Roy interjected. “Only a dumbass goes out alone though. Who knows what sorta inbred crazies might be out there?” He smiled wide at the other two and pulled a machete from where he had it hidden in his pants.  
 
    The bikers shared a laugh and started to wander off down the street in search of booze, and I couldn’t think of a moment in recent memory where I had been more thankful for silence.  
 
    As soon as the sound of their voices faded into the distance, I sprinted across the yard, through the gate, into the square, and skidded to a stop by the Jeep. The rifle was still wedged half under the passenger seat, and I had to toy with it for a moment and find the correct angel before the weapon slid free. I felt better properly armed, and I headed towards my real objective, their motorcycles.  
 
    Disabling the bikes was priority one. It would ensure that they could not get away once I started to hunt them. None of the bikes seemed to be built exactly stock anymore, and I was certain that some of these parts had been forced into place, so it took me a few extra moments to locate the fuel line of the first bike and cut it open. Gas started to drip out onto the bike and ground, but my work was done, so I moved onto the next bike. 
 
    That’s when I heard the laughter of the men once more.  
 
    I peeked over the second bike and saw two of the bikers saunter down the street towards the Jeep and my position. Each of them held their own full bottle of booze, and I ducked behind the motorcycle.   
 
    “Shit,” I whispered as I started to inspect the second bike. This one was not quite as heavily modified as the first, and the fuel line was more obvious. Though I still had to move slow enough to ensure that I didn’t cause a spark as I cut through the metal line. Being hasty here could get me killed before the bikers even knew I was there, but I got the angle of my blade correct, and the second bike started to hemorrhage gas. 
 
    I took a deep breath and crawled to the third bike. I could hear their voices grow louder as I located the final fuel line and started my cut. I wanted to look up and see how close the men had gotten, but I kept my eyes trained on my task and cut the line neatly.  
 
    I leaned around just enough to see the two bikers arrive at the old Jeep. They weren’t more than thirty feet away from me, but neither of them seemed to be aware of my presence, so I slipped around behind the nearby tree and hid in its shadow.  
 
    I waited but the third biker did not rejoin his buddies. The two got comfortable, kicked their feet up onto the dash and opened up the booze.  
 
    “You see the reason Axel stayed behind?” Roy asked as he took a swig of whiskey.  
 
    “Oh yeah, the guy is not half as sneaky as he thinks he is,” Garth chuckled. “I was there when he grabbed the fucking magazine from the shelf.” 
 
    “Yeah well, he’s never been a smart one,” the bald one said. “At least the dude decided to jack it in private.” 
 
    “Thank god for that,” his deep voiced friend replied. “How long you think he will be gone? I give him five minutes.”  
 
    “No way he makes it five minutes,” Roy said as he shook his head. “He’s a two pump chump for sure.”  
 
    “I agree, but I figure it will take him a few minutes to get it up,” Garth said before he grinned wide to reveal, once more, his mouth full of nasty teeth.  
 
    I rolled my eyes and took that moment to sneak away. The bikers were oblivious to my presence though, and I made it to the shelter of the nearby houses without any issue. 
 
    From there I slipped into an alley and made my way toward where I had seen them wander for alcohol. I moved quietly but worried a lot less once I broke away from their line of sight. These guys were clearly not on guard.  
 
    I moved from shadow to shadow as I picked my way through town until I found myself standing outside of a small convenience store. The sounds of someone chuckling and grunting made me think that I was in the right place, so I slid my knife free of my vest and pushed inside.  
 
    There, in the back of the store, stood the fat blond man with his pants around his ankles. Thankfully, he was faced away from me, but I didn’t need to see all of him to know what he was doing. Though, as gross as it was, the distraction made it easy for me to make my way through the store and around the broken glass so that I snuck up behind him silently. 
 
    I drove my knife into the side of his neck before he even knew I was there. Then I yanked the blade free as blood started to flow freely from the wound.  
 
    The biker didn’t even scream. He just dropped to the ground with a sickening thud. Both hands stopped what they were doing and grabbed at the hole in his neck, and then he gurgled and choked on his own blood as his eyes rolled back into his head.  
 
    “One down, two to go,” I whispered while I watched him go still as I cleaned the gore from my blade.  
 
    Then I pulled a Colt 1911 free from the dead man’s holster, along with one spare magazine that had fallen out of his pocket. As I stood I heard the sound of footsteps outside, and I let out a hiss of annoyance as I ducked down low again.  
 
    “Axel, you done jacking off yet?” I heard Roy call out. He entered the building a moment later as I stepped into the bathroom to stay out of sight.  
 
    “What the fuck?” Roy yelled.  
 
    It seemed he had found his buddy’s body.  
 
    “Who the fuck did this?” Roy screamed. “If you’re in here come out now, and I might not blow your brains out!”  
 
    I let out a quiet sigh as I realized that my moment for stealth had passed. It was time to switch to plan b. I ensured there was a bullet in the chamber before I kicked open the door, leveled the gun at the slim man’s face, and pulled the trigger.  
 
    “What the f--” the bald man jolted backward as part of his skull exploded outward from his face. He staggered backwards a step, dropped his gun, and slumped to the ground.  
 
    I adjusted into a more comfortable stance and kept the pistol trained on the door as I waited for the last man to come.  
 
    He didn’t though, and after a minute of waiting, I approached the door. I silently counted to thirty before I opened it and peeked outside. 
 
    The massive biker was nowhere to be seen. In fact the street looked completely empty.  
 
    “Where are you,” I muttered before I turned back to the second dead man. Then I knelt beside him and pried the 9mm Glock from his hand. It felt light, and neither of the two spare magazines I pulled from his jacket seemed to be full, but I didn’t have time to mess with it now, so I kept an eye on the door and stowed the weapon in my pack. Then, after giving the street another check, I slipped outside.  
 
    It was still quiet, but I had no reason to take risks, so I sprinted into the street and took cover behind a pale yellow sedan. I waited there a moment and checked regularly for movement on both ends of the street. Still there was nothing.  
 
    I moved up the street in the direction of the city center and took cover behind another car. I was just about to move again when a high-pitched scream cut through the silence. 
 
    My eyes went wide, and I looked in the direction I had left the girls. There was no more time for plans, so I readied the pistol and ran towards the sound.  
 
    That’s when I heard a gunshot coming from the direction of the Jeep.  
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Two more gunshots followed in rapid succession.  
 
     I knew none of the girls were armed so it could only be the third biker, Garth, who pulled the trigger, and I could not help but think of a million different scenarios, each one worse than the last. My heart pounded wildly in my chest, but it wasn’t because of the exercise. 
 
    I was terrified that one of my friends had been shot.  
 
    I shook my head and forced out the awful thoughts as I charged forward, pistol in hand. Then I swung around a corner, entered the town square, and turned to see Anna standing over Garth’s lifeless body. Blood dripped off her spear, and she spun at the sound of my approach. 
 
    “Oh thank god,” she said as she dropped the spear and ran for me.  
 
    Behind her I could see the others run out of the house and into the street.  
 
    Anna wrapped me in a tight hug, and I could feel her body tremble.  
 
    “It’s alright, we’re safe,” I said as I wrapped an arm around her.  
 
    She sniffled, and I could feel the wetness of her tears soak my shoulder.  
 
    “He’s dead, Tav,” she whimpered. “I killed him.”  
 
    “She saved us,” Paige said as she walked up.  
 
    “It’s my fault,” Bailey said with her eyes focused on the ground. “I heard the distant gunshots and yelped.”  
 
    “Don’t blame yourself,” I said. “You’re all okay, and that is really what matters.”  
 
    Anna pulled away, wiped the tears from her face, and nodded.  
 
    “You were totes magnificent,” Tara said as she draped an arm over the redheaded athlete’s shoulder. “Super proud of you right now.”  
 
    “The dead guy heard us and started to poke around the houses,” Paige explained. “He was heading for ours when Anna snuck out the back door.” 
 
    “We saw her come around the corner behind him,” Bailey said. “He started to fire after she stabbed him but--”  
 
    “Yeah, I stabbed him a few times,” Anna said quietly. She sighed and looked back at her discarded spear. “I didn’t know what else to do.”  
 
    “It was the right call,” I assured her. “So everyone is okay then?”  
 
    “Yeah,” Bailey answered as she wiped another tear from her eye and gave me a smile. 
 
    “Okay, good,” I said. “Everyone get in the Jeep, except I need to talk to Anna for a second.” 
 
    “I don’t know how to feel about what just happened,” Anna sniffled after everyone had gotten into the Jeep and were out of earshot.  
 
    “They were all bad guys,” I said to reassure her.  
 
    “Yeah but he was a living person,” she said. “What if he had a family or something?” 
 
    I looked past her at the dead guy and raised an eyebrow. “I don’t think you have to worry about that.” I walked forward and gave her another big hug. “It’s normal to be unsure about killing. Though what you did was not only brave and necessary, but commendable. Without your swift action there is a chance that one of the other girls could have died.”  
 
    “I suppose,” she said as she leaned into me. “How do you do it, Tav? We watched you kill two guys the day we met you, and it didn’t seem to bother you much.”  
 
    “I was a soldier, Anna, putting down bad guys is kinda what I do,” I explained with a grin. “And have no doubt, these bikers are bad guys. They are amoral, hedonistic, anarchists that will do anything to get what they want.”  
 
    “Yeah, but did I do the right thing?” She asked as she locked eyes with me.  
 
    “Look at yourself, your act of bravery and self-defense has left you shaken,” I said. “The guy you killed wouldn’t have been shaken. These assholes revel in the violence and killing. Think about your friends who are still alive because of you and you’ll know the answer. The first time you kill someone is usually a difficult thing. If you didn’t feel any remorse or regret, you might have mental health issues. But you didn’t so you don’t have issues. I’m proud of you, and I’m proud of this reaction. It shows you care about people.”  
 
    She sighed and looked over at the burned out police station and the headless body in front of it. Then she straightened up and took a breath. “Thanks, Tav.”  
 
    “Of course,” I said with a nod. “Be proud of your actions today. Your quick thinking is why I want you as my second in command.” 
 
     Anna smiled a little and nodded. Then she went back over and retrieved her spear, cleaned it on the grass, and headed off to join the others at the Jeep. 
 
    “What’s the damage?” I asked when I returned to the Jeep.  
 
    “They really didn’t do too much,” Paige replied as she sorted through our loot.  
 
    “Yeah, they ate some food but didn’t mess with any of the other stuff too badly,” Bailey said as she repacked a milk crate with cans and set it in the trailer.  
 
    “So, like, what’s our plan now?” Tara asked as she leaned against the Jeep. Her makeup and hair were a mess, but she still looked gorgeous.  
 
    “Looks like we have an hour or two until sundown,” I said as I looked at the sky. “Let’s finish what we started and head out around dark.”  
 
    All the girls nodded, but the frowns they wore told me that they weren’t exactly happy with the plan. I knew that I would need to do something to help them get over our run in with the bikers. “I think we should all start off by going back to that liquor store together.”  
 
    “That sounds amazing,” Anna said.  
 
    “None of you are driving so it might even be okay to share a little before we get outta town,” I said with a shrug. “Sound agreeable?”  
 
    “Yes please,” Tara said.  
 
    “Yeah, I don’t think anyone is going to complain about that one,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Well, you are all here or I would hit up Tav for some stress relief first,” Tara said as her grin returned.  
 
    “That does sound nice,” Paige admitted with a smirk. 
 
    It looked like my girls had started to bounce back a bit. Long term, I had to set up some things to help us all blow off some steam recreationally besides drinking, but for now this would be great.  
 
    “Let’s find a place with less dead guys before we start getting romantic,” Anna said as she rolled her eyes.  
 
    “I don’t think anyone said anything about romance,” Bailey said with a smile.  
 
    “Hey, if we’re gonna flirt, let’s at least do it while we walk,” I said as I motioned them forward.  
 
     “I dunno, last time we spent time together I found it a little hard to walk after,” Tara purred as she made her way up behind me.  
 
    “Man, I am really starting to get jealous,” Bailey said playfully.  
 
    “I don’t know why,” Paige started. “He doesn’t seem the type to turn away gorgeous women.” the brunette giggled and shot Bailey a wink.  
 
    The hippie blond shook her head and went a bit red.  
 
    I looked over my shoulder and gave her a grin. Paige wasn’t wrong though, but I could be patient.  
 
    “How about we stick to alcohol for now?” Anna asked with a chuckle and an eye-roll.  
 
    We stepped into the liquor store, and the ground was sticky from split drinks and broken bottles. There was still a fair amount sitting on the shelves, and two cardboard boxes full of sealed bottles waited on the counter.  
 
    “Hey, our loot is still here,” Tara said as she skipped over to the boxes. She started to pull out bottles and check the labels. “What are we in the mood for?”  
 
    “Tequila,” Anna said. “I want a drink of something hard.”  
 
    “Careful,” I warned. “We still can’t get drunk.”  
 
    “Don’t worry, we know the rules by now,” Tara said as she cracked open a fresh bottle, took a swig, and then handed it off to Anna. 
 
    Anna popped the bottle in her mouth and gulped down two mouthfuls of the liquid before she pulled it free. Then she let out a refreshed sigh and wiped her mouth. “Much better.”  
 
    “Well come on, pass it along,” Bailey urged as she grabbed at the tequila.  
 
    “Right, sorry,” the redhead said before she passed the bottle.  
 
    Bailey took a drink, made a sour face, and passed it to Paige. The mousy brunette downed a gulp without a face and handed the bottle to me.  
 
    “To our victory today,” I said as I held the bottle aloft. “And to the brave women I brought with me.”  
 
    The girls cheered, and then I tipped the bottle back and smiled as the liquid burned its way down my throat. The warmth that grew in my belly was a welcome one after the last couple hours of waiting and combat. It was just enough to calm me down after the adrenaline of combat without impairing my ability to operate the Jeep. 
 
    “Come on, let’s get these boxes back to the Jeep,” Tara said after I handed her the bottle back. “I am starting to, like, miss the campus.” 
 
    “Yeah, I didn’t think it would happen this fast,” Bailey agreed.  
 
    “That whole part of the day with the bikers certainly didn’t help,” Anna joked.  
 
    “But we got through it.” I chuckled, and we all left the liquor store with our loot.  
 
    In the short walk back to the Jeep, I pulled out the bald biker’s Glock and popped the magazine. There were three rounds of 9mm left in the magazine, and a quick check revealed a fourth in the chamber. In the hands of a professional these four rounds could go a long way, but I didn’t understand why the guy hadn’t refilled the magazine. This was just another example of how amateur this whole group seemed to be. They might be tough guys, but they weren’t warriors.  
 
    I tucked the gun into my jeans as we arrived at our transportation and helped the girls load up what we had into the Jeep. The trailer still had lots of space in it despite the half dozen boxes and milk crates we had moved into it, and I didn’t want to leave until we had scavenged for more stuff.  
 
    “I think a good goal for the day should be to fill the trailer,” I said. 
 
    “What else do we need though?” Bailed asked.  
 
    “As long as you can think of a use for it, we need it,” I said. “We don’t want to be working on a project a week from now and realize there was something we left in town that would be useful. Especially some large containers to hold water.”  
 
    “I bet we could find some plastic barrels or something,” Anna said with a nod. “That would certainly help us keep greater volumes of water on hand.”  
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “I will keep my eyes out as I take care of these bikers. I can’t just leave them in the street to be found by the next group passing through.” 
 
    “I’ll help,” Bailey said. “I mean, if that’s okay.”  
 
    “Yeah, I would welcome the company,” I replied. “The rest of you stick together then. Keep in mind our four pillars of survival and don’t overlook items of comfort. A nice pillow or a fresh blanket could go a long way to just making sleep a better experience.”  
 
    “It is hard to pick up things that just sorta look nice to have around,” Paige admitted with a shrug.  
 
    “Don’t,” I stated. “We don’t need to bring the whole of Lanceton with us but we need to keep our morale up just as much as we need food and water. If that means grabbing a trinket to put in the dorms then do it.”  
 
    “I saw some bicycles back in sporting goods,” Anna said. “Could I bring one of those along?”  
 
    “Hell yeah,” I said. “That’s actually a great call. Despite finding vehicles that run, we won’t be able to rely on gasoline forever. Bikes will probably be our ideal mode of transportation once all the fuel goes bad, so grab as many as will fit.”  
 
    “What about horses?” Tara asked. 
 
    “Of course the princess would want a horse,” Paige said with a smirk.  
 
    “What, they are pretty and fun to ride,” the platinum blond replied.  
 
    “Horses would be a good choice, too,” I said, “but bikes would be better since we don’t have to worry about getting them food and water. 
 
    “Alright, I feel like we know what we are looking for,” the muscular redhead said.  
 
    “Good, we won’t be gone too long,” I said “Come on Bailey, let's get rid of some corpses.” I turned and started towards the convenience store as I waved for the blonde to follow.  
 
    “I am surprised you volunteered to come along,” I said a few moments later when we were alone in the street.  
 
    “Yeah, that’s kinda why I did it,” Bailey said. “I know I am sorta the softest of the group and I want to change that.”  
 
    “That’s an admirable goal,” I said.  
 
    “I hope so,” she said with a shrug. “I just don’t ever want to be the one to drag us down, but I feel like my major contributions so far have been putting us in danger.”  
 
    “I think you have shown a tremendous amount of strength in your willingness to adapt to our situation,” I said.  
 
    “Thanks,” Bailey said. “I have always tried to be more than just the stoner hippie chick.” 
 
    “You’ve more than proven you’re more than that,” I assured her as we stopped in front of the small convenience store. “Gotta warn you that it’s not pretty in there.”  
 
    “I saw the guy that Anna took down,” Bailey said. “I think I can handle it.”  
 
    “Alright,” I said as I held the door open for her.  
 
    “Oh my god,” Bailey said as she stepped past me and into the store. “Why are his pants off?”  
 
    I chuckled and stepped in behind her.  
 
    Her eyes went wide as she spied the porno mag sitting in the pool of blood around him. She looked from the magazine, to the pantless man, and then back to me. “Was he--” She put a hand over her mouth and shook her head.  
 
    “I was just glad that I was able to sneak up behind him,” I said with a chuckle.  
 
    “I suddenly regret coming along,” The flower-child groaned.  
 
    “Too late now,” I laughed. “Now come on and grab an arm.”  
 
    “Ugh, do we at least pull his pants up?” Bailey asked as she leaned over and grabbed one of his hands.  
 
    “Not unless you want to get closer to that,” I said as I nodded towards his gore smeared crotch.  
 
    “Yeah, no,” she said before she gagged.  
 
    I chuckled as I grabbed the other arm, and we began to pull the fat bastard through the broken glass and out into the street.  
 
     “Where do we go from here?” Bailey asked as she looked around.  
 
    “We will just take him out of the direct line of sight,” I explained. “See if you can find a fenced backyard or maybe even a dumpster.” 
 
    “What about that one?” Bailey asked and she nodded to a spot behind me.  
 
    I turned and saw a large green dumpster less than a block away. I looked back at Bailey, smiled, nodded, and began to drag the body in that direction.  
 
    We reached it a few seconds later and, with a tremendous effort, lifted the heavy man up and into the metal container.  
 
    The corpse landed hard with a dull thud, and I moved some trash bags on top of him before I slammed the lid shut. 
 
    I stood there for a moment as I tried to catch my breath. This guy had to have been the heaviest thing I had actually needed to move since coming out of the woods, and I could feel it. Despite her willingness to help the small blond hippie beside me hadn’t really been able to aid me much.  
 
    “Well that was gross,” Bailey said after she caught her breath. 
 
    “Yeah, and I didn’t even have to grab the hand he was using on himself when I killed him,” I said with a grin.  
 
    Bailey went pale and wide eyed as she looked at her own hands. A moment later she leaned over and emptied her stomach onto the street.  
 
    “Don’t worry, we can find some hand sanitizer,” I joked as I patted her on the back.  
 
    “There is not enough hand sanitizer left on this planet to clean me now,” Bailey said. She went to wipe her mouth but thought better of it. “You could have warned me.”  
 
    “I honestly didn’t think about it until just now,” I said and shrugged. The situation was amusing, but I never would have made her do that on purpose. “If it helps, none of the other guys were touching themselves when they died.”  
 
    “That does help, kinda,” the hippie admitted.  
 
    “Come on, the next guy is right down the road here,” I said with a chuckle before I started to walk off towards it.  
 
    “Alright, but when we get back to campus, I am burning these clothes,” Bailey said.  
 
    “I’ll help you get them off,” I said.  
 
    “I’m sure you will,” Bailey said as she caught up to me. “I bet it would be fun too. You come highly recommended.”  
 
    “Oh, do I?” I asked while I raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Tara and Paige speak highly of your skills in bed,” she replied. “If even half of what they say is true, then I would be in for a real treat.” 
 
    “You could always find out for yourself,” I offered with a smirk. 
 
     However, a moment later we found ourselves back in the shop and in front of the skinny bald body of the second biker. The blood on his jacket was still slick and wet, and we stood there for a second or two in silence. 
 
    “Wow, dead dudes really kill the mood,” Bailey muttered.  
 
    “No kidding,” I said as I stared at the corpse.  
 
    This one wasn’t as large as his buddy, so I was easily able to pick him up and sling him over my shoulder.  
 
    “You want any help?” Bailey asked as I started to march back towards the dumpster.  
 
    “He’s light. Just open the dumpster for me, and we’ll call it even.” As I carried him, some of his blood started to drip onto my shirt, but there wasn’t anything I could do about that now. I just had to finish with the tasks and then worry about getting clean tonight.  
 
    Ten minutes later, after we scavenged the Beretta and a spare magazine from him, we dropped the third, and final, biker into the dumpster.  
 
    “Glad we are done.” Bailey took a step back and tried to wipe a spot of blood from her shirt.  
 
    “Now you really need to burn those clothes,” I said. 
 
    “Good thing we just got more,” she replied after she let out a groan.  
 
    I chuckled, and we headed back up the street. We came around the corner to see the other three girls all carrying a large plastic water tank.  
 
    They moved slowly as they all tried to keep the same speed despite not being able to see each other over the tank.  
 
    I rushed over and grabbed a corner. It was heavier than I expected and some water sloshed about inside of it.  
 
    “Good timing,” Paige said.  
 
    “Yeah, I wanted to wait until you were almost there then come in and take all the credit,” I laughed. “This is good though, where did you find it?”  
 
    “Small farming supply store down the block,” Tara called out from the other side of the tank. “I guess it was meant for, like, keeping water for animals or something.”  
 
    “Well it’s perfect,” I said as I grunted and hefted my edge up far enough to get it into the trailer. “How much water can it hold?”  
 
    “Five hundred gallons,” Anna grunted as she pushed on her end. 
 
    With just a little more force the group of us had the large black plastic tank positioned securely in the trailer. Next to it were two bicycles, and another two duffle bags from the sporting goods store.  
 
    “Looks like you guys found some more good stuff,” I commented. 
 
    “We would probably find enough for a second full load,” Paige said as she wiped the sweat from her eyes.  
 
    “Pass,” Bailey said as she rejoined the group. “I think I’ve seen enough of the outside world for a while.”  
 
    “I’m with her,” Tara said. “Today was enough excitement for me for a while.” 
 
    “What if Tav offered you some excitement?” Anna asked.  
 
    “That’s a little different,” the blond model replied with a grin. “I could never get enough of that excitement.”  
 
    “Come on, sun’s already going down, let’s go home,” I said as I laughed, shook my head, and climbed into the Jeep.  
 
    “Yes please,” Paige said as she joined me.  
 
    The others followed quickly and settled into the barely cushioned seats.   
 
    I started the old Jeep and turned to look at my team. They each leaned against each other and looked more tired than I had seen them since we first met. 
 
    The engine roared, and we sped off towards home as the sky grew orange around us. All things considered, this day had been a good one. I hoped Rolly had been as productive as we had. Though I had not known the man to be anything but productive. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    It was dark by the time I drove the Jeep back up the hill toward campus. It’s engine purred softly as I came to a stop in the parking lot. I hopped out as, Rolly walked up to meet us with a pistol in his hands, and a visible look of relief etched onto his wrinkled features. 
 
    “Did you miss us?” Bailey asked after she let out a large yawn and jumped out.  
 
    “I admit I was starting to worry a bit,” the old man said with a shrug before he holstered the pistol I had left with him.  
 
    “No need for that,” I said with a big smile. “How bout we make some dinner, and we can tell you all about our day.”  
 
    “Oh, I got some food already warm over the fire,” Rolly said. “Figured you all might be hungry when you returned.”  
 
    “Aw, thanks old timer,” Tara said as she stepped into the parking lot and stretched.  
 
    “No need for that,” Rolly replied. “Just doing my part.”  
 
    “God, why are both of you men so humble?” Anna joked. 
 
    I chuckled and shook my head. Rolly was a good man, and I was glad to have his skills. Without him we wouldn’t have even been able to make today’s trip.  
 
    “Hey, we got you a present,” Anna said as she got out and went around to the trailer. She fished around in the back for a moment before she pulled out a fresh bottle of Bulleit Bourbon whiskey. “I think you mentioned once, back when this all started, that this was your favorite.”  
 
    “Holy shit,” the handyman exclaimed as Anna handed him the bottle. “I can’t believe you remembered.”  
 
    “We are good like that,” Tara said with a grin.  
 
    “Yeah, we couldn’t leave it behind if there was even a chance it was your favorite,” Anna added.  
 
    “I-I don’t know what to say,” Rolly stammered.  
 
    “You don’t have to say anything,” I said as I exited the Jeep to stand behind him, placed a hand on her shoulder, and gave a firm squeeze. “We appreciate all you have done.”  
 
    “Yeah, I don’t think we would have made it until Tav came along if it had been just us four girls,” Paige said. “No offense, Anna.”  
 
    “None taken,” Anna said. “Rolly helped me to calm down after our initial freak-out and never did anything other than to give us helpful suggestions.”  
 
    The old man shrugged and tried to stifle back some tears. He cleared his throat and turned away suddenly. “Come on, let’s go eat some dinner.”  
 
     I looked back to the girls, smiled, and gave them a thumbs up. They never told me about the whiskey but that was one of the nicest things they could have done for the old man. Every day they seemed to find a new way to make me proud, so I waved them forward and followed Rolly to the fire.  
 
    Several large fish sat in a metal pan surrounded by fresh mushrooms, slices of onion, and seasoned with some wild herbs.  
 
    “When did we get onions?” Bailey asked as she licked her lips.  
 
    “Found it today while checking the trotlines,” Rolly said before he took a seat and poked at the meal with a big fork. “Isn’t a very big haul, but wild onions pack a lot of flavor.” 
 
    “Uh, yum,” Paige said.  
 
    “I can’t wait until we start our little farm and get fresh vegetables on the regular,” Anna commented.  
 
    “Me too,” Rolly agreed with a nod. “What about you all? Find anything good today?”  
 
    “You mean besides trouble?” Tara asked.  
 
    “Bikers again?” Rolly asked with a scowl. 
 
    “Afraid so,” I said. “It’s why we took so long.” 
 
    “Everyone’s okay though, right?” the handyman asked.  
 
    “Physically, yeah,” Bailey said and nodded. “I might need an extra drink after moving bodies though.”  
 
    Rolly raised an eyebrow and started to serve the food. “How many guys were there?”  
 
    “Three,” Anna said. “Tav took out two, and I killed the last one.” 
 
    “I’m sorry that you had to bear that burden,” Rolly said as he handed her a plate of food. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m good,” the athletic redhead replied as she looked at me and smiled.   
 
    “I hope so,” Tara said. “After all, you did save our lives.”  
 
    “Probably,” Paige said.  
 
    “Probably?” Tara asked as she turned and shot her a hard glare. 
 
    “I mean, there was no guarantee they would have killed us,” Paige said with a shrug. “Though I’d rather be killed than what the alternative could have been if Anna didn’t step in when she did.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah definitely,” Tara said as her expression softened. “If she didn’t step up things could have gotten waaaaay worse.” 
 
     “Well, thanks,” Anna said with a chuckle as she shook her head.  
 
    Bailey was too busy shoving large mouthfuls of fish and veggies into her mouth to add much to the conversation.  
 
    “She showed tremendous bravery and initiative,” I said.  
 
    “Still, it’s unfortunate that you ran into trouble at all.” Rolly said.  
 
    “There were more than the three we took out,” Paige said. “They came looking for their friends and, when they didn’t find them, they took off to tell some boss.”  
 
    “Not before leaving three of their dumbest bikers behind,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Oh my god, they totes were!” Tara exclaimed. “They were so crude too.”  
 
    “At least be thankful you didn’t have to look at them much,” I said.  
 
    “I did,” Bailey said as she stared, wide eyed, at the fire. “I saw waaay too much. I still really need to burn these clothes.” She looked up and noticed everyone else stared at her with raised eyebrows and amused smiles.  
 
    “What happened?” Paige asked.  
 
    “Yeah, sounds like quite the story,” Anna added.  
 
    “Trust me, it wasn’t,” Bailey said.  
 
    “It was a little funny though,” I said.  
 
    “It was gross!” she replied. 
 
    “Would you just, like, tell us already?” Tara asked as she rolled her eyes.  
 
    Bailey sighed and set down her, now empty, plate of food. “Fine, the first guy was a fat pervy biker. We found him with his pants around his ankles, and I got a full view of what little he had to offer.”  
 
    “Um, ew, I’m sorry I asked now,” Tara said with a grimace on her face. 
 
    “I warned you,” Bailey chided.  
 
    “She left out the worst part,” I said.  
 
    Bailey groaned and buried her face her in her hands.  
 
    “Oh no,” Paige said. “Do I want to know?”  
 
    Bailey shook her head rapidly.  
 
    “Alright, I’ll bite,” Anna groaned. “I’m gonna regret this but I just have to know. What could be worse than a fat dead biker dick?” 
 
    “She dragged him out by the hand he was using to jack off with when I killed him,” I laughed. 
 
    “Aaaaaand I’m done,” Anna said before she set down her plate of food and pushed it away from her. “I really should not have asked.  
 
    Paige and Tara had horrified, open-mouthed expressions on their faces as they stared at their hippie friend. 
 
    Then everyone started laughing.  
 
    “I coulda gone my whole life and been fine not knowing any of this information,” Rolly said as he shook his head.  
 
    “Why did you have to ask?” the platinum blond yelled at Anna.  
 
    “Trust me, getting to know that information was punishment enough,” the redhead replied with a chuckle.  
 
    “I would totally understand if you want to take that hand off,” Paige joked. “I am no surgeon but I am sure with a sharp enough knife it would be easy.” 
 
    “That is a weirdly tempting offer,” Bailey said as she peeked her head up.  
 
    “How about we just scrub off real well and call it good?” I asked.  
 
    “Easy for you to say, Tav,” Paige said. “You're not the one who had to carry a dead man by his jerking hand.” 
 
    “You’re right. I am just the one who had to sneak up on him, and stab him while he was mid-stroke,” I rebutted.  
 
    “So much eww,” Tara said.  
 
    “Yeah, okay, can we be done talking about what fat bikers get up to in their free time?” Anna asked.  
 
    “Yes,” Rolly stated before he pulled out his bottle of whiskey and popped the top. He took a drink, smiled, and passed it across the fire to Bailey. “Let’s celebrate instead.”  
 
    “Good plan,” Bailey said as she grabbed the alcohol and took a large drink.  
 
    “Agreed,” I said with a nod. “What we gathered today will go a long way towards not only our survival but also our quality of life.”  
 
    “Do we need to worry about the bikers though?” Anna asked.  
 
    “Long term, yes, but for now I don’t think so,” I said “All the guys they have lost have been lost in Lanceton. There is no evidence to connect our home to their troubles, so they’ll think whoever got all their guys is from Lanceton. Until that changes we are in the clear.”  
 
    “Sounds like one hell of a reason to celebrate to me then,” Anna said as she took the bottle from Bailey.  
 
    “We didn’t happen to get any other alcohol so that I can savor my favorite, did we?” Rolly asked.  
 
    “Hell yes we did,” Tara said. “I’ll go get some.” She stood and started to pat her pants down as if looking for something. A moment later, she patted her back pocket, grinned, and pulled out a mini flashlight that could not have been comfortable to sit on in such tight pants. She flipped it on and ran off towards the Jeep.  
 
    “Well alright then,” Rolly said. “Can I get my whiskey back then?”  
 
    “Yeah, sorry,” Anna said after she nodded and handed him back the bottle.  
 
    Rolly took another small sip and let out a content sigh as his eyes drifted towards the sky.  
 
    Tara’s flashlight heralded her arrival as it bounced wildly around the area. A moment later she appeared with two bottles, one in each hand as she held her flashlight with her mouth. She spit the light onto her seat and started to pass around the booze.  
 
    “My hero,” Bailey said.  
 
    Everyone started to loosen up as the bottles were opened, passed around and enjoyed their drinks for the rest of the evening.  
 
    “I think you deserve a drink as well,” Rolly said as he handed me his bottle of whiskey.  
 
    “Very kind of you,” I said before I took a sip. The amber liquid was smokey and mellow in my mouth. I let it sit there for a moment before I swallowed, and then I let out a slow breath as I savored the smoky finish. It was good stuff, and the only thing that could make it better was a cigar.  
 
    “You gotta share good whiskey with good friends,” Rolly said as he leaned over and patted my shoulder.  
 
    I returned the bottle and leaned back into the wooden seat. It was way more comfortable than one would assume when looking at the simple, wood slab furniture. I was simply grateful to not have to sit on the ground.  
 
    “Hey, I don’t know if I ever said thank you,” Paige said.  
 
    “For what?” I asked as I looked over to her and raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “For everything you did today,” she replied with a shrug. “You, and of course Anna, kept us safe and you helped us to gather even more supplies.” 
 
    “It’s what I’m here for,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah but we, like, still want you to know that we appreciate it,” Tara said. “I’d be willing to show you how much I appreciate it later if you like.” She winked at me and ran her tongue suggestively over the mouth of the bottle.  
 
    “Hey, what if I wanted him tonight?” Paige asked with mock offense.  
 
    “Sorry ladies, I already had plans with Bailey,” I said.  
 
    “Yeah, we were going to burn our clothes together, but there are all these pesky people around,” the blonde hippie said with a grin.  
 
    “I got plans too,” Rolly said as he capped his bottle, stood, and stretched. He tucked the bottle under his arm and started to collect the plates. “I’ve got a very intimate meeting with my slightly lumpy and perfectly warm bed. Goodnight all, I’m glad you’re back and safe.”  
 
    “Night Rolly,” Anna said as she gave him a wave. “Thanks for the food, it was delicious.”  
 
    “Try not to have too much fun,” the handyman said with a chuckle. “I look forward to seeing all you guys bright and early tomorrow morning.”  
 
    “Sleep well,” I said as I gave the man a nod.  
 
    Rolly disappeared into the darkness as he headed for his bed.  
 
    As silence fell over the group the crackle of the fire filled the air.  
 
    “I never thought I would spend this much time, like outside around a fire,” Tara mused as she stared into the flickering flame. “Not that I’m complaining or anything. It’s just funny how things work out or whatev’.” 
 
    “I even like the outdoors and I didn’t think I would spend this much time in it,” Bailey admitted.  
 
    The girls all moved a little closer to the fire as the chilled night air started to press in around us.  
 
    “If you guys are tired, I can finish up out here,” I said as I smiled at my team.  
 
    “No way,” Anna said. “The liquor is good, the night is gorgeous, and the company is extraordinary.” 
 
    “Aw, you think we are extraordinary?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “If you weren’t, do you think we would have made it this far?” The athlete asked in response.  
 
    “I always knew I was amazing, but it is nice to have a chance to prove it,” Tara said.  
 
    “It’s not what I thought I would be doing with my life but at least I know I won’t be stuck in some middle-class suburb all my life,” Paige added with a shrug.  
 
    “That’s good, because things would be a bit harder out here without you,” Tara said as she leaned into the brunette. 
 
    “You are all valuable as part of this team,” I interjected. “Your reasons for staying here over break are your own, but damn am I glad you guys did.”  
 
    “Of course, you are,” Anna said with a smile. “Who wouldn’t want to come home from a year in the forest to find four gorgeous women in need of help?”  
 
    “And to think you almost didn’t want me to stay when I first offered,” I said with a wink.  
 
    “Hey, why were you in the woods anyway?” Paige asked.  
 
    “Before you answer just remember that if the reason was too weird, you might want to lie,” Tara added quickly.  
 
    “I don’t know, at this point it would take something really serious to make him lose my trust,” Bailey admitted with a shrug. 
 
    “Well it’s nothing too crazy,” I said with a chuckle as I shook my head. “I got outta the military and needed some time to decompress, so I packed up my bag, got dropped off at the edge of the forest, and got lost for a while.”  
 
    “That’s kinda cool,” Bailey said.  
 
    “What about family though?” Tara asked.  
 
    “Didn’t really have any,” I replied. “Dad died when I was young. He was a good guy, and I joined the military to be like him.” 
 
    “What about your mom?” Paige asked 
 
    “After dad died, she sorta just drifted away,” I said. “I resented her for that for a while, but as I grew up, I realized loss was hard and could do as much damage as any bullet. We never really reconnected.”   
 
    “That’s so sad,” Bailey said with a large frown. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I assured her. “I made my peace with all of this a long time ago. That’s just the way life goes sometimes, and honestly, I hope, if she is out there still, that my mom is doing alright.” 
 
    “Have you thought about trying to find her?” Anna asked.  
 
    I shook my head. “The time for that has passed. I appreciate your concern but I really am okay with how my life has played out to this point.”  
 
    “That’s a power I wish I had,” Paige mumbled.  
 
    “I think I can speak for the rest of us when I say that we all do,” Anna said. 
 
    “It’s not a power or some sort of trick,” I said. “I just learned how to be content with what I have now, and not what I didn’t have in the past.”  
 
    “That’s way easier said than done,” Tara commented.  
 
    “Maybe,” I said with a shrug. “Though now is a great time to practice. Nothing about our past matters anymore, so we would all do well to live in the now.” 
 
    The girls fell silent again.   
 
    “My dad’s out there though,” Tara said. “I still have a family that I know is looking for me. Right now I bet he is out there, like doing whatever he can to make sure that his little girl is found and returned safely to him. It doesn’t seem right to just give up on that idea.”  
 
    “I don’t want you to give up on that idea,” I said. “Hope is a good and powerful thing. Just try not to let yourself make bad choices in the hopes that a better future is coming. Does that make sense?” 
 
    “I think so, yeah,” Tara said as she nodded. A small smile blossomed on her face as she looked from the fire up at me.  
 
    “Remember this,” I started, “Here you all have a purpose. You have a home here, and you have each other. No aspect of your past life can change that.”  
 
    “You’re right,” Anna said as she stood as well. “All that’s important now is that we support each other and take care of the life we build.” She yawned and looked back at the others. They all leaned against each other and stared into the fire in what looked to be deep thought.  
 
    “You know what, you girls should get some sleep,” I suggested. “We have more long days full of laborious projects to come.” 
 
    “What about the fire?” Tara asked.  
 
    “I’ll make sure it gets put out,” I said. “Go on, don’t worry about me.”  
 
    Paige stood up and let out a massive yawn. She tugged Bailey and Tara to their feet and started to stumble off towards their sleeping quarters.  
 
    “Tav, we might not be your family, but I hope we can make your life better anyway,” Bailey said with a sleepy smile.  
 
    “Yeah, you’re awesome, and we are so lucky to have you,” Paige said.  
 
    “What she said,” Tara added. 
Anna shook her head and looked to her friends. “Sleep well, Tav. Again, thanks for everything.”  
 
    I waved as the four made their way into the gloom for what I hoped was a solid night of rest.  
 
    Once they were gone, I walked to the fire and picked up the small bucket of dirty water next to it. With it I doused the fire until it was little more than a pile of smouldering embers. Then I removed all decent sources of fuel and stirred the wet slurry together to ensure nothing was left burning.  
 
    I smiled and looked up to the perfectly clear night sky. Thousands of stars shone in the sea of black and blue above me. I grinned and turned my attention back to the campus.  
 
    I had a feeling that good things were in store for us.  
 
    End of Book 1 
 
    


 
   
  
 

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