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 Chapter 1 
 
    I had one hand on the steering wheel and the other out of the window as I drove down the road in the old cargo truck we had picked up from the National Guard. My redheaded second-in-command Anna, dressed in a black tank top, a pair of loose green cargo pants, and hiking boots rode with me in the cab while the rest of the girls were in the back with all the gear we had packed for our mission.  
 
    Each of them was dressed in a fairly similar fashion to Anna. The blonde model Tara wore a black tank top and a pair of jeans held up by a heavy duty leather belt. She looked more rugged than usual but her platinum hair still hung perfectly like a frame around her smooth face.  
 
    Studious Paige had on a dark green T-shirt, brown pants, and her brunette hair was pulled up into her usual messy bun. She looked tough but couldn’t escape her slightly geeky appearance due to her thick rimmed black glasses.  
 
    Bailey still somehow managed to look like the cute hippie she was despite all the guns and gear. She had on light blue jeans with large pockets, a light green shirt with a flower on the front, and her strawberry blonde hair was held out of her face with a red bandana.   
 
    My old handyman pal Rolly sat up in the front beside Anna in a brown button-up shirt and worn down tan work pants. He had a black newsboys cap covering his bald spot, and a pair of well-maintained black boots on his feet.  
 
    Each of us was fully kitted out for battle with our rifle of choice, a sidearm, a knife, a kevlar vest, and a couple of grenades. We carried some spare ammo, a bit of food, and whatever personal items completed our kit, but we had plenty of extra gear in the truck.  
 
    We had a week's worth of extra food and water. More ammo than we would hopefully need, and enough bedding to make sure we stayed comfortable while we were in the wild. A large portion of our medical supplies were brought along too in case the worst happened and some of us ended up wounded.  
 
    Despite the situation, the group seemed to be in a fairly good mood. Rolly and Anna were all smiles, and Paige, Tara, and Bailey chatted and laughed with one another in the back seat. 
 
    I smiled and looked back to the road. My arm still hurt a bit where it had gotten cut by shrapnel, but just that day of downtime had helped to kickstart the healing. That was good because I doubted the stitches would hold once the fighting started, but I was also sure Paige would be more than happy to patch me up again. 
 
    “Hey, we’ll be passing Betty’s farm soon,” Rolly said. “Do you think we could stop in and see how they are doing?” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound like a bad idea,” Anna said. “Do we have time for that?”  
 
    “It is a good idea,” I said. “If we keep it quick, we’ll have enough time.” 
 
    “Yeah, Rolly, keep it quick,” Anna teased as she nudged the old handyman.  
 
    “I’ll be okay,” Rolly chuckled as his cheeks went flush.  
 
    “Should I tell the others?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Yeah, give them a heads up,” I said with a nod.  
 
    Anna turned around and stuck her head into the back.  
 
    “We’re going to make a quick stop,” I heard her say. 
 
    There was some excited chatter, and a moment later the redhead got back into her seat and pulled on her seatbelt again and relaxed back into the cracked upholstery of the old truck.  
 
    “So what’d they say?” I asked  
 
    “They’re excited,” Anna said. “Paige and Bailey are both eager to meet this girl Rolly has talked so much about.”  
 
    “They better not take up too much of her time,” Rolly said with a wrinkled grin.  
 
    “I’m sure they’ll be quick,” I chuckled.  
 
    A few minutes later I saw the turn off in the road that led up towards Betty’s farm. I steered us in that direction and slowed down a little on the gravel pathway in an attempt to make the ride more comfortable for the girls in the back, but even with our slower speed the large and unwieldy vehicle bucked along the uneven ground. 
 
    No one was in sight as we rolled up in front of the farm, but the minute I stepped out of the truck Dan emerged in the doorway of the small farmhouse. He had a large smile on his face and a rifle in his arms.  
 
    “Hey, I didn’t expect to see you guys again so soon,” he said.  
 
    “Well, we can’t stay long, but we wanted to make sure you guys were doing good,” I said.  
 
    Anna, Rolly, and the rest of the girls joined me out in front of the truck while Betty and Jenny came outside, and then Betty rushed over and wrapped Rolly in a large hug.  
 
    “It’s nice to see you guys again,” Jenny said.  
 
    “You too,” I said. “I brought the whole gang this time though. The two gals that you guys haven't met are Paige and Bailey.”  
 
    Betty pulled herself away from Rolly and smiled warmly at the girls. “Well aren’t you all just lovely?”  
 
    “Thanks, it’s nice to finally meet you guys,” Paige said as she stepped forward and put her hand out.  
 
    “A handshake, really?” Betty asked. The grey haired woman looked down at Paige’s hand, chuckled, and then pulled the brunette into a big warm hug. “If you’re with Rolly, then there is no reason not to give you a hug. After all, your group has done so much for us already.”  
 
    “Um, thanks,” Paige said with a small smile as she hugged the older woman back.  
 
    Betty let go of Paige and turned to Bailey. The blonde hippie grinned and opened her arms wide for a hug. 
 
    “So where are you guys headed?” Dan asked. “You all certainly look ready for a fight.”  
 
    “We’re going to see what we can do about the National Guard outpost,” I said. “We have to be ready for anything.”  
 
    “You guys do look pretty impressive all dressed up like that,” Jenny said. “If I didn’t know better I might think you were actually military.” 
 
    “We’re better than the military at this point,” Anna said.  
 
    “Don’t get too cocky,” I chuckled.  
 
    “I meant we don’t go around trying to steal people’s shit, and turning them into slaves,” the athletic redhead replied.  
 
    “We are certainly better than that,” Rolly said.  
 
    “Well, it sounds like you guys have important stuff to do,” Betty said as she let go of Bailey. “Don’t let us keep you too long.”  
 
    “You’re not keeping us at all,” Rolly said with a smile.  
 
    “He’s right, we have a bit of time, and it’s important to make sure our friends are doing well,” I said. “I think after this we are going to stop by and see how Briar and the Millers are doing too.”  
 
    “We are?” Paige asked.  
 
    “Yeah, last we saw Briar he was in pretty rough shape,” I said. “I want to make sure he is going to pull through.”  
 
    “I hope he’s okay,” Dan said. “I always liked Briar. He can be a bit grumpy at times, but we always got along well enough.”  
 
    “Yeah, back when we were younger, Dan and I would go visit him and ride his horses,” Jenny added. 
 
    “Oh, no one told me he had horses,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Well, he has at least one horse,” Tara said. “We made sure we got it back for him. I’m hoping that once things calm down I can ride it.”  
 
    “I’m sure you could,” Jenny said. “Like I said, he used to let us ride them all the time. Though that was back when he had more horses. I think he used to groom them for shows or something.”  
 
    “Ugh, that’s so cool,” Tara said.  
 
    “It’s not that cool,” Anna teased.  
 
    “Have you ever ridden a horse?” Tara asked as she turned to eye her redheaded friend.  
 
    “Well no, but it can’t be that cool,” Anna said.  
 
    “It’s actually pretty fun,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Yeah, I like riding horses,” I agreed.  
 
    “Alright, fine, but I really doubt it’s as awesome as Tara makes it sound,” Anna said.  
 
    “Guess you’ll just have to, like, wait and see,” Tara replied with a grin.  
 
    Rolly and Betty had slipped away from us and onto the porch. They kissed each other gently then laughed and held each other close.  
 
    “They’re just too cute,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Yeah, it’s almost sickeningly sweet,” Paige said.  
 
    “Aww, don’t be that way,” Tara said as she nudged the brunette. “I think it’s cool that they are able to be so sappy.”  
 
    “Yeah, it's not every day that you can find love in the apocalypse,” Anna agreed.  
 
     “Whoa, love?” Dan asked as he raised an eyebrow. “Isn’t that rushing things a bit?”  
 
    “Oh, come on, Danny, look at them,” Jenny said as she nodded towards the two older people on the porch. “They look pretty in love to me.” 
 
    “They seem to like each other quite a bit, but that doesn’t mean they’re in love,” Dan said.  
 
    Jenny looked at her brother and then rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Older people tend to connect faster,” I said with a shrug.  
 
    “It’s rude to stare,” Betty called to us from the porch.  
 
    “Maybe you two should get a room,” Paige teased.  
 
    “I have one, but I didn’t think you were sticking around long enough to use it,” Betty chuckled.  
 
    “Aw man, I didn’t need to hear that,” Dan groaned.  
 
    “Don’t be weird, Dan,” Jenny said. 
 
    “So, Jenny, how’re you doing?” Tara asked. 
 
    “I’m okay,” The redhead replied. “These last couple days have been tough, and I don’t go anywhere without a gun anymore.”  
 
    “That’s not a bad thing,” Anna said. “We’ve learned that it’s better to be prepared than not.”  
 
    “Yeah, but it sucks not to feel safe on my grandma’s land,” Jenny sighed. “Before all this happened I was content knowing that Dan always had a gun with him. Now though, I can barely be alone.” She hung her head and moved a little closer to her brother.  
 
    “Have you managed to sleep okay?” Bailey asked with a concerned frown.  
 
    “Kinda,” Jenny said.  
 
    “We’ve been crashing in the living room together,” Dan explained. “She usually doesn’t sleep for more than a couple hours.” 
 
    “I keep having these horrible dreams,” Jenny said. “It’s like I am reliving the day, but it doesn’t always end with you guys showing up to rescue me.”  
 
    “Well, maybe once this National Guard outpost is gone, you’ll feel a little safer,” I said.  
 
    “Yeah, I bet knowing no more of those guys are in the area will comfort you,” Paige added.  
 
    “I’m sure it will,” Jenny said. “I think given enough time I’ll get over it too. It’s just a little fresh right now is all.”  
 
    “Well, if we can do anything more to help you let us know,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Thank you guys,” Jenny said as she smiled at the group.  
 
    Tara gave Jenny a hug, and when she was done Bailey did the same thing. The other two girls offered their support with words instead of touch.  
 
    “Alright, we should probably get back on the road,” I said.  
 
    “You sure you don’t want to stay for lunch or anything?” Dan asked.  
 
    “I appreciate it, but no we still have lots to get done today,” I said.  
 
    “Might be hard to get Rolly to leave with us,” Anna said with a smirk as she nodded towards the porch.  
 
    Betty and Rolly were lost in their own little world as they made out with each other in the shade.  
 
    “Hey, loverboy, we gotta go,” I called out to him.  
 
    Rolly pulled away and wiped his lips while Betty pouted a little. He gave the grey haired woman a kiss goodbye and then looked to slip a piece of paper into her hand before reluctantly walking away.  
 
    Betty watched him leave with a smile on her face, gave a wave to the rest of us, and then looked down at the paper in her hands.  
 
    “Alright, I’m ready to go,” Rolly said as he pulled up beside me.  
 
    “What’s that she has?” I asked as I eyed the older woman.  
 
    “Just a small note to let her know how much I like her,” Rolly said as he blushed.  
 
    “He’s so sweet,” Jenny said with a smile.  
 
    “I suppose Grandma could have found a worse guy to fawn over,” Dan admitted.  
 
    “It’s true,” Anna said. “Rolly is pretty much one of the nicest guys you could hope to meet.” 
 
     “Especially since this is kinda the end of the world,” Paige said with a shrug.  
 
    “It’s not the end of the world,” I chuckled. “Come on, let’s go. Dan, Jenny, it was nice to see you guys again.”  
 
    “You too,” Dan replied. 
 
    “Yeah, thanks for checking in on me,” Jenny said.  
 
    “Of course,” I said with a small nod. Then I turned my attention to my team. “Alright, load up.”  
 
    Rolly and the girls scrambled back to the truck and started to load up.  
 
    I gave one last wave to Betty and her family and then loaded up myself. I climbed into the cab and behind the wheel.  
 
    “Onto the next farm?” Anna asked.  
 
    “Yeah, if we keep it short like this stop then we can get out by the outpost with plenty of daylight left to scout,” I said as I turned the huge green military transport truck around and roared off down the road again.  
 
    “So, Rolly, what was is that you left with Betty?” Anna asked.  
 
    “I might have uh, slipped her a little love letter,” he muttered.  
 
    “A love letter?” Anna asked. “Man, Tara’s right, you two are cute.”  
 
    “It’s just how we used to do things back in my day,” Rolly said with a shrug. “I thought she might appreciate it.”  
 
    “I think she will,” I said. “I never quite understood how we got away from such things.”  
 
    “Does that mean you are going to write us love letters?” Anna teased. 
 
    “You wouldn’t want me to write you love letters,” I laughed. “I’m not much of a poet.”  
 
    “I’m sure that can’t be true,” Anna said. “Maybe Rolly here could give you some pointers.”  
 
    “I’m a bit rusty,” Rolly laughed. “I just wrote my first one in some fifty years!”  
 
    “That’s okay,” I replied. “I’m better at showing my affection with actions.” I glanced over at Anna, grinned, and then winked at her.  
 
    “Mmmm, yeah you are,” she replied. 
 
    “Do I need to crawl in back with the others?” Rolly asked.  
 
    “No, she can’t do much while I’m driving,” I said.  
 
    “That’s a shame really,” Anna replied with a shrug.  
 
    “Not for me it’s not,” Rolly laughed.  
 
    We all shared a laugh, and Paige poked her head out from the back.  
 
    “What’s going on up here?” She asked. “You’re not having fun without us are you?”  
 
    “Oh no, we’d never dream of it,” Anna said.  
 
    “Good, because you guys are only allowed so much fun without the rest of us,” Paige joked.  
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” I said, and then Paige disappeared into the back again.  
 
    Everyone settled in as we continued on down the road. Rolly looked casually out the window with a small smile on his face and a wistful look in his eyes, and Anna had her rifle tucked between her legs as she scanned the road and the surrounding forest.  
 
    I knew once we got closer to the outpost everyone would sober up a little, but it was nice to see them all relax. They were growing more confident in their skills, and their currently relaxed demeanor helped to show that. Everything I had taught them up to this point would be tested in the coming days, and all I could do was hope that I had prepared them well enough.  
 
    “Hey, was that there last time you came this way?” Anna asked as she pointed up ahead.  
 
    A couple cars had been pulled onto the road to create a barricade. There was a gap between the cars but it was too narrow for us to drive through.  
 
    “This doesn’t seem good,” Rolly groaned.  
 
    It wasn’t. 
 
    I knew a trap when I saw one and wasn’t about to walk into it blindly. Things like this were going to become all too common now that we took care of those bikers. No good deed goes unpunished, and in times like these it often just opens the door for the next asshole to step through.  
 
    So, I threw the truck in reverse and blew down the road. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m like ninety-nine percent sure that’s a trap too,” Anna snickered. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Rolly asked. 
 
    “Hey, did we turn around?” Paige asked. 
 
    “There was a roadblock,” I explained. “Looked like a trap.” 
 
    “What are we going to do?” I heard Tara ask. 
 
    “Hold on.” I saw a clear enough area on the side of the road to swing into and shut the truck off.  
 
    Once I parked the truck, I stepped out quickly. Anna and Rolly followed suit, and we made our way to the back of the truck where the other girls were already climbing out.  
 
    “Do you think it’s the National Guard?” Tara questioned when everyone got out of the truck. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I said. “It could be them, or it could be some other thugs that have moved into the area.” 
 
    “Well, what do we do?” Bailey asked, her eyes still wide with concern.  
 
    “It’ll be fine,” I said. “We’re going to move through the trees, scope it out, and see what we’re dealing with. Whatever it is, I have no doubt we can handle it.” 
 
    “What if nobody is there?” Paige asked. 
 
    “Then we got off easy this time and we keep moving forward,” I said. 
 
    “Even if nobody’s there right now, they could still be around here somewhere,” Anna said. “Are we going to need to track them down?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Not right now, we have bigger things to worry about with the National Guard.” 
 
    “They could have been the ones to set it up,” Tara pointed out.  
 
    I nodded. “We won’t know for sure until we check it out. If there is someone there, they probably saw us already. Rolly, I want you to find a good position in the trees near the truck where you can see anyone approaching.” 
 
    “You got it.” The old man nodded and headed for the treeline.  
 
    “Stay safe.” I clapped him on the shoulder as he walked by.  
 
    “Don’t worry about me,” he said as he walked towards the treeline. “I’m sure I’ve got the easy job.” 
 
    “Yep,” I chuckled at him, and then I turned to the fierce women standing in front of me.  
 
    “Are we, like, ready to go?” Tara asked as she bounced on her heels, and I guessed our run in with the Guard the other day had her more than ready for some more action. 
 
    “Would you like to know what we’re doing first?” I chuckled. 
 
    “It’s a scouting mission,” Anna said with a shrug.  
 
    I raised an eyebrow at them both. “It looks like you all have this covered then,” I laughed. 
 
    “Oh stop,” Paige said as she slapped me on the stomach. “We’re just excited is all.” 
 
    “That’s good,” I said, “but keep your wits about you. Follow me through the trees and break when I give you the signal.” 
 
    “Where do you want us to go?” the bookish brunette asked. 
 
    “Look for spots with good cover as we make our way over there, when I give the signal you’ll run to one of those spots and setup to fire. Bailey, I want you to look for somewhere up high so you can be our sniper. If anyone tries to get close to one of us you take them down.” 
 
    She nodded and pulled her rifle a bit closer to her side.  
 
    “Tara, you find a place closer to me,” I said. 
 
    “Gladly,” she said with a wink.  
 
    Anna rolled her eyes. “Even on our way into possible danger, Tara is still thinking about sex,” she laughed.  
 
    “I can’t help it,” she pouted. “It’s just so hot when Tav gets all commanding.”
“Okay ladies, let’s focus,” I laughed. “Tara you’re by me because you’re the best with a knife, and if I need help to take out some guys in the trees, I’ll need you close by.” 
 
    “Got it.” Tara nodded, and her smile disappeared.  
 
    “Follow me,” I said as I crept into the trees. 
 
    I made sure to take us wide enough up into the hilly forest so that we would see anyone hiding in the treeline waiting for an ambush by the road. It was only about half a mile until we reached the roadblock, and I knew my girls would make quick work of the trek. The hillside was unforgiving though, and at one point Paige slipped down the steep hill and sent a few rocks tumbling. Anna started to move toward her, but I put my hand on her shoulder to stop her. All the girls looked at me and grew silent. I listened for a moment, and when I could still hear the voices of the men carrying on, I gestured to Paige to pick herself up.  
 
    She made her way back to the group slowly and quietly. I saw Bailey grab her hand and squeeze it as she reentered the group.  
 
    Paige looked at me and blushed. “Sorry,” she mouthed.  
 
    I smiled at her and gave her the okay sign with my fingers.  
 
    We continued on, and I could barely hear the girls walking behind me. It seemed Paige’s fall had put them on edge and they were all being more careful about how they walked.  
 
     As we got closer to the roadblock, the voices of the men grew louder. 
 
    I did a scan of the treeline and when I was sure there was no one near us I crouched low, and my girls followed suit.  
 
    In the ten minutes it had taken us to get from the truck to our current position, the men had collected themselves and were now arguing about what to do about the truck.  
 
    I looked over at the girls and saw them all scanning the men with their eyes. Each of their beautiful faces looked stern in the shadow of the trees, and already I was proud of their ability to take in their surroundings.  
 
      
 
    “We should be going after them!” a scruffy brown haired guy in a green button down yelled at another while he pointed his whole arm in the direction of our truck. I could make out a silver pistol on his hip as he came through the line of cars and a small hunting knife that hung just below it.  
 
    “The fuck we should,” another sandy haired man scoffed with a thick French Canadian accent. I didn’t see a pistol on this one, but I did notice the large machete that covered his thigh as it hung down from a paracord harness. “Give it up already. You wanna get killed by the National Guard? We’re in America now you dumbass. Those fuckers don’t mess around.” 
 
    It seemed this was an ongoing argument, and from the sound of it they had no idea we had just snuck up behind them.  
 
    “Well we can’t just sit here and wait for the National Guard to come back and kill us,” the first guy said.  
 
    “Who says we’re waiting that long?” another of the men retorted. This one had a long beard and a baseball cap on that hid his eyes in shadow, as he walked out I could see a sawed-off shotgun in his right hand. “We’ll just wait here for some non-military people to come through, then we’ll take their shit, dump their bodies, and move out.”  
 
    “Maybe if we’re lucky we can get some entertainment in before we kill em, eh?” the sandy haired man asked as he punched his buddy in the arm.  
 
    That comment got my blood boiling. If I had any doubts about killing these assholes before, they were long gone now. Thieving and raping wouldn’t be tolerated around here, not while I was around. I thought of Jenny and forced myself to take a cool breath. I needed a level head, but this National Guard shit had me worked up already.  
 
    I looked over at my girls and noticed the looks on their faces had changed. No longer were they scanning the men for threats. Anna’s jaw was clenched, and her long red braid moved slightly as she shook her head. Bailey had a tight grip on her rifle, and her grey-blue eyes were wide over her tightly pursed lips. Tara’s usual pouty lips were pulled back in a sort of sneer, and I could see her right hand laid on the knife at her hip, ready to spring into action. I could see Paige’s chest moving up and down at a fast pace, and with each breath her grip on her shotgun grew tighter.  
 
    I took a deep breath and assessed the situation once more. Once I was sure I had a full count of the men and their weapons, I turned to my girls and motioned for them to move in closer.  
 
    “Okay,” I whispered once they were in a tight formation around me. “What are we dealing with Anna?” 
 
    “Eight guys,” she said. “I saw two with pistols and one with a shotgun.”  
 
    “Good,” I said. “Paige, how many had knives?” 
 
    “Um, five,” she said, but the way her voice raised an octave almost made it sound like a question.  
 
    “Right,” I nodded to her. “What about the others?” I motioned to Bailey. 
 
    “Well, if they are packing, their weapons aren’t easily visible,” she said. 
 
    “Right,” Paige agreed. “And even if they have them, if we strike first they won’t get a chance to get to them.” 
 
    “Anything else,” I asked with a grin. The girls were getting good at this.  
 
    “Uh, it seems like they’re not from around here. Maybe from Canada,” Bailey added.  
 
    “Yeah, and they’re, like, filthy,” Tara chimed in. “They’ve probably been doing this shit for a while.”  
 
    I nodded in agreement, then turned to Anna once more.  
 
    “Alright red, we have our info, now what’s our plan?” I smiled at her. 
 
    I saw her eyes get wide for a split second, but she didn’t hesitate.  
 
    “Tara and Tav will stay here, closest to the treeline,” she said, her voice still low, but full of authority. “Bailey, you head up to the left and get a good vantage point for that rifle. Paige, I want you on the right side of Tav, and I’ll fall back between Tara and Bailey.”  
 
    The girls all nodded, and I smiled at the redhead. With every opportunity I gave her she was proving herself to be a confident and decisive leader.   
 
    “You heard her, ladies,” I began. “Move out and stay low.” 
 
    The girls began toward their chosen positions, but I stopped Anna with a hand on her wrist. She looked back at me, and a few loose strands of red hair fell from behind her ear.  
 
    “Good job,” I said with a smile. 
 
    She blushed for a second, then gave me a smile and a nod before heading after Bailey.  
 
    I waited for my girls to get into position, then I lined up my shot. The men had relaxed at this point and made themselves busy with some cigarettes.  
 
    I let out a slow breath and pulled the trigger.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    The sandy-haired guy went down in a spray of blood as brains and gore landed on the guy behind him. Before he could even scream the guy standing next to him with the sawed off went down. I could tell from the angle which his head splattered out that it was Bailey’s doing.  
 
    Damn that girl was a fine shot.  
 
    “What the fu--” the brown-haired guy started to scream, but before he was even finished, I heard a loud bang from my right, and Paige took him down with a blow to the chest. I took down one more, and then I decided to let my girls handle the rest. This would be good practice for the coming fight.  
 
    I heard Tara’s pistol go off near me and watched one of the men stagger and clutch his throat in an attempt to stop the bleeding. I heard fire from Bailey’s direction, but it wasn’t her rifle so it had to be Anna. The guy went down with a large hole in his chest, and the asshole behind him screamed as he looked down at a bloody leg. A split second later there was another shot, and I watched blood spray from his head. Then his body crumpled to the ground behind his friend. 
 
    The firing lasted less than two minutes, and the girls had got all but one guy. He had managed to crawl toward the treeline, and he was headed right for Tara. I looked over at her and raised an eyebrow, but she shook her platinum blonde head and grinned at me.  
 
    The guy headed towards her had a large knife on his hip, but it wasn’t drawn. He was in an already dirty white T-shirt that grew filthier as he crawled through the forest. Once he realized the firing had stopped, he clawed his way to his feet and started to run. He turned back every few seconds to look at his dead buddies on the pavement.  
 
    What a dumbass. This guy must have known nothing about guns if he was stupid enough to run right toward the noise.  
 
    Tara crouched down on all fours, stuck her perfect ass in the air, and waited for the asshole to get in her killzone. He was headed directly towards her cover, and as soon as he stepped into her line of sight she sprung up, jumped onto his back, positioned her knife at the far side of his throat, and pulled it across. He went down so fast I could barely see the torrent of blood that came from his neck. Then Tara landed with an audible thud on top of him, and then she gave me a quick wink through the trees.  
 
    I made my way over to her to find her wiping her knife on his white shirt. The fresh blood stood out even among all the other dirt on the white shirt. She smiled at me, stood up, and wiped the sweat off her brow. 
 
    “Did you see that?” she squealed as she sheathed her knife. Her eyes were wide and her breathing was slightly heavy, but she looked pretty satisfied with herself. 
 
    “You did good,” I said. 
 
    “Hearing those fuckers talking about raping women really got my blood boiling,” she explained as she clenched her fists.  
 
     I nodded. “I thought the same.” 
 
    “When I saw this guy running up here, I figured, why waste a bullet?” She shrugged. 
 
    “It is pretty sexy watching you put those knife skills to good use,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Maybe later I’ll show you some more cool tricks,” she laughed.  
 
    “I’d be down to let you be the teacher for once,” I said with a grin. 
 
    I looked up into the forest to see Anna and Bailey making their way down the hill together. They were smiling, and I saw Bailey grow red as Anna gave her a playful punch in the arm. 
 
    “Nice shot on that guy with the shotgun,” I called out to Bailey.  
 
    “That’s what I was just telling her,” Anna said with a wide smile.  
 
    Bailey blushed. “How’d you know that was me?” the sweet hippie asked as they stopped in front of Tara and me.  
 
    “It went right through his eye,” I said with a grin. 
 
    “Yeah,” Anna said, “we’re all pretty good shots, but we all know you’re the best.” 
 
    Bailey blushed harder. “Thanks guys, I was just trying to help.” 
 
    “You did great,” I told her.  
 
    “Are we talking about that badass shot Bailey took,” Paige said as she made her way to the rest of the group.  
 
    “Yeah,” Tara said. “Bailey’s trying to show us all up again so she can impress Tav,” she snickered.  
 
    The petite blonde blushed harder and looked at the ground. I reached out and touched her shoulder. 
 
    “You really are a fine marksman,” I grinned at her. 
 
    “Seems like it’s working,” Anna said with a wry smile.  
 
    “Whatev,” Tara said. “I’ll just impress Tav with my knife skills.” She looked at me and wriggled her eyebrows.  
 
    Anna laughed and gave Tara a playful push. “You are pretty good with that thing though,” she said. “I saw you take that guy down, it was pretty badass.”  
 
    “Fucker had it coming,” Tara said with a smile. 
 
    “Yeah he did,” Paige chimed in.  
 
    “You all did very well,” I laughed. “Really, I am impressed with all of you.” 
 
    “Anna did a good job with directions,” Bailey said as she smiled at her redheaded friend. 
 
    Anna beamed at her friends compliment. “Thanks,” she said.  
 
    “Alright, let’s go move these bodies and cars,” I said with a clap of my hands. 
 
    “Ugh,” Tara groaned. “I think I liked it better when Anna was giving orders.” 
 
    “That’s only because I let Anna lead the fun part of the day,” I chuckled. “Soon enough she’ll be giving this order too.” I smiled at the beautiful redhead.  
 
    “I call driver then,” Tara hollered as she started off down the hill.  
 
    “Not if I get to it first,” Anna said as she took off in a sprint and easily passed her platinum blonde companion.  
 
    “Hey,” Tara called out as she picked up the pace. “No fair, I already called it!” 
 
    I chuckled as Paige, Bailey and I made our way after the other two.  
 
    Once we had made it to the roadblock, I sent Anna down the road to get Rolly and the truck.  
 
    “Does this mean I get to be the driver?” Tara asked with a smile. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure you lost the race,” I chuckled. 
 
    Tara made a face at me and huffed. “Fine,” she said. “But I’m taking that machete.”  
 
    “Fair enough,” I laughed.  
 
    Anna returned quickly with Rolly and the truck while Tara, Paige, Bailey, and I looted the dead men. 
 
    “How’d it go, old timer,” I asked him with a clap on the shoulder as he walked toward me.  
 
    “Not much action on my end,” he said with a laugh. “You and the girls took care of it before anyone could make it anywhere near the truck.” 
“Does this mean you’re gonna actually let me throw one of these grenades next time?” Tara teased as she gestured to the small green oval that hung from her kevlar vest.  
 
    “I think you’ve earned that,” I said with a smile. “Now let’s finish this cleanup, we have one more stop to make before we get to the outpost and I don’t want to waste any more time.”  
 
    We didn’t find much on the dead guys besides the three guns and a few spare magazines and bullets, but we made quick work of the bodies and cars and were back on the road in less than ten minutes heading towards the Millers.  
 
    I was proud of my girls’ efforts today, but at this rate we would have many more battles ahead of us. I didn’t like that more thugs were moving into our territory. We would have to figure out a more sustainable long-term plan to keep these guys out of our territory. 
 
    I sighed as I stared at the road ahead of me.  
 
    “You okay?” Anna asked me with a frown as we headed down the road.  
 
    “Yeah,” I said with a nod. “Just frustrated that we had to do that. We seem to keep running into more trouble.”  
 
    “Desperation can drive people to do crazy things,” Rolly said.  
 
    “I know, but I was hoping this whole situation might drive people together,” I explained. “Instead it seems to be tearing us apart and bringing out the worst in people.”  
 
    “Not in everyone,” Anna said with a small smile. “You got us and the farmers around us.”  
 
    “That’s true,” Rolly said. “Though we have met far more folks who want to kill us and take our stuff.”  
 
    “Yeah, but we’re working on that,” Anna said. “Who knows, maybe this area will become a harbor for actual good and honest people.”  
 
    “That wouldn’t be so bad,” I said. “Though I would want them to be able to take care of themselves like Betty, Briar, and the Millers. Call me selfish, but I want to spend most of my time with my own team.”  
 
    “I’m pretty sure all us girls are okay with that,” Anna said.  
 
    “I mean, after Betty, you guys are my favorite people,” Rolly added.  
 
    “Glad to see we’re still in the running,” Anna joked.  
 
    “You guys are tough to replace,” Rolly said with a grin.  
 
    “Yeah, but Betty seems to be doing a good job,” I chuckled.  
 
    He shook his head and laughed.  
 
    We weaved our way along the curvy mountain roads as we headed in the direction of the Miller’s farm. Once we got close, I sat up and kept a keen eye on the treeline. I didn’t know exactly where the turn off was but I figured if I paid attention I could find it since there was no rain.  
 
    “I don’t remember exactly where I am supposed to turn,” I admitted to the others. “Help me keep an eye on the road.”  
 
    “Got it,” Anna said. “Been trying to keep my eyes open anyway.”  
 
    “Not sure how much help I’ll be, but I can holler if I notice something,” Rolly said.  
 
    A couple minutes went by and the three of us noticed nothing, but I slowed down as I spied a small break in the trees.  
 
    “I think this is it,” I said.  
 
    “We’ll be able to know for sure soon enough, won’t we?” Rolly asked.  
 
    “Guess that’s true,” I said with a nod. Then I turned the truck down a narrow gravel path.  
 
    “Hold on,” I shouted back to the girls in the back. “Things are going to get bumpy.”  
 
    Even in the front seat the road was rough, but a few minutes later things evened out, we came out of the treeline, and found ourselves in front of the Miller’s farmstead.  
 
    “It’s Tav,” I shouted out the window before I opened the door. 
 
    The front door of the house creaked out, and Justin stepped outside with his gun at the ready. He lowered it and smiled as he saw me step out onto the grass.  
 
    “Welcome!” Justin said as he tossed the rifle over a shoulder. “It’s nice to see you again.”  
 
    Rolly and the girls all got out and gathered behind me.  
 
    “Seems you brought more of your crew this time,” the farmer said as he nodded to my team.  
 
    “Yeah, this is everyone,” I said.  
 
    “Nice to meet you all.” Justin smiled as he waved for us to follow him inside. “Come on in, I know Briar and my wife would love to say hello.”  
 
    “Is Briar doing okay?” Tara asked as we followed.  
 
    “Marla says he is going to make it,” Justin said. “He’s actually been awake for a while today. You might get lucky and get a chance to talk to him. I’m sure he would like to say thanks for what you guys did.”  
 
    “It wasn’t anything,” I said.  
 
    “Sure, because anyone can take out a convoy of military troops and return all the stuff they stole,” Justin chuckled.  
 
    “He has a point,” Paige said. “I think we can be a little proud of shit like that.”  
 
    “Yeah, we were totally badass,” Tara said.  
 
    We all stepped inside and then made our way back through the house to the sitting room. Marla was on the floor with her two boys, and the three of them played with a pile of blocks. Briar was awake and sitting up on one of the couches, and a smile slowly crept across his face as he recognized me and Tara.  
 
    “Well if it isn’t my own personal saviors,” he said.  
 
    “We wanted to stop in and make sure you were doing okay,” I said.  
 
    “If you hadn’t patched him up, I don’t think I would have been able to save him,” Marla said as she stood up. “It’s nice to see you guys again.” 
 
    “It’s nice to see you too,” Tara said with a smile.  
 
    “I’m glad to see that things are going well here,” I said. “We are on our way to scout on this National Guard outpost, but we wanted to stop by and make sure things were going alright.”  
 
    “Things have been great since you guys came along,” Justin said.  
 
    “Yeah, it’s been a pretty good couple days,” Briar said. “I just can’t wait to take care of my own farm again.”  
 
    “It’ll be a little while still,” Marla said.  
 
    “Yeah, I heard you got tore up pretty bad,” Paige said.  
 
    “I’ll get better,” Briar assured us.  
 
    “Yes, but until you do you are staying here,” Marla said.  
 
    “It’s fun having company anyway,” Justin said.  
 
    “That’s true,” Marla agreed, “the boys have enjoyed having you here.”  
 
    “They’re so cute,” Bailey said as she crouched down and waved at one of the small children. “What are their names?”  
 
    “Frank, and Mitch,” Marla said.  
 
    The two boys looked up towards their mother at the sound of their names but quickly went back to playing with their toys.  
 
    “I don’t think I ever got your name though,” Marla said. “In fact, there are a few of you I don’t recognize.”  
 
    “Right, sorry,” I said. “This is the rest of my team. Tara you’ve met, but then we have Anna, Paige, Bailey, and Rolly.”  
 
    “Well, it’s really nice to meet you guys,” Justin said as he went around and shook their hands. “Anyone associated with Tav is welcome here.”  
 
    “You’re all welcome at my place too,” Briar added. “At least once I can get back there anyway.”  
 
    “We’ll just have to stop in at some point,” I said. “Maybe we can help you put your place back together once we clear out the rest of these soldiers.”  
 
    “Ah, you don’t have to do that,” Briar said. “You’ve already done more than enough for me. Oh, in fact, I have something for you. It's not much, but I figured I had to do something to say thanks.” He pulled up a small backpack at his feet and rummaged around inside a moment and brought out a nice looking black pistol.  
 
    “You really don’t owe us anything,” I said.  
 
    “I insist,” Briar said. He ensured it was empty and then handed it over to me before going back into the bag. “There’s another part with it.”  
 
    It was lighter than most of our other pistols but it had a nice grip and a slim ten round 22 LR magazine. A nice set of fiber optic iron sights was installed on the top rail.  
 
    “That looks fancy,” Anna said. “What is it?”  
 
    “It’s a Ruger 22 pistol,” I said as I handed it to her.  
 
    “It’s a MK IV tactical,” Briar corrected. He set his bag back by his feet and tossed me a small black suppressor, a box of subsonic 22 LR, and a spare magazine. “That suppressor fits right on the front. When you have it installed on that pistol the only sound you can hear is the action working.”  
 
    “I’ve seen them in action,” I said. “They are pretty damn quiet.” 
 
    “Yeah, I used it to take care of a rat problem a couple years back,” the wounded farmer explained. “I could usually get more than one of them at a time since it made so little noise. Don’t have much use for it now though. Figured you might be able to think of a few things you can do with it though.” Briar gave me a wink and a wide grin.  
 
    “This is actually something we don’t have in our arsenal,” I said as I returned the smile. “Thank you, we’ll put it to good use.”  
 
    The girls passed around the pistol and gave it a feel before it made its way back to me, and then I tucked it into one of my large side pockets along with the suppressor. I knew just who to give it to, since I’d noticed her eyes sparkle when she held the pistol in her hands. 
 
    “Well, we should probably be going,” I said. 
 
    “So soon?” Marla asked.  
 
    “Yeah, we have a busy day ahead of us,” Anna said.  
 
    “Oh, right,” Marla said with an embarrassed smile. “Well I guess I won’t invite you to lunch then.”  
 
    “We can make you something for the road if you want,” Justin offered.  
 
    “You don’t have to do that,” Bailey said. “We brought plenty of food.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Marla asked. “It’s really no problem.”  
 
    “It’s okay ma’am,” Rolly said. “We packed food to take care of ourselves for a few days.”  
 
    “Maybe we can stop by for dinner some time once things have cleared up,” I said. “Maybe get the whole community together for a potluck.” 
 
    “That’d be fun,” Paige said. “We don’t get to do much off campus.”  
 
    “It’d be fun for us too,” Justin said. “It’s nice to have friendly visitors again.”  
 
    “What, am I not friendly enough?” Briar teased. 
 
    “You don’t count anymore,” Marla said.  
 
    “Yeah, you’re pretty much family now,” Justin chuckled.  
 
    “Alright, let’s get moving,” I said as I addressed my team.  
 
    “Be safe out there,” Marla said as she picked up one of her boys.  
 
    The young child stuck a thumb in his mouth and waved at us with his other hand as he started for the front door.  
 
    “We’ll do our best,” Tara said. “You guys stay safe too.”  
 
    “We will,” Justin assured us as he walked us out.  
 
    “Hey, thank you guys again,” Briar called out. “Kick some ass out there.”  
 
    “Oh, we will,” Paige replied.  
 
    “Thanks for stopping by,” Justin said once we all got outside. “It means a lot that you took the time to check in on us like this.”  
 
    “We just hope that we make you feel safer,” Bailey said.  
 
    “You guys most certainly do,” the man replied with a quick nod. “I don’t think we have actually felt safer than we have these past few days. Just knowing you guys are out there helps us sleep easier.”  
 
    “I’m glad,” I said. “Thanks for taking care of Briar. I’m glad he is going to be okay.”  
 
    “It helps that the wife has done this sort of thing before,” Justin admitted. “Still, it seems like the decent thing to do.”  
 
    “I wish more people thought like that,” Anna muttered.  
 
    “Yeah, maybe then we wouldn’t have to fight so much,” Bailey added.  
 
    “Once we kick these soldier guys outta town, I bet things will quiet down,” Anna said.  
 
    “That’s the hope,” I said.  
 
    “Well, I guess I’ll let you guys go,” Justin said. “I look forward to seeing you guys again soon.”  
 
    “I’m looking forward to that dinner,” Rolly said.  
 
    “I’ll be sure we have something good to serve you,” the farmer chuckled before he waved and disappeared into the house.  
 
    Rolly and the girls all quickly started to load back up, but I pulled Tara aside.  
 
    “I want you to carry this,” I said as I pulled out the Ruger. 
 
    “You sure?” Tara asked as she bit her lip.  
 
    “You’re good at being sneaky,” I said. “This pistol and suppressor will allow you to be deadly at close range and stay silent.”  
 
    “That’s what I was thinking,” the platinum blonde said as she took the pistol.  
 
    “This thing fires a small bullet,” I said as I passed her the suppressor and the magazine. “It will go through a skull easily enough, but you’ll need to be accurate. So aim small and target someone’s eyes or mouth.”  
 
    “Got it, I’ll watch my aim.”  
 
    “Good,” I said with a grin. “I have a feeling stealth is going to be one of our biggest advantages moving forward with this operation, and your new gun will be invaluable in any stealth maneuvers we plan.”  
 
    “Sweet,” The platinum blonde grinned. “I really like this whole being useful thing.”  
 
    “You’re very useful,” I said.  
 
    “Yeah, and for once I actually feel like it,” she replied as her beautiful smile grew wider.  
 
    “Good, now let’s get going,” I said as I rubbed her shoulder.  
 
    Tara nodded, gave me a quick kiss, and sprinted off to load into the truck. 
 
    I made my way to the truck and climbed into the cab. 
 
    Anna and Rolly were already strapped in and waiting.  
 
    “We all ready to go?” Rolly asked.  
 
    “Yep,” I confirmed. “That was our last stop too.”  
 
    “Yeah, I’m starting to feel those nerves creeping in,” Anna admitted. 
 
    “Me too,” Rolly agreed.  
 
    “Try not to let them overwhelm you,” I said. “We still don’t even know exactly what this outpost looks like. Maybe we’ll get lucky and there will be some obvious weaknesses we can exploit.”  
 
    “Wouldn’t that be nice,” Anna mused.  
 
    “Yeah, I have a feeling it’s not going to be that easy,” Rolly said.  
 
    “Me too,” I added with a nod. Then I turned on the truck, turned the beast around, and started off through the trees towards the main road once more.  
 
    Everyone was silent as we hit the blacktop again, and the bright mood that everyone had earlier seemed to fade away as we drove farther down the road. I knew that this assault wouldn’t be easy, but if we didn’t do it things would get worse for our new friends. The National Guard would undoubtedly send out more troops once they realized the first ones would not be coming back but this time they probably wouldn’t be so friendly.  
 
    I looked over to those in the cab with me, gave them a reassuring smile, and tried to look more confident than I felt at the moment. This was bigger than anything we had done so far, and I knew that they would be looking to me to be strong and make them feel better.  
 
    “We’re just about to where we took out the caravan,” I said.  
 
    My passengers only nodded their acknowledgement and kept their eyes facing forward. Both Rolly and Anna clutched their guns as they strained to notice anything unusual in the woods.  
 
    “With any luck our trip will be free of any more surprises,” Rolly said.  
 
    “That’d be nice,” Anna said.  
 
    “Agreed,” I added. “I guess we’ll just have to wait and see.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    We rolled on past the empty military trucks and piles of bones we had left after we burnt the bodies last time we came through. The air still stank of charred flesh and burned hair, and the sunny day felt a little less cheery.  
 
    “Is this the remnants of that caravan?” Rolly asked. 
 
    “Yeah, looks pretty much exactly like we left it,” I said.  
 
    “Why’d you burn the bodies?” Anna asked. “Not like we have to come here often.” 
 
    “I knew we had to drive this way to get to the outpost, and didn’t want to deal with any wild animals,” I said.  
 
    “A pile of burning bodies probably deterred any scavengers like those assholes that put up the roadblock, too,” Rolly said.  
 
    “Probably,” I agreed as I pulled the map out of my vest and passed it to Anna. “I've got a spot circled on the map. That’s where the outpost is supposed to be. I wanna stop about three miles out from there. There’s no way they’ll hear the truck that far out and three miles isn’t a bad hike.”  
 
    “Alright.” Anna looked around, got her bearings, and then focused on the map. “I think we’re a couple miles out then.”  
 
    “Anything of note for me to keep my eye out on?” I asked.  
 
    “Not really,” Anna said. “I guess you’ll just wanna use the odometer.”  
 
    “I can do that,” I said.  
 
    About four minutes later I rolled to a stop on a stretch of empty road. Like most of the roadway this area was surrounded on both sides by trees, and the lack of abandoned cars made the whole area look strangely ordinary.  
 
    I stepped out of the truck, stretched, and let out a groan.  
 
    “Are we there yet?” Paige teased as she and the others climbed out of the back.  
 
    “This is as far as we go in the truck,” I said.  
 
    “So do we start hiking then?” Tara asked. 
 
    “Not yet,” I said. “This is going to be our base camp. We will be heading to the outpost on foot but at the end of the day we’ll return here. This is also where you'll want to go if something happens, and we all end up separated. Think of this truck as your cozy little home away from home, but we can’t just leave it out in the open. If these National Guard guys happen to send guys this way, they’ll definitely stop and check one of their own trucks.”  
 
    “What do we do then?” Anna asked.  
 
    “We hide it,” I said. “We’re going to split into three teams and head into the woods. Collect branches, leaves, twigs, anything that we can throw over the truck to help us blend it in with the forest.” 
 
    “Got it,” Anna said. “Bailey, you’re with me. Tara, you and Paige check the other side.”  
 
    “Guess that means I’m going with Tav,” Rolly said.  
 
    “Yeah,” Anna confirmed with a nod. Then she looked at me and bit her lip. “I mean, if that’s okay. I should have maybe asked before yelling out orders.”  
 
    “It’s alright,” I laughed. “I like your initiative. Come on Rolly, let’s go find some camouflage.” 
 
    The teams split up and entered the forest. We covered both sides of the road and all tried to head off in different directions.  
 
    Rolly collected branches, while I scooped up twigs and various small foliage that was dense enough to cover nicely.  
 
    “I was all gung ho when we got up this morning, but now that we’re close I’m more nervous than I thought I’d be,” Rolly said once we were alone.  
 
    “This will be your first real fight,” I said. “Makes sense that you’d be nervous.”  
 
    “I guess,” he muttered. “I had hoped that having something worth fighting for would keep the worries and fear away, but if anything, they are worse now.”  
 
    “Having motivation is good, but everyone gets afraid,” I said. “Hell, I’ve been in more firefights than most of the guys I served with and I still get a bit nervous before a fight.”  
 
    “Really?” The handyman asked as he looked at me and raised an eyebrow. “You don’t seem like you’re scared of anything.”  
 
    “The only people who aren’t afraid of getting shot at are either crazy or foolish,” I said. “The real trick is just learning how to control your fear.”  
 
    “How do you do it?” Rolly asked.  
 
    I hadn’t really thought about that before. At this point there was little conscious effort in trying to suppress the emotions that would kill me like fear and doubt.  
 
    “Well, it helps to have done this before,” I admitted. “I think I rely a lot on knowledge too. Like, I know how to handle the guns we have, I know how to use the terrain to our advantage, and I know the strengths and weaknesses of my team. Our recon today is going to hopefully give us the knowledge of where our enemy is weak too.”  
 
    “I suppose that makes a bit of sense,” Rolly said. “I think right now knowing that you’re going to be there with us is one of the things that has kept me from freaking out.”  
 
    “Part of my job is to bring that level of comfort to the team,” I said. “No one wants to follow a leader who doesn’t instill at least some level of confidence.”  
 
    “Ain’t that the truth,” Rolly chuckled. “Still, you do a good job at bringing out the best in me and the girls.”  
 
    “I think all anyone ever really needs is a little push,” I said.  
 
    “I only kinda agree,” the older man said. “I think people need someone to believe in them. You’ve believed in us since the moment you met us. Never once have you treated us like anything other than capable despite our lack of knowledge and practice.”  
 
    “People can do great things when given the chance,” I said with a shrug. “Being under pressure also helps sometimes.”  
 
    “Yeah, in my experience pressure will either make or break a person,” Rolly agreed. “I’m just a little surprised that it didn’t break me. I guess there’s a chance it still could though. Like you said, this will be my first real big fight.”  
 
    “You’ll be okay,” I said. “Once the shooting starts, just follow my lead and listen to what I tell you.”  
 
    “Oh that I’ll do for sure,” the grey haired man chuckled.  
 
    “See, then you’ll be fine?” I said with a wide smile.  
 
    The two of us headed back to find a large pile of forest sitting in the middle of the road. The girls had already collected a fair amount.  
 
    I added my contribution to the pile and then grabbed a couple long branches.  
 
    “Come on Rolly, grab the largest branches you can find and start laying them over the truck. We’ll kinda create a shell around it that we can put the other stuff on top of.”  
 
    “Got it,” Rolly said. “Kinda like making a primitive tent.”  
 
    “Yeah, kinda like that,” I said.  
 
    Rolly and I got to work on the first layer and a few minutes later the girls came back with another load of forest debris.  
 
    “That’s probably good,” I said. “Now we just need to get this truck all covered up and blend it in with the area.”  
 
    “Are there any tricks to it or should we just start piling shit on top?” Anna asked.  
 
    “Rolly and I got the frame up, so I would just start trying to drape stuff over it. We’re primarily trying to break up the outline of the truck so that it’s harder to notice by people passing by.” 
 
    “Alright,” Anna said.  
 
    We layered the foliage, leaves, twigs, and branches over the dark olive drab of the truck until it was barely recognizable as anything other than a strange extension of the forest. We had covered the windows in dirt so that no one could catch light off it, and the whole thing was covered in a careful chaos that almost matched the natural world around it.  
 
    Once we were done, we all took a step back to admire our handiwork. 
 
    “Well, that’s pretty cool,” Bailey said.  
 
    “It wasn’t hard either,” Tara added.  
 
    “Yeah, it’s more tedious than it is difficult,” I said. “It looks good though. Nice job guys.”  
 
    “What do we do now?” Paige asked.  
 
    “Grab some food,” I said. “Let’s eat a quick lunch, then make sure we’re loaded up for some recon.”  
 
    We all pulled out our packs and took up a spot next to our camouflaged base. We all started to munch on a light lunch of smoked meat, water, and some beans.  
 
    “Why’d we bring so much food, anyway?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “It is always better to be prepared,” I said.  
 
    “I guess we’ll find out soon enough just how prepared we really are,” Anna said. “Assuming we are heading out to find the outpost next of course.”  
 
    “We are,” I said. “We’ll make our way through the woods to where they are supposed to be set up, observe them for the rest of the day, and then head back under the cover of darkness.”  
 
    “They are expecting the caravan back tomorrow right?” Paige asked.  
 
    “Yeah, so we have the rest of today and maybe the first half of tomorrow to see what we can see and come up with a plan,” I said.  
 
    “That doesn’t really seem like a lot of time,” Tara said with a frown.  
 
    “It should be more than enough time,” I assured her. “The outpost shouldn’t be that big so there shouldn’t be much for us to see. We might know enough by the time we leave tonight to figure out a solid attack strategy.”  
 
    “I still can’t believe we are going to assault a National Guard outpost,” Bailey said. “Defending ourselves against bikers is one thing, but this is something else.”  
 
    “Yeah, I kinda feel like I joined the army,” Paige said.  
 
    “Your training was much gentler,” I said with a grin. 
 
    “That’s true,” Rolly said. “Knew a few guys who served, and it sounded like they spent most of their training just getting yelled at.”  
 
    “Maybe they were just doing it wrong,” Anna said with a shrug.  
 
    “No, that sounds like bootcamp to me,” I chuckled.  
 
    I finished the last bite of my meal, stood up, wiped my hands on my pants, and pulled my backpack on again.  
 
    “Alright, everyone finish up, we’re leaving in five,” I ordered. “I would highly recommend grabbing some extra water, and maybe some more food if you think you’re going to get hungry later. No cans and no bagged food though. We gotta make sure we stay quiet.”  
 
    “Understood,” Anna said as she stood. “We’ll be ready to go in five.”  
 
    “Good,” I said. Then I grabbed a couple extra bottles of water, shoved them into my bag, and waited for my team in front of the truck.  
 
    I did a quick check of my gear, readied my rifle, and pulled out my map. After I made a rough mark of our current location I planned out the route we would take to the outpost. It was not the most direct, but it avoided any large streams and put us out on top of a ride that should overlook the entire school area.  
 
    Anna led the rest of the team over to me a couple minutes later.  
 
    “Alright, let’s go,” I said. “We can talk as we go but keep your voices down and once we get close if we have to speak we’ll do so in whispers, understood?”  
 
    Rolly and the girls all confirmed they heard me, and we headed off into the woods. There was no path to follow, but using my compass and the map I led us through the thickets, trees, and bushes towards the distant outpost.  
 
    The woods were fairly dense, but since we were on foot, we didn’t run into any issues. In fact the journey was pretty simple. There were very few hills along our path, and a pleasant breeze blew through the trees.  
 
    “We might want to talk about strategy while we walk,” I said.  
 
    “Don’t we need to see the place before we come up with a plan?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “Yeah, but that’s not what I am talking about,” I said. “In these past few weeks you have all sort of fallen into different roles. Your weapon preferences and overall fighting style is fairly diverse.” 
 
    “Really?” Paige asked. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You’ve become the team medic and your choice of weapons gravitates toward closer combat,” I said as I pointed at Paige’s shotgun and short barrel carbine. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” the brunette woman laughed as she tapped her glasses. “I guess I do like using the shotgun a bunch. I think it’s because I can’t see faraway that great.” 
 
    “Anna has become a great all-around infantry warrior,” I said as I smiled at the redhead. 
 
    “And she keeps ordering us around,” Tara laughed as she gently elbowed the redhead. 
 
    “Hey,” Anna laughed. “I can’t help it. I was always team captain in all the sports I played.” 
 
    “Tara is our silent operative,” I said. “She can move really quietly, is great with the knife, and now has a silenced pistol she can use to take out our enemies.” 
 
    “You are a fucking ninja!” Paige complimented the tall blonde. 
 
    “Oh, that’s really cool,” Tara said as her face actually turned red. “I do like getting close to people and just… okay, this is going to sound totally weird, but I like stabbing assholes or shooting them in the head when up close.” 
 
    “Well, since we are only fighting assholes, I don’t think it’s weird at all,” Anna laughed. 
 
    “What about me?” Bailey asked as she raised her hand. 
 
    “Sniper,” Paige, Anna, Tara, Rolly, and I said in unison, and then we all looked at each other and laughed. 
 
    “You are the best shot on the team,” I added. “You are a complete natural, and I think you’ll actually be better than me in a few months.” 
 
    “Wow, you think so?” Bailey asked as she glanced down at her scoped rifle. 
 
    “Yep,” I said. “You’ve really come a long way.” 
 
    “Thanks, Tav,” the hippie said, and then she blushed almost as red as Tara. 
 
    “What about Rolly?” Paige asked as we turned to the old man. 
 
    “Oh,” he scoffed as he waved his hand. “I don’t really need a specific role or anything, I’m just--” 
 
    “Team mascot for sure,” I laughed as I put my hand on the older man’s shoulder. “He’s always going out of his way to make everyone feel good. That’s very important for morale and team spirit. I’ve spent weeks in a trench or in the forest with dudes who had bad attitudes, it was a nightmare. Having someone with endless amounts of positive energy really lubricates the gears.” 
 
    “Ahhh, thanks, Tav.” Rolly cleared his throat and blinked a few times as he smiled at me. “It’s nice to be appreciated.” 
 
    “I’m pointing all this out because you all have come a long way,” I said. “Have confidence in your abilities. We are strong together, but with that said, I want to split us into two groups for this recon mission.”  
 
    “Seems like we’d be stronger fighting as a single unit,” Anna said.  
 
    “In most cases we will be,” I agreed with a nod. “Still, small teams have their advantages. Especially when they can each fulfill a different vital role.”  
 
    “Do our teams get awesome codenames or anything?” Tara asked.  
 
    “Maybe,” I chuckled. “I’ll run the first team and Anna will run the second. My team will consist of me, Tara, and Paige. We’re set up for better close quarters fighting and stealthy infiltration. Rolly and Bailey will be with Anna and you guys will focus on support. You have the right guns to stay back on a hill or in a tower and provide suppression and sniper fire.” 
 
    “What about me?” Rolly asked.  
 
    “It’s always good to have some standard rifles in the group,” I said. “You can still provide suppression, and might be able to engage closer targets easier than Bailey can.” 
 
    “Cool, so basically we have a short range and a long range group then,” Anna said.  
 
    “Pretty much,” I said. “Don’t forget your team. If we need to split up for any reason, we’ll default to those groups.”  
 
    “Easy enough,” Paige said. “It’s kinda easy to remember when there are only six of us.”  
 
    “It’d be even easier if we had team names,” Tara added.  
 
    “If you guys want to name the teams, then go right ahead,” I said. The reason codenames and call signs were usually used to help hide information when using a radio. Since we couldn’t use any form of wireless or radio communication, I didn’t see the need. It wasn’t going to hurt anything to name our fireteams, though and it would probably help keep the morale up.  
 
    “You just have to pick one you like and stick with it though,” I said. “We don’t want to confuse each other by constantly changing names.”  
 
    “Well I guess we better think of something good then,” Anna said with a grin.  
 
    “I’ll leave the creative stuff to you young people,” Rolly laughed. “I don’t care what my group is called.”  
 
    “What if we went with rainbow unicorns or some shit like that?” Paige asked.  
 
    “Doesn’t matter to me,” Rolly said. “There’s no one left to tease me so why should I care?”  
 
    “I dunno, I might have a few things to say,” I chuckled.  
 
    “What, unicorns aren’t tough enough for you?” Anna teased.  
 
    “I think they might be too tough for me,” I said with a grin. “I’ve got nothing on a unicorn. Those things are majestic and powerful.”  
 
    “Sounds just like you,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Yeah, and that’s not all you have in common with a unicorn,” Tara said.  
 
    “Oh yeah?” I raised an eyebrow and glanced back at the platinum blonde.  
 
    “I wouldn’t hesitate to ride either of you,” Tara said with a smirk.  
 
    “Alright then,” Rolly cut in. “I think I’m gonna, uh… fall back a bit and watch our backs.”  
 
    “Aw come on, don’t run off,” Bailey said. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s probably better if we stay close,” I said.  
 
    “I suppose, but can we please keep it to conversations everyone can enjoy?” Rolly grumbled.  
 
    “I’ll try, but I can’t promise anything,” Tara said as she winked at me.  
 
    Rolly groaned and rolled his eyes.  
 
    “I’ve barely seen Tav this last week: I feel I am entitled to a few dirty jokes,” Paige said.  
 
    “Can you please wait until I’m not around to tell them?” Rolly asked. 
 
    “We promise that we’ll try,” Anna replied.  
 
    “I’ll take that deal,” the handyman said with a wry smile. 
 
    I chuckled, and the girls all broke into a fit of laughter. After that died down, the girls all went about trying to decide on what their team names should be. 
 
    Rolly and I took the lead as the girls trailed behind us while they talked. The forest was thick, damp, and oppressive with the heat of summer, but we were used to trekking in the wilderness by now, and neither of us complained. About a half hour later, the girls seemed to reach an agreement and caught up with us.  
 
    “You guys come to a decision?” Rolly asked.  
 
    “Yeah, we got a couple badass team names picked out,” Paige said.  
 
    “Let’s hear it then,” I said.  
 
    “Alright, my team is Anvil and your team is Hammer,” Anna said.  
 
    “That’s not too bad,” Rolly admitted. “Was thinking you’d probably go with something more with fantasy creatures.”  
 
    “Oh, come on, we’re not twelve,” Bailey laughed.  
 
    “Yeah, plus we wanted to keep them short and sweet,” Paige explained. 
 
    “Well I like them,” I cut in. “They work well with our team dynamic and sound pretty tough.”  
 
    “That was the hope,” Tara said.  
 
    “I don’t know how often we’ll get to use them, but they’re fun nonetheless,” I said. Then I stopped and pulled out the map and my compass.  
 
    “Looks like we’re about a mile out,” I said. “Let’s keep it quiet from here on out. I don’t know if they’ll have guys patrolling the treeline, but getting noticed now would be a death sentence.”  
 
    “We’ll keep it zipped,” Anna assured me.  
 
    I put the map away, and we continued on.  
 
    Everyone kept their guns at the ready and their eyes open as we moved at a steady pace through the forest. Nothing seemed to be out of the ordinary as we advanced, and soon enough we circled around a small town and found ourselves on top of a ridge that overlooked a good sized schoolyard.  
 
    Then we settled into the treeline, and I pulled out my binoculars.  
 
    “Stay alert,” I whispered.  
 
    The area was surrounded by an almost perfect square of chain-link fence. There was a single rolling gate protected by the two watch towers. The towers were about eight feet tall and each of them had a mounted 50-caliber machine gun facing the road that led the gate. Inside the fence was a large playground area and two buildings. The first was a multi-story brick schoolhouse with lots of windows and several entry doors. The second was a smaller building that looked to be a detached gymnasium.  
 
    Most of the playground area was full of tents, tables, and a few firepits. The whole area seemed to be buzzing with activity as both the soldiers the civilians went about their daily duties.  
 
    A perimeter of razor wire had been put up around the outside of the fence and there seemed to be two groups of two soldiers who did irregular patrols. One of the patrol groups was accompanied by a tough looking dog. 
 
    “Dog might be a problem,” I sighed. 
 
    “There is a dog?” Bailey asked. “Oh my god, I love dogs.” 
 
    “Of course you do,” Tara snickered.  
 
    I put the binoculars down and turned towards my team. “Alright here’s what I want to happen. Anna, you’re going to take your team and circle around so you can get a different angle on this place. I don’t want you guys to do anything but sit in the trees and observe. Try to keep an eye on the group with the dog. If they come out and patrol, retreat. The dog might be able to pick up your scent for far away.” 
 
    “Got it,” Anna said. 
 
    “When the sun starts to set, you make your way back over to us and we’ll go from there,” I continued.  
 
    “What do we do if we run into trouble?” Paige asked.  
 
    “If we stay quiet and stay hidden, we shouldn’t run into trouble, but if something happens, do not engage. Try to fall back and make your way to the truck. You think you could navigate back on your own or do you want the map?”  
 
    “I’ll take the map,” Anna said. “I paid attention, but I don’t know how well I’d do under pressure.”  
 
    I nodded and pulled out both the map and my compass. Once we had free time again, I needed to teach the girls how to properly navigate using a compass and landmarks. A large part of my ranger training had been focused on navigation, landmark identification, and terrain traversal. The team could be a lot more flexible if I didn’t have to worry about anyone getting lost when we split up. After I passed them to Anna, I dropped down only my belly and grabbed the binoculars again.  
 
    “Are we going to stay put?” Tara asked.  
 
    “Yeah, I’d suggest getting comfortable,” I said.  
 
    “Alright, Rolly, Bailey, you’re with me,” Anna said quietly. “Let’s go.”  
 
    They waved goodbye and then disappeared into the trees behind us as they went to circle around.  
 
    I stayed put with Paige and Tara. The girls had also decided to go prone around me, and I passed the binoculars off to them for a while.  
 
    As we watched, the civilians were frequently beaten or yelled at by the soldiers for whatever reason, and we quickly noticed that there were no females anywhere to be seen.  
 
    “I thought those guys we interrogated said that they had ladies here too,” Tara mused.  
 
    “If I had to guess I’d say they were in the main building,” I said. “No reason to wear them out with physical labor when they could be used for other things.”  
 
    “God, that’s a disgusting thought,” Paige groaned. “I can’t wait to give these bastards a load of shotgun to their fucking faces.”  
 
    “Yeah, it’s hard to just sit here and watch,” Tara said.  
 
    “You’ll get your chance for justice,” I said.  
 
    “I hope you’re right,” Paige said. “There’s a lot of guys down there.”  
 
    “That’s why we’re out here doing recon,” I said.  
 
    “We already knew a lot of what we see though,” Tara said.  
 
    “We didn’t know what the area looked like though, or how many patrols they had, or even if they had other trucks,” I said.  
 
    “I guess that’s true,” Paige conceded.  
 
    “Now let’s keep it quiet,” I said. “This might seem pointless now, but trust me when I say that if we get through this, it will be because of what we learned here today.”  
 
    The girls nodded and shifted into a more comfortable position as we continued our watch.  
 
    A couple hours later the sun began its slow descent through the sky. The day had been quiet, and the remaining soldiers hadn't left the comfort of their little fenced-in outpost. The tower gunners switched out once, and upon further observation it became clear to me that the guns were installed in such a way that they could easily be shifted to cover any necessary angle.  
 
    All the male civilians were herded into the secondary building once it started to get dark, and then a couple soldiers were placed outside to stand watch.  
 
    “We’re coming in,” Anna called out from somewhere in the forest behind us.  
 
    I turned around, nodded, gave a thumbs up, and a moment later the redhead came into view. Rolly and Bailey emerged behind her shortly after.  
 
    “Welcome back,” Paige said.  
 
    “Thanks,” Anna said as she hunkered down with us.  
 
    “How’d it go?” I asked.  
 
    “Not too bad,” the athlete said. “We were able to find a spot a little closer.” 
 
    “Notice anything that might be important?” I asked.  
 
    “Not really,” she sighed. “It was pretty dull. Kinda looked like most of the soldiers just sat around most of the day or beat on the civilian guys.” 
 
    “Yeah, we noticed that too,” Tara said.  
 
    “The patrols seem pretty irregular,” Rolly said. “I noticed them stop a couple times and chat even.”  
 
    “That’s good to know,” I said. “We might be able to exploit that.”  
 
    “It’s also important to know that the dog is pretty cute,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Noted,” I chuckled.  
 
    “So what do we do now?” Anna asked.  
 
    “Let’s stick around until it gets dark and see if anything changes,” I said. “I want to see if they increase patrols at night and what they use for light sources.”  
 
    “Alright, we’ll grab some cover and sit tight,” Anna said.  
 
    I gave her a nod and went back to watching the outpost.  
 
    As it got darker, they started to light fires, torches, and lanterns. Each of the towers had a lantern in it, and there were torches set up along the fenceline every twenty feet. The front gate was the most well-lit area and they even lit the road in front of it for a good hundred feet.  
 
    The patrols each carried a lantern of their own, but it seemed they still only had two groups running at night. The number of troops in general dwindled as more and more soldiers seemed to retire into tents or the main school building.  
 
    “This could work to our advantage,” I muttered.  
 
    “What’s that?” Paige asked.  
 
    “They can’t see very far outside of their base, and even the inside has some really dark areas still,” I explained.  
 
    “The fence line is pretty bright though,” Tara said.  
 
    “Their torches should be closer,” I said. “There’s a lot of heavy shadow we could hide in once we get close. The biggest problem is going to be those patrols, especially the one with the dog. The space is pretty open, and if those guys are even half paying attention, then it’ll be hard to get close enough to hide.”  
 
    “So what do we do?” Paige asked.  
 
    “I don’t know yet, but I don’t think we can learn much more tonight,” I said. Then I pulled back away from the treeline and pushed myself to my feet. “I think it’s time to go. Fall in behind me.”  
 
    Once everyone was up and on their feet, I started to make my way back through the woods towards the truck.  
 
    The trip back was uneventful, but there was a palpable sense of relief as we broke through the trees and onto the road once more. It took us a second to find our camouflaged vehicle, but once we did we all climbed inside.  
 
    The truck was flooded with light as I clicked on my hand charged flashlight. I hung it by a string in the truck and took a seat among all our stuff.  
 
    “Well, I feel like today went pretty well,” Anna said.  
 
    “Me too,” I agreed as I started to pull out some food for the team. “We learned a lot.”  
 
    “I can’t believe how stressful it was just being that close though,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Yeah, there’s a lot of guys in that outpost,” Paige said.  
 
    “I know, but I think we can manage,” I said as I started to pass around cans of baked beans.  
 
    “Does that mean you have a plan?” Rolly asked. 
 
    “Not yet, but I think we know enough that we might be able to stitch one together,” I replied. “Eat first though. Take a minute to unwind.”  
 
    The truck fell silent as we all opened up our beans and ate our food. As I looked around, it was clear that my team was tired. While the day had not been physically taxing, I knew the situation would wear them down. If I had had more time to train them before this then they might have been a little more comfortable, but that had not really been an option. 
 
    The girls were doing a good job, though, and I had confidence that they would rise to the occasion.  
 
    As we ate, the mood seemed to lighten. The fact that our location was hidden and several miles away from the outpost probably made the girls feel safe enough to smile again.  
 
     “Beans are nice and all, but I am really looking forward to whatever the Millers make for us once this is all over,” Bailey said as she scooped out of the last of her food from the can.  
 
    “Oh man, you should have been there when Betty made us breakfast,” Anna said. “It was amazing.”  
 
    “We had bacon, eggs, and even some toast,” Rolly said.  
 
    “Yum,” Paige said as she set aside her empty can. “You think she’d make some of that for the rest of us sometime?” 
 
    “I have a feeling one of us might be able to talk her into it,” I grinned and winked at Rolly.  
 
    The handyman laughed and even in the dim light of the truck we could see him blush.  
 
    “So, what’d we learn today?” I asked as I brought us back to the mission.  
 
    “Well, it looks like they are kinda light on patrols,” Paige said. “Two groups doesn’t seem like a lot.”  
 
    “They also don’t have a great setup at night,” Tara said.  
 
    “We can definitely take advantage of both of those things,” I agreed with a nod. “Those towers work great in the daytime, but once night falls they can only see the areas lit up by torches.”  
 
    “Does that mean those will be easy to take out?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “It means that we should be able to avoid them,” I said. “Trust me when I say that we don’t want to take fire from those things.”  
 
    “I believe that,” Rolly said.  
 
    “Alright, what else?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, the area is pretty full of non-civilians,” Anna said.  
 
    “That means using grenades is not an option for us,” I said. “At least not during our initial assault. They seemed to be rounded up and moved to that small building when it got dark, but I’m pretty sure I still saw a few of them out there doing stuff like cooking.”  
 
    “We know they don’t have many trucks left either,” Paige said. “That means it should be hard for them to just run away when the fighting starts.”  
 
    “True,” I said with a nod. “I don’t think we will have to worry about them trying to run away though.”  
 
    “What about that dog?” Bailey asked. “We don’t have to hurt it do we?”  
 
    “I don’t know yet, but I’d like to avoid killing it if possible,” I said. “I spent some time working with dogs on my second tour. If this thing was trained similarly to the dogs I worked with, I might be able to keep it from attacking us. Though the real trouble with the dog will be getting inside without it barking.”  
 
    “Yeah, it seemed like the guys thinned out a lot once it got dark,” Anna said. “If we could get inside without being noticed then maybe we could catch them with their pants down.”  
 
    “That’s what I'm thinking too,” I agreed. “Alright, we know a good deal about our enemy, and it was clear by how lax everything was that they aren’t expecting an attack. I think it’s time we came up with a plan.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    I gave the flashlight a couple cranks, pulled out the map, flipped it over, and drew a rough mockup of the outpost on the blank side. I made a note of all the defensive features such as the towers, the razorwire, and any barricades inside the fences. Then I sketched out a couple boxes to represent the buildings, and I made ‘T’ marks where the tents had been located.  
 
    After I was done with the map, I started to write down a list of problems under it. Our biggest hurdles to getting in undetected would be the patrols, the towers, and the dog. The patrols were our biggest concern though, and if we could take them out without being noticed it wouldn’t, in theory, be difficult to sneak into the towers and take out the gunners.  
 
    “So I think what we need to do first is take down the patrols,” I said. “We’ll wait ‘till it gets dark so that they can’t see us get close to the fence.”  
 
    “We can’t take them down from outside the fence though can we?” Anna asked.  
 
    “Not without making too much noise,” I said. “We can’t take them out one at a time either. We’ll have to split up and take them out at roughly the same time.”  
 
    “How are we going to time things without radios or phones or anything?” Tara asked.  
 
    “We’ll have to come up with a signal,” I said. “I’m not sure what yet, but we’ll figure it out.” 
 
    “So what are we doing after we take down the guards?” Rolly asked.  
 
    “Once the guards are down each team will sneak through to the tower on their side and take out the gunner. Taking out those machine guns is going to up our chances of survival by a lot.”  
 
    “It’ll make me feel better too,” Paige said.  
 
    “Yeah, I don’t want to know what it feels like to get shot at by something that big,” Anna added.  
 
    “Once we’re inside what do we do?” Bailey asked. “There are still a ton of guys in there.”  
 
    “Yeah, it really feels like we are underpowered here,” Paige admitted. 
 
    “I know you’re a badass Tav, but can we really take out fortyish guys?” Rolly asked.  
 
    “I’ve been thinking about that, and you’re right, in a straight fight, I don’t think we’d win,” I said.  
 
    “That’s fucking comforting,” Anna groaned.  
 
    “I wasn’t done,” I said. “I was going to say that there might be a way to thin down their numbers before our actual assault.” 
 
    “Sorry, I should have assumed you’d have a plan to deal with that,” Anna sighed and hung her head a bit.  
 
    “It’s alright, we’re all going to be a little high strung until this is over,” I said. “We have to trust each other.”  
 
    “You’re right, sorry,” Anna replied.  
 
    I smiled at the redhead and squeezed her shoulder in an attempt to comfort her a bit.  
 
    “So how are we going to thin their ranks?” Paige asked.  
 
    “Well, their convoy isn’t coming back, so they’ll probably send a group out to check on them,” I said.  
 
    “Really?” Bailey asked. “When do you think that will happen?” 
 
    “Any day now,” I began, “but my hunch is tomorrow. At any rate we know where the convoy was last seen, and if we can intercept these scouts, then we’ll cut the number of guys in the outpost down even farther.”  
 
    “Oh, I like this plan,” Tara said. “If two of us can take out some guys in a truck, then it should be no problem for all six of us.”  
 
    “Especially if we can ambush them,” Anna said.  
 
    “That’s my thought too,” I said. “We can block the road and take them down before they even really have time to react.”  
 
    “I am much more comfortable with this,” Paige said.  
 
    “Yeah, but how are we going to know when to set up this ambush?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “We watch,” I said. “We’ll get up early tomorrow, head back to the outpost and wait for them to start loading up one of their trucks.” 
 
    “What if they don’t do that?” Rolly asked.  
 
    “Then we wait until the next day,” I said with a shrug. “They don’t know we’re here, so if we are patient they’ll make a mistake we can exploit.” 
 
    “I really hope they decide to go check on their convoy,” Tara groaned.  
 
    “They should,” I said. “At the very least because they would be concerned the convoy guys went AWOL.” 
 
    “Won’t they increase their security once even more of their guys go missing?” Anna asked. 
 
    “It’s harder to predict what these guys will do since they have gone rogue, but it will probably take them a while to realize there’s trouble.” I said. “As long as we run our attack on the same day, I think we’ll be okay. If these guys still followed standard military procedure, I’d be able to plan a lot more effectively. As it stands though these guys are kinda doing their own thing.”  
 
    “You mean it’s not normal to enslave civilians to build all your shit for you?” Rolly asked in mock surprise.  
 
    “No, not usually,” I chuckled.  
 
    “So, we kill the fuckers in the truck they send out, then we take out these scout guys, and then go to set up for our assault that night?” Tara asked after she tried to stifle a yawn.  
 
    “That’ll be the best chance we have, yes,” I said with a nod. 
 
    “Sounds like tomorrow is going to be a long day,” Paige said.  
 
    “It will be,” I assured her. “That means we should probably get some sleep in while we can.”  
 
    “Yes please,” Bailey said as she yawned and stretched out.  
 
    “Since we are so close to the outpost, we can’t all sleep at the same time,” I said. “We need to leave at least one person up on watch. I don’t think those guys are going to leave the comfort of their little base, but on the off chance they do we need to see them coming.”  
 
    “The truck is hidden though, won’t they just pass us by?” Anna asked.  
 
    “That’s the most likely outcome, but what if they don't?” I asked as a counterpoint. “Rolly and I would be dead before we knew what was going on and you girls would probably get taken back with them and thrown in with their other slave women.”  
 
    “No thanks,” Paige said with a shudder.  
 
    “Alright, a watch seems like a good idea,” Tara quickly said.  
 
    “Good, I’ll take the first shift,” I said. “After about three hours one of you will come and relieve me, and three hours after that a third one of you will take their place.”  
 
    “Sounds easy,” Anna said.  
 
    “I’d guess the hard part is staying awake and alert,” Rolly said.  
 
    “Yeah, I can’t imagine it’s going to be very exciting out there.” Paige said.  
 
    “Well I’ll take second watch,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Then I volunteer for third,” Anna said. “I like being up early anyway.”  
 
    “Great, then you guys all try to get some rest,” I said. “I’ll see if I can flesh out our plan a little while I’m out there.”  
 
    “Wait, where exactly should we be when we’re on watch?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “I’m just going to find a nice spot in the trees off behind the truck,” I said. “As long as you are hidden but can still see the road I don’t really care where you decide to hang out.”  
 
    “Easy enough,” Anna said as she pulled up a blanket and wrapped it around her shoulders.  
 
    “Have fun on watch,” Tara said as she snuggled next to her redheaded friend. “Wake me when it’s time to go.”  
 
    “Should we make sure you’re up early enough to do your makeup?” Paige teased.  
 
    “Very funny,” Tara said with a scowl. “I made sure to add enough sealer to look good for at least a couple of days.”  
 
    “Let’s hope no one smudges it in their sleep,” Anna said with a smirk. 
 
    “Don’t you dare,” Tara warned.  
 
    Rolly looked from the girls to me and raised an eyebrow. “You sure you don’t need a second person out there?”  
 
    “I’m good,” I chuckled. “Just get some sleep.”  
 
    “I’ll try,” Rolly groaned as he looked back to the girls.  
 
    “Come on, we wouldn’t do anything on purpose,” Paige said.  
 
    Tara huffed and smacked Paige with her pillow.  
 
    The brunette laughed and pushed her platinum blonde friend lightly.  
 
    “Hey, make sure you actually get some sleep,” I said to the girls with a smile.  
 
    “I’m already halfway there,” Bailey mumbled from where she sat propped up against the cab. “If the rest of you would keep it down, I might be asleep already.”  
 
    “Yeah Tara, quiet down,” Anna teased.  
 
    “How bout we all be quiet?” Rolly suggested with a grin.  
 
    “Sleep well guys,” I said as I shook my head. Then I rolled up the map and slipped outside into the cool night. I took up a position a little ways away from the truck on top of a couple rocks tucked behind a large tree and some bushes. After I took a seat, I rolled the map out on my lap and used the faint light of the moon to look over everything.  
 
    As I sat there in the darkness and watched the road, I started to think of ways to take care of the patrols. The two guys without the dog wouldn’t be much of a problem. I figured all we had to do was pick them off and hide them in a shadow. Though we couldn’t let their light go out or the camp would know that something was up so it would be important for both teams to keep the patrol teams torches burning.  
 
    The easier solution to the dog was to have Tara use the silenced pistol and take it out at range and then finish the men off before they could sound the alarm. That plan was flimsy though, and any number of things could go wrong. Tara might only wound the dog, or the soldiers could react too fast and shout to the camp before we got them. Then both teams would be caught out in the open and take heavy fire from the towers and whatever soldiers were left outside.  
 
    A better option would be to bait the dog out. If we could find some rabbits, foxes, or a deer in the area then we might be able to lay it out and get the dog to come investigate it. In fact, if we worked fast enough we could mask our approach by making it look like the animal made a hole in the fence. Then, when the guards slipped out to follow the dog, they’d be easy targets. Though them leaving the compound might draw some attention from the towers, but that was a risk we’d have to take.  
 
    I sighed and focused on the road for a while as I turned over the ideas in my mind. No plan was going to be perfect, but I had to eliminate as much risk as possible. There was no way I was going to lead these girls into that outpost until I knew I had done everything in my power to ensure they would come out of the fight alive.  
 
    Once we were inside and the guns in those towers were down, we would stand a good chance, but our entry was going to be the most crucial and dangerous part.  
 
    I had to come up with something and I had to do it fast. Tomorrow might be the best chance we had at pulling this off. Especially if they did send a group out to check on the caravan.  
 
    I gritted my teeth and looked back at the hand-drawn map. Now was not the time for doubt. I had to be decisive and confident. I had stormed larger complexes full of twice as many guys before without issue. Though I had been backed up by a team of fully trained Rangers at the time. Still, the girls were no slouches, and they took direction well.  
 
    I circled back around to the animal plan in my mind. One of the towers might be interested in a team that left the fence, but with their limited visibility all we had to do was make sure they got far enough away from the outpost to make it impossible for the tower guards to notice us when we took the torch.  
 
    If the bait worked, I could probably sneak the dog back into the treeline, tie it off, and leave it with enough food to keep it quiet long enough for us to get inside.  
 
    The other set of guards would be easy. Anna’s team would just need to get in through the fence and take them out quietly as they came by. All her team would have to do was be patient.  
 
    After the patrols were down the next thing to do would be to take out the tower gunners. One of each team would need to slip up the ladder and take them out quietly while the rest of us waited in the shadows close by. I wanted to be the one to go up the ladder, but the girls were lighter than me and could probably make it up quieter. Even if they did get noticed their obvious attractiveness would probably buy them the moment they needed to go in for the kill.  
 
    I nodded and jotted down my thoughts on the plan so far. Then, when I was not busy watching the road, I studied my map and made a note of everywhere that could be used for cover.  
 
    A short while later the moon had shifted behind the clouds and I closed the map. I shoved it into my pocket, shifted to get more comfortable, and kept my eyes on the road. It was as quiet out here as I had suspected, but I knew better than to leave us undefended in enemy territory.  
 
    The only sounds I heard were the sounds of nature, and the animals that moved through it at night. I couldn’t help but smile a little as the whole thing made me think of some nights while I was overseas. I felt a sudden pang of sadness as I thought about the guys I served with. I would probably never see any of them again now.  
 
    Most of my unit had stayed in when I took off, but we had always talked about meeting up to grab a beer once they got back stateside. I hoped that those guys, wherever they might be, were still alive and kicking ass. A grin spread across my face as I thought about how they’d react to my new team of sexy women. My guys had always said I had a way with women. Guess they must have been right. 
 
    I let out a yawn, checked my rifle, and shifted to get the blood pumping. This really was just as boring as it always had been. At least tonight it wasn’t raining.  
 
    The sound of movement in the truck caused me to perk up. I turned my attention to the road and saw Bailey climb out onto the road. She let out a wide yawn, shook her head, and checked that her rifle was loaded.  
 
    “Over here,” I quietly called out. 
 
    The blonde hippie scanned the trees with a look of confusion on her face as she tried to find me.  
 
    I chuckled and gave her a wave.  
 
    “Oh, I see you,” she whispered before she made her way over to me.  
 
    “Feeling refreshed?” I asked.  
 
    “Kinda,” Bailey said with a shrug. “I’m not good at sleeping on anything other than a mattress.”  
 
    “It’s an acquired skill,” I said with a smile. 
 
    “Well it’s one I hope I don’t need to learn,” she replied. “How’s watch been?”  
 
    “Dull,” I said. “I haven't seen any movement.”  
 
    “I’m okay with that,” Bailey said. She took a seat next to me and absently toyed with her hair. 
 
    “Nervous?” I asked. 
 
    “Kind of, yeah,” the blonde admitted with a nod. “In a way everything’s on me right now. Like, if something happens and I don’t react right we could all die.”  
 
    “Hey, relax,” I said calmly as I shifted to sit behind her. In an attempt to calm her down a little I rubbed her shoulders and neck. “The rest of us are close by. If you see trouble you sneak into the truck and wake us up. If that isn’t an option then you put a shot into the air, and I’ll come running.”  
 
    “Alright,” Bailey said. She leaned into me and let out a small groan of relief as I massaged her. “You promise you’ll come running?”  
 
    “Absolutely,” I replied. “If I even think I hear a gunshot I’ll be up and armed before the rest of the team even has a chance to think.”  
 
    “Sorry,” Bailey said. “Sometimes I forget that you’ve done all of this before. I mean, I’m pretty sure if you hadn’t we wouldn’t be here at all, but still.”  
 
    “It’s fine, you guys have been put into some seriously unfair situations,” I said. Then I let out a yawn and let go of her. “Trust me, you’ll be fine. I’m gonna go though. Sleep sounds really good right about now.” I did a quick check to make sure I had all my gear and went to hop off the rock when Bailey grabbed my wrist.  
 
    “Wait, do you think you could stick around a few more minutes?” Bailey asked. She bit her lip, let go of my wrist, and gently traced a finger across the back of my hand. “I was hoping you might be able to help me wake up a little.”  
 
    “How do you purpose I do that?” I asked as I raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “Increasing blood flow helps to wake you up,” she muttered as she looked intently at the rock. “I was thinking maybe you could help me get my heart pumping.”  
 
    I grinned and set my rifle aside as I realized what she was asking. “You know we’ll need to be quick.”  
 
    “I know,” she said with a nod. “I just haven’t really gotten time with you for a while.”  
 
    “That’s true,” I said as I moved up behind her again and slipped my hands under her shirt. “I better help you get undressed then.”  
 
    Bailey nodded and leaned back to give me a small kiss.  
 
    I gave her breasts a squeeze before I pulled my hands out and started to pull off her vest. If we had decided to stop any closer to the outpost I wouldn’t have risked what we were doing now, but things had been quiet, and I was pretty sure I could keep an eye on the area even while having sex. 
 
    “We’ll have to be quiet so as not to wake up any of the others,” Bailey whispered.  
 
    “We also don’t want to give away our position,” I said as I dropped her vest and stripped off her shirt.  
 
    “Oh, yeah, I hadn’t thought about that,” Bailey said as she quickly pulled off her pants. She had on a cute pair of white panties with a single pink flower in the front.  
 
    Even in the dim light, I could see that they were already moist. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to get undressed too?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “Not this time,” I said as I shook my head. “One of us should be at least partially ready in case something happens.”  
 
    “Oh yeah, probably a good idea,” she said. “Next time I get you though I wouldn’t mind getting to see you naked again.”  
 
    “I think I can make that happen,” I said as I leaned in and gently kissed her neck.  
 
    Bailey let out a soft moan, reached down, and pulled my cock through my open zipper. She stroked it as she shifted to kiss me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    I wrapped my arms around Bailey’s waist and pulled her close to me. My stiff member rubbed up against her soft panties, and I felt her wetness grow.  
 
    For a while we just stood there on top of the rock with our lips locked together. I used my tongue to explore the inside of her mouth while Bailey carefully teased me with her own tongue, but soon she unconsciously started to grind her pelvis into me, so I reached around and pinched at her firm nipples.  
 
    “Seems like someone is a little eager,” I whispered.  
 
    “It’s been soooooo long,” Bailey pouted. 
 
    I picked the blonde up, spun her around and pushed her up against the nearest tree. Then I teased a breast with one hand and peeled her panties back with the other to reveal her sweet glistening pussy.  
 
    “Please put it in,” Bailey begged as she reached for my cock.  
 
    “Not yet,” I whispered as I slid a finger over her slit.  
 
    Once my finger was fully covered in her wetness, I slid it over and around her clit, and Bailey’s legs buckled as I continued to tease her sensitive area. Then she couldn’t hold herself up any longer, and I let her slide down the tree before I took a knee in front of her, shifted her onto her back, and pulled her hips up towards my face.  
 
    “Remember, you have to try to be quiet,” I said with a smirk before I leaned in and started to lick her sopping wet pussy.  
 
    Bailey let out a soft squeak before she was able to throw her hand over her mouth. She continued to grunt and moan as I moved my tongue in a slow clockwise rotation around her clit. At least with her hand there it was muffled and quiet.  
 
    The more I licked the wetter she got until her sex flooded my mouth like water from a stream. Her taste got me even harder, and I let out a groan of my own as I lapped her up.  
 
    “Please give me your cock,” she begged through her hand. To emphasize her request, she pushed her hips forward and pressed herself against my face.  
 
    I pulled back, wiped my mouth, gulped in a lungful of air, and grinned.  
 
    “Please,” Bailey whimpered and shook a little as she laid against the rock, legs wide open before me.  
 
    “Turn around,” I ordered.  
 
    Bailey nodded and flipped over to be on her knees.  
 
    I put myself behind her, grabbed my cock, and rubbed it against her soft pink pussy lips. She was so wet that it was difficult not to just slip inside as I slowly rubbed myself up and down her slit.  
 
    Bailey let out a moan, arched her back, and wiggled her ass at me.  
 
    “Alright, I’ve made you wait long enough,” I chuckled.  
 
    With a gentle thrust, I slipped into her soft tight hole and slid all the way in to my balls.  
 
    Bailey let out a delighted gasp and started to move her hips as her liquids dripped down my balls and onto the rock below.  
 
    I matched her rhythm, and a moment later the night was filled with the soft smacking of our bodies as they clapped together with each thrust.  
 
    The blonde hippie had to hold herself up with one hand while she covered her mouth with the other, but as I started to move faster her arm started to shake. A moment later, I felt her tunnel tighten around me like a vice, and she collapsed forward with her ass still in the air.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked as I slowed.  
 
    She gave me a nod and pressed herself against me.  
 
    I took it as a sign to keep going so I grabbed her hips and picked up my pace again. This time I used my arms to slam her against me each time I went for a thrust. This was much deeper and faster than before, and each time I bottomed out in her, she let out a whispered yelp.  
 
    Then she let out a long moan, and I felt her tighten and spasm around my cock for a second time.  
 
    “Aw fuck,” I muttered as continued to shove myself against her glistening body. I was starting to lose control, and I attempted to slow my thrusts. 
 
    “Don’t stop,” she huffed. “Come in me.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked.  
 
    “Yeah, we’ve all been taking that birth control you found,” she explained. 
 
    “Has it been long enough?” I asked, even though I knew that Anna had begged me to come in her a few days ago.  
 
    “Yeah,” Bailey moaned. “Please. I need you to fill me up.” 
 
    I pushed deep inside her again just as my cock tightened. A long low grunt escaped my lips, and my entire body shook as I emptied my balls into the gorgeous thin woman in front of me.  
 
    Bailey must have felt me release my hot load because she let out another delighted gasp followed by a long and satisfied moan.  
 
    Then we were still, and we each caught our breath while I was still plunged deep inside of her. 
 
    Finally, my breathing relaxed, and she gasped when I pulled out of her.  
 
    “Thank you,” she panted as she reached back with her fingers to rub some of the cum that was leaking from her pussy.  
 
    “Hopefully that helped a little,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” she moaned again, and then I gasped when she brought her finger to her lips so that she could taste the cum I had filled her with.  
 
    “Wow,” I whispered as I felt my cock twitch again. 
 
    “You taste so good.” She nodded, rolled over, and looked up at me with a smile as she licked her fingers again.  
 
    I looked down at my slick cock and frowned. It wouldn’t be comfortable to just shove it back into my pants the way it was. “You didn’t happen to bring a towel did you?”  
 
    “No, but I think I can still help,” Bailey said as she leaned forward. She worked hard for a couple minutes to clean my cock with her mouth, but by the time she was finished it was hard once again and ached for another round of release.  
 
    “Well that was unexpected,” she said as wiped her mouth.  
 
    “I’m easy to get going,” I said.  
 
    “I knew that, but most guys can’t get hard again this quick,” she replied. 
 
    “I guess I’m not most guys,” I said with a wink.  
 
    “That much is obvious, but don’t worry, I know how to fix it,” Bailey said before she lowered her lips to my cock and gently took it in her mouth.  
 
    I put my hands on her shoulders and started to rock back and forth, but didn’t force myself any deeper.  
 
    Bailey was good, and the initial teasing with her tongue quickly turned into practiced pleasure as she somehow managed to hit every sensitive area on my throbbing dick.  
 
    I grunted as she expertly took my cock as deep as it would go. The way it rubbed against her throat caused me to shudder as I squeezed my eyes shut.  
 
    In no time she brought me to the edge and based on the way she smiled she could feel it. She sucked and slid her soft red lips along the length of my shaft until the pressure became too much to hold once again.  
 
    “I’m gonna cum,” I muttered.  
 
    Bailey didn’t say anything. Instead she doubled her efforts and only stopped when I started to fill her mouth with my hot seed. She gulped down everything I gave her and then sucked on me until there was nothing left and my knees were shaking. Only then did she pull her mouth away.  
 
    “Wow,” I said.  
 
    “Did you like it?” She asked.  
 
    “Hell yeah,” I said. “You’re really good at that.”  
 
    “Thanks,” Bailey said as she blushed. “I hadn’t really gotten to practice in a while so I was worried you might not like it.” She started to get dressed quickly.  
 
    “No, that was great,” I said as I put my cock away.  
 
    “That was the hope,” Bailey chuckled. “Maybe it’ll help you sleep.”  
 
    “If it does, I might have to ask you to do that more often,” I said.  
 
    “I was kind of hoping you would,” she said 
 
    I laughed quietly as I picked up my rifle and slung it over my shoulder. Once it was secure, I went over to Bailey and gave her a kiss on the forehead. “Thanks for the goodnight kiss.”  
 
    “Anytime,” she replied with a warm smile.  
 
    I made my way off the rock and started towards the truck. As I climbed inside I tried to be as quiet as possible. Most of my movement was covered by the sound of Rolly’s soft snoring, and I was able to snag a spot on the bench next to Anna. I snuggled up next to her, let out a content sigh, and closed my eyes. That was the perfect way to end my evening. I just hoped tomorrow would go well enough that it would not be my last time.  
 
    The truck wasn’t the most comfortable place to sleep, but after the long day, my watch shift, and my time with Bailey, I didn’t care. All my discomfort faded as I quickly found myself slipping into a peaceful sleep. 
 
    I slept soundly and only woke the next morning when someone shook my shoulder. As I opened my eyes I was greeted by the smiling face of the redheaded Anna.  
 
    “Hey,” she whispered. “It’s time to get up.”  
 
    I groaned, sat up, and ran a hand through my thick hair. The rest of the team was already awake, up, and checking their gear.  
 
    “Why’d you let me sleep in?” I asked in a rough, groggy voice.  
 
    “I didn’t,” Anna said with a smile. “I just shook you awake last.”  
 
    “How was your watch?” I asked as I straightened my vest.  
 
    “It was good,” the redhead said. “Nothing happened, and I kinda liked having that time to myself this morning. It helped me to prepare myself for the day.”  
 
    “Get a work out in?” I asked as I pulled out and checked my pistol.  
 
    “Not exactly, but I did some light yoga, so think I’m prepared enough for whatever happens,” she replied.  
 
    “Good,” I said as I put a hand on her shoulder, stood up, grabbed my rifle and slung it over my shoulder.  
 
    “Hey, sleepyhead is finally up,” Rolly said from his spot right by the back of the truck. 
 
    “Oh, come on, you guys haven't been up much longer,” I said with a grin.  
 
    “No, but I was still surprised that you weren’t the first one up,” the handyman laughed. 
 
    “He was up later than the rest of us,” Bailey said as she looked over at me and smiled.  
 
    “Well I feel great after getting to sleep through the night,” Tara said.  
 
    “Yeah, I woke up feeling pretty refreshed,” Paige said.  
 
    “You’re welcome,” Anna said with a smirk. 
 
     “Don’t forget why you got to sleep so well,” I said.  
 
    “You’re right,” Tara said. “Thanks guys.”  
 
    “It was actually kinda fun,” Bailey said as she gave me a sly wink.  
 
    “Well I guess I’ll find out next time,” Paige said as she stood up. “I figure it’s only fair that I take up watch the next time we need it.”  
 
    “Aw man, I guess that means I’ll be on watch too,” Tara groaned.  
 
    “Don’t worry, three hours isn’t that bad,” Anna said. “Though I’d imagine the first and last shift are a bit better. At least then you don’t have to interrupt your sleep.”  
 
    “It wasn’t so bad,” Bailey said. “I’m starting to get used to the sort of weird hours that we have to keep sometimes.”  
 
    “Good, because we might want to start keeping watch on campus,” I said.  
 
    “That makes sense,” Rolly said. “I mean, if more people are going to filter this way, we need to make sure we’re always ready.”  
 
    “Exactly,” I said before I let out one last yawn. I climbed out of the back of the truck and took in a deep breath of fresh morning air. The sun sat bright against a cloudless light blue sky, and there was an eastern breeze that rustled the leaves and kept it from feeling too hot. It looked like it was going to be a nice day.  
 
    “So did you come up with some awesome plan while we you out here last night?” Paige asked as she climbed out.  
 
    The others followed shortly after her. 
 
    “I have a couple ideas, yeah,” I replied. “I just really hope that these guys actually send out a group to check on their caravan.”  
 
    “Me too,” Bailey said. “The fewer guys we have to deal with inside, the better.”  
 
    “Agreed,” Anna said. “So what’s the plan, then?”  
 
    “We’ll talk as we march, but first let’s do a final gear check and lay our trap for the ambush of the caravan,” I instructed. “Check the action on your firearms, make sure they are loaded, and double check your ammo reserves. Then make sure you have enough food, water, and supplies to last you for at least two days, and then go through and check everything again.”  
 
    “How are we going to set up the trap?” Paige inquired.  
 
    “We’ll make a blockage in the road just like those Canadians did,” I said. “We want to move the truck a ways down and block the road so there’s no chance of anyone at the outpost hearing our gunfire. But first, check your gear.”  
 
    I went over my gear while Rolly and the girls went over theirs. My rifle was the first thing I checked. I worked the smooth well-oiled action, caught the ejected bullet, and tucked it into one of my front vest pockets. Then I pulled the action open just enough to ensure I had another round in the chamber before I let it hang off my shoulder again. Next I did the same thing with my pistol. The recently cleaned and oiled top slide worked buttery smooth, and I had a grin on my face as I slid it back into my thigh holster.  
 
    There were few things in life better than a well maintained firearm.  
 
    After I was done doing a check of my weapons, I went through my bag. I had food, water, rope, and some basic medical supplies. My vest held three extra magazines, my knife, a single spare 5.56 bullet, and my map and compass. I took one of my water bottles and shoved it into an empty pouch on my vest for the hike. The armored rig was heavy, but the weight was warmly comforting since I knew I would be going into combat again.  
 
    The last thing I checked was my belt. My two spare handgun magazines were in a holder on the hip opposite my sidearm, and the other side of my belt held three grenades.  
 
    I sighed as I looked at the green explosives. Things would be a lot easier if I could open up this assault with the grenades, but the presence of non-combatants made that an impossible option. Still, there was a chance they could come in handy, and at this point I would hardly notice the extra weight.  
 
    I looked up and found my team finishing up their gear check. Tara and Anna both hopped inside the truck real quick and came out a moment later with more water. They helped each other load the water into their packs before they gave me a nod.  
 
    “Everyone ready?” I asked.  
 
    “Hell yeah,” Rolly said. The gray haired man had a small grin on his face as he replied, and his eyes were full of the same eagerness that had filled him the day before.  
 
    As I looked at the girls, I noticed that they too seemed to look a little more determined. A bit of sleep had done them some good. There was a good chance that confidence wouldn’t last the whole day though. If we got the chance to take out a portion of the enemy ahead of time, it might help to steel them for the larger conflict to come. It was funny how much more imposing an enemy seemed when they weren’t throwing themselves recklessly into your well laid defenses. 
 
    “Seems it’s time to get a move on,” I said.  
 
    We pulled all the camoflauge off our truck and drove it down the road a couple of miles. Since we were cutting through the woods to the outpost, it wouldn’t add much time to our hike back. Once we had the truck in position, it really was time to start the day.   
 
    “Let’s head to the outpost,” I said. “Anna, take point.”  
 
    The redhead nodded and immediately jogged into the trees. 
 
    The rest of us followed after her, and we started the hike back to the outpost once more.  
 
    “Now would be a good time to eat some breakfast,” I said a few minutes into our trip. “You might want to eat a little extra even. Who knows when we’ll get the chance to eat again, and you’re going to need the energy.”  
 
    Everyone pulled out some of our salted meat and dry goods like crackers or packages of ramen. We all ate in silence, but once we finished Anna turned to look at me.  
 
    “So what have you come up with as far as a plan so far?” She asked.  
 
    “We need to wait for the caravan,” I said. “Once we see them prepping to go, we’ll run back to the road, and ambush them when they get out to check the road block.”  
 
    A short while later we found ourselves back on the same ridge up on the backside of the Guard outpost. The six of us fanned out along the ridge and hunkered down low as we went back to watching.  
 
    The place hadn’t changed much since the night before. The civilians were out again, and they looked to be working on small houses that were probably meant to replace the tents that dotted the area. We could even hear faint shouts as the soldiers berated the civilians when they stumbled or faltered. 
 
    Fucking assholes.  
 
    As we watched, one slave dropped what looked like a bucket of nails, and an armed soldier came over and smacked him with the butt of his rifle. 
 
    “Jesus, this is awful,” Anna muttered. “These people are being treated like animals. No one should have to live like this.”  
 
    “Compared to what the women have to go through, I bet the working and the beatings are a dream,” Tara muttered.  
 
    “This sucks,” Bailey said. “How come so many people have turned into such monsters?”  
 
    “Haven't you ever read Lord of the Flies?” Paige asked. “People do fucked up shit when they are left to their own devices.” 
 
    “She’s right,” I said. “I’ve seen this sort of thing happen before. Without structure people kind of just do what they want to do. Usually what they want to do is violent and awful though.”  
 
    “I’m glad we didn’t turn out like that,” Tara said.  
 
    “You guys are good people,” I said. “I don’t think that would have changed even if I hadn’t come along to help you.”  
 
    “You’re right,” Bailey said. “Though I have had to become more violent to survive.”  
 
    “Defending your home, your territory, and your people does not make you violent,” I said.  
 
    “I guess that’s true,” the blonde hippie admitted.  
 
    “Well I’m glad we didn’t sit this one out,” Anna said. “I can’t wait to get in there, help some people, and take out some bad guys.”  
 
    “Me too,” Paige said. 
 
    “I just hope it goes smooth,” Rolly added.  
 
    “We’ve got Tav here, how bad can it really go?” Tara asked as she looked at me and smiled. 
 
    “Well, let's not get ahead of ourselves,” I said.  
 
    “Yeah, even with Tav we are going up against steep odds,” Anna said.  
 
    “It’ll make one hell of a story once it’s over,” Paige said.  
 
    “Yeah, are you going to write it down?” Tara asked.  
 
    “I don’t know, I could,” Paige replied with a shrug.  
 
    “Let’s worry about that later,” I cut in. “We really need to keep our eyes and ears open.”  
 
    Everyone went quiet again, and I pulled out the binoculars to get a closer look at the outpost.  
 
    As I watched the camp, I kept an eye out for anyone who might be The Colonel. I didn’t know much about him, but based on what I had been told there was a good chance he was the type to wear his full uniform on a regular basis.  
 
    No one stood out though.  
 
    A couple of the soldiers seemed to yell to direct some of the others, but they couldn’t have been anything more than a sergeant or lieutenant. I was too far away to make out any real details on the Guardsmen’s uniforms so I couldn’t know for sure, but not a single person in the outpost carried themselves like a high-ranking military officer. The fact that this man didn’t spend time among his troops only made me hate him more. He was probably watching over everyone from a comfortable and safe location inside the main building while his troops did all the work.  
 
    I scanned the windows of the two story brick structure but didn’t see anything. The sun caught the windows just right making it nearly impossible to see what was inside.  
 
    I gritted my teeth and let out a low growl, but no one said anything. As I looked at the rest of my team, they looked to be as upset as I felt. It was hard watching normal people get treated like garbage, and it was clear that neither Rolly nor the girls liked it.  
 
    “Hey, I see movement by one of the trucks,” Paige said.  
 
    I snapped my focus on the trucks in the playground area. A bunch of soldiers gathered and one of the two remaining cargo trucks rumbled to life.  
 
    “Looks like they are sending some guys out after all,” Bailey said.  
 
    “How many are they sending?” Rolly asked.  
 
    “Around a dozen,” I said as I watched them load up. “It looks like maybe they are just taking basic gear. I can’t pick out any heavy weapons or anything.”  
 
    “That’ll make things a bit easier,” Tara said.  
 
    “Yeah,” I said with a nod as I tucked my binoculars away. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Split up and cover both sides of the road,” I said as we ran. “Once they stop we just wait for them to get out and then take them down. If we can be quick, they might not even get a chance to return fire.”  
 
    “Can we use grenades?” Paige asked. “I mean, you didn’t see any of their workforce going with them did you?”  
 
    “I didn’t, no,” I said. “Grenades might be a good idea here. If you notice any of them group up behind cover and can’t get a good shot, then feel free to toss one in.”  
 
    “Anything special we need to know about using them?” Anna asked.  
 
    “Pull the pin and throw it away from you,” I said. “Don’t try to get fancy and cook them off or anything. Just put them downrange. You don’t want to be anywhere near one of them when they go off.”  
 
    “I believe that,” Tara said.  
 
    My heart started to race as we continued on through the woods. This fight shouldn’t be difficult. We had all the advantages and were only barely outnumbered. Still, one mistake here could ruin the entire assault.  
 
    I pushed the doubts out of my mind as I ran. These girls had taken on far tougher tasks than a roadside ambush, and as long as their aim was true, we’d be fine.  
 
    A short while later the whole group of us came to a stop at the edge of the forest where we could see where we parked the truck this morning.  
 
    “Wait a second, we don’t want to rush out there if they’re close by,” I cautioned.  
 
    For a couple minutes we just sat there in silence and listened, but nothing happened.  
 
    “Alright, let’s post up in the woods,” I instructed. “Anna, take your team and head for the left side. I’ll take right. Spread out so that you can create nice overlapping fields of fire. Careful as you shoot though and know that we’re in the woods across from you. There is no reason we should need to worry about friendly fire.”   
 
    “Don’t worry, we’ll only shoot the bad guys,” Bailey said.  
 
    “That’s what I’m counting on,” I said with a small smile.  
 
    “Now let’s get a move on,” I ordered. “These guys can’t be far away.” Then I gave a nod to Anna and headed off into the trees on the right side with Paige and Tara at my back. 
 
    We got into the trees and then split up.  
 
    I took the middle position and could see the girls on either side of me. We were no more than ten yards apart, but being spaced out would help us get more clear shots.  
 
    I sat there, with my rifle at the ready, and waited. Just when I was starting to think that maybe they had slipped past us I heard the faint rumble of engines in the distance. A nervousness took hold of my stomach as the noise grew louder. Taking out these guys was the official start of our assault. Once we started, we couldn’t back out or change our mind. If we gave the outpost time to realize that they had lost more soldiers they would only fortify their defenses and make things harder for us.  
 
    I let out a slow breath as the truck came into view. Little dots of sunlight speckled the slightly rusted, olive green exterior as it got closer, and there was a loud squeal as the brakes engaged, and it started to roll to a stop.  
 
    I gave a look to Tara and then to Paige that told them to be ready. They nodded to me and then focused their attention on the truck. I smiled a little and turned my gaze back to my enemy. Now all we had to do was wait for the perfect moment to strike.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    The driver got out first and approached our truck with his M4A1 up and at the ready. He looked confused and a little worried.  
 
    “Hello?” the driver called out.  
 
    “Anyone there?” one of the soldiers asked as he stuck his head out the passenger side window.  
 
    “I don’t think so,” the driver said.  
 
    “Well take a look,” the passenger soldier said.  
 
    “Get your fucking ass outta the truck and come help me,” the driver yelled.  
 
    Tara looked over at me and raised an eyebrow. I shook my head. We wanted them all to get out of the truck before we started to shoot. Then we could take down more than one before the shooting started.  
 
    The passenger grumbled but opened the door and got out. He walked over to where the driver waited, and the two of them approached our truck together. Neither man seemed very happy with the situation.  
 
    They checked the cab first, found it empty, and then went around to the back. I couldn’t see them from my angle, but I heard one of them let out a low whistle.  
 
    “Looks like the guys found some good shit,” I heard one of them say.  
 
    “Yeah, but where the hell are they?” the other asked.  
 
    “It doesn’t look like they got in a fight,” the first one said. “I mean, there’s no blood, bullet holes or spent casings.” 
 
    “Maybe they took some crap and ran off on their own,” the other one suggested.  
 
    “Yeah right,” the first one scoffed. “We have a sweet thing going, why would they want to give that up?”  
 
    “You’re right, but we gotta figure out where they are,” the second one said.  
 
    “No duh, dumbass,” the first one said. “Let’s grab the guys and spread out. We’ll walk the road and check the woods. There’s gotta be some sign of them somewhere.”  
 
    The two men appeared again and headed back to the truck. They looked guarded, but not as suspicious as I would have been in this situation.  
 
    “Everyone out,” the driver shouted as he smacked the back. 
 
    The other eight soldiers filed out of the back with their guns in a ready position.  
 
    “What’s going on?” one of the grunts asked. “Did we find the other guys?”  
 
    “Not yet, but something is not right,” the driver said. “So what we’re going to do i---” 
 
    His words were cut short as my bullet tore through the side of his skull.  
 
    “Shit w----” the other solider who had been in the cab never got to finish his sentence. He had been interrupted by a small torrent of gunfire. A couple shots hit his chest and one tore through his upper neck.  
 
    Two more soldiers went down in the initial volley as the forest lit up with the sounds of gunfire.  
 
    I lined up a shot on a fresh target as the six remaining Guardsmen tried desperately to find cover.  
 
    The men’s training kicked in, and they instinctively returned fire as they moved. Bullets tore up the trees but these guys were only firing for effect.  
 
    I didn’t even bother ducking for cover. Instead I let out a slow breath and pulled the trigger. The shot caught a soldier in the shoulder, and a rapid follow-up shot to the head put him down and cut short his pained scream. 
 
    One of the remaining troops, a younger looking blonde haired soldier, grabbed a grenade off his belt, and pulled the pin. As he went to throw it, there was a burst of red as a round sped through his forearm. The blonde Guardsmen let out a scream as the grenade dropped from his hand and rolled under the truck. He slumped to his knees and desperately scrambled towards the small explosive.  
 
    The grenade exploded and tore apart the young guardsmen. Blood and shrapnel filled the air, but me and my team were well outside of the blast zone.  
 
    One of the soldiers threw open the passenger side door and tried to use it as cover but he took a bullet to his foot, fell, and was quickly ended as at least two more rounds tore through his grimacing face. 
 
    I lined up a shot on a very average looking man and tapped the light trigger three times. The first two thumped into his chest and were stopped by his armor, but the third hit him right at the base of the neck. The man staggered backwards, wheezed, and fell to the ground.  
 
    I pulled the trigger a fourth time and ended his suffering with a well-placed shot to the skull. 
 
    The last two tried to clamber up and back into the truck for cover as bullets whizzed past them and tore up the ground around their feet. The first guy got into the back and leaned out to help pull his friend up.  
 
    The girls were too fast and too accurate, and the friend never made it into the truck. The first shot hit the back of his knee, and as he fell forward, another tore through his shoulder, and a final one cut through his eye.  
 
    “Shit!” the last guy exclaimed as he retreated into the truck.  
 
    For a moment the area filled with the sounds of gunfire as all six of us unloaded into the truck bed. Holes tore through the canvas top and punctured the thin metal around the sides, and once we all emptied our magazines, the area went quiet again.  
 
    “You think he’s dead?” Paige whispered to me.  
 
    “There’s only one way to find out,” I replied as I swapped magazines.  
 
    With another thirty rounds ready to fire I stood up and headed forward. I kept my weapon trained on the back of the truck as I emerged from the woods.  
 
    Tara and Paige were not far behind me, and it didn’t take long for Anna and her team to emerge as well.  
 
    I gave them all a small smile and then circled around slowly until I reached the back of the truck. Anna stood next to me while Tara stood off to one side and clutched the back flap. I gave the platinum blonde a nod, and she ripped it to the side, revealing the shredded interior.  
 
    There was no movement. The Guardsman inside was face down in a pool of his own blood. Holes riddled almost every area of his body.  
 
    “It’s over,” Anna sighed as she pulled her gun up into a more relaxed position.  
 
    “You all did well,” I said as I turned to address the group. “Is everyone okay?”  
 
    “I don’t think any of us got hit,” Paige said as she did a quick inspection of the team.  
 
    “I know I’m good,” Tara said.  
 
    “Same,” Anna added.  
 
    “Well, that wasn’t so bad,” Rolly said.  
 
    “No, but I’m pretty sure I heard a bullet pass right past my head,” Bailey said.  
 
    “They would have had to get lucky to hit any of us,” I said.  
 
    “That grenade might have done some damage though,” Anna said.  
 
    “It might have, yeah, but you guys didn’t let that happen,” I said.  
 
    “Pretty sure it was Bailey who made that shot,” Tara said as she smiled at her blonde friend.  
 
    “Well I didn’t want him to throw it,” the blonde hippie said with a shrug.  
 
    “That grenade really tore up the truck though,” Rolly said as he pointed to a spot on the truck that was all twisted metal and shrapnel. 
 
    “Good thing we don’t need it,” I said.  
 
    “Do we want to at least move it off the road?” Anna asked.  
 
    “Yeah, see if it’ll run,” I said. “If it does then just drive it off onto the shoulder.” 
 
    “Man, we have to push it if it doesn’t turn on don’t we?” Tara asked.  
 
    “I mean, it’s either that or we ram it outta the way with our own truck,” Paige said.  
 
    “Is that an option?” Bailey asked as she looked at me and raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “Let’s just see if it turns on first,” I chuckled.  
 
    Anna ran over and hopped into the driver's seat. The keys must have been left in the ignition because a moment later the engine chugged, turned over, and then roared to life.  
 
    “Yay, we don’t have to push it!” Tara exclaimed.  
 
    “That means we can get to work cleaning up our mess,” I said.  
 
    “Already on it,” Paige said. She was already busy stripping one of the soldiers of his guns, ammo, and gear.  
 
    “Good, we don’t need to burn these guys, but let’s at least drag them off the road,” I instructed. “Once we’re done here, we’ll head back up the road a little and head back to the outpost. We’ll use the rest of the day to make sure nothing changes and sort out any little details.” 
 
    Everyone got to work picking over the bodies of the men on the road. I headed for the truck and climbed into the back. It was dark and the floor was sticky with the quickly drying blood of the last dead Guardsman.   
 
    I knelt down beside the dead man, rolled him over, and started to take all of his gear. He had an M9 pistol holstered on his thigh along with a couple extra magazines. This one had carried a different rifle than the others though. I picked up the long rifle and let out a low whistle. It was a long black rifle with a large scope affixed to the top. It was an Mk 14 EBR with detachable twenty-round magazine.  
 
    I hadn’t seen a rifle like this since my time overseas. They were pretty good guns, and would come in handy for doing any sort of long range shooting. The larger 7.62x51mm NATO round it fired could easily outrange any of our 5.56 caliber rifles, and would give us a clear advantage if we ever got into a real large engagement. It would make a great defensive weapon when set up on one of the rooftops back at the school too. If we got through this with our lives our little campus home was going to be better defended than even this National Guard outpost. I grabbed the three spare magazines from the dead guy's vest and did a quick search of the truck. 
 
    There was not much else in there, but I did find two ammo crates. One of them was full of loaded thirty round magazines for the M4s, and the other held a few hundred loose rounds for the Mk 14. One benefit to fighting these guys was how much ammo we got out of it. The scavenged magazines fit nicely into all of our M4 and AR-15 rifles without trouble and that meant it was much easier for us to stay equipped.  
 
    I emerged from the back of the truck and made my way towards the girls. They had already managed to move the dead guys off the road and they appeared to be busy loading the loot into our truck.  
 
    “Find anything good?” Anna asked as she noticed me heading her way.  
 
    “Yeah, I think I found a new gun for Bailey,” I said.  
 
    “Really?” Bailey asked with an excited grin. “I thought what I had was already doing a good job.”  
 
    “Oh it is, but I think you’ll like this,” I said as I handed her the Mk 14.  
 
    “It’s certainly heavier than my other gun,” the hippie said as she looked it over. She shouldered it, aimed at the top of the trees, looked through the scope, and let out a small gasp. “This magnification is wonderful.”  
 
    “See, I knew you’d like it,” I said as I crossed my arms over my chest. “It shoots a bigger round than you’re used to, but the weapon is made to handle the recoil very well.”  
 
    “So how’s it better than what she was using?” Paige asked. “I mean, aside from the bigger bullet.”  
 
    “It’s set up for long range shooting, and can hit targets at greater distances, especially with that scope. The fact that it has a fire selector doesn’t hurt either. That means that in a pinch she could lay down a bit of suppression. Though you only get twenty round magazines so going auto will burn through your prepared ammo quick.” 
 
    I set the ammo cans down on the back of the truck and popped open the one with the spare 7.52x51mm in it. “This is all you have right now, so I’d make your shots count.”  
 
    “Oh, I will,” Bailey assured me as she continued to scan the area through her new gun. “I can’t wait to see how it shoots.” 
 
    “You won’t have to wait long,” I said.  
 
    “We’re like what, nine or ten hours away from this assault, right?” Rolly asked.  
 
    “Shit, is it really that soon?” Anna asked with a frown.  
 
    “I’m afraid so,” I confirmed.  
 
    All the girls stood there for a moment as the reality of the situation seemed to sink in.  
 
    “We can’t turn back now,” Paige said quietly.  
 
    “Taking out these guys did sort of commit us to the assault,” I said.  
 
    “Just this little fight was intense,” Anna said. “I know it was only ten guys, but they were still way better armed that the bikers, and when that guy pulled a grenade I panicked for half a second.”  
 
    “Yeah, now we have to deal with at least four times the amount of guys,” Bailey said.  
 
    “These guys didn’t even really get the chance to fire back either,” Tara said. “Trust me when I tell you that, like, they’ll get a lot closer than those bikers did.”  
 
    “That’s really comforting,” Paige groaned.  
 
    “Hey, it’s going to be alright,” I said as I stepped in between them all. “You guys have been training to take care of problems, and now it’s just time to put that training to the test.” 
 
    “I thought we already did that with the bikers and the wild animals,” Anna said.  
 
    “Yeah, haven't we been tested enough?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “Until things go back to normal, I think we’re going to be tested on a fairly regular basis,” Rolly said.  
 
    “What if the world is never normal again?” Paige asked.  
 
    “Then we will keep training,” I said. “As long as we stick together we’ll get through this and whatever else comes our way.”  
 
    “You’re right,” Anna said. She let out a slow breath and nodded. “We’re stronger than we think. I mean, we just took out ten guys like it was nothing.”  
 
    “That’s true,” Paige said.  
 
    “When you think about it, this isn’t really that much crazier than taking down a whole gang of bikers,” Bailey mused.  
 
    “I mean, these guys are better armed, but yeah, I get your point,” Paige replied.  
 
    “See, we’ll be fine,” Tara said with a smile. 
 
    “This is far more dangerous,” I said. “We have done some crazy stuff in the past, but I don’t want anyone here to believe that somehow this is going to be on the same level as defending our home from bikers. If you don’t take this seriously or treat it as the threat it is then we will all lose and possibly die.”  
 
    Everyone went quiet and looked at their feet.  
 
    “That was kind of a buzzkill,” Anna muttered.  
 
    I let out a small sigh and walked over to the athletic redhead. I gently cupped her chin and pulled her head up so she could meet my gaze 
 
    “Listen, I don’t say these things to scare or upset you,” I started. “I just need you to know what you’re getting into.” I eyed the rest of my team. “I think all of you are exceptionally skilled, capable, and badass. That doesn’t mean I want you walking into this like nothing can go wrong. We need to stay sharp, focused, and ready to adapt at a moments notice. None of us can afford to grow overly confident or complacent with our skills.”  
 
    “He’s right,” Rolly agreed. “The moment we think we have this in the bag is the moment we slip up and make some dumb mistake.”  
 
    “You’re right,” Anna sighed. She smiled and shook her head. “You’re always right, Tav.”  
 
    “Not always,” I chuckled.  
 
    “Well, your track record is pretty good so far,” Bailey said.  
 
    “You certainly haven't steered us wrong,” Rolly added.  
 
    “I just hope I never do,” I said. “Now come on, darkness is going to come before you know it, and we need to be sure that we’re ready.”  
 
    We finished putting everything in the truck, loaded up, and headed back down the road.  
 
    A couple minutes later I pulled up to where we had been parked before and got out. While I waited for my team to do the same I took a sip of water and looked into the trees. I wished that there was a way I could use the forest to my advantage, but we couldn’t do much but take pot shots, and those tower guns would shred us the moment they noticed our muzzle flashes. 
 
    I let out a sigh and shook my head.  
 
    “You okay?” Rolly asked as he walked up behind me.  
 
    “Yeah, just thinking about some stuff,” I said.  
 
    “Based on that sigh I’d say it wasn’t anything good,” the handyman said.  
 
    “I just wish we had more options,” I said. “Our plan is limited, and if it doesn’t work, then just trying to get to safety is going to be difficult.”  
 
    “We’ll find a way,” Rolly said as he clapped me on the shoulder. “What other choice do we have?”  
 
    He was right, there weren’t any other choices. Not unless we wanted to sit this one out altogether. I had already decided we couldn’t do that though. My conscience wouldn’t allow me to walk away when so many innocent people were living in such awful conditions. Taking these guys out was the only decent thing we could do.   
 
    “We’re ready to go,” Anna said from behind me.  
 
    I turned and gave her a nod. “Good.”  
 
    “Should we hide our truck before we go?” Paige asked.  
 
    “Not this time,” I said. “With their numbers down like they are I don’t think The Colonel will risk sending anyone else out until he gets some of his troops back.” 
 
    “What if more Canadians or other wanderers head this way?” Tara asked.  
 
    “Yeah, we don’t want someone to run off with all of our stuff,” Paige said. “We have enough guns and ammo to arm a small militia.”  
 
    “More importantly, we have water, food, and bedding in there,” Bailey said.  
 
    They had a point. If a random group came through the woods and came across this truck, they would have all they needed to terrorize the local farmers. It might even make the roads more dangerous to travel. Plus, I didn’t really want to lose our big truck.  
 
    “Alright, let’s cover this thing up again,” I said as I picked up one of the nearby branches. “Let’s make it quick though, I want us in place and ready to strike as soon as possible.”  
 
    “Got it,” Tara said as she grinned at me. “We’ll make it a quickie.”  
 
    “Man, I’d love a quickie right now,” Paige muttered.  
 
    “Another day,” I said as I smiled at the messy haired brunette.  
 
    “I’ll hold you to that,” Paige purred. 
 
    “You better save some for the rest of us,” Anna said as she elbowed Paige gently in the ribs.  
 
    “I’ll try, but I promise nothing,” Paige replied.  
 
    “Then I better come along to make sure I get a turn,” The redhead said as she looked at me and grinned. She gave me a wink as she laid a couple branches over the truck in the start of another camouflage covering.  
 
    “Okay, I’m officially jealous,” Tara said.  
 
    “I’m good for a little while,” Bailey said with a satisfied smirk.  
 
    “That doesn’t help me feel any less jealous,” Tara pouted.  
 
    “I guess you’ll just have to come along too,” Paige said.  
 
    “I don’t know, could Tav handle three of us all at once?” Anna asked in a teasing tone.  
 
    “Pretty sure I could manage,” I said with a grin.  
 
    “You guys are just too much for me sometimes,” Rolly said. “There’s only so much innuendo an old man like me can take you know.”  
 
    “Sorry Rolly,” I chuckled. “I guess sometimes we just get a little carried away.”  
 
    “Sometimes?” the old man blanched. “The second anyone around here says anything vaguely sexual you lot go to town.”  
 
    “You can’t blame us for wanting to have some fun,” Tara huffed.  
 
    “Not blaming anyone,” Rolly laughed. “I’m simply saying I don’t need to hear about it.”  
 
    “Only one he wants to hear this stuff from is Betty,” Paige teased.  
 
    Rolly opened his mouth to speak but only stammered and went bright red.  
 
    “Aw come on, be nice,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Sorry, I was just trying to be funny,” Paige said. “I didn’t mean anything by it.”  
 
    “It’s alright,” Rolly managed to say. “I should really just be used to all this by now.”  
 
    “I’m kinda surprised you aren’t,” Tara said.  
 
    “Well it wasn’t really an issue until Tav showed up,” Anna said.  
 
    “At least not with anyone but Tara,” Paige added.  
 
    “Hey, I kept my dirty talk to girls’ ears only,” Tara said.  
 
    “Mostly,” Rolly grumbled.  
 
    “That’s enough,” I said with a smile. “We had our fun, now we need to focus up again.”  
 
    “You’re right, sorry,” Anna said.  
 
    Everyone went quiet and focused their efforts on finishing the camouflage covering for the truck. Anna worked to obscure the front windows with dirt again. Paige and Rolly were stuffing leaves and foliage between the branches, and Paige helped Tara in putting the last of the branches in place.  
 
    “If I’m lucky, he’ll spank me for this later,” I heard Paige whisper to Tara.  
 
    “Think if I’m bad enough he’ll do that to me?” Tara replied.  
 
    “Probably, he seems to enjoy it enough,” the geeky brunette said with a lopsided grin. 
 
    I rolled my eyes as the two girls giggled and continued to work.  
 
    A few minutes later, we finished the task, and the truck blended into the forest once more.  
 
    “Nice job team, now let’s get moving,” I ordered as I marched off into the woods once more.  
 
    My team readied their weapons and marched into the trees behind me. With each step the laughs and good mood of the road faded, and before long there was not a single one of us with a smile on our faces.  
 
    Bailey and Rolly looked the most nervous. Their eyes darted around, and they seemed to flinch at every natural sound in the surrounding woods.  
 
    Paige and Tara put on a strong face, but I could still see the unease that they tried to hide, and they kept closer to me than they usually did while hiking.  
 
    Anna looked the most prepared out of all the girls. She wore a determined grimace and gripped her weapon tightly. She eyed her surroundings as well but her eyes didn’t flicker around quickly. Instead they slowly scanned the area for threats as she tried to stay aware.  
 
    For a moment I worried that perhaps I had been too harsh earlier. They had been doing a good job of pumping themselves up until I said something. I scoffed at myself and looked around at my team. They had needed to hear the truth. I couldn’t let the fact that I was leading beautiful women affect my judgement. They needed to be held to the same high standards expected of my men in the rangers if they had any hope of making it through this new world alive.  
 
    “Let’s pick up the pace,” I ordered. “We have work to do.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    “Alright, let’s go over the plan another time,” I said as we all continued our trek through the woods. “Once it starts getting dark, we’ll split into our two teams. Anna will lead her team around to the other side of the outpost so that we can strike both sides at the same time. My team will take care of the patrol with the dog while the rest of you take out the guys on the opposite side.”  
 
    “Did we figure out some sort of signal to let us attack at the same time?” Anna asked.  
 
    “Well, assuming the patrol teams move at roughly the same speed you’ll want to wait until they are in the middle of the fence line on your side before you spring into action,” I said. “Without a radio system that’s our best course of action. Any visual or audible signal would only draw attention to us.”  
 
    “What if we used animal sounds or something?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “We’d still have to do it loud enough to be heard all the way across the schoolyard, and that would draw suspicion,” I explained.  
 
    “Alright, so we’ll just try to take out our patrol where you said,” Anna confirmed.  
 
    “Good,” I said with a nod. “Make sure you keep their lanterns lit, if one of them goes out unexpectedly it could give away our position and leave us in the open.” 
 
    “What if one does go out?” Paige asked with a bit of concern in her voice. 
 
    “Then you relight it as quickly as you can,” I said. “And try to keep the other one closer to anyone who might see.” 
 
    Anna and Paige nodded. 
 
    “What are we going to do about the dog?” Tara asked.  
 
    “We’re going to lure it out with food,” I said. “This afternoon you and I are going to head into the woods and see if we can find some rabbits, foxes, or any other small game. Once it gets dark and we’re ready, we can cut them open and toss them down by the fence to get the dog's attention. That should draw it, and its handlers, out towards us. Once they go to investigate we take out the patrolmen and lure the dog off into the woods. We’ll tie him up and leave him with some meat so that he’ll stay quiet.”  
 
    “I’m really glad we don’t have to kill the dog,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Well, once the fights over, we’ll go back and see how he’s doing,” I said. “If he doesn’t follow my orders then we might have to put him down.”  
 
    “That’s awful!” the blonde hippie exclaimed.  
 
    “Well we can’t keep a dangerous dog around,” Anna said.  
 
    “Yeah, but still,” Bailey pouted.  
 
    “Don’t worry, I'm going to do all I can to try to get him to play nice,” I said. “I think it’d be fun to have a dog on the team.”  
 
    “Me too,” Paige said. “They are all fluffy and great.”  
 
    “Well I hope it’s well behaved,” Tara said. “I don’t want it jumping on me and licking my face and stuff. That’s so gross.”  
 
    “What are you talking about, dogs are always adorable,” Anna said.  
 
    “Only if they’re well behaved,” Tara replied.  
 
    “I’ll love it regardless,” Paige said. “Puppers and doggos are pretty much the best.”  
 
    “Dogs are great, but that’s not what we need to be talking about right now,” I said with a grin.  
 
    “Right, sorry, the plan,” Anna said.  
 
    “Please continue,” Paige added. 
 
    “Alright, so once the patrols are down the next thing we need to do is get through or over the fence. Cutting through is going to be a much quieter option, so I’d take the bolt cutters and snip just enough of the links to let you guys push into the school yard.” 
 
    “That’s when we head for the towers, right?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “Yeah, after the patrolmen are down we have to take down those big guns. They are by far the biggest threat to our safety,” I said. 
 
    “Then I’ll stay in the tower right?” Bailey asked. 
 
    I nodded. “Yes, you and Rolly will each take a tower position.” 
 
    “I’m on SAW duty then, right?” Anna grinned. 
 
    “Yup,” I said. “I want you locked in on that main building. Nobody in or out.” 
 
    Anna nodded with a determined look on her face.  
 
    “Tara, Paige, and I will take out any other resistance left inside,” I said.  
 
    “Why can’t we attack from far off?” Bailey asked. “I could easily pick them off with my new rifle.” She smiled and gave her new toy a pat.  
 
    “We’re not looking for a firefight,” I said. “If we attack from far off, it will give them the opportunity to react and fire back at us. We have to take out those 50 cals in the towers first. Plus, there are civilians in this area and some might still be out in the yard when we strike.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” she said. “I guess I’m just excited to use my new gun.” 
 
    “Nothing wrong with that,” I said. “We just have to make sure we use it at the right time.”  
 
    “I was hoping all the civilians would be in the buildings by the time we opened fire,” Bailey said with a sad tone. “I don’t want to hurt anyone who doesn’t deserve it.”  
 
    I turned around to meet her eyes. “You’re one of the best shots I’ve ever seen. Have faith in yourself.” 
 
    “Thanks Tav.” She blushed. “Is there anything we can do about the civilians?”  
 
    “Unfortunately not,” I said as I shook my head. “At least not until we can get in there and let them know we’re here to help. It’s likely that these guys will try to head indoors and probably leave the civilians unguarded. Just make sure to only take out those in uniform.” 
 
    Everyone nodded. 
 
    “I hope they understand we’re here to help them,” Paige said. “From what you guys said about how Dan was when you first met him, I don’t know if they’ll believe us right away.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Anna said, “they could think we’re here to just try to take over the camp.” 
 
    “Dan warmed up to us alright,” Rolly chimed in. “I’m sure these guys will accept our help with open arms. I know I would if I were in their position.” 
 
    “They also don’t really have any way to fight back,” I said. “These guys have done a number on them. They might be wary of us, but they’ll be more worried about getting out of the way than trying to fight back. Especially when they see we’re taking down the guards and leaving them alone.”  
 
    “Good point,” Tara said.  
 
    The others nodded their agreement. 
 
    We walked in silence for a while, and I played the plan over in my mind. It would take some finesse, but I knew my team and I was confident we would all make it out of this alive.  
 
    It was Paige who broke the silence. 
 
    “What we will do after the fight is over?” she asked.  
 
    “Yeah,” Bailey chimed in. “They have quite a few civilians. What are we going to do with them?”  
 
    I thought for a moment, then asked “what do you think we should do?”  
 
    “Well, they can’t stay with us,” Tara said. 
 
    The other girls scoffed. 
 
    “What?” Tara said with a shrug. “They could maybe stay for a while, but they can’t stay with us forever.” 
 
    Anna sighed. “I think she’s right.” 
 
    “Well we should at least do what we can to help them,” Bailey chimed in.  
 
    “We will,” I said. “But that doesn’t mean they have to live with us.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige said. “We can teach them to hunt and protect themselves just like how Tav taught us.”  
 
    “That’s true,” Bailey said. “It’s probably better if they know how to do things for themselves anyways.”  
 
    “Right,” I responded. “We may have made it our mission to keep this area safe, but if we continue to build relationships with good people, we can create a strong enough community to stand up to any aggressors.”  
 
    “Seems like we’ll need it if we keep running into assholes like those Canadians,” Rolly said.  
 
    “When we took out the bikers we eliminated a threat, but they weren’t just a threat to us,” I said. “Taking them out made it easier for other bad people to move in and take their place.” 
 
    “Well this place should have a decent amount of firepower,” Anna said. “We can leave some with the civilians and teach them how to use them properly.”  
 
    “Then they’ll be able to protect this place,” Paige agreed. 
 
    “Plus, learning to shoot is, like, really fun,” Tara said with a grin.  
 
    “What if all the civilians aren’t good people?” Bailey asked quietly.  
 
    The group fell silent for a moment. 
 
    “We’ll talk to the group before we make any decisions,” I said. “But remember, they’ve been through a lot and they might be hesitant at first.”  
 
    As we walked, I saw the sign I was looking for, a notch in the tree I had made on our last trek through the woods. We had reached the halfway mark to the outpost.  
 
    “Alright,” I said as I turned to the group. “Let’s go find some bait so we can keep that cute puppy alive.” 
 
    The girls smiled and followed me as I changed our direction.  
 
    I led the group through the dense forest as we looked for signs of wildlife. 
 
    “I don’t see why we can’t, like, bait the dog using some of our food,” Tara said.  
 
    “Our food isn’t going to seem nearly as appetizing as fresh meat,” I laughed.  
 
    “I guess,” she said, and trudged along.  
 
    Paige, on the other hand, was always excited about a good hunt. She walked next to me and scanned the forest intently, and the sunlight reflected slightly off her large framed glasses. 
 
    “Besides,” Paige said, “This will give you a chance to use that new silenced pistol you got.” 
 
    “I forgot about that,” Tara said with a grin. “I am pretty excited to use this thing.” 
 
    “Now you’re even more of a ninja,” Bailey said with a smile. 
 
    “Maybe we can even find you one of those black outfits at a halloween store sometime,” Anna joked. 
 
    “Ew,” Tara said. “I wouldn’t be caught dead in one of those things, even for Halloween.” 
 
    “Let me guess, all you wore for Halloween was some lingerie and bunny ears?” Paige laughed.  
 
    Tara looked at me and raised an eyebrow, and I was reminded of her outfit when we had spent the night at the cabin. I smiled as I thought about how sexy she looked with that bunny tail in her ass.  
 
    “It’s not my fault I look cute in lingerie,” Tara retorted. 
 
    “I don’t think cute was the goal,” Anna said.  
 
    “Well what were you for Halloween then?” Tara laughed. “Micheal Phelps?” 
 
    “Is that the only pro athlete you know?” Paige laughed. 
 
    “Maybe,” Tara laughed back. 
 
    “Actually, last year I was Freddy Kreuger,” Anna said with a wry smile. 
 
    “Freddy Kreuger?” Tara laughed.  
 
    “What, I used to watch a lot of horror films,” Anna shrugged. “What about you Paige, who were you last Halloween?”  
 
    “I was Ruth Bader Ginsberg,” Paige said with a smile.  
 
    “Wow, that’s lame,” Tara said. “We’re definitely gonna have to raid a Halloween store now.” 
 
    “What about you Bailey?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Oh, uh, I don’t know,” Bailey said. 
 
    “Come on, it can’t be worse than Paige’s costume,” Tara said. 
 
    “Hey,” Paige said as she reached back to smack Tara on the arm.  
 
    “You gotta tell us,” Anna pushed. 
 
    “Oh, alright. I was uh, well, I was Harley Quinn,” she said as she blushed. 
 
    “What!” Tara exclaimed. “Like with the crop top and booty shorts?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Bailey said as she blushed harder. 
 
    “Damn girl, I didn’t expect that,” Anna said.  
 
    “I did,” Tara said with a grin. “I always figured Bailey had a wild side.”  
 
    The cute blonde hippie blushed even harder.  
 
    “Why don’t we just ask Tav,” Paige snickered. “I’m sure he could tell us all about it.”  
 
    “Easy ladies,” I chuckled. “Let’s just focus on the task at hand.” 
 
    “Thank God,” Rolly groaned.  
 
    The group grew quiet as we walked deeper into the woods. I had seen a few birds and some signs of rabbits so far, but those would be hard to kill without making noise, even with Tara’s silencer.  
 
    Finally I saw what I was looking for. Up to my left I could see a trail of sorts, and I knelt down to see what kind of animal we were dealing with. Paige knelt beside me. 
 
    “They look like dog tracks,” she said. “But after seeing those wolves we took down these tracks seem too small for that. Do you think more dogs made their way into the woods from town?”  
 
    “No,” I said as I shook my head. “These are probably coyote tracks.”  
 
    “They aren’t really soft around the edges,” Paige said. “They’re probably less than a day old.” 
 
    “Spot on,” I said as I smiled at her, and then we stood up and walked over to the others. 
 
    “What did you find?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “Tav thinks they’re coyote tracks,” Paige said.  
 
    “So we’re hunting more dogs?” Bailey asked with a frown. 
 
    “Yeah,” Tara said as her eyebrows went down, “Isn’t it kind of fucked up to feed a dog to another dog?” 
 
    “Trust me, coyotes aren’t your average cute, friendly domestic dog,” I said with a chuckle. “Think of them more like smaller wolves.” 
 
    “I guess those wolves did want to eat us,” Bailey said. 
 
    “Coyotes are pretty nasty things too,” I continued. “They’re scavengers and will pretty much eat anything they can find. They aren’t the best hunters.” 
 
    “Sounds like this should be easy then,” Anna chimed in.  
 
    “Don’t get too cocky now,” I told her with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Right, sorry,” she said.  
 
    “So how are we going to find this thing, chief?” Rolly asked.  
 
    “Well, we’re going to follow the tracks and see where they lead us,” I said. “Coyotes mostly travel in packs so stay close together and cover each other’s backs.”  
 
    “Can do,” Rolly said.  
 
    “Let’s try to give Tara the shot with her silencer,” I said. “But if we get into trouble, don’t hesitate to fire your weapon to save yourself or one another.”  
 
    “Understood,” Anna said.  
 
    I looked at the team in front of me. Each of my girls had a determined look on their faces. Rolly had a slight smile on his face that exaggerated his wrinkles, and everyone looked fierce all kitted out. I couldn’t help but feel proud of them already, and I was briefly reminded of what the group was like when we first met.  
 
    “Lead the way, chief,” Rolly said.  
 
    “Oh no,” I said. “Paige can lead us.” 
 
    “Really?” She asked. 
 
    “Yup,” I said. “You’re a strong hunter, and I’ll be right behind you to watch your back.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Paige said, and her eyes grew bright as she smiled. “Well then, let’s go.”  
 
    We all pulled out our weapons and kept them low while Paige led us down the coyote trail. I was right behind her, followed closely by Rolly and Tara. Bailey brought up the rear, which would work to our advantage. She was our best long shot, and if we got taken by surprise, I trusted her to eliminate the target.  
 
    Paige did a good job tracking. She spotted each sign of where the animal had been and was able to lead us in the right direction. I was ready to step in if necessary, but she was well prepared.  
 
    We soon approached what appeared to be a small break in the trees, and Paige turned and motioned for us to stay silent. Then she crouched at the treeline and waved her hand for us to follow.  
 
    We stayed low to the ground as we took in our targets. There were three brown furred coyotes feasting on something dead. It looked like a large bird they had all but ripped apart. Two of them munched on the body of the bird from either end, while the third sat off to the side eating what I assumed was once the birds head.  
 
    I looked at Tara, and she nodded at me before she stood up. Everyone else spread out some and held their weapons up, but I grabbed Rolly’s shoulder before he made it far and gestured for him to turn around and watch our backs.  
 
    Once all our bases were covered, we waited for Tara to take the shot, but then she looked over at me and bit her lip.  
 
    “You got this,” I mouthed silently to her. 
 
    Tara nodded, took a deep breath, and raised her new silenced pistol. A second later the first coyote in the group of two went down with a bullet to the skull. The second also took a bullet in the head and slumped over the dead bird, its blood only adding to the carnage underneath him.  
 
    I saw Tara try to line up a shot on the third one, but the abrupt ending of his comrades chewing and tearing must have tipped him off, and he made a bolt into the forest.  
 
    I looked over to see Tara trying to get a view of it through the trees.  
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I said as I put my pistol away.  
 
    “Are you sure?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Coyotes are pretty fearful of humans, he won’t come back this way while we’re here.”  
 
    She shrugged and put her silent pistol back in its holster. 
 
    “Nice shot,” Paige said to Tara with a grin. 
 
    “Thanks,” Tara returned the grin. “Nice tracking.”  
 
    “You both did great,” I said to the girls as I put a hand on each of their shoulders, and then turned to address the whole group. “All of you did.”  
 
    “Yeah, nice job everyone,” Anna congratulated with a smile. 
 
    “Aw, Tara and Paige did all the real work here,” Rolly said with a smile. “Good job ladies.” 
 
    “They’re right,” I said. “You two did a great job. But it’s important to remember that we’re a team.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige said. “Thanks for watching my back while we tracked.” 
 
    “And mine while I took those tiny wolves down,” Tara grinned.  
 
    “Alright, let’s get these tiny wolves ready to go,” I laughed.  
 
    Paige and Anna started to grab some rope from their packs to tie up the coyotes while Rolly and I brought the beasts closer to the group.  
 
    “Who’s going to carry them?” Tara asked. 
 
    “I’ll carry one,” I said. “But I think someone else will have to carry the other.” 
 
    “I can do it,” Rolly said.  
 
    “Nah, Rolly, let me,” Paige said as she smiled at the old man.  
 
    “You sure?” he asked.  
 
    “Of course,” she smiled.  
 
    “Well alright then,” he said. “But you’re gonna get some use out of me before the days end.” 
 
    “That’s the plan,” I said as I clapped him on the shoulder. 
 
    Anna and Paige finished making the rope harnesses for the coyotes, and we took a couple minutes to grab a drink of water after we tied them to our packs.  
 
    I looked over and saw Bailey staring into the woods with her water in her hand.  
 
    “How ya holding up,” I asked as I moved to stand by her.  
 
    “I’m just nervous,” she said. “I didn’t feel very useful taking down the coyotes and I’m just worried that I won’t be very useful at the outpost either.”  
 
    “Hey,” I started, “you were plenty of help while we took down those coyotes. Not to mention with those Canadian thugs.”  
 
    “I guess,” she said. 
 
    “We all have our place in this group,” I told her. “You’re our sniper, and while it may not always be exciting to walk behind the group your presence there is necessary.”
“How so?” She asked. 
 
    “Well, if we had gotten charged from the rear or one of the sides would you have hesitated to take the shot?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course not,” she said with wide eyes.  
 
    “Exactly,” I pointed out. “You help keep us safe. I know I feel safer with you at my back.”  
 
    “Thanks, Tav,” she said with a big smile. “I’m feeling better.”
“Good,” I said. “This is a big one, and we’re going to need you. We all have to play to our strengths.” 
 
    “You’re right,” she said, and then I leaned in and gently kissed her soft pink lips before I brushed a stray hair behind her ear. 
 
    “Hey,” I heard Tara call out and I turned to see her grinning at us. “We’re like, on a mission here. You guys can make out later.” 
 
    “Alright,” I chuckled. “Let’s get going.” 
 
    I picked up my pack and started to lead the group towards the outpost. It was going to be a long night.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    Everyone was quiet as we made our way to the outpost, but after a few minutes of traveling through the dense forest, I turned back to face my group. 
 
    “Anna, take the lead for a while,” I said.  
 
    “You sure?” the redhead asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m going to fall back and focus on scanning the area,” I said. 
 
    “Okay,” she nodded, and then I let Rolly and the girls walk past me.  
 
    I did want to focus on scanning, but it wasn’t the area I was worried about. I wanted to take a look at the girls and see if I could gauge how they were feeling. Their total silence as we walked made me think they were a bit on edge, but I wanted to get a feel for how tense they really were.  
 
    Anna led the way, and her thick red braid swung like a pendulum across her back with each hard step she took. Paige walked to Anna’s right, and her slender frame barely moved as she took careful steps with her hiking boots. It was almost like her knees didn’t bend, and I guessed that she was really tense. Tara kept up the pace, but I noticed that her hips had far less of the natural swing I had become accustomed to seeing with her. Bailey seemed to walk slower than the others, and as I looked her up and down, she turned her head and gave me a small smile.  
 
    Rolly walked just a few steps ahead of me, and while he seemed a bit tense in the shoulders, he moved with his usual light steps. It seemed the old man was the least nervous out of all of us.  
 
    “How ya feeling old timer?” I asked him.  
 
    “Oh, I’m feelin alright,” he said as he turned to look at me. “This walk isn’t too bad if that’s what you were asking.” 
 
    “I meant how were ya feelin about the fight?” I chuckled in an attempt to keep things light. 
 
    “I know my role,” he said with a hard nod. “I think I can make due. Besides, I have all of you at my back, and after seeing you all in action, I’m not too worried.”  
 
    “Well, that’s good to hear,” I said with a smile. 
 
    “As long as I make it out of this without any bullet wounds I’ll be happy,” the old man grinned.  
 
    “Maybe if you got a small bullet wound Betty would offer to take care of you,” Tara teased. 
 
    “She probably would,” Rolly laughed. “Still, I’d rather avoid injury all the same.” 
 
    “Yeah, you wouldn’t want to bleed all over Betty’s bed,” Anna said as she turned to grin at Rolly.  
 
    The old man went red and waved a hand at her.  
 
    “What about the rest of you,” I asked, “how are you feeling about tonight?”  
 
    The group fell quiet for a moment.  
 
    “Well, I’m a little nervous, honestly,” Anna said.  
 
    “It’s natural to be nervous,” I assured her.  
 
    “Yeah, but this seems way bigger than anything else we’ve done so far,” she said. 
 
    “It is,” I nodded.  
 
    “I wouldn’t say way bigger,” Rolly said with a smile.  
 
    “What do you mean?” Bailey asked. “There’s a lot of guys in there, and they’re all trained.”  
 
    “Well yeah,” Rolly agreed. “But there were almost as many bikers headed to the school. And hell, Tav took out the same amount of guys at their own hangout. We have a solid plan and if we stick to it, I'm confident we’ll be fine.”  
 
    “Yeah, that’s true,” Paige agreed. “I think we’ll be okay.” 
 
    “We are kinda badass,” Tara said with a shrug.  
 
    “Yes, you are,” I said with a laugh.  
 
    It was nice to have Rolly around. I hadn’t been kidding earlier about him being our mascot. He was great at helping keep up morale, and right now we really needed that. I didn’t want to admit it to the girls, but I was nervous myself.  
 
    This was a larger operation than we had done before, and the girls were right, these guys were trained. Though judging from the looks of it they weren’t trained well, and they mostly ignored whatever training they had to just do whatever they pleased. Still though, they had enough ammunition and firepower to do some damage, even if they were idiots.  
 
    We had reached the tree I had notched on one of our previous treks, and I knew we were just on the other side of the outpost. The only thing that stood between us was a small hill, but we were far enough away that we could talk at normal volume and go over the plan once more. From the looks of the sun we had about an hour and a half until it became dark.  
 
    “Okay, everyone,” I said. “Let’s stop here for a while and go over our plan again. It might be a good idea to eat something and drink some water while we’re here. Just don’t eat too much.” 
 
    None of the girls moved to get food or water, and only Rolly reached into his pack and fished out a water bottle.  
 
    “Not hungry?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    They all shook their heads. 
 
    “I’m totally too nervous to eat,” Tara said.  
 
    “Okay, well let’s all at least drink some water,” I said as I sat on the ground. “We’ve been out in the sun all day, and we need to keep hydrated.”  
 
    They nodded and started to pull out water from their packs. As they drank, they scanned the area and still seemed on edge. Bailey was the first to finish her whole water bottle, and then she sat down next to me with her rifle in her lap while she chewed on her lip.  
 
    The rest of the girls quickly finished their water and followed Bailey’s example. Paige was crouched in a sort of squat holding onto her shotgun. Tara and Anna both opted for a crisscross position, and Rolly sat to my left with one knee up and the other folded beneath him. They all looked at me with intense faces.  
 
    “Let’s go over the plan once more,” I said as I grabbed a stick and moved some pine needles on the ground to reveal soft dirt below.  
 
    I drew a crude outline of the outpost with small x’s to indicate our targets. Then off to the side I wrote the first letter of each of our names, I made myself the big T and Tara the small T so there was no confusion. Then I looked up at the girls. 
 
    “Once it gets dark, we split into two teams,” Anna started.  
 
    “Good job,” I said. “I didn’t even have to explain it to you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” the redhead said as she blushed a little. 
 
    “Then what?” I nodded to Paige. 
 
    “Tara and I are with you, and we’re going to bait the dog out with the coyote meat once the guys are halfway down the fence line,” Paige said.  
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “And once we have the dog, we take those fuckers down,” Tara continued. 
 
    “But try to keep their lights on,” Rolly added. 
 
    “Yes, we don’t want to give away our presence,” I said. “Then what?” I nodded to Bailey. 
 
    “We take down the guys with the .50 cals, and Rolly and I each take a position in one of the towers,” she said with a small voice.  
 
    Rolly gave Bailey a playful punch on the arm. “We got a big job, you ready kid?”  
 
    Then Bailey dropped her rifle, ran to a nearby tree, and vomited up all the water she had downed a few minutes earlier. 
 
    “What did I say?” Rolly asked with a frown. 
 
    Paige moved to stand up, but I put a hand on her leg and shook my head. 
 
    “She could be sick,” Paige protested. 
 
    “That’s unlikely,” I said. “She’s nervous, that’s all.”  
 
    We waited a moment for Bailey to return to the group. When she did her eyes looked to be red, and she sniffled as she wiped her nose on the back of her hand.  
 
    “You okay?” Anna asked as she reached out to touch her friend’s arm. 
 
    “Yeah,” Bailey muttered. “I’ll be fine.”  
 
    “You don’t seem fine,” Tara said. 
 
    “Tara,” Anna hissed through clenched teeth. 
 
    “What?” she asked. “She doesn’t.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Paige asked as she turned to Bailey. 
 
    “Yeah,” Anna said. “Talk to us, we’re your team.”  
 
    “I didn’t mean to upset you,” Rolly said as he put a hand on Bailey’s arm. 
 
    “It’s not that,” Bailey said. “It’s just, I don’t wanna mess this up. If I miss or don’t catch someone in time, then one of you could get hurt. I’m feeling a lot of pressure.” 
 
    “Hey,” Paige said. “We’re all a team and we’re all gonna look out for one another.” She gave her friend a small smile. 
 
    “Besides,” Tara chimed in, “you’re the best shot out of all of us. You totally took that wolf down and saved my ass.”  
 
    “Not to mention that guy with the grenade earlier today,” Anna said. “That could have been really bad, but you didn’t hesitate.” 
 
    Bailey smiled slightly as she looked at the forest floor. 
 
    “You’re right,” she said. “We’re just so outnumbered here, and I want to make sure I don’t crack under pressure.”  
 
    “Yeah, the number of guys in there is pretty daunting,” Paige said with a frown.  
 
    As nervous as I was, the girls were far more on edge. I’d done operations like this in the past, but our setup was a lot different from that of the military as far as weapons and training went. Still, I had to have confidence in my team. They’d proven themselves time and again and now it was my time to let them know I had faith in them.  
 
    I took a deep breath and leaned in closer to the group.  
 
    “It’s okay to be nervous,” I started. “I’ve been nervous before every mission I’ve ever done.” 
 
    “Yeah right,” Tara said with an eyeroll. “You’re like, trained for this and a total badass.” 
 
    “That’s true,” I chuckled. “But you all are trained too, and you’ve done nothing but prove yourselves capable these last couple of weeks.”  
 
    “But you probably had a lot more men with you when you went on missions in the military,” Bailey said. 
 
    “Not always,” I began. “When I was on my second tour in Iraq, I was part of a five man unit, and we took out an entire Taliban compound that was a lot better fortified than this place.” 
 
    Their eyes grew wide.  
 
    “Well damn,” Rolly said. “I knew you had good skills after you took out half those bikers alone, but five guys up against the Taliban is pretty impressive.” 
 
    “How did you do it?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Well  I had a good team,” I said, and I looked at each one of them pointedly.  
 
    “Still though,” Paige said, “a whole compound sounds like there were a lot more bad guys there than at this outpost.”  
 
    “Not by much,” I said. “We were dealing with about forty-five guys that were heavily armed. The place was pretty impenetrable. They had a fence surrounding the compound with only one gate in or out.”  
 
    “How did you get inside?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “Well, we made a plan and stuck to it,” I started. “First, we had to take out the guards that were watching the gate, then three of us went through the gate and into the warehouse.” 
 
    “What about the other two guys?” Tara asked as she cocked her head to the side.  
 
    “Snipers,” I said and I looked at Bailey and gave her a big smile.  
 
    “Why did you need two, though?” She asked. 
 
    “To cover our asses,” I laughed. “It was easy enough for the three of us to get in once we took down the guys at the gate, but it didn’t give us a great vantage point to see the rest of the compound. We relied on the snipers to take down anyone that was still outside or that came outside while we were getting into position.”  
 
    “Couldn’t one guy have been lookout and just radioed when he saw someone?” Anna asked.  
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “It’s a common misconception that you’re in communication with your team the whole time that you’re on a mission.”  
 
    “But in the mo--” Tara quickly realized what she was about to say and went red.  
 
    “Yeah, it’s a lot different in the movies,” I laughed.  
 
    “But why can’t you talk to your team, what if something goes wrong?” Bailey inquired. 
 
    “Radio silent,” Rolly said. “Gotta be quiet in case the enemy hears you.” 
 
    “Rolly’s right,” I said. 
 
    “Some of my buddies told me about it after they got out,” he responded. 
 
    “When you’re about to go into a life or death situation, you need to be stealthy,” I continued. “It also allows you to focus on doing your job instead of reminding someone to do theirs.” 
 
    “But what if someone doesn’t do their job?” Bailey asked quietly, and her blonde hair framed her face as she looked at the forest floor once more. 
 
    “Well, you have to have faith in your team,” I said. “And confidence that if something does go wrong, you can handle it. The only thing that matters is the man to your right and the man to your left.” 
 
    “Or woman,” Anna said with a wry smile. 
 
    “Yes,” I laughed. “Or woman.”  
 
    “Was anyone hurt during your mission?” Paige asked as she pushed her glasses further up on her nose.  
 
    “No,” I said. “But we had a close call.”  
 
    “What happened?” Tara asked. 
 
    “Once we were inside we swept the area,” I started. “It was a large warehouse of sorts, but there were some office rooms off to the sides and there was a loft area.” 
 
    “What was in the warehouse?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “Guns, drugs, pretty much all the nasty shit you would hear about on the news,” I continued. “After we swept the area, we had twenty bodies to show for it. But we didn’t count on the other half of the group showing up.” 
 
    “I thought you said there were forty-five guys?” Anna asked. 
 
    “There were,” I nodded. “But they often sent half of them out for days at a time. We had struck on the first day that they left so we didn’t expect them back for a couple days. We figured we could take out one group, then the other.”  
 
    “Why didn’t you take them out like we did with the patrol guys?” Paige asked. 
 
    “We couldn’t risk giving away our presence,” I said. “We needed to retrieve the guns and drugs they had in that warehouse. We didn’t want one of them getting to the radio and alerting the others. They would have moved on before we could have made it back to the compound.”  
 
    “Why were they back so soon?” Rolly asked as his eyebrows pulled together and defined the wrinkles on his forehead.  
 
    “It seems they tried to contact the group and when there was no response they went to check on their goods,” I continued. “But at least then we were at the compound and had the upper-hand.”  
 
    “Did you kill all of them too?” Anna asked. 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “We needed to take some back for intel so we tried to keep as many alive as possible. In the end we had to kill five of them, but we left with twenty POWs.”  
 
    “What’s a POW?” Tara asked. 
 
    “Prisoner of War,” Rolly answered with his head hung low. I would have to remember to ask him more about those war buddies of his later.  
 
    “Yes,” I went on. “And that’s where the close call came in was with those five guys.”  
 
    “Well what happened?” Paige asked as her dark brown eyes fixated on me.  
 
    “My buddy Rolf reacted too soon,” I said. “When we saw the truck coming we each took up a position around the building. When they got out we saw they had their guns out. We were supposed to wait for them to split into groups and survey the area while the snipers took out whatever guys got left on perimeter patrol.”  
 
    “What did he do?” Bailey asked, her eyes wide as she continued biting her lip. 
 
    “He moved too quickly and didn’t follow the plan,” I said. “All but three of the guys had split off into groups and were making their way around the building. Two of the three were posted by the gate and the other sat with the truck. The snipers took down the two by the gate but Rolf moved from his position before they got the guy by the truck. The Taliban guy had yelled out before he went down, and it alerted the others.” 
 
    “So one guy messed up the whole operation,” Bailey said quietly. 
 
    “The plan had changed for sure,” I said. “And it got a bit messy, but we made it through.” 
 
    “What happened next?” Anna asked as she leaned forward. 
 
    “Well, the taliban guys started shooting, of course,” I said. “Rolf and I ran to the truck nearest to us and got pinned down by some heavy fire.” 
 
    “How did you get out of it?” Paige asked, her messy bun falling to the side as she cocked her head. 
 
    “Snipers,” I said with a pointed look at Bailey. 
 
    “What did they do?” Anna asked.  
 
    The girls were into the story and all but Bailey were starting to smile again.  
 
    “The snipers took out a couple of the shooters,” I started. “And when the other guys realized that there were snipers in the area they let their guard down and tried to run for cover. That gave the three of us enough time to move from our positions and surround them.” 
 
    “Three guys surrounding twenty seems like not much of a surrounding,” Anna laughed.  
 
    “True,” I said. “But only one reached for his gun and he went down immediately. Nobody fought with us after that.”  
 
    “So what you’re saying is having a couple snipers is basically like having a whole team surrounding someone,” Paige said with a smile.  
 
    “Pretty much,” I laughed. “Unexpected shit happens, but if you count on your team and remember your training you’ll be fine.”  
 
    I looked at Bailey and saw her smiling down at the forest floor.  
 
    “Bailey, you’re like, a whole frickin team just by yourself,” Tara assured the other blonde.  
 
    “I guess so,” Bailey said with a smile. 
 
    “Don’t forget about Rolly,” I said. “He’s on guard tower duty too, and two good shots are always better than one.” I smiled at the old man and clapped him on the shoulder. “Besides, we all have our strengths and we’re all important members of this team.”  
 
    “So does that mean we get to hit the showers together after this is over?” Tara asked with a wink.  
 
    It seemed like the morale of the group was getting back to normal. 
 
    “I’m sure we’ll all have earned a shower by the time this is over,” I grinned.  
 
    “I don’t know guys, can Tav handle all of us in the shower with him?” Anna asked as she raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “I think the real question is if our shower could handle all of us in it,” I laughed.  
 
    “I’ll take my shower alone, thanks,” Rolly muttered. 
 
    “I bet Betty would join you,” Tara said with a laugh.  
 
    The old man blushed hard and looked down.  
 
    “Alright, alright,” I chuckled. “We can tease Rolly later. We should go over our plan once more.” 
 
    I had each girl draw a line from their letter to the positions they would take on the crude sketch I had drawn out. When I was confident there was no confusion I stood up and clapped my hands.  
 
    “Alright ladies, and Rolly,” I said with a smile. “Let’s get into our first positions.” 
 
    “I’m so ready,” Paige said with a grin as she double checked her shotgun chamber.  
 
    “You’re always ready to do the dirty work,” Anna said as she gave her a playful push.  
 
    “I just get excited about taking out assholes,” Paige responded with a grin. “Besides, that adrenaline kick is something else.” 
 
    “Come running with me sometime, and you all can get your adrenaline going,” Anna said. 
 
    “Hard pass,” Tara responded. “Besides, if I want some adrenaline I’ll just go find Tav.” She flashed me a quick smile that showed her perfect white teeth.  
 
    As much as the girls had got me going with all that shower talk, I knew we had to focus. That idea of the five of us together would have to wait until after we took out these National Guard assholes.  
 
    I gave my team one more look before we headed up the hill. They each had a look of determination about them.  
 
    “Ready?” I asked with a smile. 
 
    “Ready,” Anna said as she grinned at me. 
 
    “Me too,” Rolly said as he adjusted his kevlar vest. 
 
    “Thundercats are go,” Paige said with a grin.  
 
    “Hammer and Anvil out,” Tara said with a smile as she started to walk toward the hill.  
 
    “Alright then,” I grinned. “Let’s go kick some ass.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    We reached the top of the hill by the outpost just as the sun fell behind the trees. I looked to Anna, and she nodded at me and then motioned for her group to follow her. Tara, Paige, and I headed to our side of the perimeter and surveyed the area.  
 
    We waited until the guards had moved on, and then I snuck closer to the fence to plant the coyote meat. Once it was in place, I moved back to where the girls were hidden in the shadow of the forest and waited for the guards to make their rounds once more.  
 
    I looked to my right and saw both of the girls’ faces barely illuminated by the light of the outpost. Their stark features were made even more so by the stern expressions they both carried. Both had their weapons drawn and were in a crouched position that would be easy to move from. I looked back to the fence line as I heard two male voices approach.  
 
    “The redhead is the best,” the first guy said. 
 
    “Nah,” the second responded as he took a drag off a cigarette. “I like the blondes.” 
 
    “No way, man,” the first scoffed. “I mean, I was no ladies’ man before all this happened and now that I can have my pick I’m definitely going for the rare ones.” 
 
    This shit really pissed me off. They were talking about women like they were just things to be used and nothing more. I clenched my jaw and waited for the chance to kill these fucks. 
 
    It didn’t take the dog long to smell the meat. I watched as the brindle dog pulled the sorry excuse for a soldier closer to the fence line. Its black face went close to the ground as it sniffed intensely. The dog whined as it pushed its face up against the razor wire, then backed up and let out two quick barks while its tail wagged quickly back and forth. It reminded me of the way dogs often barked at someone who held a tennis ball aimed to throw. I saw the animal’s ribs pressed out against the skin of its belly, and realized the dog was probably so excited because these assholes weren’t feeding it properly, and that just pissed me off more.  
 
    “What?” the soldier holding the leash snapped.  
 
    “Dude, what’s its fucking problem?” the other asked as he finished his cigarette and flicked it to the ground.  
 
    “I don’t know man,” the first said. “Shut up ya mangy mutt.” He kicked the dog in the hip with his boot so hard it let out a yelp.  
 
    I heard Paige and Tara move as the dog yelped, and I put my hand out to steady them. I didn’t like it either, but that dog would be safe soon enough, and I just hoped he wasn’t so abused that he snapped at us.  
 
    The dog cowered for a moment after the kick but then barked at the fenceline once more.  
 
    “I don’t see anything,” the first guy said.  
 
    “Let’s just go check it out,” the second responded.  
 
    “What the fuck ever, I’m over dog duty after tonight,” the first one snapped. “Fuck this dog. I never liked dogs.”  
 
    The men used their boots to push the lower razor wire to the ground and climb between it and the upper wire. Then they followed the dog as it sniffed low to the ground. Both men had rifles slung over their shoulders but neither pulled them out. The second guy held the lantern out to try to get a picture of what the dog was sniffing at.  
 
    “What the fuck?” the first guy asked as the dog reached the mangled coyotes and tried to pull closer to them.  
 
    “How the hell did those--” the second guy’s sentence was cut short as Tara’s first shot hit him straight in the mouth. 
 
    “Fuck,” the first guy said as he dropped the dog’s leash and reached around for his rifle. Before he even had a hold on it a bullet pierced his neck as Tara took her second shot. There was the barest sound of her silenced pistol’s slide flying back, and then blood shot from the hole of in the asshole’s neck. He dropped to his knees, but the only sounds he made were gurgles as he bled out and fell forward.  
 
    I slowly moved from my position toward the still lit lantern in the hand of Tara’s first victim. I eyed the dog the whole time, but it focused more on the coyote meat than me.  
 
    I made my way back to the girls, never turning my back on the dog.  
 
    “Good work,” I said as I squeezed Tara’s arm. 
 
    “Yeah, Ninja Girl,” Paige added as she grinned at Tara. “Fuck those guys. Who doesn’t like dogs?”  
 
    “I’m going to try to get the dog under my control,” I stated. “Move yourselves out in the open with me, but no sudden movements, we don’t want to startle it.” 
 
    “Got it,” Tara said. 
 
    “Let’s get this cute little thing in a safe place,” Paige added with a smile.  
 
    We made our way from behind our cover but Tara and Paige hung back by the treeline. As I approached the dog it began to growl at me but didn’t move from its meal.  
 
    “It’s okay,” I said softly to the creature. He had a beautiful short brindle coat and a large black head. From the way he chomped down on the coyote he was definitely hungry.  
 
    “Stand,” I commanded.  
 
    The dog eyed me warily before it stood, a mouthful of meat still in its teeth.  
 
    “Good,” I said. “Now stay.”  
 
    I reached for the coyote and slowly pulled it toward me. The dog looked down but did not move.  
 
    “Heel,” I said as I picked up the meat and walked toward the treeline.  
 
    The dog didn’t hesitate this time. He followed me to the treeline where Paige and Tara stood. I picked up his leash and handed it to Paige, along with the coyote.  
 
    “Tie him up somewhere close but out of sight of the outpost,” I instructed. 
 
    “Come on sweetie,” she said as she led the dog into the dark.  
 
    “Pretty impressive,” Tara said with a smile. “Maybe later you can give me some commands.”  
 
    “Let’s get through this first,” I laughed.  
 
    I scanned the area and saw the light on the other side was still lit. I was sure my girls and Rolly had got the job done, now it was time to take out the .50 cals.  
 
    Paige returned with a smile on her face.  
 
    “Okay,” she said. “The puppy is all taken care of.”  
 
    I raised my eyebrow at her use of the word puppy, but didn’t remark on it.  
 
    “Time to take out the guys in the tower,” I said. “You ready?” 
 
    Tara made sure her silenced pistol was loaded once more, then they both nodded their agreement. 
 
    I pulled a pair of small wire cutters from my back pocket and snipped the razor wire fence. I crept through first and kept close to the fence line as I made my way toward the tower where the .50 cal guy was posted closest to us. Across the clearing, I saw Anna’s team pass through a small lit up section as they too made their way to their assigned guard tower.  
 
    I scanned the area as we crept along the fence line and saw that the guards had two campfires set up near the main school building. Around one of them a group of guys sat drinking from dingy beer cans with most of the color worn off. They passed cigarettes back and forth and laughed loud enough to be heard across the clearing. One guy was laid out on his side, he called out to another man that exited from the small gym to the right of the main school building.  
 
    None of these guys seemed on edge, and that was good for us. 
 
    “You done now, you asshole?” the sprawled out man asked. “Took your sweet ass time in there didn’t you.” 
 
    “You would too if you could last any longer,” the other douchebag said as he zipped up his pants.  
 
    “Guess it’s my turn now,” the first guy said as he stood and downed his beer. He let out a loud belch and threw the can into the fire. “Don’t wait up boys.” 
 
    “Yeah, right,” another guy called out. “I give him five minutes,” he said as he elbowed the guy next to him and they all laughed.  
 
    I almost hoped that Bailey’s nerves got the better of her, and she got a few in the chest instead of the head. These assholes deserved to suffer.  
 
    I looked around to see if they had any other guards patrolling besides the ones my team and I had just taken down. I didn’t see anyone walking the yard. I didn’t even see anyone with a rifle on them. It seemed the only two left doing a damn thing were the two on guard tower duty. Everyone else had their assault rifles laying on the ground near them or propped up against the picnic table just off to the right of the fires.  
 
    I saw that a few had pistols in hip or arm holsters, and anyone who came or went from the small gym kept a pistol on them, but the rest were acting like this was a damn wilderness retreat. Six guys sat at the picnic table playing cards, and those around the second fire were making quick work of some MREs.  
 
    I counted seven civilian men still wandering around the camp. Three of them were chopping and stacking wood, and the other four were on the far side of the gym digging what I presumed was going to be a latrine. The men looked worn down, and their clothes hung from them in a way that showed me just how scrawny they had become under these assholes’ care.  
 
    One of the men stacking wood tripped, and the wood fell around him. He rolled onto his side and clutched his left arm as he took in a sharp breath.  
 
    “Hey!” one of the soldiers called out. “Get the fuck up you dipshit.”  
 
    Another of the civilians moved toward the one on the ground, but the soldier pulled his pistol from his hip and waved it at the men. 
 
    “Did I fucking stutter?” He asked. “Get the fuck back to work!” 
 
    The second civilian quickly picked up the first and helped him gather the wood he had dropped.  
 
    “Fucking ungrateful little shits,” the soldier spat. “If they knew what the fuck we had to do to keep their asses fed, they’d work a lot damn harder.”  
 
    Another soldier nodded and downed his beer. 
 
    “Watch this,” the second soldier said as he stood. He hucked the beer can at the civilians, and they all laughed as it hit the man chopping wood.  
 
    The man dropped the ax and looked at the soldier.  
 
    “What the fuck are you gonna do?” the soldier taunted, and the first soldier behind him waved his pistol once more.  
 
    The civilian shook his head and picked back up the ax.  
 
    “That’s what I thought,” the soldier said as he sat down and reached for another beer. “Fuck those guys.” 
 
    “He’s just pissed cuz you’re bangin’ his wife,” another soldier said with a laugh.  
 
    “Or maybe he’s pissed ‘cuz she likes it so much,” the other one retorted. 
 
    I pushed these assholes’ conversation to the back of my mind as I scanned the area for signs of their leader, ‘The Colonel.’ I couldn’t find any and I figured he must have been holed up in one of the buildings. Still, nobody seemed to notice our presence.  
 
    Fucking idiots.  
 
    As we arrived at the tower, I turned back to Tara and Paige.  
 
    “Tara, use your silenced pistol to take out this guy,” I said in a whisper. “Make sure you have a kill shot, we don’t want him to make a sound.” 
 
    “With pleasure,” she said with a cold look on her face.  
 
    I knew seeing all these assholes up close was going to get to the girls, but I had to trust them to keep a level head and do their jobs. Anna and her team should have been in position, and I knew she would follow my lead. 
 
    Tara lined up her shot and pulled the trigger, and the first guy slouched over the .50 cal.  
 
    “Tara, make your way to the other tower and get Anna’s team,” I told her. 
 
    “Okay,” she nodded, then made her way along the fence towards the opposite tower. She returned a moment later with Anna, Bailey, and Rolly.  
 
    “Mission accomplished?” I asked Anna. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said. “I climbed the tower and took the guy out with my knife.” 
 
    “Good work,” I told her. 
 
    I crouched into the darkness and waited for my team to follow suit.  
 
    “Okay,” I started. “Now that these guys are taken care of we need to take our second positions.” 
 
    “The kid and I got the towers,” Rolly said as he turned to grin at Bailey.  
 
    “I’ll find a good position to see the front of the building,” Anna said. 
 
    “Try to find one that covers the main building and the gym next to it,” I told her.  
 
    “On it,” she said with a nod.  
 
    “Most of them are to the right of the main building by the camp fires,” Paige pointed out. “I think two of us should make our way that way and one should get on the other side of Anna.” 
 
    “Okay, Tara, you’re with me,” I said. “If anyone gets close enough to you that you can take them out with your blade, do it.”  
 
    “Fuck yeah,” she said with a smile. “These assholes deserve a good cut to the jugular.” 
 
    “Just don’t make too much noise,” I told her. “You don’t want to give away your position. I need those ninja skills of yours.” 
 
    “You got it boss,” she said with a wink.  
 
    “Paige, cover Anna,” I said. “And if you can get the attention of the civilians chopping wood, tell them to run for cover, just be quiet about it.” 
 
    “On it,” the brunette responded as she pushed her thick glasses up on her nose.  
 
    “There are only seven civilians in the yard,” I said. “The sooner we can get them to safety, the sooner we can take all these assholes out.” 
 
    “Should I try to get the attention of the ones digging?” Tara asked. 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “That hole should provide plenty of cover for them. They just have to be smart enough to duck once the firing starts.” 
 
    “Anyone in particular I need to take out first?” Bailey asked with a soft smile. 
 
    I was glad to see her nerves were doing better. Hearing those cretins talk about the women in the gym probably helped her feel better about putting a few holes in them.  
 
    “Anyone who raises a weapon,” I said. “A lot of them don’t have their guns on them so they’ll be scrambling to get to them, but those that do we need to take out first.” 
 
    “Got it,” she nodded.  
 
    I looked around at the faces of my team. They all stared at me with intense eyes. These women really were warriors, and despite his age Rolly had a fire behind his eyes I’d never seen in him before.  
 
    “Remember to check for civilians,” I said. “And make sure you know what’s behind your target.” 
 
    They all nodded.  
 
    “You got this,” I said. “Now let’s fuck these guys up.” 
 
    Anna nodded to Paige, and they made their way to their positions. Rolly and Bailey turned to head towards the towers, but I stopped them with a hand on their arms. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid to use those dead guys as cover,” I told them. 
 
    “Ew,” Bailey said, and she wrinkled her nose. 
 
    “Don’t have to tell me twice,” Rolly said with a smile and then he turned to Bailey. “Let’s do this kid.” 
 
    “Right,” she nodded, and they made their way to the towers.  
 
    Tara and I used the fence line to make our way towards the campfires. Once we got there, I paused between the two fires and found a nearby tree to perch behind. I sent Tara down farther to the back of the gym building, she nodded at me once she was in position.  
 
    I saw Tara raise her silenced pistol, and her platinum blonde hair lit up for a second as the fire flickered.  
 
    I scanned the area for Anna and Paige and saw that they each had taken a position behind one of the two old military trucks that sat in the yard. Paige had her shotgun at the ready from where she crouched by the vehicle's front tire. Anna had the M249 SAW laid across the hood of the other truck.  
 
    Rolly and Bailey were crouched behind the guys on the towers with their rifles ready. Bailey’s new rifle really suited her, that MK14 was nice, and it looked good on her. Most would think that a rifle that big would be too much for her small frame, but I knew she could handle it.  
 
    Everyone was ready, but they would wait for my signal.  
 
    I scanned the area once more and made sure my team was out of each other’s fire zones.  
 
    Just then, one of the guys digging collapsed. The guards probably had them out there all day digging, and with very little water. I wouldn’t be surprised if the man had a heat stroke or passed out from exhaustion.  
 
    “Jim collapsed!” one of the latrine guys yelled. 
 
    “He needs help!” another called to the guards. 
 
    “What the fuck are they screaming about?” one of the soldiers asked as he took a drag off a smoke. 
 
    “Who knows,” another said.  
 
    “Shut the fuck up!” the first one yelled over to the civilians.  
 
    These assholes were something else. Not only were they rapists and basically slavers, but they didn’t care whether these people lived or died. I wasn’t surprised, but it still pissed me off. The civilians probably wouldn’t have minded doing chores if they were working for food and water. As it was, it looked like they were barely getting enough to stay alive.  
 
    “Come on, we can’t leave him like this,” the third guy of the digging group shouted. 
 
    “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” the soldier who waved the gun at the wood crew earlier groaned as he threw his beer can in the fire. He stood to move toward the latrine area. 
 
    I raised my rifle and counted his steps until I had a clear shot. This was our moment.  
 
    I let out a slow breath and lined up a headshot.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    The first guy went down as my bullet hit his temple. He fell backwards mid-step and landed with his head in the fire, and the other men leaned away as the dead guy fell between them. 
 
    “What the fuck!” one yelled as he reached for his rifle. 
 
    He didn’t have time to get to it before Bailey took him out with a bullet to the back of the head. Blood splattered on his buddies around the fire, and they screamed as his corpse fell down between them.  
 
    The other men left their half drunk beers and reached for their guns.  
 
    “We’re under attack!” one man yelled out commands as he ran for a tree that sat outside the main building. “We have to protect The Colonel! Men, get ready!” 
 
    The men who had pistols on them ran towards the woodpile for cover, but Anna let off three rounds into the chest of the first guy while Paige blew a hole in the second guy's chest with her shotgun.   
 
    I smiled. That’s what happens when you get lazy and don’t wear your kevlar vest.  
 
    I turned to see one guy head for cover on my side of the picnic table. I let him reach the side of it, and he crouched low as he tried to shove a magazine into his assault rifle while I casually lined up my shot.  
 
    The guy’s eyes scanned the area wildly and when they finally landed on me it was too late. I smiled at him, pulled the trigger, and his blood splattered against the picnic table bench a second before his body slumped to the ground.  
 
    Judging from where they tried to take cover, it seemed that they weren’t sure where we all were yet. That would make it easier to take them out.  
 
    “Martinez, Davids, Rachard, you’re with me,” the man barked. “The rest of you get in the main building and protect The Colonel!” 
 
    Three men opened fire to cover the rest as they tried to make their way to the main building. Anna was able to take out three of them, but eight more slipped inside.  
 
    I looked across the yard to see Paige gesturing to the men who had been chopping wood. They were obviously scared, and they had their visibly shaky hands raised above their heads. 
 
    “Get behind the wood!” she yelled. 
 
    They looked to her, but did not move. 
 
    “Go!” she yelled again. 
 
    They didn’t wait any longer and started to run for safety. One man fell on the way, and the other two quickly scooped him up and carried him to the back of the wood pile. It wouldn’t be the best cover, but it should work.   
 
    At the same time I could hear Tara yell at the men in the latrine. 
 
    “Get the hell down!” she yelled as she came around the other side of the gym where they were digging, and then she sprinted toward the latrine and jumped in with a swift motion.  
 
    Smart girl.  
 
    I hadn’t instructed Tara to take cover in the hole, but it was a nice spot to shoot from, and she was still out of Anna’s line of fire.  
 
    A few seconds after she got into the hole, Tara poked her head out and aimed her silenced pistol at two men who tried to run toward the gym entrance. She was surprisingly accurate with the new weapon, and both of her shots blew through the men’s throats while they were on the run. They went down choking on their blood and trying to scream, and then the platinum blonde shot each one once more to end them. 
 
    I peeked around my cover to see another soldier make his way to a tree on the far side of the main building. I tried to get a shot, but the tree was wide enough to conceal his whole body, so I decided to wait until I had a better opportunity  
 
    The soldier leaned around the far side of the tree and aimed his rifle at Bailey, who was letting off rounds into one of the men who had crouched on the opposite side of the picnic table from me.  
 
    “Cover me!” Paige shouted to Anna as she cocked her shotgun and ran toward the man aiming at Bailey. 
 
    “Got you!” Anna shouted back as the other woman wound her way around the wood pile. 
 
    Anna laid cover fire on the soldier to force him back behind the tree, but then the redhead stopped suddenly, and the man poked his head around the tree.  
 
    Paige was ready for that, and she appeared on the other side of the tree, unloaded her shotgun into his chest, and blew a fist size hole through him. Then she kicked the dead body away with her foot and took up cover by the tree.  
 
    I surveyed our surroundings. The stench of the man whose head landed in the fire made my nose hair stand on end, but twelve men lay dead around the fires and picnic table, and my girls were making quick work of the men left in the yard. 
 
    “Take these fuckers down!” the man shouting orders yelled as he reloaded his rifle. He was still crouched behind the tree in front of the main building.  
 
    This asshole might be a problem if he got the rest of the guards organized enough to mount a real defense, but just as I realized that, I saw Rolly aim in his direction. 
 
    The commander also noticed my older friend, and he ducked behind the tree while he continued to scream. 
 
    In the light of the fire I saw Tara make her way out of the latrine and toward the man behind the tree. I expected her to raise her pistol, but instead she pulled her knife off her hip as she crawled toward him. 
 
    The man leaned around the tree once more to open fire in Anna’s direction, and then he pointed toward where Rolly sat behind cover. 
 
    Then his shots were cut off abruptly as Tara slid behind the tree, and blood sprayed from his throat as her blade moved swiftly across his neck.  
 
    I heard footsteps to my left and looked to see a man rushing toward me with a large knife. The guy was all sorts of stupid for attacking me with a blade, and I tried not to laugh as I raised my rifle and put a bullet into his chest. 
 
    Just then a spray of bullets shot out from the side of the wood pile toward the tower that Bailey had commandeered, but she ducked behind the dead man in the tower as the bullets smacked into the panels below her.  
 
    Anna took a shot at the man, and I heard him yell as he dropped his rifle and reached for his hand.  
 
    “You okay?” Anna called up to Bailey. 
 
    “Yup, I’m good,” the blonde hippie called down as she swung her rifle again so she could shoot. 
 
    I only saw one asshole left in the yard, and he was taking cover behind the wood pile. I pivoted my rifle over to take him out, but before I could squeeze the trigger, Paige came around the side and unloaded her shotgun into the man’s chest. 
 
    “Is everyone okay?” I yelled out. 
 
    “I’m good!” I heard Tara call out. 
 
    “Anna, Paige?” I asked. 
 
    “All good here,” Anna hollered.  
 
    “Me too!” Paige chimed in. 
 
    “Bailey, Rolly?” I shouted. 
 
    “Doing alright,” the old man called out from the tower. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Bailey yelled back to me.  
 
    “Everyone in the yard is down,” I called out. “But eight of them got inside, and I’m sure there are more in there.” 
 
    I took a moment to feel proud of the girls. They had helped one another during this and even checked to make sure the others were okay. I knew seasoned soldiers who wouldn’t check on you during battle. 
 
    I was just about to tell them how great of a job they did, but then shots came from one of the windows of the main buildings headed for Bailey and Rolly.  
 
    “Bastards!” Paige yelled as she whipped her rifle around and took aim. She fired three shots into the building, and I saw one of the rifles fall backwards.  
 
    “Anna, keep using the SAW to suppress them,” I yelled to her.  
 
    Anna unleashed the SAW and one of the rifles in the building shot a spray of bullets that careened upwards. She must have made her shot. That was one thing the movies didn’t lie about. If you caught someone with their finger on the trigger they would tense and continue to fire until they were down. I double checked on Rolly and Bailey, but both of them appeared to be fine.  
 
    “Anna, take that SAW up to Rolly,” I yelled. 
 
    “You got it!” she swiftly moved toward the tower as she flung the M249 over her shoulder and climbed up. She traded Rolly guns and then headed back down the tower.  
 
    “Bailey, Rolly,” I called out, “Stay in the towers and cover them. Anna, Paige, Tara, you’re with me. Make your way to the gym.” 
 
    “On it boss,” Rolly yelled as he positioned himself with the SAW. 
 
    “On it!” Anna yelled. 
 
    ”With you!” Paige said as she ran with the redhead toward me.  
 
    “Coming!” I heard Tara shout from across the yard, and I turned toward her in time to see the blonde woman giving the men in the latrine orders to escape through the fence. She made sure they were safely through the wire before she made her way to the front of the gym.  
 
    As the four of us ran toward the gym, I watched Bailey take out another two guys in the windows, but they were quickly replaced with two more. I had confidence that Bailey and Rolly could handle themselves.  
 
    “You guys got this,” I yelled to Rolly and Bailey. “Give em hell!” 
 
    “Will do!” Rolly yelled back. 
 
    I waited at the door to the gym and covered Anna and Paige as they made their way along the fenceline to where I crouched. Tara was the last to arrive. She had blood on her forearm and a smear on her forehead from where I assumed she had wiped off sweat.  
 
    “You okay?” Paige asked as she took in the blood on Tara. 
 
    “Not a scratch,” she said with a grin. 
 
    Anna eyed her forearm, and she looked down at it. 
 
    “Oh,” Tara chuckled. “That’s not my blood. What about you guys? You good?” 
 
    “All good,” Anna said. 
 
    “Me too,” Paige nodded. 
 
    I could see some blood on Paige, but figured it was from the soldiers they had taken out. I was sure they would tell me if they were injured.  
 
    “We go in fast,” I said. “You all remember how to breach and clear right?” 
 
    They nodded at me. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “I’ll be our rifleman, so I’ll go in first. Paige, you’re behind me. Then Tara, then Anna. Understood?” 
 
    “Got it,” Tara said. 
 
    “Yup,” Paige responded. 
 
    “There are no windows in this building, and we have a middle entry point,” I said. 
 
    “So we go along the immediate wall,” Anna added. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I’ll go far left, Paige, you’re far right.” 
 
    “Then I’m left,” Tara said. 
 
    “And I’m right.” Anna nodded. 
 
    “There are civilians in there, so we need to be careful,” I reminded them. 
 
    “Right,” Tara said. “These people have been through enough without getting shot at too.”  
 
    “What do we do once all the soldiers are down in there?” Paige asked. 
 
    “We leave the civilians alone while we take out the main building,” I said. “We can’t risk them getting hurt out here. They don’t have the training that you all do.” 
 
    The girls grinned at me. 
 
    “Now,” I started. “You ready?” 
 
    “Ready,” the girls said in unison. 
 
    I raised my rifle, pulled the doors open, and flanked left, and the girls took their positions behind me quickly. As soon as we entered, I realized this place must be the sleeping quarters for the civilians. Some small blankets littered the floors and the far wall was lined with people, and I saw three men with a lantern in the middle of the room. 
 
    Each soldier had a civilian in front of them, and they had their knives on the civilians’ throats.  
 
    “Don’t fucking move,” one of them said. He was cowered behind a tall, thin woman with long sandy blonde hair.  
 
    The woman was crying, and she had her hands raised at chest level. 
 
    “Please,” she sobbed. “Don’t kill me.” 
 
    “Shut the fuck up,” the soldier said, and he pressed his knife harder to her throat. 
 
    She let out a hard cry and tried to fall to her knees but the soldier steadied her with his arm. 
 
    “Easy fellas,” I said. “Let’s work this out here. Nobody has to die.” 
 
    “Yeah right,” another soldier spat from his position behind a thin man with a short red beard. “You took out half our fucking men out there.”  
 
     The men crouched in front of the women and covered them with their bodies. I could hear some of the women crying and watched as the men pressed themselves closer to them in an attempt to quiet them.  
 
    “We don’t want to hurt you,” I said calmly as I walked toward the men. “We just want these civilians freed.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” the third guy hissed. He held a small red haired woman in front of him, but she only came up to his chin, which made a headshot far too easy. 
 
    “Let me take him out Tav,” Tara said through clenched teeth as she lined up her silenced pistol with his face. Her platinum blonde hair framed her face perfectly, and I saw her chest rise and fall heavily. I could tell she was worked up. I didn’t blame her, not after everything we went through with Jenny just a couple days ago. 
 
    The guardsmen’s eyes opened wide when Tara said she wanted to shoot the guy in the head, so I decided it was better not to answer her, and just pointed at the one who I assumed was the leader. 
 
    “You know that what’s going on here is wrong,” I told the men as my team and I got closer. “You’re soldiers and you know this isn’t what you were trained to do.” 
 
    “Yeah, well we’ve got a pretty sweet deal here,” the second guy said as he glanced sideways at Tara’s silenced pistol. 
 
    “Raping women is a sweet deal?” Tara hissed as she pushed closer to the man.  
 
    “Better than that National Guard camp,” the first one added. “We were working our asses off there and got nothing to show for it.” 
 
    “You had safe civilians to show for it,” I said. “Is this really who you want to be?” 
 
    “Fuck yeah,” the third guy stated. “We actually get to do shit around here other than keep fucking civilians in line.” 
 
    “Now stay the fuck back!” the first guy yelled as he pushed his knife harder to the woman’s throat, and she let out another sob.  
 
    “I think it’s time to give it up,” Anna said. “We have you outnumbered and outgunned.” 
 
    “Fuck you, bitch,” one of the men spat.  
 
    I saw Paige’s arms tense around her shotgun as the man insulted Anna, so I put my hand out to calm her even though what I wanted to do was skin these fucks alive.  
 
    Trying to play to their decency obviously wasn’t going to work. It seemed these douchebags had no decency left. I was saddened to see soldiers turn into such power hungry assholes, but my best course of action was to let them go and save the civilians.  
 
    “Listen,” I said to the men. “If you let these people go you can go free.” 
 
    “Tav,” Paige protested. “They’re monsters.” 
 
    “How do we know you won’t shoot us the second we let go of them?” the first guy asked as he eyed me with skepticism.  
 
    “You can hold onto the civilians as you make your way to the door,” I told him. 
 
    “Are we really just going to let them go?” Tara scoffed.  
 
    “Yes,” I said. “These civilian’s lives are more important than taking down these wannabe soldiers.”  
 
    “But they called Anna a bitch,” Paige interjected. 
 
    “Yeah, let’s end these fucks,” Tara growled. 
 
    I looked to the men who still held their knives pressed against the civilians’ throats. My girls knew their way around a firearm and a knife, but they’d never dealt with this sort of situation before. Even if they could land the shot, there’s a chance that the civilians could get caught in the crossfire or that those knives could cut them as the men went down. It was too dangerous, and I wasn’t willing to risk these people’s lives.  
 
    “Keep your weapons trained on them and shoot if they hurt any of the civilians,” I told my team, and then I looked at the men. “You better get out of here before I change my mind.” 
 
    The men kept the civilians with them until they were right up on us, and then they shoved the civilians toward us and bolted out the door.  
 
    I caught the red bearded man as he fell into me and noticed his weight felt closer to that of one of my girls in my arms. As soon as I caught him, he pushed himself away from me and fell backward onto his ass. 
 
    Paige caught the sandy blonde haired woman. The woman looked scared to death. She was still sobbing and she threw her hands up over her face as the brunette wrapped one arm around the other woman’s waist. 
 
    The red-haired woman fell into Tara, almost knocking her backward. Tara quickly grabbed the woman and held onto her for a second before she gently pushed her to her feet. 
 
    These National Guard guys really did a number on these people. As happy as I was that they were safe now, it did nothing to quell my rage at what these soldiers had become. They were supposed to protect these people and instead they had made their lives a living hell.  
 
    I looked back out the door just in time to see one of the men’s heads explode from Rolly’s SAW. 
 
    “What the fuck!” another one yelled, and then he turned to run back toward us, but was quickly taken out by a headshot that I assumed was from Bailey. 
 
    The last guy looked at his dead buddies and simply dropped to the ground and cowered. Then his body went limp, and his brains spread out behind him as Bailey landed another headshot. 
 
    “Oh shit,” Anna laughed. “Guess I forgot about our backup.” 
 
    “Tav didn’t,” Paige said as she smirked at me.  
 
    “You could’ve just told us that was your plan,” Tara said with an eye roll as the door shut.  
 
    “Where’s the drama in that?” I asked with a grin.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Paige asked the sandy blonde with a frown.  
 
    The women were visibly shaken, but they nodded.  
 
    “Leave me alone.” The man reached for a nearby flashlight and held it in front of him in a way that suggested he would use it as a weapon if necessary.  
 
    “Calm down,” I told him. “We’re not here to hurt you.” 
 
    “Right,” he said as he shook his head. “I’m sorry, it’s just…” he trailed off as he set the flashlight down and looked at the floor. 
 
    “Hey,” Anna said to him, “It’s fine to be scared, but we’re here to help.” 
 
    “Why would you do that?” the short red-haired woman asked. 
 
    “We’re kind of, like, the good guys around here,” Tara said with a smile. 
 
    “You won’t have to worry about these guys much longer,” Paige chimed in as she nodded her head towards the door.  
 
    “Can you introduce us to the people along the wall?” I asked the man. 
 
    “Uh, sure,” he stuttered. 
 
    “We just want to make sure everyone is alright,” I said and I nodded to Paige. “Paige is a nurse of sorts. She’ll double check everyone once this is over, but for now I need to let them know we’re on their side.” 
 
    “I don’t think that will be too hard,” the short woman said. “I mean, after all, you did just save us.” 
 
    “You’re a nurse?” the red bearded man asked as he looked at Paige. 
 
    “Of sorts,” Paige answered with a smile. 
 
    “She was pre-med,” Anna added. 
 
    “Yeah, but we do know another woman who was a nurse before all this happened,” Tara said in reference to Marla.  
 
    Tara made a good point, there were a lot of people here, and if Paige got in over her head, it would be nice to have Marla there to help.  
 
    “Is anyone seriously injured?” Paige asked.  
 
    “I’m honestly not sure,” the man responded. “But I know some of the women will probably need to be looked at.” 
 
    Tara gave a sad nod, and she looked at the women. 
 
    The sandy blonde had finally recovered, she wiped her tears as she stood, and then she reached for the short red-haired woman and hugged her before she looked up at our group. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said with bloodshot eyes. 
 
     I could tell from the demeanor of the women that it wasn’t just about those goons that were using them as shields, they were thanking us for saving them from all the fucked up things each of those so-called soldiers did to them.  
 
    I felt myself get emotional, but took a deep breath to steady myself. 
 
    “You’re safe now,” I told her as I met her gaze and then I turned back to the male civilian. “Now, let’s introduce ourselves.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    Before we made it halfway across the gym people started to rush over to our group, and the sandy blonde woman ran to hug a younger blonde-haired girl who looked like she could be her daughter. As the people gathered around us I raised my hand to silence them. 
 
    “I’m sure everyone has questions,” I started. “I’m Tav, and this is Tara, Anna, and Paige.” I gestured to each member of my group as I spoke. 
 
    “What’s going on out there?” a tall black-haired man asked. 
 
    “We’re taking out the National Guard assholes,” Tara spoke up.  
 
    “Are you military too?” a small woman asked after she noticed our combat gear. 
 
    “No, not exactly,” Anna said. 
 
    “I used to be an Army Ranger,” I informed them. “I did three tours in Iraq, Afghanistan, and Sierra Leone.” 
 
    “What about them?” another man asked as he gestured to my team. 
 
    “I’ve been training them,” I told him. “And together we took out the bikers that were causing trouble in this area.” 
 
    “What can we do to help?” the red-bearded man asked. 
 
    “We still have two people outside,” I said. “They’re taking out guys shooting from the windows of the main building.” 
 
    “Wait, there’s only six of you?” the sandy blonde woman asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “But we’re more than capable.” 
 
    “You got that right,” Tara said, and she cocked her hip out to the side. 
 
    “Right now the best thing you can do is arm yourselves with whatever you have on hand and stay here until this is over,” I told them. 
 
    “But we want to help,” the black haired man said. 
 
    “I assure you we have it under control,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Anna chimed in. “You all have been through enough already. Let us handle it.” 
 
    “But why are you doing this?” another woman asked, and she tilted her head to the side.  
 
    “We just want to help,” Paige told her with a soft smile. 
 
    “These guys started taking from the local farms,” Tara said. “Once we found this outpost and saw what they were doing, we couldn’t just sit by.”  
 
    “Are you the reason the other group never came back?” the red bearded man asked. 
 
    “Yup,” Anna said. “We took them out.” 
 
    “Another group went out looking for them,” the sandy blonde woman offered. “They could still be out there.” 
 
    “Already taken care of,” Tara assured her. 
 
    “Right now we need to get back to our group and finish this,” I said. 
 
    “Are you sure there isn’t anything that we can do?” the black haired man asked. 
 
    “Have any of you been inside the main building?” I questioned. 
 
    The group looked around at each other until a short brown haired woman spoke up.  
 
    “I’ve been there a couple of times,” she said.  
 
    “Can you give us a layout of the building?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s pretty small,” she started. “There’s only maybe twelve classrooms, plus a teacher’s lounge.” 
 
    “Is the hallway split?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said. “There’s one classroom to your right as you walk in and an office area to the left, and then the hallway splits to your right and left and there are classrooms on both sides.” 
 
    “Where is the teachers’ lounge?” I asked.  
 
    “It’s on the left-hand side all the way to the back of the hallway,” she said.  
 
    “Is that where The Colonel stays?” I asked her. 
 
    “Yes,” she responded. “He has kind of an office in there.” 
 
    “There were seven men in the yard when we arrived,” I said. “They are safe, but is everyone else accounted for?” 
 
    The group looked around, and the red bearded man nodded.  
 
    “Thank you,” I told the brown haired woman as I looked her in the eyes. “You’ve been a great help.” 
 
    She gave me a small smile before I turned to face my group.  
 
    “Let’s go get this done,” I told them. 
 
    “Wait,” the red-haired woman said. “Does this mean we’re free to go?” 
 
    “You will be as soon as this is over,” I told her. 
 
    “But where would we go?” the black haired man asked. 
 
    “We can figure that out after we’ve eliminated the rest of the soldiers,” I told him.  
 
    “But we don’t have any guns,” the brown haired woman protested. 
 
    “How will we protect ourselves if you leave?” 
 
    “You can barricade the door,” Paige suggested.  
 
    “This shouldn’t take long,” Tara added with a cocky smile. 
 
    “The rest of the soldiers are in the main building,” I told them. 
 
    “You’ll be safe here until this is over.” 
 
    “We’ll make sure to announce ourselves when we come back,” Anna said.  
 
    “I know there is a lot to consider,” I told the group. “But right now my people are out there holding off the men in the building. We need to go get this taken care of.” 
 
    “You’ll come back though, right?” the red bearded man asked quickly. 
 
    “I assure you, we will be back,” I told him with a hand out to calm him. “We’ll figure everything out after these assholes are dealt with.” 
 
     “I know you’re scared,” Tara said softly as she stepped toward the group. “But you’re going to be fine. We’re going to get these fuckers and we’ll come right back for you. I promise.”  
 
    The way she looked at the women must have given them some comfort because the group nodded their heads. 
 
    “Okay,” Anna said. “Let’s go check on Rolly and Bailey.” 
 
    “Stay safe,” I told the civilians before I opened the gym doors and walked outside. As we came out, I only heard three rounds go off from Rolly and Bailey’s direction so I looked at the windows of the main building, but I couldn’t make out any gun barrels.  
 
    “We’re going to make our way back to Rolly and Bailey,” I said as I turned to face my team. 
 
    “Should we go back along the fence line?” Paige asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “There doesn’t appear to be much fire coming from the building, but we don’t want to take any chances.” 
 
    “Right,” Anna agreed.  
 
    “Follow me,” I told them, and I started to follow the fence line back toward the guard towers. I scanned the dead bodies as we moved and thought we would probably be able to get some good gear from this mission, but if anything we would have the two trucks that were in the yard, though I wasn’t sure how much damage they had taken in the initial fight and how much gas they had left.  
 
    We reached Bailey first, and I called out to make her aware of our presence. 
 
    “Hey,” I said. “It’s us.” 
 
    “Hey,” Bailey said, but she didn’t look up from her scope. 
 
    “How’s things going over here?” I asked the pretty blonde hippie. 
 
    “It seems like most of them have fallen back from the windows,” she announced.  
 
    “Any sign of The Colonel?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” she said, and then she pursed her lips. “I haven’t even heard anyone yelling orders.” 
 
    “Man, these guys are so unorganized,” Tara scoffed.  
 
    “Yeah,” Anna agreed. “We would have had a plan for this the first day.” 
 
    “Well these guys don’t appear to be the brightest bulbs in the shed,” Rolly called out. 
 
    “Or the bravest,” I agreed. “They’re probably just playing turtle right now.” 
 
    “You mean they’re just, like, gonna sit in there and wait for us to attack them again?” Tara asked. 
 
    “Probably,” I nodded. “What would you do in this situation?” 
 
    “Not that,” Tara said with a shrug. “Bunch of pussies.”  
 
    Anna laughed, and then lightly elbowed her friend as they smiled at each other. 
 
    “I mean, it makes sense,” Bailey chimed in. “We have taken out a lot of their men already.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rolly agreed. “I might not be the bravest in that situation either.” 
 
    I smiled up at Rolly. This old man had already proven himself to be one of the bravest men I’d ever seen, he had to be in his seventies, but he was still out here putting up one hell of a fight.  
 
    “I don’t believe that for a second,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Yeah,” Anna added. “What’s that they say? You’re a tough old dog.” 
 
    “Pretty sure it’s bird,” Rolly laughed but didn’t look away from the windows. “So, what do we do now, boss?” 
 
    “We stick to the plan,” I said. “More guys got in there than we wanted, but we knew there would be men in the buildings, regardless.”  
 
    “So we breach the building,” Paige said.  
 
    “Yes,” I agreed. “The Colonel must be in there.” 
 
    “The lady in the gym said his office was in the teacher’s lounge,”Anna reminded me.  
 
    “Right,” I said. “If we can get to him, we should be able to end this quick.” 
 
    “Those dicks are pretty hell bent on protecting him,” Bailey piped up as she took out a guy who had tried to sneak his way into the window. 
 
    “They may be dogs, but they’re loyal dogs,” I said. 
 
    “Hey now,” Paige said. “There’s no reason to insult dogs.” 
 
    “Right,” I allowed myself to laugh, and then I put my serious face back on. “Now, let’s get down to business. Rolly and Bailey, keep kickin ass. Tara, Paige, Anna, you’re with me again.” 
 
    “You got it chief,” Rolly shouted. 
 
    “Oh, and Rolly,” I called up. “If you think you can manage that .50 cal go right ahead.” 
 
     “I think I can handle it,” he said, and the old man flashed a toothy smile that made his wrinkles grow deeper. 
 
    “You sure you can handle that thing?” Anna asked with a wry smile as Rolly moved toward the .50 cal.  
 
    “Oh yeah,” he said with a grin.  
 
    Bailey kept her MK14 pointed at the windows of the main building.   
 
    “I got you,” the blonde hippie called. “Go for it.” 
 
    “Ready?” I asked my team. 
 
    “Let’s do this,” Anna said. 
 
    “Fuck yeah,” Tara responded. 
 
    “These bastards are in for it,” Paige smiled. 
 
    “Alright,” I clapped and reached for my pistol. “Let’s go.”  
 
    We raced across the yard to the front of the main building. The guys must have moved back into one of the classrooms because neither Bailey nor Rolly fired as we made our way across the lawn. 
 
    Just as we reached the front door I heard gunfire from behind me, so I flipped around to see three men trying to make their way toward the tower where Bailey was posted.  
 
    “Shit,” I said as I raised my pistol and started to run back toward the tower. 
 
    These assholes must have gone around the back and found another way. Maybe they were smarter than we gave them credit for. How did they slip past us, and why didn’t they shoot at us when we were standing by the tower?  
 
    The shots had intensified as I ran, and I saw Bailey duck behind the dead guy once more.  
 
    They wanted the .50 cal.  
 
    Rolly quickly took aim and used the .50 cal to suppress them and one guy went down in an explosion of gore, but it didn’t deter the other two.  
 
    “They’re after Bailey and Rolly,” Anna said as she ran beside me. 
 
    “What do we do?” Paige asked as she breathed heavily. 
 
    “How many guys are there?” Tara asked. 
 
    “Two,” I stated. “We’ve got to take them out before Bailey or Rolly gets hurt.” 
 
    “Are they okay now?” Anna asked, and I could hear the worry in her voice. 
 
    “They’re okay,” I nodded. “Bailey ducked behind the guard we took out and Rolly has the .50 cal. As long as he doesn’t go through that ammunition box he should be fine. Paige, fall back to the tree where the guy yelling orders was. Keep an eye on the windows and the side of the building.” 
 
    “On it,” she said as she started to run toward the tree. 
 
    “Where do you want us?” Anna asked as she kept pace with me. 
 
    Just then Rolly let out a burst of suppression fire, and I grabbed Anna and Tara and took them to the ground with me. The last thing we needed was to get hit by a stray bullet.  
 
    Rolly was in a bad position, and at the rate he was firing he would have to reload soon, and the two guys could use that time to take him out.  
 
    Bailey needed to keep cover so she wouldn’t be much help to him. 
 
    “Fuck,” I said through clenched teeth. 
 
    “We’re in deep shit, aren’t we?” Tara asked. 
 
    “It’s not good,” I said. “Rolly is going to need to reload soon.” 
 
    “What can we do?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Tara,” I started. “Head towards Paige’s tree and go around by the wood pile. When you have an opportunity, take them out, but use your silenced pistol. Don’t let them hear you coming.” 
 
    “I’m on it,” she said and then she crawled toward Paige. 
 
    The two men had taken cover behind a pile of un-chopped wood, but I didn’t have an angle to get a kill shot.  
 
    Just then Rolly’s firing stopped, and I heard him curse before he ducked behind the dead man in the tower.  
 
    The two soldiers opened fire, and one aimed directly at the towers.  
 
    “We need to cover Rolly,” I said to Anna.  
 
    “I don’t have a shot on these guys,” Anna said. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I told her. “We don’t need a clear shot, we just need them to duck down and stop firing.” 
 
    “How will that help Rolly?” she asked. 
 
    “If we can suppress these guys for a minute, then he may be able to reload that .50 cal,” I said. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if Rolly knew how to do that, but I had faith in the old geezer. 
 
    “Okay,” she nodded. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    Anna lined up Rolly’s M4A1 and waited for my go ahead.  
 
    “Now,” I said, and we both opened fire toward where the men had taken cover.  
 
    As we fired, I saw Rolly make his way back to the .50 cal, but he struggled to get the thing loaded, and Anna and I would need new magazines soon.  
 
    The two men made their way to the truck, and I tried to get a shot, but they were quick, and all I managed to do was put a hole in the vehicle.  
 
    They were getting closer to Bailey and Rolly, but it looked like the old man almost had the .50 cal reloaded, until he was forced to take cover as the guards opened fire once more. 
 
    “We’re gonna have to move in,” I told Anna.  
 
    “Okay,” she said through a clenched jaw. “Let’s get these fucks.”  
 
    “We’re going to make our way to the pile of un-chopped wood the soldiers were just behind,” I told her. “Stay low and use the shadows to remain out of sight.” 
 
    “Right,” she said as she moved into a crouched position.  
 
    “Follow me,” I said and then started to make my way toward the wood. 
 
    “Wooo-hooo,” one of the soldiers yelled out from behind the truck. 
 
    “Are you all going to give up or do I need to kill your friends in the tower up there?” 
 
    I knew he was bluffing because if he had a clear shot on Bailey or Rolly he would have taken it by now. They wanted the .50 cals and killing a couple of us to get them wouldn’t be an issue for these assholes.  
 
    “Fuck off!” I heard Paige yell from her position behind the tree. 
 
    Anna and I made our way to the wood without being seen, and I pulled her down to me. 
 
    “Oh, they’re feisty,” I heard the other soldier yell in response to Paige. “Let’s see how feisty you are with a bullet in your face!” 
 
    He let out a spray of gunfire toward the main building.  
 
    “Dude!” the first guy yelled.  
 
    “What?” the second asked. 
 
    “The Colonel is in that building, you dumbass,” the first guy whispered loud enough for us to hear. “Just focus on covering me.” 
 
    “Whatever,” the second guy responded.  
 
     “We don’t want them to know we’re here,” I whispered to Anna. 
 
    “What do we do now?” she asked as she lowered herself even further. 
 
    I heard a loud rifle shot and realized that Bailey must have got a round off. The shot was followed by a loud ping, and I assumed the bullet hit the truck. 
 
     “What the fuck man!” one of the soldiers screamed. 
 
    “What?” the other one snapped. 
 
    “She fuckin shot me in the foot!” he hollered, and I thought I could hear him jumping up and down. 
 
    “She shot you?” the other guy asked. 
 
    “Yeah, that fuckin blonde bitch up there shot me in the fuckin foot!” he screamed. 
 
    “Calm down man,” the first told him. “At least it wasn’t your head.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Howder,” the shot guy said with a sarcastic tone. “You must not have heard me. I’ve been fucking shot! In the fucking foot!” 
 
    Anna put her hand over her mouth to keep from laughing at the man’s outrage. 
 
    I knew at that point that these assholes had probably never seen real action. In a stationary position a shot to the foot was a signal to keep going, and it only really became an issue when you needed to run.  
 
    I looked over the wood pile but couldn’t see the men, they must have been crouched behind the truck.  
 
    “Fuck off Richardson,” Howder spat. “I’ll let you take her down. Will that make you feel better?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” Richardson said. “Fuck that little bitch. I’m gonna do a lot more than just shoot her.”  
 
    With that comment Anna moved to stand, but I steadied her with my arm. 
 
    “We need to wait for our moment,” I told her. 
 
    “Can’t we get a shot now?” she asked. 
 
    “No,” I told her as I looked over the wood pile again. “They’re crouched behind the truck.” 
 
    “What about Tara?” Anna whispered.  
 
    “We have to trust that she’s in position,” I told her. 
 
    Anna nodded and lifted her head next to mine, and then we watched as one of the soldiers stood and let off a few rounds at Bailey’s tower.  
 
    “I’m going to try to talk to them,” I said.  
 
    “What?” Anna hissed, and her eyes narrowed.  
 
    “I won’t be able to talk them down,” I stated. “But maybe they’ll move into your line of sight. Get ready, and when you have the shot take it.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said, and she lined up Rolly’s rifle.  
 
    “Just try to take out both of them quickly,” I whispered.  
 
    “On it,” she said with a curt nod.   
 
    “Hey,” I called out to the guards. “Let’s make a deal.” 
 
    “Did you give us the chance to make a deal when you attacked our camp, you dick?” Richardson asked. 
 
    “Nope,” I said. “But all we wanted was the civilians freed.” 
 
    “Fuck you man,” Howder shouted. “We’re not keeping them hostage. We’re keeping those assholes fed.” 
 
    “You’re rapists,” Bailey called out from behind the dead man in the tower. 
 
    “The fuck we are,” Howder shouted. “We’re just taking what’s owed to us.” 
 
    “Look boys,” I called out; I was getting more pissed with these idiots by the second. “Let’s make a deal. Nobody else needs to die here.”  
 
    “Why the fuck should we make a deal with you?” Richardson called back. 
 
    “Because we can help you,” I said. “We have plenty of supplies and even a shower at our compound.”  
 
    “We have supplies here you asshole,” Richardson said. 
 
    “Maybe so,” I called back. “But not enough considering you all were stealing from farmers.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” Howder shouted. “We have our orders.” 
 
    “From who?” I called back. “From that douchebag Colonel you all are blindly following? Just look at the shit show he led you guys get into.” 
 
    “You got us into this,” Howder hollered. “And now half our fucking team is dead, and Richardson is shot in the foot.” 
 
    “They aren’t moving,” Anna whispered to me, I thought maybe if I stalled long enough Bailey could get another shot off. 
 
    “You got yourselves into this boys,” I said. “You know what you’re doing is wrong.” 
 
    “And who made you the god of right and wrong?” Richardson called out. 
 
    “Yeah, I bet--” Howder’s words were cut short, and I heard Richardson curse from behind the truck, then everything went quiet for a moment. 
 
    “Okay,” I heard Tara call out. “It’s all clear.”  
 
    “Paige,” I hollered. “How you doin over there?” 
 
    “No signs of movement,” she called back. 
 
     “Anna, Tara, come on,” I yelled out, we needed to make this quick, I didn’t want anyone else sneaking past us. “Bailey, scan the sides of the buildings and make sure this doesn’t happen again.” 
 
    “Right,” she called out. “I’m sorry, Tav.” 
 
    “Shit happens,” I said. “It’s not your fault. Are you hurt?” 
 
    “No, I’m okay,” she called down. 
 
    “Rolly?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m good,” he said as he worked to finish reloading the .50 cal. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Anna, Tara, let’s make our way back to Paige. Stay low and stay hidden.” 
 
    “I think I can manage,” Tara said with a smug smile. 
 
    “You did good,” I told her. “But don’t get a big head. I need you on your game.” 
 
    “Shit,” she said. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said, and I started to creep toward the tree where Paige had taken cover. 
 
    “Don’t shoot,” I said when we were almost to Paige’s position. 
 
    “We’re coming to get you.” 
 
    “Oh, thank god,” she muttered. “It was getting kinda boring over here.” 
 
    “Well we’re about to breach this building,” I told her. “So get ready for some action.” 
 
    “I’ve been ready,” she grinned and pushed up her glasses. 
 
    The four of us headed to the front doors of the main building, but I stopped just outside the front doors. This was the first time we had gone into a place where we knew for certain there were armed enemies, and I wanted to remind my team of how dangerous this was. 
 
     “We’re going into enemy territory,” I told them, and I could see in their eyes that they were worried, but I knew they were trying their best to be brave. “We’ll do exactly like we practiced and clear the building.” 
 
    “We’re ready,” Anna said with a nod. 
 
    “I don’t doubt it,” I said. “But what are our rules?” 
 
    “Stick to your zone,” Paige said, and her messy brunette bun bobbed as she nodded. 
 
    “Right,” Tara chimed in. “And never sweep your friend.” 
 
    “There should only be soldiers in there now,” I said. “But in case there are civilians make sure that you don’t shoot anyone out of uniform unless they are armed.” 
 
    “Couldn’t a civilian be armed?” Paige asked. 
 
    “Unlikely,” I shook my head. “Even in a time like this they wouldn’t want to give a civilian a gun.” 
 
    “Probably because they know they’d just shoot them,” Tara said as she looked from side to side. 
 
    “There shouldn’t be any civilians in there,” I repeated. “But just in case, I want you to be on guard.” 
 
    “What’s our order?” Paige asked. 
 
    “We’ll use the same order as the gym,” I told her. “Everybody remember their places?” 
 
    “Yup,” Anna said. 
 
    “I was third,” Tara added. 
 
    “Second,” Paige said. 
 
    “Right,” I confirmed. “Now, there should be a hallway that leads left and right in here. I’ll flank down to the hallway opening and scan my side.” 
 
    “And I’ll do the right side,” Paige said. 
 
    “Tara and I will cover the office to the left and the classroom to the right,” Anna said, her voice all authority. 
 
    “Yes,” I told her. “When you’re clear make your way to Paige and me, we’ll go down each hallway in two-man teams and clear the rooms.” 
 
    “Got it,” Anna nodded.  
 
    “Let’s go kill these fucks,” Tara grinned. 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “Do it just like we practiced, and you’ll be fine. Just remember this place is hot.” 
 
    “Not as hot as you,” Tara said with a wink. 
 
    “Jesus,” Anna groaned. “Now, really?” 
 
    “What,” Tara said. “You can’t set me up like that.”  
 
    “I mean it was pretty easy,” Paige laughed. 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “We had our laugh, now it’s time to focus up.” 
 
    “Right,” Anna said. “Let’s go kick some ass.”  
 
    My girls and I raised our weapons, then I opened the door and flanked up and to the left. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    The darkness of the room made it almost impossible to tell where the hallway was. I heard Paige follow me in and flank to the right, and I felt along the wall as I made my way to the split at the top and scanned for soldiers.  
 
     “Clear?” I whispered once the door shut and no shots had been fired. 
 
    “Clear here,” Paige said. 
 
    “Me too,” Tara added. 
 
    “And me,” Anna chimed in. 
 
    “Okay,” I started. “We have to move fast. The Colonel should be in the teachers’ lounge. It’s at the end of the left hallway.” 
 
    “It’s so hard to see in here,” Tara huffed. 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige agreed. “How are we going to clear all the classrooms?” 
 
    “We’ll do it together,” I told her, but the girls were right, this darkness was dangerous. The room was pitch black, and even my eyes were having trouble with the light adjustment. 
 
    “Can’t we use flashlights?” Anna asked. 
 
    “No,” I said. “We don’t want to give them a beacon to our location if they decide to attack.” 
 
    “So we clear each room together?” Tara asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Let’s start with the hallway to the right where Paige is.” 
 
    I didn’t like this plan, it was going to take up far too much time and a million things could go wrong, but it seemed we didn’t have any other choice. Men could be hiding in any of these rooms, and if one of my girls went in there alone, there was a chance they wouldn’t make it out. We were safer in a group. 
 
    “Let’s do a three-man group,” I whispered. “Paige, hold your position and make sure no one comes out from any of the other rooms.” 
 
    “I’m on it,” she said. 
 
    “If you come under fire, you get into the nearest classroom quick,” I told her. 
 
    “Okay,” she nodded. 
 
    “Anna, Tara, you’re with me,” I started. “We’re going to clear the classrooms in Paige’s hallway.” 
 
    “But aren’t the guards in the teachers’ lounge?” Tara asked. “Why do we need to clear these classrooms?”  
 
    “We can’t be sure that all of them are back there,” Anna explained. “If we run in there headfirst, and they are in the classrooms, then we’re essentially trapping ourselves.” 
 
    I smiled at Anna. She was picking this stuff up quick.  
 
    “She’s right,” I said. “We need to figure out where the enemy is before we attack.” 
 
    “What if we find someone?” Tara asked. 
 
    “We take them out,” I responded. 
 
    “Should we try to keep anyone alive for intel?” Anna asked. 
 
    “No,” I said. “That’s probably too risky. We don’t want to give them the opportunity to do something stupid.” 
 
    “Pretty sure that ship has sailed,” Paige muttered. 
 
    “True,” I responded. “But I meant something like shoot one of us.” 
 
    “Good point,” Anna said. 
 
    “Let’s do this then,” Tara added. 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “We’ll start at the farthest room. I go first and to the right corner, Tara goes second and to the left corner, Anna, you come up in the middle.” 
 
    “Got it,” Anna responded. 
 
    “Yup,” Tara said. “Come on.” 
 
    “We can’t rush this,” I said. “We need to be careful.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Tara sighed. “Sorry. I just really want to take these fuckers out.” 
 
    “We all do,” I told her with a smile. “Just keep your wits about you. Now, let’s go.” 
 
    We held onto the wall and crept down the dark hallway. 
 
     “You know your positions?” I asked them after we made it to the last classroom in the hallway. 
 
    “Yes,” they said in unison.  
 
    I didn’t respond, I simply opened the door and flanked to the right corner. I saw Tara come in and go left and Anna stay in the middle. 
 
    “Clear?” I asked. 
 
    “I think so,” Tara said. 
 
    “I’m going to turn my flashlight on,” I told them, “just to do a final scan. Make sure you’re ready to shoot.” 
 
    It was risky to turn the flashlight on, and the classroom was lit up by a window, but I wanted to make sure there was no one in there so I clicked the button on my flashlight and scanned the room. 
 
    “Okay,” I said and switched off my flashlight. “This room is clear.”  
 
    We cleared the other five classrooms in that hallway but didn’t run into anyone, so we made our way back to Paige’s position. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” Anna whispered.  
 
    “Yeah,” Tara added. “Like, where is everyone?” 
 
    “I don’t like it either,” I said. “My guess is that they’re all somewhere in the left hallway.” 
 
    “But if they’re in those classrooms, why haven’t they come out shooting yet?” Paige asked.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I told her. “But if The Colonel is in the teachers’ lounge, his men are probably near him.” 
 
    “But we still have to clear these classrooms, right?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I whispered. “But not seeing anyone on the right side means we’re probably going to see them on the left.” 
 
    My eyes had become better adjusted to the blackness, and in the darkness I could see Paige biting her lip.  
 
    “We’ll be fine,” I told them all. “Just remember your training. You did good in those other classrooms.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Tara said. “I’m still kinda nervous though.” 
 
    “Me too,” Paige added, and I could see she was mildly hyper-ventilating.  
 
    “We can do this,” Anna encouraged. “We’re badasses, remember?” 
 
    “That you are,” I said. “Now, let’s clear these rooms.” 
 
    “Do you want me to stay here?” Paige asked. 
 
    “Move to the other side of the hallway,” I told her. “Just keep an eye in each direction.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said and she bit her lip once more.  
 
    “You’ll do great,” I told her as I put my hand on her shoulder. “You always do.”  
 
    “I know,” she said. “I just wish we would find these assholes already.” 
 
    “Soon,” I told her, and then I turned to Anna and Tara. “Let’s go.” 
 
    We went into the first classroom on the left-hand side and followed the same protocol. I went first, Tara second, and Anna third. I had just clicked on my flashlight to do our final sweep when gunfire erupted from the hallway.  
 
    I heard Paige’s shotgun fire, and I knew she was in trouble. From the sounds of the gunfire they had all their men out there, and Paige was caught in the mix. I moved to the doorway with my rifle raised and I could see that Paige had switched to her pistol and was leaning out into the hallway while firing blindly.   
 
    I tried to get a shot on these guys but I couldn’t see anything from my position in the doorway.  
 
    “What do we do?” Anna asked, and I could hear the panic in her voice. 
 
    “Yeah,” Tara pushed. “Paige is out there!” 
 
    “I know,” I said, but I knew I needed to come up with a plan and I needed to do it quick. Where the hell had these assholes come from? We had cleared the first hallway, so they shouldn’t have been able to get behind us. “I’m going to get Paige.”  
 
    “Let’s get out there and kick some ass,” Tara chimed in. 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “It sounds like they have at least fifteen guys out there firing. We don’t stand a chance with the angle they’re attacking from.” 
 
    “So, what, we’re going to just hide in here?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Oh no,” I said. “We’re going to get these fucks, but I have to get Paige now.” 
 
    “We’ll cover you,” Tara said.  
 
    “You probably won’t be able to hit them,” I told her. “But keep shooting into the hallway anyways.” 
 
    With that I rushed out the door while Anna and Tara laid cover fire from the side of the doorway. The smell of sulfur was heavy in the hallway as I reached Paige, scooped her up, and rushed back into the classroom.  
 
    “Close the door!” I shouted as I ran in.  
 
    The firing continued in the hallway, and Tara and Anna quickly shut the door and grabbed a desk to put against it. 
 
     “Are you alright?” I asked and I set Paige down on a desk. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she nodded.  
 
    “Where the hell did they come from?” Anna asked as she rushed to Paige and me.  
 
    “I don’t know,” Paige answered. “All of a sudden they were just in the main hallway.” 
 
    “They couldn’t have come from outside,” Tara added. “Bailey and Rolly would have got them.”  
 
    “Unless…” Anna trailed off. 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “They’re fine. We would have seen light come in from the main doors if they came that way.” 
 
    “Is there a hallway we don’t know about?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Oh my god,” Paige said, and her eyes grew big. 
 
    “What?” Anna pushed. 
 
    “There’s probably a way to get into the office from the teachers’ lounge,” she said. 
 
    “How do you know?” Tara questioned. 
 
    “I was a TA in high school,” Paige answered. “I didn’t think about it until now, but I remember there was an entrance to the teachers’ lounge from the back of the office. There’s probably one here too.” 
 
    “So that’s how they came around,” Anna said. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Paige said as she looked at me. “I didn’t think about it.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I told her. “You did nothing wrong. We know now.” 
 
    “But how do we get out of here?” Tara asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Anna said. “We’ve kinda lost control of the situation now.” 
 
    “Not yet,” I said, and I gestured to the windows at the back of the classroom. 
 
    “Of course!” Anna said. “We can go out the windows and go around and surprise them.” 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “These windows are at the back of the school, so if we sneak around, we’ll be able to catch them off guard.” 
 
    “What about Rolly and Bailey?” Tara asked. “I really don’t want to get shot today.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I told her. “Rolly and Bailey both have good scopes. They’ll see that it’s us.”  
 
    “We have to trust them,” Anna added.  
 
    “Okay,” Tara said. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    I moved to the windows and tried to open one, but it looked like it had been painted shut, so I pulled out my knife to pry it open. We needed to do this quick, the gunfire was still going on in the hallway, and the door to our classroom was taking quite the beating. 
 
    Once the window was open, I helped Anna, Paige, and Tara through, and handed each of them their weapons after they landed on the other side. The girls fit through easily and waited for me, but I threw one leg out the window and realized I was too tall to crouch through, so I pulled my first leg back in and tried to put both legs out, but my chest was too large.  
 
    “Fuck,” I cursed.  
 
    “Tav’s too big,” Anna chuckled.  
 
    “Yeah he is,” Tara said and even though I couldn’t see her face I could hear the sexual tone in her voice.  
 
    “Now is so not the time,” Paige groaned.  
 
    “I told you guys you can’t set me up like that,” Tara smiled, and I could see her white teeth in the darkness.  
 
    “You’ll have to do this alone,” I told them as I put my head through the window opening. “I don’t like it, but there’s no way I’m going to fit.”  
 
    “We got this,” Anna assured me.  
 
    “Yeah,” Tara said. “Let us save your ass for once.” 
 
    “Be careful,” I told them. “Go in hot but remember your positions and aim for the head. These guys could have put vests on.”  
 
    “Okay,” Anna said as she took charge of the situation. “Let’s do this quick.” 
 
    “I’ll shoot from in here,” I told her. “It won’t make much of a difference, but it should keep them facing this direction.” 
 
    “Let’s go girls,” Anna said, and they disappeared around the building. 
 
    It had only been maybe three minutes since the soldiers attacked in the hallway, but they wouldn’t keep shooting forever with nothing to shoot at. I closed the window, aimed my rifle at the door, and started shooting. The gunfire in the hallway grew as they realized I was shooting back.  
 
    “I think there’s only one left alive in there,” I heard one of the guys shout. 
 
    “Let’s hope it’s one of the girls,” another laughed. 
 
    “Get that fucking door open!” someone yelled. 
 
    I kept shooting at the door, but I heard the firing die down outside, and the door started to bulge as someone on the other side tried to kick it open. I let off a couple more rounds to try to keep them coming for me.  
 
    “They’re still shooting in there!” someone yelled. 
 
    “So bust down that fucking door and take care of it!” another man called out.  
 
    “Who the fuck put you in charge?” I heard yet another man ask. 
 
    Military discipline seemed to have totally broken down, except for The Colonel. These douchebags were ridiculous, and I let off two more rounds at the door while they argued. 
 
    “Fuck this,” one guy said, and the door bulged once more. 
 
    It was going to break soon, and I didn’t want to be in their line of sight when that happened, so I moved to the far corner of the room along the wall that the door was on. I knew if anyone got in I would have a good line of sight to take them out before they saw me, so I reloaded my pistol.  
 
    The door bulged again, and the desk in front of it screeched along the floor as they finally got the door open. The first guy pushed his way in gun first, but as soon as his head was in view I took the shot, and his brains splattered on the wall behind him. 
 
    “Ah, shit,” one of the soldiers yelled. “Davis is down!” 
 
    “Fuck this guy!” one of the soldiers yelled, and a spray of bullets came through the doorway. 
 
    “Get the fuck in there!” someone yelled. “She can’t shoot all of us!” 
 
    “You fucking do it then,” the other guy responded. “I’m not taking a bullet to the head.” 
 
    “I’ll fucking shoot you myself if you don’t get your sorry ass in there!” another yelled. 
 
    “Fuck you!” I heard the other guy shout. 
 
    They were in a panic, so as long as the girls came in soon they could take advantage of the soldier’s fighting.  
 
    “Just get the fuck in there!” the wannabe NCO shouted.  
 
    “You get in there if you want it done so bad,” the other guy said. 
 
    “I swear to fucking God--” the first guy’s words were cut short by the loud bang of Paige’s shotgun, and I knew the girls had made it.  
 
    “How many of these fucks are there?” one of the soldiers yelled. 
 
    I stayed in position in case any other guards wanted to try to hold up in this room, but no one tried, and I heard the gunfire in the hallway get louder. 
 
    “What the fuck!” one of the soldiers yelled. 
 
    “They’re in the office!” another one called out. 
 
    “Fuck them up!” someone hollered.  
 
    “Come and try!” I heard Tara call back, and I smiled at her sassiness.  
 
    It sounded like my girls were doing well out there, but the sound of gunshots continued for another minute before the guys figured they had enough. 
 
    “Fall back!” someone yelled. 
 
    “Get to the lounge!” another called. 
 
    I rushed to the door of the classroom and stepped over the unlucky bastard who had tried to make his way in, then I turned and fired at the men running down the hallway. I took down two of them before the others made their way into the teachers’ lounge.  
 
    “You okay?” Anna asked as she ran over to me. 
 
    I knew the soldiers had retreated, but it was good to hear her voice. I wouldn’t feel complete relief until I knew Tara and Paige were okay too, though. 
 
    “I’m okay,” I said. “Everyone accounted for?” 
 
    “All good,” I heard Paige call out before she emerged from the hallway and made her way to Anna and me. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to thank us for saving you?” Tara laughed as she joined us from her post in the office. 
 
    “You did great,” I said as I grinned at the girls. 
 
    Just then I heard a door shut down the right hallway and the girls spun around with their pistols aimed high. 
 
    “Shhh,” I put my finger to my lips and motioned for them to follow me. 
 
    I grabbed Anna’s shoulder and pointed at the main door and the hallway leading to the teachers’ lounge. Anna nodded her understanding, and I led Tara and Paige down the hallway to the right.  
 
    I stopped at the first classroom door and listened but heard nothing. The next door was the same, but when I paused at the third door, I heard heavy breathing on the other side.  
 
    I turned to Tara and Paige and when Tara moved to speak I held up a finger to stop her, then I reached for the door handle and slowly turned it. The only sound was the small click as the handle turned.  
 
    I listened for another moment and I could hear the man breathe, I was sure he was just on the other side, so I pulled my knife from my hip and shoved the door open as hard as I could. The man stumbled and fell to the ground but before he could raise his automatic rifle, I was on him and had my knife at his throat. 
 
    “Please don’t kill--” his words were cut short as I sliced through his jugular. I felt his hot blood land on the arm that I held him with before I dropped his lifeless body to the floor. 
 
    Paige stood in the doorway and Tara stood next to her with her hand on her hip as she smirked at me. 
 
    “No fair,” she said as I walked past her and made my way to Anna. “If I knew you were going to take him out with your knife, I would have done it myself.” 
 
    “Don’t get greedy now,” I laughed. “You just took out the guys in the hallway. I had to do something. So what’s the damage out here?” 
 
    “We got about half of them,” Anna said. “The others ran into the teachers’ lounge.” 
 
    “Did you get a count?” I asked. 
 
    “There were about twenty of them in the hallway,” Paige answered. 
 
    I looked down at the floor and counted nine bodies, and the one in the other room made ten.  
 
    “Good work,” I told them. “I’m really proud of you. Is anyone hurt?” 
 
    “I have a little graze on my arm,” Anna said with a shrug. 
 
    “What!” Paige whispered fervently, “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “It’s not a big deal,” Anna said. 
 
    “Let me see it,” I said, and I shined the flashlight on her. 
 
    “It’s pretty mild,” Paige said after she inspected the wound. “I’ll need to clean it up though.” 
 
    “That’ll have to wait,” I said. “We need to take out the guys in the lounge.” 
 
    “You can thank us later for saving you,” Tara said with a wink.  
 
    “I’ll be sure to do that,” I laughed.  
 
    “I’ll take a thank you too,” Anna said with a wry smile. 
 
    “Me too,” Paige grinned. 
 
    After all the work the girls had put in, they deserved some R&R once this was over. Unfortunately, we weren’t out of hot water yet. 
 
    “Let’s take care of the guys in the lounge first,” I chuckled. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    “So do we clear this hallway now?” Anna asked as she tossed her head to the left. 
 
    “No,” I said. “We know they’re in the teachers’ lounge now. The Colonel has got to be in there with them.” 
 
    “Do you think The Colonel has information on the EMP?” Paige asked. 
 
    “I hope so,” I answered. “He may have information on the National Guard camp too.” 
 
    “Right,” Tara said. “Maybe we can figure out what it’s like there.” 
 
    “We may have more civilians to save,” Paige said.  
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “But let’s focus on getting through this first.” 
 
    “Okay,” Anna commanded. “Let’s get in formation to breach.” 
 
    I found it super-hot when Anna gave orders like that, but I had to cut her off.  
 
    “We’re not going to clear it,” I told her.  
 
    Paige and Tara had followed her orders and were already getting in line. 
 
    “Why aren’t we going to clear it?” Paige asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Tara said. “There’s only like ten dudes in there. We got this.” 
 
    “I believe in us too,” I chuckled. “But ten guys is a lot considering we’re only four.” 
 
    “We just took out all these assholes though,” Paige added, and she gestured to the floor that was littered with bodies. 
 
    “Yes,” I whispered. “But you had the element of surprise then.” 
 
    “They know we’re coming now,” Anna said in hushed tones. 
 
    “So what do we do?” Tara asked. 
 
    “Should we try to sneak in through the hallway in the office?” Paige questioned.  
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “They’ll all have guns pointed at both doors. We would be walking into our own deaths.” 
 
    “Do we wait it out then?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Follow me,” I grinned. “You’ll know what to do.” 
 
    “Wait,” Tara whispered. “You’re not going to tell us the plan?” 
 
    “You’ll see,” I said.  
 
    I knew once the girls saw what I was doing they would know exactly how to respond. They had to learn how to think on their feet sometimes, and right now they weren’t in any danger. If they needed help, I’d tell them what to do, but I wanted to see how they responded to the situation. 
 
    I crept down the hallway to the teachers’ lounge door, then I looked at my girls and noticed how they all eyed me intently. I turned the handle on the door and felt no resistance, but gunshots from inside the room erupted at the door. 
 
    “Fuck you asshole!” one soldier yelled. 
 
    “Yeah, come in here and face us like a man!” another called out. 
 
    I pulled a grenade from my vest. 
 
    The girls smiled and readied their guns. Anna and Tara opted for their pistols, but Paige reloaded her shotgun. 
 
    “I’ll give you one chance,” I called out. “Where is The Colonel?” 
 
    “How about we give you one chance to drop your weapons,” a soldier called out. “And maybe we won’t kill you on the spot.” 
 
    “Who the fuck does this guy think he is?” another voice asked. 
 
    “Your worst nightmare!” Tara yelled. 
 
    I looked at her with surprise, and she smiled. 
 
    “What?” she whispered. “I’ve always wanted to say that.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” someone yelled behind the door. “We’ll take good care of those girls you got with you.” 
 
    The others laughed, and I felt my jaw clench. These low life scum had pissed off the wrong man today. They thought they were so badass for taking advantage of civilians, and I was ashamed to call them soldiers.  
 
    I gestured for the girls to crouch down to shield themselves from the explosion, and they all went into a hunter’s squat, keeping their weapons in front of them.  
 
    I pulled the pin on the grenade, opened the door to the lounge and tossed the grenade in before closing the door and crouching low.  
 
    “Grenade!” one of the men yelled. 
 
    “Get down!” a gruff voice called that I hadn’t heard before, and I figured it must be The Colonel.  
 
    The grenade went off, and the sound was echoed by the screams of men.  
 
    “You know what to do?” I asked the girls. 
 
    “You could’ve just told us about the grenade,” Anna said with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “Where’s the fun in that?” I grinned.  
 
    “Let’s get these fucks,” Tara said. 
 
    “What’s left of them anyway,” Paige said with a smile.  
 
    “Let’s go,” I whispered and then I stood up and readied my pistol.  
 
    I gestured to my girls that I would go left once more. They all nodded, and I was sure they knew what to do, so I breached the room with my pistol in front of me and flanked left. Paige followed to the right, then Tara, then Anna.  
 
    I counted six dead men, or at least pieces of them. The others were moaning on the ground drenched in blood. I clicked on my flashlight and scanned the room. None of these men were in any condition to fight back, one soldier reached for his gun, but he started to cough up blood from having to bend his torso, and Tara took him out with a head shot from her silenced pistol. 
 
    I continued to scan the area and there, in the right-hand corner across from Paige I saw a man in his full dress uniform barely standing. He was bloody from the grenade, but I managed to spot the silver eagle on his shoulder and a shotgun about a foot away from him on the floor.  
 
    “Looks like we’ve found our guy,” I said and I kept the flashlight fixed on the man. He had a grey buzzcut keeping with true military fashion, and his left side was badly burned from the explosion.  
 
    “How can you tell?” Tara asked. 
 
    “The silver eagle,” I told her, and I shined my light on his shoulder patch.  
 
    “Fuck this guy then,” Tara said as she raised her silenced pistol. 
 
    “Wait,” I put out a hand to stop her. “We may be able to learn a thing or two from him before he dies. But keep your guns on him.” 
 
    “Fuck. You.” The Colonel laughed until he coughed up blood, then he laughed some more.  
 
    “This guy is creeping me out,” Paige whispered as her face twisted into a grimace. 
 
    I didn’t blame her for being creeped out. Something about this asshole’s laugh was eerie as hell and his appearance only added to the horror movie vibe. His left side was so badly burned it reminded me of Harvey Dent from the old Batman comics.  
 
    “Why did you leave the National Guard camp in Burlington and come out here?” I asked the grey haired man.  
 
    “Alright,” the old man said. “I’ll tell you…” he trailed off in a fit of coughing then he leaned down to spit up blood but as he did so he reached for the shotgun on the floor next to him.  
 
     Before the man could reach the weapon Tara put a shot through his kneecap, and he fell to the floor.  
 
    “Tell us what you know about the EMP,” I said to the man. 
 
     “You all have no idea,” he said between ragged breaths, he laughed again, and a string of blood and saliva hung from his mouth. 
 
    “What do you know?” I asked again as I moved closer to the man. 
 
    “Whatever little haven you’ve made yourselves, it’s pointless,” he laughed. “You have no idea what’s coming.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Tara asked. 
 
    “You’re all already dead,” the man laughed again. 
 
    “What do you know?” I asked once more. 
 
    The man looked at me for a long second. Then he laughed again as he coughed up blood.  
 
    “I don’t think he wants to talk,” Paige said. 
 
    “What do we do now?” Anna asked. 
 
    “If he doesn’t want to talk, he’s no use to us,” I said. “Tyrants don’t belong in America, especially if they used to serve under its flag.” 
 
    I stood up and raised my pistol at the man’s head.  
 
    “What’re you waitin--” his words were cut off as I put three rounds in his head. Normally I wouldn’t waste bullets like that, but this guy had royally pissed me off, and it felt good to add a little insult to his death. 
 
    The Colonel’s dead eyes stared straight up at me. It was a gory sight, but it was made all the more disturbing when I recalled his crazy ass laugh. 
 
    “What a waste of a human being,” Tara sneered as she looked at the dead man. 
 
    “It’s even worse that he was supposed to be a soldier,” Paige added. 
 
    “Not all soldiers can be as good as Tav,” Anna said, and she gave me a big smile.  
 
    My girls were covered in dirt, and blood, but they all still looked sexy as hell standing over these dead fucks.  
 
     “Paige, can you patch up Anna?” I asked as I moved around the room and found a couple of lamps to light.  
 
    “Of course,” Paige said, and she set her pack down to retrieve her first aid kit.  
 
    “It’s really not that bad,” Anna protested. 
 
    “We can’t afford any risk of infection,” Paige told her. “Now sit down and let me play doctor.” 
 
    “Ooh, I’m down to play doctor,” Tara said, and she licked her lips as she looked at me. 
 
    “Hey,” Paige laughed. “I’m the doctor here. Find your own role play scenario.” 
 
    “But who’s going to check me for injuries?” Tara pouted.  
 
    “Um, me?” Paige said as she opened the first aid kit. 
 
    “So you’re saying we can play doctor together?” Tara lifted an eyebrow at her bookish friend. 
 
    “Now that I would love to see,” I grinned at the girls. 
 
    “I’m sure you would,” Anna laughed, and then she winced as Paige applied peroxide to the wound. 
 
    “I’m sure Tav could make room for another patient,” Tara offered with a wink. 
 
    “The doctor is always in,” I chuckled. 
 
    “I think I’ve seen you naked enough times,” Anna said to Tara with a smile.  
 
    “Suit yourself,” Tara said with a shrug. “It’s a pretty spectacular sight.” 
 
    Tara always knew how to get my engine going, even the way she talked turned me on. It had been a long night, and I would need some stress relief once it was over. 
 
    “Does she need stitches?” I asked Paige to take my mind off the thought of a naked Tara. 
 
    “No,” Paige shook her head. “I don’t think so. It’s just a graze.” 
 
    “I told you it wasn’t bad,” Anna said. “We should finish this up.” 
 
    “Paige, are you almost done?” I asked. 
 
    “Yup,” the brunette said. “I’m just going to wrap it up for now. We’ll check it out again after all this is over.” 
 
    Paige worked quickly to wrap Anna’s arm, and when she was done, she gave her friend a squeeze on her knee. 
 
    “All set,” she told her with a smile. 
 
    “Thanks, Paige,” Anna returned the smile. 
 
    “Tara, Paige,” I said. “Scan the area and see if you can find anyone still alive who feels a bit more chatty than this asshole.” I gestured to the dead Colonel in the corner.  
 
    “On it, boss,” Tara said as she gave me a sloppy salute, but she paused and looked at me after she stepped over a still moaning soldier.  
 
    “Why don’t we interrogate these guys?” Paige asked as she looked down at the groaning man.  
 
    “Try,” I shrugged. None of these men were going to be up for talking, they were already in shock and they probably weren’t lucid enough to answer any questions. 
 
     “Why did you leave the National Guard camp?” Paige asked as she bent down to the soldier.  
 
    The soldier didn’t respond, he just moaned again and tried to turn his face away from her.  
 
    Anna and I laughed at Paige’s failed interrogation. 
 
    “You could’ve just told me they were too far gone to talk,” Paige smirked, and she sent eye daggers at me. 
 
    “Yeah, but this was more fun,” I grinned.  
 
    “Should we kill these guys then?” Tara asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “They’ll be dead soon enough,” I responded. 
 
    “Besides,” Anna chimed in, “I don’t think they deserve the mercy of a quick death.” 
 
    “Should we tell Bailey and Rolly it’s safe?” Paige asked as she walked toward the door with Tara. 
 
    “Tell them we think we got everyone,” I said. “But have Bailey stay in the tower and keep an eye out anyway.”  
 
    “On it,” Paige called over her shoulder as she walked out into the hallway.  
 
    Anna sunk deeper into her chair as I made my way to a large table at the opposite end of the room. Between us lay ten dead or dying men, and the copper smell of blood hung in the air.  
 
    “Well, that was one hell of a night,” Anna said as she closed her eyes. 
 
    “You did good,” I told her. “I was proud of how you took charge.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she said, and she looked down to the floor. “There were a few times I wasn’t sure we were going to make it out alive.” 
 
    “But we did,” I grinned. “You all worked together as a team, and we’re all in one piece.” 
 
     “Well, mostly anyway,” Anna grinned and looked down at the blood on her arm. 
 
    I searched through the papers on the desk, but they were all in a mess from the explosion.  
 
    “What are you looking for?” Anna asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure yet,” I said. “Anything that can help us figure out where that EMP came from.” 
 
    “Do you think he would still have military info around here?” Anna asked. “I mean these guys did go rogue right?”  
 
    “They’re deserters,” I told her. “They left their post with the intention to not come back.”  
 
    “That gets to you, doesn’t it?” she asked in a soft voice. 
 
    “I can understand leaving your post if the people in charge were corrupt,” I said. “But I don’t understand leaving it to follow someone corrupt.” 
 
    “Not everyone is as good of a person as you are, Tav,” Anna said, and she gave me a small smile. 
 
    “I’m not that unique,” I said with a smile of my own. 
 
    “Oh please,” she scoffed. “You saved us the very first day you met us, and you helped us learn how to survive. We never even offered you anything for your help.” 
 
    “I think I’ve got plenty of thanks,” I laughed.  
 
    “You know what I mean,” Anna laughed back.  
 
    We both went quiet for a moment as we took in the room around us, and Anna’s eyes landed on The Colonel in the corner. 
 
    “I don’t like how that Colonel dick was talking,” she said. 
 
    “Neither do I,” I agreed.  
 
    “Do you think he’s right?” she asked.  
 
    “I think he thinks he was right,” I said. “But he doesn’t know what we’re capable of either.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Anna grinned. “We did kick some serious ass today.”  
 
    “We did pretty good,” I smiled at her. 
 
    “Pretty good?” she scoffed. 
 
    “Well yeah,” I said with a grin. “Great would mean none of us got a gunshot wound.” 
 
    “True,” she laughed. “These assholes just had to ruin our streak right at the end.” 
 
    The girls really had done a great job, and Rolly too. It was hard to believe that none of the ladies had even really shot a gun before I ran into them, and now they were a force to be reckoned with.  
 
    I watched Anna as she sat with her arms stretched out on both sides of the chair and had her head tilted back. Her long red braid hung over the back of the chair, almost hitting the floor, her eyes were closed, and her chest rose and fell softly with each breath. I knew she was tired, but she was a trooper. She had a gunshot wound in her arm, and she hadn’t complained once. She was shaping up to make a great second in command. 
 
    I let Anna rest her eyes for a moment more while I continued scanning the papers. There was nothing of use, it was all just bullshit notes about things they needed at the outpost and who was going with whom to get what. The only information this gave me was a count of the soldiers and their supplies. 
 
    I wondered how they knew about the farms or if they just happened across them while they were out scavenging. There had to be some real paperwork around here somewhere, but I hoped the girls managed to find a few injured soldiers I could interrogate just in case there wasn’t. 
 
    I stepped over the dying men and gently nudged Anna. 
 
    “Wha--” she said as her eyes snapped open. 
 
    “Wake up, sleepy head,” I joked. 
 
    “I wasn’t sleeping,” she grumbled. 
 
    “Let’s go see if Paige and Tara rustled us up some assholes to question,” I said. 
 
    “Do I get to be good cop or bad cop?” Anna laughed, then she stood up, and we headed out the door.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    The moon was high above the trees as we walked into the yard. The fires in the yard were still blazing, but I was thankful someone had moved the man who had fallen in earlier. I could no longer smell his flesh burning, and his charred body laid off to the side and smoke still rose from it.  
 
    “Looks like they found a few,” Anna said, and she pointed across the courtyard to Paige and Tara. 
 
    Bailey was still posted in the guard tower, but she waved to us when she saw us. Rolly must have been in the gym with the civilians. Tara and Paige had five soldiers tied up on their knees in front of the woodpile and they stood and talked in front of them, pistols in hand.  
 
    “Hey!” Tara called out when she saw us.  
 
    Anna and I made our way to the girls and took in the sight of the men.  
 
    “We found five,” Paige said. “They’re wounded, but we still tied them up.” 
 
    “Fuck you bitch,” one of the soldiers spat. 
 
    “Call my friend a bitch again, and I will shoot you so fast,” Tara seethed as she aimed her pistol at the man’s head. “We only need one of you.” 
 
    “Looks like Tara already called bad cop,” Anna whispered to me. 
 
    I wanted to laugh, but I had been in this situation before, and I didn’t want to give these guys any reason to think I was soft. 
 
    “She’s right,” I told the man grimly. “We only need one of you.” 
 
    The men looked at me with wide eyes. They wore camo pants and white T-shirts that were soaked with sweat and covered in dirt and blood. One guy had a serious head gash, and his whole face was covered in dried blood and another looked like he had taken a bullet to the shoulder.  
 
    “So, who’s going to talk?” I asked as I crossed my arms over my chest.  
 
    The men looked to one another and dropped their heads.  
 
    I knew it would be more difficult to get them to talk in a group, but they were all marked to die anyway, so I pulled out my pistol and shot the man who had called Paige a bitch. 
 
     “What the fuck, man!” One guy protested.  
 
    “Oh my god,” A red-haired man said, he looked like he was going to cry, and I realized I had found my talker. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Who wants to get out of this alive?” 
 
    “Don’t fuckin say anything, man!” The man with the shoulder wound said. “They’re gonna kill us anyway.” 
 
    I whipped around and hit the guy in the face hard with my pistol.  
 
    Shoulder Wound spat blood on the ground and nearly toppled forward.  
 
    “I’m going to ask one more time men,” I told them as I paced in front of the remaining four. “Who wants to live?” 
 
    I looked at each of them as I walked. The red haired man was visibly shaking, and I could see tears streaming down his face, so I knelt down in front of him.  
 
    “How about you?” I asked the man as I lifted my pistol in front of his face. “Do you want to live, son?”  
 
    The man began to sob louder, and it was truly a pitiful sight. Snot dripped from his nose and hung in a long strand down to his chin.  
 
    “Don’t fuckin do it O’Donnell!” Shoulder Wound yelled to him. 
 
    O’Donnell cried harder, and I stood up and slowly walked toward Shoulder Wound. 
 
    “I thought I made it clear,” I said as I turned around and faced the girls, “that I didn’t want to hear from you.” 
 
    “Fuck you man!” he yelled. “Who the fuck--” I whipped around and hit him once more with my pistol but far harder than the first time.  
 
    Shoulder Wound lurched forward and gasped in a deep breath. Fresh blood dripped from his mouth onto the ground in front of him.  
 
    “Now,” I said as I knelt back down in front of O’Donnell, “why are you all out here?” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” he sniveled. “Just please don’t kill me.” 
 
    “I won’t have to if you tell me what you know,” I said.  
 
    “We were The Colonel’s personal squad,” he started. “We left Burlington and took some civilians with us.” 
 
    “Yeah, as slaves,” Paige sneered behind me.  
 
    “Why did you leave Burlington?” I asked. 
 
    “The Colonel didn’t get along with the commanding officer,” he said.  
 
    “When did you leave?” I pushed. 
 
    “After the bikers disappeared,” he said, and he looked down as Shoulder Wound glared at him. 
 
    “Why did you bring the civilians?” Paige asked. “Why not just leave on your own?” 
 
    “We needed them for labor to fortify the camp,” the soldier with blood down his face answered for O’Donnell with a quiet voice. 
 
    “What the fuck, Johnson!” Shoulder Wound yelled.  
 
    “The Colonel is dead, you dipshit,” Bloody Face Johnson responded. “If I can make it out of this alive, I will.” 
 
    “He’s going to kill you anyway!” Shoulder Wound screamed. 
 
    “I’m going to kill you if you don’t shut the fuck up,” I told Shoulder Wound.  
 
    “But why the women?” Bailey asked from her post in the guard tower.  
 
    “Because they’re fucking rapists,” Anna said through clenched teeth.  
 
    “Whose idea was it to bring the women?” I asked Bloody Face Johnson. 
 
    “The Colonel,” he said. “He told us it was our treat for coming with him.”  
 
    “They weren’t all unwilling either,” Shoulder Wound sneered. “Some of them liked it.” 
 
    This guy was a real piece of shit. I looked over my shoulder to check on the girls, their faces were lit up with the fire light and all their eyes were cold as they stared at the asshole.  
 
    Rolly and the civilians had made their way out of the gym, and they were headed toward where we stood with the men.  
 
    “Paige?” I asked. “Can you get me a latex glove please?”  
 
    “Uh, sure,” she said, and I heard her unzip her bag.  
 
    I smiled at Shoulder Wound as I crouched in front of him and held my hand up over my shoulder. 
 
    “Here you go,” Paige said as she handed me the glove.  
 
    “Thank you, Paige,” I said and then I put the glove on.  
 
    “What the fuck are you gonna do with that?” Shoulder Wound asked. “You think a fucking glove makes you scary?” 
 
    “No,” I said, and I stabbed my index finger deep into the bullet hole in his shoulder and twisted it. “I think this does though.” 
 
    Shoulder Wound screamed in pain and fell to the ground. He bit his lip as he tried not to scream again, but I forced my finger further into the hole and he let out another screech.  
 
    Once he was on the ground, and I was sure he wasn’t going to interrupt me again I removed the latex glove, turned it inside out, and put it in my pocket, then I turned to Bloody Face again, and his face was pulled in a grimace as he watched Shoulder Wound on the ground. 
 
    “What do you know about the EMP?” I asked him.  
 
    “I-I don’t know,” he said.  
 
    I stared at him. 
 
    “I really don’t,” he repeated hastily. “I swear. Only The Colonel knows.” 
 
    “How do you know he knew?” I asked. 
 
    “He got orders a few days before we deserted,” another soldier with grown out shaggy blonde hair said, he had a pool of blood under his legs, and I figured he must have taken a shot in the shin. 
 
    “What did the orders say?” Anna asked from behind me. 
 
    “He didn’t tell us,” Bloody Face Johnson said. “The Colonel had been fighting with the commanding officer for a while.” 
 
    “Yeah,” the shaggy blonde one added. “They were arguing over the land around the camp.” 
 
    “Where are the orders about the EMP?” I asked. 
 
    “They’re probably in The Colonel’s room,” O’Donnell said.  
 
    “Traitors,” Shoulder Wound breathed from his place on the ground. 
 
    I stood up and put my boot on his face as Rolly and the civilians made their way to us.  
 
    “Thanks for the information, fellas,” I told them. 
 
    “Are you going to let us go now?” Bloody Face Johnson asked. 
 
    “Oh, no,” I told him. 
 
    “But you said you wouldn’t kill us,” O ‘Donnell cried. 
 
    “I did,” I nodded. “But I didn’t say they wouldn’t.” I gestured over to the civilians walking up. 
 
    “Pretty sure they deserve to kill their rapists,” Anna said.  
 
    “Yeah, poetic justice and all that,” Paige added.  
 
    I walked over to Rolly and clapped him on the shoulder. 
 
    “Good to see you, old timer,” I grinned at him.  
 
    “You too. Listen, uh,” the old man rubbed his neck as he talked, “these people have a lot of questions, and I don’t have all the answers.” 
 
    “No worries,” I told him. “I appreciate all you’ve done.” 
 
    I looked at the crowd behind him and by the light of the fires I could see the dirt and grime that covered the civilians from head to toe.  
 
    “We have four guys still alive over there,” I told the group. “We can take care of it, or we can leave it to you. What do you want to do?” 
 
    “I’m gonna kill those sonsabitches,” one guy seethed. 
 
    “No,” a brunette woman next to him said, and she looked me right in the eye so I could see the pain she felt. “I want to do it.” 
 
     “Me too,” a blonde haired woman stepped forward.  
 
    “We have pistols or rifles if you want them,” I told them. 
 
    A red headed woman charged through the group toward the men and started kicking Bloody Face Johnson over and over.  
 
    The other women ran and joined, and I could see as they passed me that they had tears in their eyes. They all started beating the men senseless, and one man in the crowd went to go to them, but I put my arm out and caught him. 
 
    “Let them have this,” I said.  
 
    The women had begun scratching the men’s faces into bloody pulps. I turned away from the spectacle, but I could still hear the screams of both anger and fear. 
 
    Anna, Tara, Bailey, and Paige ran over to where I stood with Rolly and the group. 
 
    “They’re, like, really fucking them up,” Tara said. 
 
    “They deserve it,” Anna said as she watched the women. 
 
    It had only been a couple minutes since the women attacked, but the noises behind me had begun to subside.  
 
    “Are they finished?” Bailey asked, and like me she had her back turned and was looking down at the ground. 
 
    “Yeah,” Tara said. “I think they’re about done.” 
 
    The women sobbed so loudly we could hear from where we stood, and Tara rushed away from the group toward them. I turned to see her pull her silenced pistol from her hip, and she put a bullet in each man’s head for good measure, even though they appeared lifeless already. Then she crouched in front of the women and hugged them.  
 
    We all watched her soothe the women for a moment more before they all got up and walked over to the group.  
 
    “There’s still a fire going,” I said. “Let’s all get some warmth.” 
 
    The brunette woman gave me a small smile, then she turned to head to the fire, and the man she was with earlier followed close behind with his hand on the small of her back. 
 
    “They really did a number on these people,” Rolly said to me.  
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “Let’s hope this is the last bit of trouble they’ll have to face for a while.” 
 
    Rolly nodded, and then we both headed toward where the rest of the group sat by the fire. 
 
     “I know this might be hard,” I said after the group had a few minutes to warm up, “but can you all tell me about the camp you were at before you were brought here?” 
 
     “It was bad,” the red bearded man said after a moment. “There wasn’t enough food to go around.” 
 
    “They started killing sick or old people,” the black-haired woman who told us the layout of the main building added. 
 
    “There were a lot of people,” the red bearded man agreed. “Since there wasn’t enough food, and the old people couldn’t work they just took them out back and shot them.” 
 
    “It was like fucking Auschwitz,” a brown-haired man said.  
 
    “It felt a lot like what I always imagined that place was,” the red bearded man nodded. “It felt like a prison.” 
 
    “You weren’t allowed to leave?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “At first we were,” the black-haired woman said.  
 
    “Nobody really wanted to though,” the older sandy blonde added. “We knew there was even less food outside of the camp.” 
 
    “What happened to make it so you couldn’t leave?” Rolly asked with a frown. 
 
    “The guard decided they needed a labor force,” the red bearded man said, and he shook his head. “They had us growing crops and building wagons.” 
 
    “One guy got sick of it,” the black-haired man said. “He tried to leave but the guards wouldn’t let him. They said something about martial law and that nobody was leaving.” 
 
    “That’s when it really started to get bad,” the black-haired woman said. 
 
    “I’m sorry you all had to go through that,” I told them.  
 
    “We went with these guys because we thought it would be better than there,” the sandy blonde woman said, and she hugged her daughter closer to her.  
 
    “You’re safe now,” Anna assured them. 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige added. “I know it might not feel like it still, but everything will be okay.” 
 
     “Thank you,” the brunette woman looked up and met my eyes, then she looked to each member of my group. “Thank you all for saving us.” 
 
    “We all need saving sometimes,” Bailey told her with a smile. 
 
    “Yeah,” Anna nodded. “If Tav hadn’t come along when he did, we would have been in the same spot as you all.” 
 
    “What will we do now?” the blonde woman asked. 
 
    “This place could make a nice camp,” I said.  
 
    The group looked around at each other or down at the ground, and I realized that this place held a lot of bad memories for them, and they may not want to stay here at all.  
 
    “There is also an abandoned farm a few miles down the road,” I said. “You’re welcome to it, though it may not have enough room to accommodate all of you. It could be made to grow food though without too much work.” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” the blonde woman said.  
 
    “Should we take a vote?” the red bearded man asked. 
 
    “We can always split into two groups if we want,” the black-haired man suggested.  
 
    “I don’t want to split up,” the red-haired woman said.  
 
    “There’s strength in numbers,” the blonde woman added. 
 
    “How are we going to take care of ourselves?” the brunette asked. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Tara spoke up. “We can help you learn to hunt and stuff, and we have friends who can teach you to farm.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige added. “We will make sure you all are okay before we go and we’ll come back and check on you, right Tav?” 
 
    “Of course,” I smiled. “We’ve been making allies with the other people who live around here. It will be good for us all to help each other.” 
 
    “Why are you all being so nice to us?” the red-haired woman asked. “You’ve already saved us and now you’re offering to help us learn to survive, too.” 
 
    “You didn’t deserve what happened to you,” Bailey said softly as she looked at the red-haired woman. “What kind of people would we be if we didn’t help?” 
 
    I smiled at Bailey, and she looked over at me and returned the smile.  
 
    “So where should we go?” the red bearded man asked.  
 
    “You don’t have to decide tonight,” Anna said. “Why don’t you all sleep on it, and we can revisit it in the morning?” 
 
    “I think we’ll all feel better after a little rest,” Rolly smiled. 
 
    The old man looked tired, but he had proven himself a valuable asset to our team tenfold. It was hard to believe a man of his age had just helped take out an entire outpost.  
 
    “Can we try to find some food first?” the younger blonde-haired woman asked.  
 
    “Of course,” I said, and I looked around at the group and took in how thin each of them had become. There was no way they got enough food with those asshole soldiers around. “Anna, let’s go get the truck. Rolly, Paige, Bailey, keep an eye out here.” 
 
    “You got it boss,” Rolly said. 
 
    “I’m not going to complain about not making that trip,” Tara said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Bailey added. “It’s nice and warm here.” 
 
    “Fine,” Anna said. “I’m just going to enjoy my time with Tav then.” 
 
    “Whatev,” Tara said, and she kicked her boots out in front of her toward the fire.  
 
    “We got everything here,” Paige smiled at Anna and me.  
 
    “Okay Anna,” I said. “Let’s see if one of these other trucks still runs.” 
 
    “After the beating they took today I’m not so sure,” she laughed. “But if not we can always race.” 
 
    “Oh no,” I chuckled. “I can’t compete with you. You’re too fast for me.” 
 
    We made our way to the two trucks in the yard, and I hopped in the one with the least damage and found the keys still in the ignition.  
 
    “Score,” Anna said as she hopped in. 
 
    “Now let’s just hope it starts,” I grinned, and I turned the key, the truck sputtered for a second but fired up.  
 
    “Alright,” she said. “Now it’s a party.” 
 
    “I think you’re in shock from that gunshot wound,” I laughed. 
 
    “It does sting,” she said. “But it’ll make a badass scar.” 
 
    “Yep,” I said. “I’ve got plenty of those.  
 
    “Let’s find where the soldiers stockpiled their food when we get back,” Anna said as we jogged down the road. “Those people need something to eat.” 
 
    “They’ll go through what they have in a few weeks,” I said. “We’ll have to teach them to be self-sufficient soon.” 
 
    “They’re all so skinny,” she said softly.  
 
    “We’ll fatten them right up,” I said with a wink. 
 
    “You sound like the witch from Hansel and Gretel,” Anna laughed. 
 
    “Thank god we aren’t to that point yet,” I laughed back. 
 
    “What do you mean ‘yet’?” she asked, and then she hit me on the arm. 
 
    “I promise I won’t turn you into a cannibal,” I said.  
 
    “Poor Bailey would have a heart attack,” she said, and we both laughed for a moment. It was good to laugh after the night we just had. 
 
    “You did great today,” I told her earnestly. 
 
    “I tried,” she sighed.  
 
    “You’re a great second in command,” I said with a smile. 
 
    “Do I get a uniform?” she asked with an eyebrow raise. 
 
    “If I find one I’ll let you know,” I chuckled. 
 
    The truck was just ahead of us, and I pulled over and hopped out.  
 
    “You take this one back,” I told her. “I’ll follow you in our truck.” 
 
    “Make sure you can keep up,” she said, and she waited to hear our truck start up before she sped down the highway.  
 
    I shook my head as I pulled the truck out and followed her. I had been part of many teams during my time with the Rangers, but this team had become by far my favorite.  
 
    The drive back to the camp was short as I tried to keep up with Anna. Even in a car she had to be the fastest, but she slowed down as she hit the driveway and flashed me a loser sign out the window.  
 
    When I stopped our truck in the yard, she was standing outside of hers and waiting for me.  
 
    “Took you long enough,” she said with a raised eyebrow and a smile. 
 
    “Hey now,” I grinned. “I was carrying precious cargo.” 
 
    “Let’s go get these people some food,” she said as she ran toward the main building.  
 
    It didn’t take us long to find the food stash in a closet in the administration office, so we picked out a couple boxes of MRES and carried them to the fire and handed it out to the people around it. The civilians said their thank yous and quickly ripped open the MREs.  
 
    I sat back down by the fire and watched the group devour the goods we had found. It was probably more than they had eaten in a while, and it would send them to bed a lot happier than an empty stomach would. 
 
    “Where are we going to sleep?” Tara asked. 
 
    “We can always sleep in the truck again,” Bailey suggested. 
 
    “There’s plenty of classrooms in the main building,” Anna said. 
 
    “That should work, we can all grab our packs and head in there.” I turned to the group of civilians. “If you feel more comfortable, you can come with us and find a classroom.” 
 
    The group looked at each other, and I noticed the bags under their eyes. 
 
    “I think we’re okay in the gym,” the red bearded guy said. “You all won’t leave first thing, right?” 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “We’ll be here to help you all get things figured out.” 
 
    “On that note,” Rolly said as he stood up with a groan. “I’m going to go grab my pack and find a classroom.” 
 
    “Me too,” Bailey said. 
 
    “I’m in,” Tara added with a yawn. 
 
    “Follow me,” Anna said as she led the group to the truck.  
 
    “We’re going to head in too, thank you again for everything,” the red bearded man said, he seemed hesitant but reached for my hand.  
 
     “See you in the morning,” I said, and I grabbed his small hand in my own and gave him a firm shake. 
 
     “Let’s go grab our bedding,” I said to Paige after I helped her put the fire out. 
 
    “Right,” she agreed. 
 
    We made it to the truck as the rest of our group headed inside the main building.  
 
    “You know,” Paige said, and she bit her lip. “I’m still a little wired from the fight.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Everyone else is headed off to bed,” she said. “Maybe you could help me blow off some steam.” 
 
    “I think I can manage,” I grinned, and then I moved toward the pretty brunette and began to kiss her. 
 
    She breathed heavily into my mouth, and I could already feel myself growing hard as she pressed herself against me. 
 
    I reached around to cup her perfect ass and then I picked her up and set her on the back of the truck. I heard myself growl as she reached into my pants and grabbed my cock.  
 
    Paige leaned back, and I pulled off her shirt to expose her naked skin underneath. God, it was hot that she wasn’t wearing a bra. Her frame was small but curvy, and I ran my hands up and down her sides to feel the hourglass shape of her waist and hips. Her skin was cool to the touch, but she had begun to sweat, and her skin was slick under my hands. 
 
    I bent down to kiss her neck and worked my way to her breasts. She moaned as I licked her already hard nipple, so I pinched the other and bit down lightly on the one in my mouth. 
 
    “Oh my fucking god,” she groaned as she pushed herself against my face.  
 
    I switched to toy with her other nipple, and she groaned again when I bit it as well. Paige had really started to let go and goddamn it was fucking sexy. 
 
    “I want it so bad,” she said through ragged breaths. “Tav, please.” 
 
    I reached down, undid her pants, and slid my hand inside her panties. Her soft lips parted easily for my fingers, and I could feel the slickness of her pussy.  
 
    “Oh fuck,” I groaned. “You’re so wet.” 
 
    My fingers slipped inside her, and she arched her back as she moaned in pleasure.  
 
    I bit my lip and started to finger fuck her harder as I pushed them in and out of her dripping wet pussy.  
 
    “Oh my goooooddd,” she moaned. “Please, Tav, I need your cock.” 
 
    I pulled my fingers from inside of her and made eye contact with her as I put my fingers in my mouth and licked off every last bit of her sweet juices. 
 
    Paige quickly pulled her pants just below her ass and turned around to lean over the truck bed. 
 
    “You really want it, don’t you?” I whispered in her ear as I pushed myself against her.  
 
    “Please,” she moaned as she arched back into me.  
 
    I pushed my cock against her wetness and groaned at the feel of it on my tip.  
 
    “Yessss.” Paige pushed herself against me harder.  
 
    I bent over her and kissed her neck as I pulled her brown hair from its bun. I grabbed her hair right at her scalp and pulled it until she moaned. 
 
    My cock throbbed against her pussy, and I couldn’t take it any longer, so I reached down and pushed myself deep into her. 
 
    “Fuck,” Paige gasped.  
 
    I bent over her for a moment and just relished in the feeling of her tight pussy spasming on my cock, then I pulled my member out slowly, and slammed into her once more. 
 
    “Pull my hair again,” Paige breathed. 
 
    I grinned as I grabbed her thick brown hair and pulled her head back. Her back arched in the sexiest way, and I could see beads of sweat in the indent of her spine.  
 
    I started to move faster, in and out until Paige gasped and her pussy gripped my cock again. 
 
    “Fuck that feels good,” I moaned as I reached my hands around to pinch her small pink nipples. 
 
    “Oh fuck,” she gasped. “Pinch them harder.” 
 
    I growled as I clamped down on her nipples and rolled them between my fingers.  
 
    Her legs had begun to shake, so I grabbed her waist and pushed myself deeper into her pussy. 
 
    “Hold on,” I groaned. 
 
    Paige gripped the back of my neck tight as I pushed and pulled her hips and pounded her from behind. I stared down at her perky breasts as they bounced up and down with each hard thrust.  
 
    “I’m gonna come again,” she moaned, and she bit her lip as she threw her head back against my chest. 
 
    “Good.” I went harder as I felt her pussy clench me tight. 
 
    “Come in me,” she said. “Please, Tav.” 
 
    I thrust two more times, pulled her hips back into me, and unloaded into her still twitching pussy.  
 
    “Ohhh!” Paige moaned as she enjoyed the feeling of my cum filling her. She clenched and spasmed in time with each of my own seizures, but we both soon relaxed and let out sighs of relief.  
 
    After a moment I pulled myself from her, and we both gasped as I slipped free of her wet tunnel.  
 
    Paige turned around and kissed me hard on the mouth.  
 
    “Thanks,” she grinned as she pulled back up her pants. “I just really needed you.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Let’s go find the others,” she said. 
 
    We grabbed our sleeping gear and made our way into the main building. The floor was still littered with bodies in the main hallway, but we found the other girls and Rolly in the last classroom on the left.  
 
    They all appeared to be asleep when we entered, Rolly was in the far corner away from the girls, and Bailey and Anna were snuggled together, I smiled when I saw that Bailey had her arm over Anna’s chest. Tara was a few feet away, and her platinum blonde hair gleaming in the moonlight that shone through the window. Paige and I took our bedding and laid it between the girls. I ended up with Bailey on one side and Paige on the other.  
 
    Once I laid down, the girls snuggled against each other to get closer to me.  
 
    Paige nuzzled her face into my neck and kissed my collar bone. 
 
    “Goodnight,” she whispered. 
 
    “Goodnight Paige,” I said, and I kissed the top of her head.  
 
    Our work was far from done, but we had done a good job today, and I was proud of my team.  
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    I woke to the light of dawn. The morning light shone through the window and illuminated the small, white classroom. The girls still slept around me, their mouths were open, and their breathing was steady.  
 
    I stretched and yawned before I noticed Rolly in the corner. He had rolled his sleeping bag up and was digging through his pack. 
 
    “What’re you searching for old timer?” I asked.  
 
     “A little pick me up,” the old man said and then he looked up and grinned at me.  
 
    “Isn’t it a bit early for booze?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Not booze,” he laughed. “Though I could use a drink once this is all over.” 
 
    “Amen to that brother,” I said as I ran my fingers through my hair.  
 
    Rolly pulled out the small propane stove and a small pot from his pack along with a small bag of coffee grounds. 
 
    “You sly dog,” I said. “That wasn’t in the requirements for this trip.” 
 
    “No,” he shook his head. “I hope you don’t mind. I still had room in my pack and at my age I figured I might need something to keep me awake.” 
 
    “As long as you packed everything you should have I can’t be mad,” I grinned. “Actually, I’m pretty happy at the moment.” 
 
    “I figured you might be,” he chuckled. “Thought we could all use some caffeine after last night.” 
 
    “Did someone say caffeine?” Bailey asked with her eyes still closed.  
 
    “It should be ready soon,” I told her. “We’ll wake you when it’s done.” 
 
    “Okay,” she yawned and snuggled closer to Anna.  
 
    The redhead’s long hair had been removed from its braid, and it spread across the top of her sleeping bag like a halo.  
 
    I smiled at the sight of the small blonde hippie snuggled against the muscular redhead, then I gently removed Paige’s arm from across my legs and walked over to where Rolly sat by the small stove. 
 
    “They deserve the rest,” he commented as he smiled at the girls. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “So do you though. You did good last night.” 
 
    “You know I hate to sleep anywhere but a bed,” he shook his head. “Besides, these old bones don’t need as much recuperation as their young ones do.”  
 
    “Seems like it should be the opposite,” I laughed.  
 
    “Maybe so,” he grinned. “But now I’m like a shark, I gotta keep movin’ to stay alive.”  
 
    “The shark part I can agree with,” I grinned. 
 
    Rolly nodded at me as he stirred the coffee grounds into the water. 
 
    “Real sad about the Burlington camp,” Rolly said after a few moments.  
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “It’s amazing what evil things people will do when they’re put in charge.” 
 
    “Like the Stanford prison experiment,” he nodded. 
 
    I remembered that from a long time ago, it was something I had read about. They tried to set up a makeshift jail at the school and had half the group be prisoners and the other half be guards, but it hadn’t ended well. 
 
    “Give someone a bit of power, and they become a monster,” I said.  
 
    “I’m glad you were around to save my old butt,” Rolly laughed. 
 
    “You’ve done plenty of saving yourself, old timer,” I grinned.  
 
    “Always so humble,” he said as he rolled his eyes.  
 
    The coffee had begun to boil, and we watched as the small bubbles popped among the grounds. 
 
    “Smells good,” I said. 
 
    “I don’t mean to brag,” Rolly chuckled. “But I make a mean pot of coffee.” 
 
    “Mmmm,” Paige smiled as she sat up from our makeshift bed. 
 
    “Is that coffee I smell?” Tara asked from against her small sleeping bag pillow.  
 
    “Coffee?” Anna muttered as she stretched.  
 
    “Is it ready yet?” Bailey asked as she rolled away from Anna and stretched herself. 
 
    “Not quite,” Rolly smiled.  
 
    “Seems your idea is a hit,” I laughed and clapped him on the shoulder. 
 
    “I feel bad not sharing with the civilians,” he said with a frown. “But I didn’t bring that much.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I told him. “We’re going to get them set up today.” 
 
    “What is on the agenda for today?” Anna asked as she sat up and yawned. Her red hair was tangled from sleep, and the waves from her braid pushed out to form a mane of hair around her face.  
 
    I couldn’t help but smile at the sight of the adorable redhead.  
 
    “The hard part is over,” Paige said as she tossed her brown locks into a messy bun on the top of her head.  
 
    “Yeah, we kicked some serious ass yesterday,” Tara added as she pulled on Paige’s shoulders to lift herself up.  
 
    “I can’t believe it went so smoothly,” Bailey said as she too sat up.  
 
    “Well I do have a shotgun wound,” Anna smirked and held up her arm to show off the bandage. 
 
    “Right,” Bailey said with a frown. “Does it hurt?” 
 
    “A little,” Anna shrugged. “It’s not too bad.” 
 
    “You should let me check it again before we start the day,” Paige suggested.  
 
    “It does suck you were shot,” Tara said. “But it’s also gonna be a totally badass scar.” 
 
    “That’s what I said,” Anna laughed.  
 
    Rolly removed the small pot from the stove and set it on the floor to let the coffee steep. 
 
    “We did good yesterday,” I smiled at the girls. “But there’s still plenty to do today.” 
 
    “Ugh,” Tara groaned. “Why did you have to remind us?” 
 
    “He’s right,” Anna said. “We can celebrate when we get home tonight.” 
 
    “Oh hell yeah,” Tara said. “I could use a good drink. And I mean a good drink, like the shit I brought from the cabin.” 
 
    “Excuse my uncultured taste in liquor,” Anna scoffed. 
 
    “You’re excused,” Tara grinned. 
 
    Anna laughed and pushed Tara down on the makeshift bed, “You’re such a bitch” she said.  
 
    “Somebody’s gotta be,” Tara giggled. 
 
    Paige and Bailey rolled their eyes at the other two girls. 
 
    “Coffee’s ready,” Rolly announced. 
 
    “Great,” I grinned. “Wait, what are we going to drink it out of?”  
 
    Rolly smiled big and pulled out six small dixie cups from his pack. 
 
    “They’re a little smushed,” he said as he popped the cups back into a cup-like shape. “But I think they’ll work alright.” 
 
    “Rolly you are a lifesaver,” Anna said as she rolled up her sleeping bag.  
 
    “I do what I can,” the old man smiled. 
 
    “No, really,” Bailey chimed in. “I couldn’t have manned those guard towers without you yesterday.” 
 
    “Ah, you would’ve been fine,” the old man said with a wave.  
 
    “We’ll be sure to tell Betty all about what a badass you are,” Tara grinned as she rolled up her sleeping bag. 
 
    “Couldn’t hurt,” I said as I nudged the old man with my elbow. 
 
    “Alright,” he laughed. “Come and get some coffee before you start singing about me sitting in a tree.” 
 
    The girls laughed and picked up their cups, then they sipped their coffee and sighed. 
 
    Rolly’s coffee was strong as hell but the bitter black drink was a huge relief after the night before. 
 
     “I think Rolly makes coffee better than you do, Tav,” Paige said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Tara added. “I think you’ve been demoted.” 
 
    “You trying to get my job old man?” I joked. 
 
    “Wouldn’t dream of it, Chief,” Rolly smiled. 
 
    “But he is making the coffee from now on,” Anna smirked. 
 
    We laughed for a moment and enjoyed the treat Rolly had brought for us.  
 
    “Okay,” I started once we all had a minute to get some caffeine. “We need to help the civilians get organized today.” 
 
    “So, is it basically clean up duty today?” Bailey asked from behind her dixie cup. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Even if they don’t want to stay here, we still need to clean the place up and gather all the supplies we can for them.” 
 
    “Are we going to give them all the soldier’s guns?” Tara asked. 
 
    “Most of them,” I said. “If you see something you like, take it, but we do want to make sure they have enough to protect themselves.” 
 
    “What about the trucks?” Anna asked. 
 
    “We’ll see if the other one starts,” I answered. “But I think we should leave them with one, regardless.” 
 
    “What about the orders The Colonel got?” Paige asked. “Are we going to look for those?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. “Any knowledge we can gain on what happened will be extremely useful.” 
 
    “The Colonel’s room has got to be somewhere in this building,” Anna said. “We can clean it up and search for the orders.” 
 
    “That sounds like a plan,” I grinned.  
 
    “We should go talk to everyone first,” Bailey said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Anna agreed. “We should see if they have figured out where they want to go yet too.” 
 
    “We should probably figure out their names too,” Paige said, and she bit her lip and looked embarrassed. 
 
    “Yeah,” Tara agreed. “I kinda forgot to ask.” 
 
    “Me too,” I said.  
 
    “I guess names are our first order of business then,” Rolly smiled. 
 
    “Thanks again for the coffee Rolly,” Paige said as she downed the last of hers. 
 
    “Yeah, thanks Rolly,” Bailey smiled. 
 
    “You’re awesome,” Tara nodded before she tipped back her cup to get the last of her drink out. 
 
    “Mhm,” Anna nodded with her mouth still on her dixie cup. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” the old man laughed.  
 
    “Are we ready to get the day started then?” I asked with a smile.  
 
    “I’ll clean this up and follow you out,” Rolly said. 
 
    “Let us help,” Bailey offered. 
 
    “That’s alright,” he said with a smile. “This is the easy job.” 
 
    The girls and I headed out to the yard and saw that the group of civilians were already awake. They sat around the fire pit and talked amongst themselves, and as we made our way to where they sat, I realized their conversation was about where they would go. It seemed a decision hadn’t been made yet. 
 
    “Hey everyone,” I said as we approached. “I think our first order of business today should be to introduce ourselves.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Anna added. “Sorry we didn’t do it yesterday, but we’d like to know your names.” 
 
    “To be honest,” the red bearded man blushed, “I don’t remember your names either.” 
 
    “Well now I don’t feel so bad,” I chuckled. “I’m Tav.” 
 
    “Is that short for something?” the older blonde woman asked. 
 
    “My full name is Connor Tavish,” I told her. “But I prefer Tav.” 
 
    “I’m Anna,” the redhead smiled. 
 
     “Paige,” the brunette said, and she raised her hand as if she was in a classroom. 
 
    “Tara,” the platinum blonde said. 
 
    “Bailey,” the blonde hippie said, and she gave a small wave and a smile to the group. 
 
    “I’m Rolly,” I heard Rolly call out from behind me. 
 
    “I’m Jeff,” the red bearded man said. 
 
    “Donna,” the black-haired woman chimed in. 
 
    “I’m Merideth,” the red-haired woman said. 
 
    “I’m Cathy, and this is my daughter Joanna,” the blonde woman said as she stroked her daughter’s hair. 
 
    “Mike,” the black-haired man said. 
 
    The others introduced themselves as well, but I lost track after the first few. There were quite a few people in this group. 
 
    “Nice to meet you all,” I said. “Forgive me if I need to be reminded of your names from time to time.” 
 
    “No worries,” Jeff said. “There are a lot of us.”  
 
    “Oh my god!” Paige shouted and everyone jumped at the outburst. 
 
    “What?” Anna asked with wide eyes.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “Winchester!” she said, and she ran into the woods. 
 
    “Who’s Winchester?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “I’m guessing it’s the dog,” I laughed. I wasn’t too worried, we had given the dog plenty of meat to keep him busy for the night. It was probably better that we got him in the daytime anyways.  
 
    “Oh, I feel so bad we forgot to get him,” Bailey frowned.  
 
    “I’m sure he’s alright,” Rolly chuckled. 
 
    “Are we sure it’s a he?” Anna asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Paige named him,” I shrugged.  
 
    “Winchester could be a girl’s name,” Bailey countered. 
 
    “Really?” Tara asked dryly. “It’s gotta be a boy or we’re changing its name.” 
 
    We watched the tree line as Paige appeared with the dog in tow and they made their way back to the group.  
 
    The dog looked around as it walked but didn’t seem too upset by the bodies on the ground.  
 
    “Sweet puppy,” Bailey cooed and ran toward the dog. 
 
    “Bailey, wait--” I started, but before I could finish she was in front of the dog calling it to her. 
 
    I didn’t want the dog to get scared and bite her, but I watched as she crouched down and the dog ran right up to her.  
 
    Bailey scratched the dog behind the ears and cooed to it as Paige crouched next to her and joined in.  
 
    “Awww,” Anna said before she walked over and started to pet the dog as well. 
 
    “Looks like you have some competition around here,” Rolly joked and nudged my arm. 
 
    “You still have my attention,” Tara said with a wink, but when Winchester rolled onto his back for tummy rubs, she ran over to join in as well. 
 
    “Looks like we got ourselves a dog,” I said to Rolly. 
 
    “Looks that way,” the old man grinned. “Even with him, the ladies still outnumber us, so be careful.” 
 
    I gave the girls another minute before I called them back over to the group. Winchester wasn’t going anywhere, and we needed to get these people set up.  
 
    The girls made their way back to the group with Winchester in tow. 
 
    “Sit,” Paige directed our new pet.  
 
    Winchester sat, and his tongue fell out of his mouth. He really was a handsome dog, his brindle fur was short and thick, and his muzzle was a deep black that bled into the fur at his ears.  
 
    “Good boy,” Bailey smiled. 
 
    “Okay,” I turned to the civilians. “Have you all had a chance to decide where you’d like to go?”  
 
    “I think the farm sounds like the best place,” Merideth said, and few members of the group nodded in agreement. 
 
    “I’m keener on the school,” Jeff added, and others nodded with him in agreement. 
 
    “We can clean up this place,” Donna said.  
 
    “I’d rather the farm,” Cathy commented. “This place has a lot of bad energy.”  
 
    “What do you think, Tav?” Jeff asked. 
 
    “It’s ultimately up to you all,” I said. “You can always split into two groups too if you’re comfortable with that. But regardless of what you decide, we should all pitch in to get this place cleaned up.” 
 
    “Okay,” Cathy said. “Even if we decide to split, I still think it’s important to help each other.”  
 
    “Absolutely,” I nodded. “Everyone in this area is working together now, and we want you all to be part of that community too. My team will help when things get tough, but we also expect you to be ready to defend yourselves as well.” 
 
    “That’s fair,” Jeff said with a nod.  
 
    “We’ll make sure you have weapons too,” Anna said. 
 
    “Has anyone here shot a gun before?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “I have,” Mike offered. “I can help teach those who haven’t.” 
 
    “That would be great,” I said. “We can help as needed too.” 
 
    “Right,” Anna took charge, “but for now let’s get this place cleaned up.” 
 
    “What do we do with the bodies?” Cathy asked. 
 
    “We’ll start by loading them into the trucks,” I answered. “Then we’ll drive them somewhere and burn them.” 
 
    “Okay,” Cathy nodded and pulled Joanna a bit closer to her. 
 
    “Don’t forget to go through their pockets and take anything that’s useful,” Anna said. 
 
    “Lighters, flashlights, carabiners,” Paige added. 
 
    “It’d probably be best to just make a pile of everything you find,” I said. “Whatever isn’t useful we can discard or keep for later.” 
 
    “You never know what you might need later on,” Rolly added. 
 
    “Our team will start in the main building,” Anna told the civilians. 
 
    “If you need any help out here let us know,” Rolly said. 
 
    “Thank you,” Donna said, and she stood and led the others toward the bodies in the courtyard. 
 
    “Alright, Alpha team assemble,” Anna said, and she lifted her hand up like an old time soldier would before battle.  
 
    “Easy girl,” Tara grinned. “You’re not a captain yet.”  
 
    “Yet,” Anna winked, and she gave Tara a push. 
 
    I chuckled at the girls as we made our way to the main building. 
 
    “Ugh,” Tara groaned as she pulled the door open and looked at the bodies on the floor. “They smell.” 
 
    “Well yeah,” Paige said. “They’ve evacuated their bowels at this point.” 
 
    “You don’t mean…” Bailey trailed off. 
 
    “They shit themselves?” Tara scoffed. 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige shrugged. “It happens after you die sometimes.” 
 
    “Normally we take care of the bodies too quickly to worry about it,” Anna added.  
 
    “Ew,” Tara said.  
 
    “I second that ew,” Bailey agreed. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I chuckled. “This shouldn’t take too long.” 
 
    “Two-man teams,” Anna said. “Bailey, you’re with me, Paige and Tara, and Rolly and Tav.” 
 
    “Yes ma’am,” I grinned. 
 
    “Don’t let her head get too big, Tav,” Tara rolled her eyes.  
 
    We moved to our respective teams and cleaned out the main hallway first while Winchester laid down in the administration office doorway and watched us work. We searched the men’s pockets before we carried them out to the pile the civilians were forming and everything we found went into the corner by the door, even the guns and ammo. When the last body was moved, I had sweated through my shirt, and we had built a nice pile of goods and bodies. 
 
    We made quick work of the teachers’ lounge as well, and Tara only complained about the smell one other time throughout the process.  
 
    Rolly and I made our way back inside after we carried the last body to the pile and found the girls opening all the windows in the teacher’s lounge.  
 
    “We thought it could use some airing out,” Bailey said with a smile. 
 
    “Fresh air,” Tara sighed as she stuck her head out the window and breathed in deeply. 
 
    Anna rolled her eyes at the platinum blonde as she moved the guns and ammo from the teachers’ lounge into the hallway. 
 
    “Good boy,” Tara said as Winchester stood on his back legs to put his face out the window next to her, and she rubbed his ear. 
 
    “Where are the Colonel’s quarters?” Paige asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “But they shouldn’t be too difficult to find.” 
 
    “Have we checked behind that door there?” Rolly asked as he pointed to a door on the left side of the room. 
 
    “I’m betting that goes to the office,” Paige said. 
 
    “That was probably how they came around last night,” Anna agreed.  
 
    “Worth a shot,” I said, and I walked over to the door and opened it. 
 
    Paige was right, it led to the administration office, but there was a hallway to the right that led to the principal’s office.  
 
    I went down the hallway and opened the door. The desk was pushed to the corner of the room and a cot sat to the left.  
 
    “Looks like this is the place,” Bailey said, and she pointed to the uniforms that stuck out from under the bed.  
 
    “Good instincts, Rolly,” I said, and I turned to grin at the man. 
 
    “I do what I can,” he shrugged. “I’m going to take the guns and ammo out to the pile the civilians have made.” 
 
    “I’ll help,” Anna offered.  
 
    “Me too,” Tara agreed. “I’d rather not go through that asshole’s stuff.”  
 
    “Come on Winchester,” Bailey said as she walked out of the room to help as well. 
 
    The dog trailed behind her like she was his favorite thing on Earth. He seemed to like Paige and Bailey the best, and I smiled as I watched the brindle dog follow Bailey’s command. 
 
    “I think he likes his name,” Paige grinned. 
 
    “You did good,” I told her, and then I moved to the desk and began opening drawers.  
 
    Paige searched the duffle bags and under his cot. 
 
    The drawers were full of a mix of the previous principal’s notes and some random notes of The Colonel’s.  
 
    “Seems he was hoarding food,” Paige said as she lifted a couple of cans from the duffle bag she was working on. 
 
    “I’m not surprised,” I said. “I’m sure this guy didn’t care about anyone but himself.” 
 
    “Yeah, seems they were safe when they raped the women at least,” she said, and she held up a box of condoms and pursed her lips.  
 
    “I know it’s fucked up,” I said. “But with the state of things it’s good that the women won’t have to worry about carrying their rapist’s baby.” 
 
    “You’re right,” she sighed. “Did you find anything?”  
 
    “Not yet,” I said, but just then I noticed a large envelope stuffed between some books on the shelf behind the desk, so I reached for the manila envelope and opened it.  
 
    “What’s that?” Paige asked as she moved to look over my shoulder. 
 
    “They’re military documents,” I said, and I pulled out the contents and set them on the desk. 
 
    “Maybe this has what we’re looking for,” she said. 
 
    “Only one way to find out,” I grinned and started reading through the papers. 
 
    I wanted to find out anything about the EMP and why it had occurred, but most of the documents were dated before the EMP hit and there was nothing of value among them. 
 
    “What’s this one?” Paige asked as she held up a correspondence. “It looks like a telegraph.”  
 
    “It is,” I said as I reached for the paper. 
 
    “It’s dated after the EMP,” she said as she pointed to the date. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “These are orders from Washington DC.”  
 
    “Is it… is it saying that North Koreans attacked the west coast?” she gasped as she read over my shoulder. 
 
    “Yeah,” I confirmed. “These are orders for The Colonel and the commanding officer at Burlington to march south to Virginia.” 
 
    “Why Virginia?” Paige asked. 
 
    “Probably to meet up with the rest of the Armed Forces close to the capital,” I said.  
 
    “It says that the North Koreans were pushing east,” she pointed at the paper. “And that they had working vehicles and some strange weapons.”  
 
    “The Colonel must have thought that the situation was hopeless if he was willing to abandon his post,” I shook my head. 
 
    “But last I heard the North Koreans couldn’t even get a missile off the ground,” Paige said. “This doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    “It doesn’t make sense to me either,” I agreed. “We know The Colonel deserted with his men, but what about the commanding officer at Burlington?” 
 
    “Right,” Paige said. “Why didn’t he leave either?” 
 
    “Maybe that’s why he was having the civilians start to build wagons,” I mused. 
 
    “This is insane,” she stated. 
 
    “This does sound like science fiction,” I said. “But we can’t just dismiss it.” 
 
    “I just don’t get it,” Paige scoffed. “I thought North Korea wasn’t really a threat.”  
 
    The rest of the group returned, and Winchester ran to Paige. She reached down and rubbed his ears but continued looking at the paper. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Tara added. “What did you find?” 
 
    “Well, this telegraph says that it was North Korea who attacked us,” Paige answered. 
 
    “Are they actually invading the US?” Rolly asked with a frown. “Where are they?” 
 
    “West coast,” I answered. “The Colonel and commanding officer were ordered to take their men south to Virginia to meet up with the remainder of the Armed Forces.” 
 
    I still couldn’t make sense of the orders. Was the team in Virginia all that was left of the military? I knew a lot of our military was stationed overseas, but we had nuclear subs and aircraft carriers that should be operational and able to retaliate unless they somehow took them out too. 
 
    “I thought North Korea was just all talk?” Tara said. “I mean, I’ve seen Team America: World Police like five times. Their leader guy is an idiot.” 
 
    Paige raised an eyebrow at her. 
 
    “What, it’s a great movie,” Tara said with a shrug. 
 
    “Virginia isn’t that far,” Bailey said, and she bit her lip and took a seat on the floor next to Winchester. 
 
    “How many guys are supposed to be in Virginia?” Anna asked. 
 
    “It doesn’t say,” Paige shook her head. “But each state has National Guard troops, right? So probably a decent amount.” 
 
    “What else does it say?” Rolly inquired as he sat down on The Colonel’s cot.  
 
    “It says that the North Koreans had working vehicles and some unidentified weapons,” I told him. 
 
    “That doesn’t sound good,” Bailey said as her eyes grew big. 
 
    “No,” Anna agreed. “It doesn’t.” 
 
    “It sounds pretty strange though too,” Tara said. “Like, why all of a sudden did they attack?” 
 
    “And how did they manage the EMP?” Bailey asked, and her blonde eyebrows pulled together. 
 
    “I’m wondering what those strange weapons are all about,” Rolly muttered, and he shook his head. 
 
    “How seriously should we be taking this?” Anna asked. 
 
    “We can’t disregard it,” I said. “If it's even half true, there is going to be big trouble here, eventually.” 
 
    “Well shit,” Tara muttered. 
 
    “How long do we have?” Anna asked, and her face was as serious as her tone. 
 
    I looked around the room and saw that each member of my team had a solemn expression. I guessed mine was probably about the same. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “America is a big place and it would take a while to conquer it, even with very little resistance.” 
 
    “What should we do?” Bailey asked in a small voice. 
 
    “The only thing we can do is be ready,” I stated.  
 
    “Take out one bunch of assholes and another just pops up,” Tara sighed. 
 
    “But now we have more people to stand with us,” Anna said.  
 
    “Yeah,” Paige agreed. “We took out an entire outpost of military guys last night. We can handle whatever comes our way.” 
 
    “We can,” I said, and I smiled at the girls. “If we plan accordingly.” 
 
    “That’s what we have you for,” Rolly grinned. 
 
    “Well, that and other things,” Tara winked. 
 
    “Plus, we have a dog now,” Bailey grinned, and she looked down at Winchester who rested his head on her knee. 
 
    “True,” I laughed.  
 
    “I’m just glad we have a bit more testosterone in this group,” Rolly grinned and called Winchester to him. 
 
    The dog nuzzled Rolly’s hand and sat in front of him.  
 
    I looked around at my team as they watched Rolly coo at Winchester. I knew they were all worried, but watching an old man with a dog was enough to take their minds off of it for a moment.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    My team and I made our way back out to the courtyard to find that the civilians had loaded the trucks with bodies. I was happy to see that they had taken the initiative and figured that once we taught them how to farm and hunt, they would be self-sufficient enough to leave on their own for a while. 
 
    “Looks good out here,” I called out as I made my way to the truck.  
 
    “Thanks,” Jeff grinned at me.  
 
    “Where should we take the bodies?” Cathy asked.  
 
    “Did you make sure the other truck started?” Anna inquired. 
 
    “Yeah,” Jeff confirmed. “It’s not pretty, but it still fired up.” 
 
    The truck had taken some damage in the initial fight and had more than a few bullet holes in it. But if it still ran that was a start, it would make moving these bodies a lot easier. 
 
    “Is that all the bodies?” Tara asked incredulously. 
 
    “Yeah,” Cathy said, “We got them all in the three trucks.” 
 
    “Good job,” I grinned. “Is there any fire starter around here?” 
 
    “I found a bottle,” Jeff said. “It’s only about half full though.” 
 
    “That will work,” I nodded. “Who wants to come and help with these bodies?” 
 
    “I’ll help,” Mike offered.  
 
    “Me too,” Jeff said.  
 
    Another man offered to come too, but I couldn’t remember his name.  
 
    “Let’s go find somewhere to dump these,” I said, and then I turned to my team. “Who wants to come?” 
 
    Tara took two steps back and avoided eye contact.  
 
     “I’ll go,” Anna said, and she rolled her eyes at the platinum blonde’s antics. 
 
    “I’m in,” Rolly said with a smile.  
 
    “Jeff, you’re with me,” I said. “Rolly and Anna, you take another truck, and Mike and… I’m sorry, I don’t remember your name.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” the guy said with a small smile. “I’m Jim.” 
 
    I knew I had heard that name yesterday, and I gave the guy a once over before I remembered where. 
 
    “Didn’t you pass out from digging yesterday?” I asked. “Are you sure you’re up to this?” The guy already looked scrawny as hell, and I wasn’t sure he should be doing anymore hard labor until he had more protein in his body.  
 
    “I’ll be fine,” Jim assured me. “I had just been out in the heat all day yesterday and hadn’t got any water.” 
 
    “Okay,” I nodded. “Jim, you and Mike can take the last truck. Jeff and I will lead the way.” 
 
    They all nodded and headed to the trucks. 
 
    “Guess you’ll beat me this time,” Anna laughed as she hopped in the driver's seat of our truck. 
 
    “Only ‘cuz you’re letting me,” I grinned as I hopped in the beat-up military vehicle. 
 
    Jeff and I took the beat-up truck and led the way down the dirt road. When we got to the main road, I took a left and went farther down from the outpost and the farms. I didn’t want anyone to have to smell this nastiness, and this way if anyone did see the smoke it would lead them farther away from the little community we had built. 
 
    “So you were a Ranger?” Jeff asked as we continued down the highway. 
 
    “That’s right,” I said. “3rd Ranger battalion out of Fort Benning, Georgia. You a military man, Jeff?” 
 
    “Not me, no,” he shook his head. “My dad was though, and my brother and even my brother-in-law. One Navy and two Marines.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you join?” I asked. “Oftentimes military runs in the family.” 
 
    “That it does,” he agreed. “I blew my eardrum when I was a kid. They fixed it for the most part, but I still have some hearing loss in my right ear. They wouldn’t take me.” 
 
    I glanced at Jeff and saw that his mouth was turned into a frown and his eyebrows were pinched together. 
 
    “My dad was military too,” I told him. “He died when I was young, but that’s what made me want to join.” 
 
    “That must have been rough,” Jeff said. 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. “I understand the drive to live up to your parents. I’m sorry they didn’t take you.” 
 
    “It’s alright,” he shrugged. “Probably would’ve made a lousy soldier anyway. I couldn’t even get us out of the mess with those National Guard assholes.” 
 
    “You would have been a far better soldier than they were,” I assured him. 
 
    “It makes me sick thinking that the military were the ones responsible for all that shit,” he seethed. 
 
    “I know,” I nodded. “But people are people. They’re good or bad and given the chance most will become bad.” 
 
    “You’re probably right,” he sighed. “I just had so much respect for the military before all this.” 
 
    “I know what you mean,” I said. “But remember it’s people now who are making these calls, not the military as a whole.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he nodded. “I guess you’ll get a few bad eggs in any profession.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I grinned. “We’ll crack ‘em.” 
 
    “That was super lame,” Jeff laughed, and I chuckled with him. 
 
    “Looks like we’ve found our spot,” I said when I saw a large field to our left just up the road. 
 
    “Won’t we start a wildfire?” Jeff asked. 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “There’s a shovel in the back of our truck. We’ll dig a small trench around the fire, so it won’t spread.”  
 
    “Okay,” he agreed. “Sounds like you’ve thought of everything.” 
 
    “This isn’t the first time I’ve killed a bunch of men,” I said with a smile, though I had to admit it probably made me sound scarier than I would have liked. 
 
    I pulled into the small field and hopped out of the truck. The other two trucks were close behind, and Anna parked her truck so the ass end faced my truck, and Mike did the same.  
 
    “Alright, let’s get this going,” Anna said, and she moved to the back of her beat up truck and started pulling bodies out. 
 
    Rolly moved to help, and the beautiful redhead and the old timer worked quickly. 
 
     I tried not to laugh as I watched the stunned faces of the civilians as they stared at the two members of my team. 
 
    “You gonna stare or are you gonna help?” Anna asked with a wry smile as she hefted a body in the center of our trucks. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Jeff said as he reached for a body from the back of our truck. “Sorry, it’s just kinda awesome to see a woman and an older man doing this.” 
 
    “All in a day’s work,” Rolly laughed as he pulled another body from the back of the truck. 
 
    Everyone worked quickly after that, and we had the bodies all piled up within half an hour. 
 
    “Anna,” I said as I threw the last body on the pile, “can you grab the shovels out of the back of the truck?” 
 
    “On it,” she said, and she crawled into the truck bed and returned a moment later with two shovels. 
 
    “I’ll dig,” Jeff said, and he reached for one of the shovels. 
 
    “Me too,” Mike offered, and he grabbed the other shovel from Anna. 
 
    “Okay, we can take turns, let’s get some water first though,” Anna said, and she went to the front of her truck and returned with enough water bottles for our little crew.  
 
    The men said their thanks as she passed them out, and Mike and Jeff drank half their bottles then started to dig a trench around the bodies. 
 
    “When we get back, we can go get the farmers,” Rolly said. “I’m sure they’d help the people at the school get a plot set up to grow.” 
 
    “Is this just an excuse to see your girlfriend?” Anna grinned. 
 
    “Well,” Rolly blushed. “I wouldn’t mind seeing Betty.” 
 
    “We’ll go get the farmers,” I laughed. “But we need to figure out if everyone is staying at the school or going to the abandoned farm.” 
 
    “I think we’re going to split into two groups,” Jim said.  
 
    “Okay,” I nodded. “That’s fine too.” 
 
    “The farm isn’t far, right?” Jim asked. 
 
    “No, not too far,” I assured him. 
 
    “Okay,” he nodded. “I’d still like to visit everyone from time to time.” 
 
    “I’m sure that won’t be a problem,” Anna said with a smile.  
 
    We drank our water in silence for a few moments, but then Jeff started to breathe heavily, and Jim replaced him. After that it only took about ten more minutes before the trench was completed. 
 
    “Let’s light this sucker up,” Rolly grinned. 
 
    I smiled and grabbed the lighter fluid from the cab of my beat-up truck. I used just enough fluid to get the fire started, I didn’t want to waste any in case the civilians needed it for something later, but I would make sure they knew how to start a fire before we left. 
 
    I tested the direction of the wind and made sure nobody was standing downwind of the pile, then I threw a match on the bastards’ remains. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here quick,” I said as the bodies went up in flames. 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me twice,” Anna said, and she headed for her truck. 
 
    The rest of the group followed, and we piled into the trucks and pulled off onto the main road once more. 
 
    “Didn’t you say you’ve been training those girls?” Jeff asked once we were about a mile down the road. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “I found them in a tough situation, and I’ve just kinda stuck around ever since.” 
 
    “It’s pretty amazing that they’re so strong,” he said. “I know they helped you take down the National Guard guys, but just looking at them I wouldn’t really think they were so ruthless.” 
 
    “They’re not really ruthless,” I laughed. “They just care about people and do what they can to help.” 
 
    “I had a few guns before this all started,” Jeff said. “But I bet those girls are better with a rifle than I ever was.” 
 
    “Bailey is the best shot,” I said proudly. “She’s a natural. The other girls are great too, but we all have our strengths.” 
 
    “It’d be great to have some practice firing one of those military rifles,” he mused. 
 
    “We’ll count up the ammo,” I said. “You all will need some practice, but you’ll have to conserve ammo too.” 
 
    “Right,” he agreed. “We need to be ready in case somebody else comes along.”  
 
    I nodded and thought about North Korea. I wasn’t sure that I should tell the civilians just yet, it might send them into a panic, or worse, they’d just think I was crazy. I thought it best to get them established first. Besides, I had no idea just how real the threat was, and I didn’t want to worry anyone needlessly. I needed to check out the camp in Burlington and see if I could find out anything else, and I needed to go soon. The girls wouldn’t like it, but I was confident they could handle things while I was gone.  
 
    We arrived back at the outpost after a few minutes, and I hopped out of the truck.  
 
    “Hey,” Paige said as she ran over to me with Bailey and Winchester in tow. 
 
    “We counted all the supplies,” Bailey said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige said as she handed me a yellow legal pad. “We made a list.” 
 
    “They have fifty M4A1 rifles?” I whistled. “And thirty-seven M9s. That’s great.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Bailey said. “And we found a stockpile of ammo in one of the school closets. It’s not a whole lot, but there’s two thousand rounds for the rifles and a thousand for the pistols.” 
 
    “What about the .50 cals?” I asked as I looked through the list the girls had made. 
 
    “There’s ten ammo boxes,” Bailey said. “Plus what’s still up there.” 
 
    “Good job,” I grinned at the girls. “How are they looking on food?” 
 
    “They have enough for a couple weeks,” Paige said. “But not much after that.” 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “We can run and talk to the farmers about coming down here,” Anna said as she and Rolly approached. 
 
    “It will be best if we get them split into two groups first,” I said. “Then we can have one family go to each place.” 
 
    “If we know how many people are going to the farm, we can gather the rations for them,” Paige said. 
 
    “Right,” I said. “Let’s get a head count then we can go talk to the Millers and Betty. But first I need to talk to everyone. Paige, can you go get Tara?” 
 
    “Sure,” the brunette said, and she ran toward the main building. She emerged a moment later with Tara, and they made their way to the group. 
 
    My little team surrounded me and stared at me with intense eyes. 
 
    “What’s up chief?” Rolly asked. 
 
    “We need to do some reconnaissance at the Burlington camp,” I said. “All of this danger we just risked is for nothing if they send a whole brigade here next week.” 
 
    “I’m down,” Tara offered immediately. 
 
    “I’m going to take Paige,” I shook my head. “We’ll be in new territory, and I need someone who knows how to navigate a map the best.” 
 
    Paige smiled proudly but didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Just the two of you?” Tara pouted. 
 
    “We won’t be gone long,” I said. “A couple of days at most.” 
 
    “What about the people here?” Anna asked, and her eyebrows pushed together as she took in my news. 
 
    “The rest of you are going to stay and get them set up and organized,” I said.  
 
    “We can do that,” Bailey interjected with a smile. 
 
    “I’m sure they’ll have a nice stockpile of food by the time we get back,” I smiled. 
 
    “Is this trip to Burlington because of the North Korea thing?” Paige asked. 
 
    “Yes, partly,” I nodded. “We need to figure out what’s going on since the commander there would have gotten the same order to march to Virginia. I’d like to know why they haven’t gone south yet.” 
 
    “I don’t like it,” Rolly frowned. “But I guess it is the best way to get information.” 
 
    “It’s only reconnaissance,” I assured him. 
 
    “Last time we heard that you blew up a bunch of bikers,” Tara said with her hand on her hip. 
 
    “True,” I laughed. “But not this time, I promise.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we wait and leave tomorrow?” Paige asked. 
 
    “It’s still early,” I said. “We can make it to Burlington in a few hours.” 
 
     “Okay,” Paige said. “So we leave right now?” 
 
    “We’ll go with the group to talk to the farmers first,” I said. “Anna can drive us back to the school, and we’ll take the motorcycle.”  
 
    I usually liked to plan things out further in advance, but we needed to know if this threat was real or not. If it was, there may not be much time to get the civilians established before they would all be called to action. 
 
    “I know it seems scary,” I told my team. “But we have to know if this threat is real or not.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tara sighed. “You’re right. I just wish we had some time to relax a bit before the next big thing.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I grinned. “We’ll have a barbeque when Paige and I get back, and I’ll even let you have a few extra drinks.” 
 
    “I think I’ll take that deal,” Tara grinned. 
 
    “Okay,” Anna said. “Let’s get a head count for who’s going where.”  
 
    I whistled loudly to call everyone’s attention, and the civilians gathered around my team quickly. They still looked tired, but I figured they probably would for quite a while. They had been through some pretty serious trauma. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Jim mentioned that he thought you all were going to be splitting into two groups.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jeff said. “I’m staying here at the school.” 
 
    “And there’s a group of us who want to go to the farm,” Cathy nodded. 
 
    “Okay,” I smiled. “Has everyone made a decision about where they’re going?” 
 
    The civilians nodded. 
 
    “How many people are going to the farm?” I asked. 
 
    “There’s eight of us,” Cathy said.  
 
    “So how many does that leave here?” Anna inquired. 
 
    “Six,” Jeff said.  
 
    “There’s only fourteen of you?” I asked, confused. If I recalled correctly the men who had taken Jenny said that there were fifty civilians, but I hadn’t thought about it until now. 
 
    “I counted fourteen,” Paige nodded. 
 
    “The men who had Jenny said they brought fifty civilians,” Tara confirmed what I remembered. 
 
     “What happened to the others?” I asked. 
 
    “A few died,” Jeff said. “And a bunch of people escaped one night when the guards got wasted,” 
 
    “Why didn’t you go too?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “We tried,” Cathy frowned. “The guards realized what was happening halfway through, and they started shooting.” 
 
    “The others made it out,” Jeff said. “But those of us that were still in the fence were stuck.” 
 
    “Did the guards go after them?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Jeff said. “But they were wasted, and I think a couple of the people who got away killed one.” 
 
    “A few of them were out in the woods all night,” Donna said. “But they came back empty handed. The Colonel was really pissed about it.” 
 
    I nodded and I was glad to know that they got away and weren’t just killed. It was awful for the people left behind, but right then the fewer mouths to feed the better since it would be awhile before they were fully self-sufficient.  
 
    “We’re going to split your supplies between the two groups,” I said. “According to my girl’s chart there’s about enough food for two weeks.” 
 
    “That’s not long,” Cathy frowned. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Anna said. “We’ll show you how to make some traps.” 
 
    “And we’re going to get the farmers so they can show you how to grow some vegetables,” Bailey smiled. 
 
    “We’re not only going to split the food though,” I said. “We’re also going to split up the guns and ammo between you all.” 
 
    “That seems fair,” Jeff said.  
 
    “You all will have trucks too,” I stated. “Remember that you’re still a community and don’t be afraid to ask each other for help.”  
 
    Cathy nodded at me and then turned to Jeff. 
 
    “I don’t want you all to think we’re leaving because of you,” she said, and it looked like she might cry. 
 
    “It’s okay,” he said softly. “I understand it would be hard to stay here.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, and she moved to give the man a hug.  
 
    I sent Bailey and Tara to split up the guns, ammo, and food. Jeff and Mike helped them load it into a truck for the people at the farm.  
 
    “Come back soon,” Jeff said as he hugged Cathy once more. 
 
    “We will,” she said, and then she hopped into the back of the truck. 
 
    “Some of the girls will be coming back shortly with the farmers,” I said. 
 
    “Right, take good care of them,” Jeff nodded to the people in the back of the truck. 
 
    “You’re a good man,” I said with a smile and clapped him on the shoulder. 
 
    My team led the way to the farm while Cathy drove the truck behind us. 
 
    “You think they’ll be okay at the farm?” Anna asked from the passenger’s seat. 
 
    “They’ll be alright,” Rolly said. “We’ll make sure of it.” 
 
    “Right you are, old man,” I smiled.  
 
    The drive was short and quiet. I knew the announcement about Paige and I leaving earlier had put the group on edge somewhat, but I was happy that Rolly would be around to help lift their spirits, if they could pry him away from Betty at least.  
 
    We pulled into the long driveway of the old farmhouse, and the truck bounced up and down with the rough terrain, but I slowed down and tried to keep the bounces to a minimum for the girls in the back. I admired the fields and the mountains in the distance, and soon enough we arrived at the old farmhouse. 
 
    “This is amazing,” Cathy said as she climbed out of the truck and looked at the old house. 
 
    “It’s pretty well maintained,” Bailey said, and she looked around at the land. 
 
    “There’s no livestock,” Anna said. “But we might be able to get some chicks or something at some point.” 
 
    “I haven’t had eggs in a long time,” Joanna said with a smile. 
 
    “Hopefully you’ll have some soon enough,” Tara smiled at the girl. I was sure she had a soft spot for these women because of what had happened to her own friends. 
 
    “We’ll let you all explore while we go get the farmers,” I said. “We’ll be back shortly.” 
 
    “Okay,” Cathy said, and she waved to us, then walked toward the house with Joanna and the rest of the group.  
 
    “Are you excited to see Betty?” Anna teased Rolly once we were back on the road. 
 
    “I am,” the old man grinned. 
 
    “Just try to keep her happy,” Anna said. “I want more of that bread.” 
 
    “I could use more bread too,” I laughed.  
 
    “You better come back to get some,” Anna said sternly. 
 
    “I wouldn’t miss it,” I smiled. 
 
    “I’m worried about you two going that far out there,” Anna said in a softer voice. 
 
    “I’m more worried about what we might find,” I said solemnly.  
 
    “Whatever it is, we can handle it,” Rolly said with a look of determination. 
 
    “Guess it helps when you’ve got someone special to fight for, huh?” Anna smiled at the old man and gave his shoulder a push. 
 
    “It does,” he grinned. “And I have Betty... and all of you.” 
 
    “Aw, Rolly,” Anna gasped. “Don’t get all sentimental on us now.” 
 
    “I’m happy you found someone in times like this,” I told the old man.  
 
    “Me too,” he smiled. 
 
    We took in the sunshine as we finished the short drive to Betty’s house, and when we arrived, I gave Dan and Jenny a wave as they carried hay from the barn. 
 
    “Hey!” Dan called out as we hopped out of the truck. “Happy to see you guys.” 
 
    Winchester bolted out of the back of the truck and ran over to Jenny. 
 
    “Whoa,” Jenny smiled. “Did you guys always have a dog?” 
 
    “He’s a recent addition,” I mused.  
 
    “Hey Dan,” Rolly greeted the young man. “Is your grandmother inside?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Dan said as he reached down to pet Winchester. “I’m sure she’ll be happy to see you.”  
 
    Just then, Betty opened the door, and it looked like she had fresh lipstick on. She and Rolly were in each other’s arms before we could even blink. 
 
    “Oh, I’m so happy you’re okay,” Betty said and then she planted a kiss on the old man’s mouth.  
 
    “Grandma,” Dan groaned. 
 
    “Oh hush,” Jenny said, and she elbowed him in the side. 
 
    “They really are super cute together,” Bailey said with a smile as she watched the old couple fawn over each other.  
 
    “How did it go with the National Guard guys?” Dan asked. 
 
    “We kicked their asses,” Tara smirked. 
 
    “Well hell yeah,” Dan congratulated the team.  
 
    “Are the people okay?” Jenny asked with a frown. 
 
    “Everyone is a bit shaken up,” Anna answered. “But they’ll be okay.” 
 
    “Is there anything we can do to help?” Jenny asked. 
 
    “Well,” I started. “That’s why we’re here. There are some civilians planning to stay at the school and a few who are taking over the abandoned farmhouse down the road. We were hoping you and the Millers would be willing to help them start growing some food.” 
 
    “We can do that,” Betty said as she and Rolly joined us while holding hands. “As long as Rolly can come with me.”  
 
    The old man blushed, and I noticed the lipstick stains around his mouth.  
 
    “I think that can be arranged,” I laughed.  
 
    Betty jumped when Winchester nudged her hand.  
 
    “Oh, Lord,” she said, and she put a hand on her breast. It seemed she was too enamored with Rolly to even notice our new pet. 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige laughed. “We got a dog. His name is Winchester.” 
 
    “Well aren’t you a handsome boy?” Betty asked as she bent down to pet the brindle pup.  
 
    “How soon do we need to leave?” Jenny asked. 
 
    “We were hoping we could do it really soon,” I said. “Would that be okay?” 
 
    “Let me finish feeding the cows,” Dan said. “Then we’ll be all set.” 
 
    “I’ll help,” Bailey offered.  
 
    “Thanks,” Dan smiled. “It shouldn’t take long.”  
 
    Jenny and Betty fawned over Winchester and rubbed his belly until Bailey and Dan returned, then we all loaded into the truck, except for Rolly who opted to ride with Betty in her truck.  
 
    It was a short drive to the Miller’s, and when we pulled into the driveway, I waved my arm out and saw Justin emerge from the house. 
 
    “Good to see you folks,” he said as we all piled out of the truck. “Jenny, Betty, Dan, how are you all?” 
 
    “Doin’ alright,” Betty said with a smile as Rolly helped her from the cab of the truck. 
 
     “Hey there buddy,” Justin said with surprise as Winchester ran over to greet him, and he reached down to pet the brindle dog.  
 
    “His name’s Winchester,” Paige said with a smile. 
 
    I was surprised at how well Winchester had handled the adjustment of a new owner, but he really seemed to like people, even after what those asshole Guardsmen had done to him, and I wondered how long they had had him before we got there. 
 
    “Should I ask if he’s a rescue?” Justin said with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Something like that,” I laughed.  
 
    “How did the mission go?” Justin asked. 
 
    “Pretty good,” I grinned.  
 
    “Only one bullet wound,” Anna smiled, and she held up her arm. 
 
    “Is it bad?” he asked with a frown. 
 
    “No,” Anna laughed. “Just a graze.” 
 
    “Let Marla look at it while you’re here,” he said.  
 
    “Look at what?” Marla asked as she emerged from the house with her boys in tow, and Winchester ran over to the boys to get more pets.  
 
    “She has a gunshot wound,” Justin said as he pointed to Anna. 
 
    “It’s really not that bad,” Anna repeated with a smile. 
 
    “Still,” Marla pushed. “Let me check it out real quick.” 
 
    “Alright,” Anna said. “Paige, do you want to come?”  
 
    “Oh yeah,” Paige grinned and followed Anna toward the house. 
 
    “Come on in,” Justin said, and he waved us forward. 
 
    “How’s Briar?” I asked while we walked. 
 
    “As stubborn as ever,” Justin laughed. “But he’s doing alright. He’ll be ready to go back home soon.” 
 
    “Good,” I smiled. 
 
    “So what can I do for you all?” Justin asked once we were inside. 
 
    “Well we wanted to ask for a favor,” I said. 
 
    “Anything,” Justin said. “You’ve already helped us so much.” 
 
    “Well, it’s not exactly us that we’re asking for,” Bailey piped up. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Marla asked as she removed Anna’s bandage. 
 
    “The civilians that were left at the camp need some help,” Betty said. 
 
    “There’s some at the abandoned farmhouse and some at the old school,” Jenny offered. “They need some help learning how to grow food.” 
 
    “I’m sure we could manage that,” Justin smiled. 
 
    “Hey!” Briar called out as he came down the stairs. “I thought I heard you guys down here. Come to tell me what good use you got out of that silenced Rugar?”  
 
    “It helped a lot,” I grinned. “Thank you again.” 
 
    “Ah, don’t mention it,” the old man waved. “I’m just glad you got some use out of it.”  
 
    “Oh, we did,” Tara grinned at the man. 
 
    “It looks like you’re all good,” Marla told Anna as she replaced her bandages and then she turned to Paige. “You did a good job.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Paige smiled. 
 
    “I’ll go with you to help the others,” Justin offered. “I think it’s best if Marla stays here with Briar and the boys.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said.  
 
    “Who wants to go where?” Anna asked. 
 
    “I can go to the farm,” Justin offered. “I used to help out the people who lived over there once in a while so I know the land pretty well.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” Dan offered.  
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Let’s head out. Tara, can you go with Dan and Justin and teach the civilians how to make some rabbit traps?” 
 
    “Sure,” the pretty platinum blonde responded with a smile. 
 
    “Bailey,” I said. “You’ll go with the group to the school.” 
 
    “Okay,” Bailey smiled.  
 
    “Paige and I are going to check out the Burlington refugee camp,” I said to the others.  
 
    “Isn’t that dangerous?” Marla asked. 
 
    “They just took down a National Guard outpost,” Justin laughed. “I’m sure they can handle it.” 
 
    “Anything we can do to help?” Briar asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Betty added with a concerned look. “Why didn’t you tell us sooner? We could’ve gotten some supplies for you.” 
 
    “We’ll stop by the campus before we leave,” I said.  
 
    “Give ‘em hell,” Briar grinned and then he winced in pain as he sat on the couch. 
 
    “We’ll help however we can,” Justin offered. 
 
    “The best way you can help right now is to help the other civilians,” I said with a smile. 
 
    “Well then, consider it done,” he said, and he went to give Marla a kiss before he left. 
 
    “Be safe,” she called to him as we headed out the door. 
 
    “I’ll be back as soon as I can,” he said.  
 
     “Thank you all for doing this,” I said, and I looked at each of the farmers. “We really appreciate it.” 
 
    “After everything you’ve done, it’s the least we can do,” Jenny said with a smile. 
 
    “Yeah,” Dan said. “You saved my sister.” 
 
    “And our livelihood,” Justin added. 
 
    “We can teach a few people how to farm,” Betty said, and she gave me a smile.  
 
    “We didn’t do anything for personal gain,” I said. “I just wanted you all to know that we appreciate your help.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Justin said, and he clapped me on the shoulder. 
 
    “I’ll bake y’all up some more bread for when you’re back,” Betty said with a wink. 
 
    “We’ll have to make it a short trip then,” I grinned. 
 
    “Be safe,” Jenny said with a small smile. 
 
    “Take care of yourselves,” I told them, and then I opened the truck door.  
 
    “You better hurry back,” Tara said, and she gave me a kiss. “I haven’t had quality Tav time in a while.” 
 
    “I’ll be sure to do that,” I laughed. 
 
    “Savor this.” Tara grinned at Paige and then gave her a hug.  
 
    “I will,” Paige laughed.  
 
    “Be safe out there,” Rolly said, and he clapped me on the shoulder.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said. “We’ll be fine.” 
 
    Rolly gave Paige a hug then we loaded into the truck. 
 
    Anna fired up the engine and started down the old road. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” she sighed once we hit the highway. “Normally we plan things out for a lot longer.” 
 
    “I know,” I nodded. “But we need to know what we’re dealing with so we can plan our next course of action.” 
 
    “Just be safe,” she nodded. 
 
    “We will,” I smiled. “Take care of everyone while we’re gone. I know you can handle it.” 
 
    The redhead blushed but kept her eyes on the road.  
 
    “Think of it as a trial run for when you have your own team,” Paige grinned. 
 
    “I suppose,” Anna laughed. “I don’t think I can replace Tav though.” 
 
    “Well let’s hope you never have to,” Paige said. “I have needs that I just don’t think you could fill.” 
 
    “Do you mean holes?” Anna asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Oh my god!” Paige turned red and smacked the redhead on the arm. “Who are you, Tara?” 
 
    “Just be glad you get him to yourself for a couple days,” Anna smiled. “He’s going to have a lot of work to do when he gets back.” 
 
    “I think I can manage,” I laughed. 
 
    I knew Anna would be able to keep things on track in my absence, I was more worried about what Paige and I would find in Burlington.  
 
    No matter what we found, I was sure it wouldn’t be good.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    As we rode through town, I realized that the small area was just as Paige and I had left it, and I was happy to see that the spike strip at the end of the road to the college was undisturbed, so I hopped out and moved it out of our way and waited for Anna to pass through before I put it back in its place and got back in the truck. When we arrived back at the college, the familiar landscape and buildings were a comfort, and I noticed how well Bailey’s garden had turned out. New sprouts had popped out of the ground in just the short time we had been gone, and I was proud of all the work she had put into providing food for our little family.  
 
    “Do you need any help getting packed up?” Anna asked as she shut off the engine of the truck. 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “We’ll be alright. Go help the rest of the team.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said, and she reached over to envelop Paige and I in a hug.  
 
    “We’ll see you soon,” I said as I kissed the top of her head.  
 
    “Be safe,” Anna said as Paige and I hopped out of the truck, then she fired up the engine and gave us a wave before she started back down the road toward the farms and the rest of our tribe. 
 
    “Man,” Paige started. “Everyone seems really on edge that we’re leaving.” 
 
    “Anna’s right though,” I said. “Normally we plan things out for longer. I think it makes them uneasy that we’re leaving so abruptly.” 
 
    “Well let’s get going then,” she smiled. “The sooner we leave the sooner we’ll be back.” 
 
    “Right,” I smiled back at her. “Grab enough food, water, and ammunition for a few days.”  
 
    “Right,” Paige said. “I want to change too.”  
 
    “Good idea,” I grinned as I looked down at my dirty clothes. 
 
    Paige and I headed inside to pack our supplies and change.  
 
    I made my way to the dorm room I had claimed and found a semi-clean shirt and a pair of cargo pants, so I put them on, along with my kevlar vest and then I filled up my magazines from the ammunition in my room and grabbed enough for Paige too. I would have my rifle and sidearm, and she would have her shotgun and side arm.  
 
    When I left my dorm room, Paige was already gone, and she had left her dirty clothes in the corner, so I headed down to our meat shed to gather some food supplies, but Paige was already there when I arrived. 
 
    “Looks like there’s plenty of smoked stuff still in here,” she said. “I’ll grab some canned food from the kitchen too.” 
 
    “Good call,” I told her as I wrapped up some smoked wolf. 
 
    I watched Paige’s ass as she walked toward the kitchen. She was a strong woman and she didn’t require much outside protection, but as I watched her small frame, I was reminded how much I cared about these women and why this mission was so important in the first place.  
 
    It would be a long few days, but it would be worth it to protect the little family I had created.  
 
    I made my way to the motorcycle and set my pack near it before I checked the gas and filled another container. I needed to make sure we wouldn’t run out of gas on this trip, we didn’t need to end up stranded in Burlington, especially if that camp was as bad as the civilians said it was. 
 
    Next I went to the library and found several maps of the area and marked out our journey. Hwy 116 would take us most of the way there, and we most likely wouldn’t run into too much trouble on that road. The freeway would be far more dangerous, the National Guard could have checkpoints, and I did not want to run into those assholes. 
 
    When I returned to the motorcycle, Paige was already there, and she was dressed in a green tank top and black skinny jeans with her hiking boots and her long brown hair up in its usual messy bun. 
 
    “I got us some canned veggies,” she smiled. 
 
    “I got our map,” I said, and I held up the papers. 
 
     “Where’s your vest?” I asked.  
 
    “I put it in my pack,” she said. “Should I put it on now?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. “We don’t want to take any chances.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said, and she retrieved the vest from her bag. 
 
    “Have you ever ridden one of these for an extended period?” I gestured to the motorcycle as she put on the vest.  
 
    “No,” she shook her head. “I made sure to wear pants. Anything else I should know?” 
 
    “Your thighs will probably hurt,” I said with a laugh. “But I think you’ll be alright.” 
 
    “Can’t hurt more than what you do to me,” she grinned. 
 
    “Alright,” I laughed. “Let’s get this show on the road.” I threw my leg over the bike and waited for Paige to do the same. 
 
    “Hey Tav,” she said with a small voice. 
 
    “Yeah?” I asked. 
 
    “Thanks for choosing me to go,” she said as she looked at the ground. “I know I kinda freaked out in the hallway at the outpost, but I want to show you that I can do this type of stuff.” 
 
    “Of course you can,” I said as I hopped off the bike and moved toward her. “That was a scary situation, and you handled it well.” 
 
    “It was pretty scary,” she said with a small smile. 
 
    “You’re a valuable member of this team,” I told her, and I lifted her chin to make her look at me. “I’m happy to have you by my side.” 
 
    “Thanks,” the bookish brunette smiled, and then she gave me a kiss. “Now I’m ready.” 
 
    “Alright,” I laughed. “Let’s get going.” 
 
    Paige hopped onto the back of the motorcycle and wrapped her arms around me, then we made our way down the mountain and onto the 116. The roar of the engine was loud, but we were ready if we saw anyone looking to cause trouble. The drive itself should technically be just over an hour once we passed Lanceton, but there was no way to tell what or who we might run into on the way.  
 
    The road was quiet as we drove, and I thought about what our course of action might be based on what we found in Burlington. If the camp was abusing civilians, we would have to do something, but there was a chance that the place would be under better control than the outpost and nobody but my team was ready to take on an organized military group. Hell, my team was too small to take on one themselves if there were more men than the outpost, and I expected there to be at least a battalion there.  
 
    There was also an off chance that the North Korea thing wasn’t bullshit, and there wouldn’t be a camp when we arrived. I didn’t want to think about that, but if there was any way to gain information on what was really going on, we had to try. 
 
    Signs for the town of Bristol pointed me to the right, but I continued on straight. I didn’t want to go through a town since there was no way to know who might be left there.  
 
    We drove on for almost an hour and passed a small storage facility to our right. The roads were still clear, but it had become quite hot, especially in long pants and a kevlar vest.  
 
    “What’s that?” Paige asked, and she pointed ahead.  
 
    There in the distance were four figures. I couldn’t make out if they were men or women, but I could tell that they were running. From what, I didn’t know, but I slowed down and watched as they ran to a graveyard on the right-hand side of the street. 
 
    “Who do you think they are?” Paige asked as she leaned around me to watch the people, and we saw them duck behind some gravestones.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I said.  
 
    “Do you think they’re dangerous?” she asked. 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “I don’t. I think they’re running from something dangerous.” 
 
    “What should we do?” she asked. 
 
    “Get out your shotgun,” I said. “Even though I don’t think they’re dangerous, I can’t say that for sure.” 
 
    “Right,” she said, and she pulled the shotgun off her back.  
 
    “Now hold on,” I said, and I took off toward the graveyard.  
 
    I could no longer see the people when I stopped the motorcycle and hopped off, so I pulled my rifle from my shoulder and aimed at the gravestones.  
 
    “What do we do?” Paige asked, her shotgun at the ready.  
 
    “We figure out what we’re dealing with,” I told her. “If they have weapons and open fire duck behind the bike.” 
 
    Paige nodded, and I took a step toward the graveyard. 
 
    “Hello?” I called out. “Is anyone out there?” 
 
    The world seemed to grow silent as I scanned the area looking for signs of the people, and a minute passed before a male voice called back. 
 
    “Who are you?” they asked. 
 
    “We live a little ways away,” Paige offered. “We’re out looking for supplies.” 
 
    I nodded to her to let her know that I agreed with her lie.  
 
    “Are you National Guard?” a female voice called out. 
 
    “No,” I yelled back. “We’re civilians. What about you?” 
 
    I knew these people weren’t National Guard, but I wanted them to trust me and if they thought I was worried about the Guard too, it would give us some common ground.  
 
    “We just came from the camp in Burlington,” the first male voice yelled.  
 
    “Why don’t you come out, and we can talk?” Paige asked. 
 
    “How do we know you won’t shoot us?” the woman’s voice called.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said. “We can’t lower our weapons until we know that you aren’t packing and going to shoot us.” 
 
    “Tav,” Paige whispered. “They’re obviously scared.” 
 
    “I know,” I said. “But we can’t risk them trying to trick us.” 
 
    “I have my knife,” she said. “I’m going to set my gun down and walk toward them.” 
 
    “Paige,” I whispered fervently. “If they have weapons--” 
 
    “Then I’ll handle it,” she said. “If they pull a gun, I’ll duck, and you can take them out.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at her. I didn’t like her putting herself in harm’s way, but it wasn’t a terrible plan either, so I sighed and nodded at her. 
 
    “Okay,” she yelled as she set down her shotgun. “I’m going to walk out into the graveyard. I’m leaving my shotgun here.” 
 
    I kept my rifle raised as Paige made her way through the headstones.  
 
    It was quiet, and I was not fully comfortable with the situation, but Paige was right, these people seemed scared, and if they had told the truth about coming from the camp, then we had to try to help them. 
 
    Paige looked left and right as she walked until I saw her pause near a large white grave marker.  
 
    “Hey,” I heard her say. “I can see your foot. Don’t be scared. I left my gun over with my friend. Can you show me your hands so I know you aren’t armed?” 
 
    It took a few seconds but soon I saw two hands lift from behind the white stone.  
 
    “Perfect,” Paige said. “How many other people are with you?” 
 
    “Three,” I heard the male voice say.  
 
    “Okay,” Paige said. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Thomas,” the man said.  
 
    “Thomas,” Paige repeated. “Thomas, it’s okay to come out now, I won’t hurt you.” 
 
    Another few seconds passed by, but then the man stood up, and he still held his arms at chest level to show that he had no weapon. It looked like he was wearing a jumpsuit of some kind. It was striped, and it hung off his frail body and looked three sizes too big, and I thought about what the civilians at the outpost said about Burlington being like Auschwitz.  
 
    “Hi,” Paige stuck out her hand to the man. “I’m Paige.” 
 
    The man looked down at her hand before he reached out to shake it. 
 
    “Where’s the rest of your group?” Paige asked.  
 
    “I-I’m not sure,” Thomas stuttered. “We all just ran in here.” 
 
    “Can you call out to them?” Paige asked.  
 
    “W-what do you want me to say?” Thomas asked.  
 
    “Can you ask them to show us their hands?” Paige asked. “We just need to be sure that none of you are going to shoot at us.” 
 
    “Okay, hey I think this girl wants to help us,” he called out. “Everyone put your hands up, so they know we aren’t armed.” 
 
    “How do you know they’re not making sure we aren’t armed so they can shoot us?” another male voice called out.  
 
    “I’m out here with you,” Paige answered. “We don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    It took another moment but eventually three more sets of hands raised up, and Paige looked over at me and nodded, so I lowered my rifle and watched her work. She was doing a hell of a job diffusing the situation.  
 
    “I have some food and water,” Paige said. “My friend has lowered his rifle. If you’ll all follow me to our motorcycle, I’ll get you something to drink.” 
 
    Paige walked back toward me with a steady gait. Nobody followed at first, but after a moment the four people were making their way toward us. The other three wore the same striped outfit that Thomas had on, and I was sure they hadn’t lied about coming from the Burlington camp, so I pulled out some water and wolf jerky from my pack.  
 
    The closer the people got the filthier I noticed they were. It looked like they had either worked in dirt all day or they had been on the run for a long time.  
 
    “I’m Tav,” I said as I handed two of them bottles of water.  
 
    “Thomas,” the first man said. He had large eyes and brown hair down to his chin.  
 
    “I’m Viv,” the girl said softly. She was short with wide hips and long honey blonde hair that hung down to her breasts.  
 
    “Rick,” another guy said. He was tall with short black hair and green eyes. 
 
    “I’m Corey,” the last guy introduced himself. He was just barely taller than Viv and he had blonde curls that hung wildly around his face. 
 
    “How long ago did you get out of the Burlington camp?” I asked as I studied how thin they were. 
 
    “We broke out late last night,” Thomas said, and then he took a large pull from the water bottle before he passed it to Rick. 
 
    “There were five of us,” Viv said with a small voice. “They caught Annabell.” 
 
    “The Guard?” Paige asked, and her eyebrows pulled together behind her thick glasses. 
 
    “Yeah,” Viv nodded. “We all need to get out of here soon. They’re coming for us too.” 
 
    “How many?” I asked. 
 
    “Two guys on horses,” Corey said.  
 
    “We managed to get away a couple times already,” Rick said. “I don’t want to push our luck.” 
 
    “How far ahead are you?” Paige asked. 
 
    “Maybe twenty minutes,” Corey said. “But they’ve got horses, so I don’t really know.” 
 
    Paige reached into her pack and pulled out another water bottle and some more wolf jerky, then she dumped the contents of her pack into mine and refilled her pack with the supplies she had set aside. 
 
    She handed the pack to Viv who looked up at her with wide eyes.  
 
    “It’s not much,” Paige said. “But it will help. Keep heading south and stay off the main road as much as possible.” 
 
    “W-why are you helping us?” Viv asked. 
 
    “We’re just doing what the National Guard has failed to do,” I said. “Now go. We’ll take care of the soldiers.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Viv said, and she put the pack on.  
 
    “How can we repay you?” Corey asked. 
 
    “Just stay alive,” Paige said.  
 
    “Come on,” Rick pushed. “We gotta go.”  
 
    “Thank you,” Thomas said, and he reached his frail hand out to shake my hand and then Paige’s.  
 
    “You’re welcome,” Paige smiled. “Now go. We’ll take care of the soldiers following you.” 
 
    Thomas nodded, then turned to follow the group, and they ran across the graveyard and disappeared into the fields.  
 
    “What’s the plan now, boss?” I asked Paige with a wry smile. 
 
     “You come up with one plan and all of a sudden you’re the boss,” she muttered with a smile.  
 
    “You did a good job,” I laughed. 
 
    “Thanks,” she grinned. “Let’s find somewhere to hide so we can take out these goons on horseback.” 
 
    I nodded and pushed the motorcycle behind the cemetery gate. There were two large trees in the corner of the cemetery, and I looked them up and down and then I turned to Paige as she surveyed our surroundings. 
 
    “I think I have a plan,” I grinned and nodded at the trees. 
 
    “The trees?” she asked with a raised eyebrow. “Won’t that leave us open if they notice us?”  
 
    “The key word there is if,” I told her. “These trees have a lot of cover and if these men are on horseback, we’ll need a high vantage point to take them out with the first shot.” 
 
    “Okay,” Paige said. “I really don’t want to shoot a horse. I think we should find a better spot for the motorcycle though.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I agreed, and I scanned the graveyard until I saw a mausoleum in the far-left corner. Then I walked the bike over to it and hid it so that it wouldn’t be visible from the road. “Is that good?”  
 
    “Yes,” she said. “I can’t see it.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, and I made my way toward the trees in the corner by the road. “You know how to climb a tree?” 
 
    “I did when I was ten,” she grinned.  
 
    “Let’s hope it’s like riding a bike,” I smiled and then I knelt down and cupped my hands to give her a lift.  
 
    The trees were huge, with plenty of leaves for cover and thick branches we could perch on.  
 
    Paige put her hiking boot in my hands and reached for the branch as I lifted her, then she wrapped her arms around the thick wood and flung her other leg over.  
 
    “Are you steady?” I asked.  
 
    “I think so,” she said. “I’ll have to find a good spot to shoot from though.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said. “I’m coming up.”  
 
    I moved to the trunk of the tree and grabbed a low branch to heft myself up. My height worked to my advantage, and I was sitting next to Paige in a matter of seconds.  
 
    “Whoa,” she said, and she looked me up and down. “You’re like Tarzan.” 
 
    “Not exactly,” I laughed.  
 
    “Well the gun does have a sort of Clayton vibe,” she chuckled. “So where are we going to sit?” 
 
    “Let’s move closer to the trunk,” I said. “There’s another branch like this one on the other side. I’ll go over there. The key is to lean against the trunk when you fire so that the kickback won’t make you lose your balance.” 
 
    “Have you shot someone on horseback before?” she asked. 
 
    “Not exactly,” I said. “But I have shot people on motorcycles. I imagine it’s very similar.”  
 
    I moved to the other branch, and Paige scooted closer to the trunk so she was able to press her back against it, then she pulled out her shotgun to check out the angle. 
 
    “Use your pistol,” I told her. “Your shotgun won’t be as accurate and there’s a better chance you’ll hit the horses.” 
 
    “Right,” she said, and she pulled out her side arm. “Are we going to shoot at the same time?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, and I readied my rifle. “If we can take them both down at once then we won’t have to chase one down.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said, and she pushed her glasses up on her nose. “I wish Bailey was here. She could get this shot no problem.” 
 
    “Even if you only injure him that still puts us in a good position,” I said. “Plus, from where we’re shooting it will be difficult for them to know where to fire back.” 
 
    “True,” the brunette nodded.  
 
    It had been about ten minutes since the civilians ran off, and I figured we wouldn’t have to wait much longer for these assholes to show up. 
 
    Paige’s breath was even, and she seemed calm, but she stared at the road with intense eyes, and her brown eyebrows pulled together behind her glasses.  
 
    “How ya doin’?” I asked.  
 
    “I’m fine,” she said. “I just want these dicks to show up already. You don’t think we missed them do you?”  
 
    “No,” I said. “I’m sure they’re coming. Those horses are probably tired though, so they may not be moving as quick as they were last night.” 
 
    “That’s a long time to be running,” Paige frowned. 
 
    “It is,” I agreed. “But we were able to help the civilians and right now that’s all we can do.”  
 
    “Yeah,” she said. “I hope they’re able to make it somewhere safe.” 
 
    “I’m sure they’ll be alright,” I smiled. 
 
    Just then I noticed the unmistakable shape of two men on horseback coming down the road. 
 
    “They’re here,” I whispered. “Wait for them to get close and shoot on my signal.” 
 
    “Got it,” Paige whispered back, and she lined up her shot. 
 
    We watched the men come down the road, and I realized I had been right, the horses didn’t move as fast as they should have. I doubted these men had given them a break all night, they were barely above a walking pace, and the horses bobbed their heads up and down in a tired fashion.  
 
    The men were dressed in full uniform, including kevlar vests and ballistic helmets, and they had M16A1’s slung behind their backs and M9s on their hips. It seemed they were better prepared than the men at the outpost for the simple fact that they had their gear on, still though, neither of them had their weapons drawn.  
 
    We could hear the men before we had a clear shot, and I listened intently to their conversation to see if they would reveal any new information. 
 
    “Jameson gets all the good tasks,” the first guy groaned.  
 
    “Because he’s the CO’s favorite,” the second guy agreed.  
 
    “Meanwhile we’re out here fucking hunting down escapees,” the first spat. 
 
    “Man, I can’t wait to get going down south,” the second said. 
 
    “Yeah, right,” the first said. “Doesn’t seem like that’ll ever happen.”  
 
    “Colonel Harkness had it right,” the second said. “Should’ve gone with him when I had the chance.” 
 
    “That guy was a dick,” the first said. 
 
    The two soldiers grew closer as they talked, and they were almost in line for a shot, so I looked over at Paige and held up a finger to signal that it was almost time.  
 
    “How pissed will the CO be if we don’t come back with these civilians?” the second asked. 
 
    “He doesn’t want anyone out,” the first said. “We’re already gonna have to make an example out of these four.” 
 
    “Well we got the one,” the second said.  
 
    “Yeah,” the first agreed. “But people need to know that we won’t just let it go.”  
 
    “Fuck this shit man,” the second said. “I’d rather go up north. This is bitch work.” 
 
    I had a clear shot, so I looked over at Paige. She held her pistol steady, and I was sure she had the shot as well. Paige was no Bailey, and the helmets these guys wore would make it more complicated, but I had faith that she could get a good enough shot in to knock him off his horse.  
 
    I breathed out slowly and pulled the trigger, and my rifle kicked me against the tree with a loud bang. My bullet went straight through the soldier’s eye, and the man slumped and slid off his horse. 
 
    Paige’s pistol went off a split second after mine, and the second man took a shot to the throat before he had time to notice that his buddy was dead.  
 
    The man reached for his throat instinctively to try to stop the blood, but Paige had hit an artery, and it was a matter of seconds before he too slipped off his horse and fell onto the black asphalt.  
 
    “Good shot,” I told her with a smile. 
 
    “Thanks,” she smiled back. “When I saw the helmets, I wasn’t sure I could get a head shot, so I figured the throat was just as good.” 
 
    “We got both of them,” I said. “That’s all that matters.” 
 
    Paige looked down at the horses on the road since they had stopped just ahead of the bodies, and then she turned to me with pursed lips. 
 
    “Why aren’t they running?” she asked, and her brown eyebrows pulled together. 
 
    “They were probably trained to be around gunfire,” I said.  
 
    “So they’ll just stay there?” she asked. 
 
    “Well we’re not shooting at them.” I shrugged.  
 
    “Can we catch them?” she asked, and her eyes grew wide with excitement. 
 
    “Let’s go see,” I laughed.  
 
    I hopped down from the tree and reached up to help Paige down as well, I wrapped my hands around her small waist and easily lifted her down from the tree.  
 
    “Let’s approach slowly,” I said. “We don’t want to spook them.” I pulled a couple handfuls of grass from the ground and handed Paige one of them. “Take this.” 
 
    “Okay,” Paige nodded. “I’ve never really been around horses. They’re frickin’ huge.” 
 
    “They’re pretty big,” I said with a smile. “Just don’t walk behind them and speak to them as you approach.” 
 
    “Uh, I’ll just follow your lead,” she said and then she bit her lip. 
 
    “Don’t be nervous,” I told her. “It’ll be fine.” 
 
    We made our way out of the cemetery and onto the road. The two horses were fairly large, and they looked like quarter horses. One was a soft gray and the other was a deep brown-red color, the gray one had to be at least 16 hands, and the brown-red one was even taller, but they both were female. 
 
    “Hey pretty girl,” I said, and I held my hand out and walked slowly toward the brown-red horse. 
 
    “Do I make kissy noises like with a dog?” Paige whispered as she walked slowly next to me, and I stifled a laugh. 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “Just speak to her.” 
 
    “How do you know it’s a her?” Paige asked. 
 
    “The lack of a penis is a pretty big clue,” I said, and again I tried not to laugh. 
 
    Paige was always the smart one, and it was comical to find something she knew very little about.  
 
    “Hey there,” Paige said as she moved closer to the gray horse. “You’re a pretty girl.” 
 
    “Click your tongue at her,” I instructed Paige. 
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked.  
 
    “Like this,” I said, and I demonstrated as I moved toward the large brown-red creature.  
 
    Paige followed suit, and we both stopped a few feet from the horses.  
 
    “Hold your hand out flat and let her take the grass,” I said as I held my own hand out. 
 
    “Okay,” Paige said, and she half closed her eyes and held her hand out as far as she could. The look of fear and disgust reminded me of what someone might look like if they had to reach into a toilet to fish out a ring. 
 
    “She won’t hurt you,” I said, the brown-red horse had taken a few steps toward me and started to nibble at the grass in my hand, and I grabbed her reins gently. 
 
    Paige’s horse didn’t seem to mind that Paige looked uncomfortable as hell, the gray lady took a few steps forward and pressed her muzzle against Paige’s hand to get the grass.  
 
    My horse finished her grass, and I stroked her soft muzzle as I watched Paige. 
 
    “Hey,” she said, and she opened her eyes wide and looked at the horse’s mouth on her hand. “Her mouth is so soft.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled as I stroked the brown-red horse’s muzzle. “Go ahead and grab her reins. Just talk to her.” 
 
    “Okay,” Paige nodded. She looked more comfortable than she had before, but she reached up and grabbed the harness. 
 
    “That’s the harness,” I laughed.  
 
    Paige looked over at me and saw the reins I held in my own hand. 
 
    “Right,” she said through pursed lips, and she grabbed the reins. 
 
    I stroked the brown-red horse’s muzzle for another moment and just enjoyed the feel of it. There aren’t many things in the world softer than a horse’s muzzle.  
 
    “Uh, Tav,” Paige said with slight alarm to her voice. “I’m out of grass.” 
 
    I looked over to see a wide-eyed Paige trying to move her now empty hand away from the horse, but the gray lady was following her hand. 
 
    “Uhhhhh…” Paige groaned as she tried to figure out what to do. 
 
    “Just pull on her reins and walk forward,” I laughed. “Watch.” 
 
    I led my horse toward the trees we had hidden in, and Paige followed suit. 
 
    “It’s trying to eat my hair,” I heard her say from behind me.  
 
    “Just get her to the grass,” I said with a chuckle as I pulled some rope from my pack and tied the brown-red girl to the tree.  
 
    “Okay,” Paige said, and she came up next to me holding the reins in a death grip as the horse still nuzzled at her messy bun. 
 
    I laughed and took the reins from her so I could tie the gray lady up to the tree as well. 
 
    “They’ll have plenty of grass here,” I said as I stroked the gray horse’s shoulder. “We’ll need to find them some water though.” 
 
    “This is a cemetery,” Paige said. “There has to be a faucet somewhere so they can water the grounds.” 
 
    “Let’s look around,” I nodded, and after a few minutes of looking I had located the faucet at the far end of the cemetery. 
 
    “I found a wheelbarrow,” Paige called out as she pried the thing from the grass. 
 
    “Perfect,” I said. “Let’s fill it with some water for these girls.” 
 
    Paige brought over the wheelbarrow, and we filled it up and topped off our water bottles. 
 
    “Will this be enough for them?” Paige asked as she parked the wheelbarrow full of water by the tree.  
 
    “Should be,” I said. “We’ll swing back to pick these girls up on our way back home.” 
 
    “What if someone else takes them before that?” she asked. 
 
    “That’s okay too,” I said. “But I don’t think many people are using this road right now.” 
 
    “Tara and Bailey will be so excited if we bring back horses,” the brunette smiled. 
 
    I knew the things terrified her a little, but I thought it was sweet of her to think of her friends. 
 
    “It would be nice,” I smiled back at her. “Horses can do a lot of work as well as being a good means of transportation.” 
 
    “You’re going to ride them back right?” Paige asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “That depends,” I laughed. “Can you drive the motorcycle?” 
 
    “It’s just like riding a bike isn’t it?” Paige grinned, and I cocked an eyebrow at her.  
 
    “Somehow I don’t think that’s right,” I laughed.  
 
    We made our way back to the dead men and stripped them of their weapons and gear before we hid their bodies behind a tree on the side of the road, then we retrieved the motorcycle from behind the mausoleum and made our way back to the road.  
 
    “Here,” I told Paige, and I tossed her the pack I had taken from the dead guy to replace the one she had given the civilians.  
 
    “Thanks,” Paige said as we hopped back on the motorcycle. “What should we name the horses?” 
 
    “Why don’t we let Bailey and Tara decide,” I laughed. “After all you did get to name Winchester.” 
 
    “I guess,” Paige said with an eye roll. “But I swear to God if Tara gives them stripper names I’m going to start a petition.” 
 
    I laughed at the brunette and started up the bike, it had already been a long day but it was good to take a minute to enjoy life. 
 
    I thought of my fourth tier of survival: comfort. It hadn’t been much, but for a few minutes Paige and I got to live instead of just survive, and that’s what we had to fight for.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    The highway was clear as we rode, and there was nothing much around aside from fields and trees and a few farmhouses scattered here and there, but every so often we would come upon a grove of trees that grew over the road, and a canopy of green would engulf us for a moment.  
 
    “116 takes us to South Burlington,” Paige said as we passed by an old farmhouse. “We can walk from there.” 
 
    “Right,” I said.  
 
    “Do you think anyone will be left there?” Paige asked. 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “I don’t think so. Not with it being so close to the camp.” 
 
    “It’s a pretty small town,” she said. “But it bleeds into Burlington. We’ll have to find somewhere to hide the motorcycle.” 
 
    “Let’s look for any house with a garage,” I said. “Or even a mechanic shop.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said as she clung tighter to my chest, and the feel of her hips pressed against my back was almost enough to distract me, but I had to stay focused on the task at hand. 
 
    The drive to South Burlington was quiet, but I made sure to be on the lookout for more guards, and when we arrived at the small town, I slowed down and scanned the area as we drove. 
 
    “Get out your pistol,” I told Paige. “We don’t want to take any chances.” 
 
    “Right,” she said, and I felt her left arm tighten around me as her right arm let go.  
 
    The town itself was small, and some houses had front doors left open and the small grocery store we passed had broken out windows.  
 
    “Over there,” Paige said, and she pointed to a small mechanic shop that sat on the corner.  
 
    I pulled into the abandoned business and checked the front door. The window had been busted out and the door was unlocked, so I raised my pistol and made my way inside, I found the place littered with papers and empty beer cans. The door leading to the garage was open, so I moved toward it while trying not to kick random cans as I went, as I entered I checked my right and left but saw no one. The place was empty, so I opened the garage door and motioned for Paige to walk the bike over.  
 
    “It looks like this town has been picked clean,” Paige said as she parked the bike in the shop.  
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. “We shouldn’t have to worry about anyone finding the bike.” 
 
    “We can take Williston basically all the way there,” Paige said as she looked at the map. “But it goes right through the Veterans Memorial Highway.” 
 
    “Let’s try to avoid larger roads if we can,” I said. “The Guard may have checkpoints set up.” 
 
    “Then I think the easiest thing to do is to just make our way around the highway clover,” Paige said. “It will add some walking time, but at least we won’t be right out in the open.” 
 
    “Good call,” I told her with a smile. “How many miles to Burlington?” 
 
    “Only a couple,” she said, and then she put the map in her pocket and threw on her pack. “It shouldn’t take us long.” 
 
    I looked up at the sun and guessed it was about two o’clock, we still had plenty of daylight left.  
 
    “Then let’s get moving,” I grinned as I tossed on my pack. “Are you hungry?”  
 
    “Not really,” Paige said with a shrug.  
 
    “Okay,” I nodded.  
 
    We closed the garage door and started our walk to Burlington. The small town grew larger the further we walked, and there were shopping plazas and restaurants, I wondered if all of these places had been picked clean as well.  
 
    As we walked, I noticed a Starbucks off to our right.  
 
    Paige must have noticed too because she pointed at it and turned around to look at me. 
 
    “Do you think there’s still coffee in there?” she asked with a smile. 
 
    “I was just wondering that myself,” I smiled back at her. “We’ll check it out on the way home.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said. “Rolly would be so excited if we brought home more coffee beans. I’m sure we’re running low.” 
 
    “We are,” I nodded.  
 
    “I wonder if we can grow some,” Paige mused.  
 
    “I’m not sure, actually,” I said. “But I think it can take a long time for a plant to produce even if we could figure out how to get one.” 
 
    “Well we have nothing but time,” she said, and she flashed me a grin. 
 
    “True,” I laughed. 
 
    “I’ll look for some books in the library when we get home,” she said.  
 
    “Good idea,” I smiled at her.  
 
    The beautiful brunette walked next to me, and I couldn’t help but look over at her as we walked. She really was gorgeous, her brown eyes were deep and large, and her small nose tilted upward just at the tip. I knew from experience how soft her full, pink lips were, and I reached over to brush a stray strand of hair behind her ear. 
 
    Paige looked at me and blushed before she turned back to the road ahead.  
 
    “Hey Tav,” Paige said as she stared straight ahead. 
 
    “Yeah?” I asked.  
 
    “Do you think any of us will ever see our families again?” she asked in a small voice.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I said.  
 
    “I mean I was never really close with my parents,” Paige said. “But it would be nice to know if they’re still alive or not.” 
 
    “Do you want to tell me about them?” I asked with a soft smile. 
 
    I couldn’t tell her that I figured that she would never see them again, but I thought maybe if she talked about them it would help her feel connected to them still. 
 
    “There isn’t much to say really,” she shrugged. “My mom was a librarian, and we communicated more about books than anything.” 
 
    “What about your dad?” I asked. 
 
    “He was an insurance agent,” she said. “I never got to spend a lot of time with him.” 
 
    “You might not have been super connected with them,” I said. “But you are who you are today because of them.” 
 
    “Actually, I think that’s more because of you,” she said and she flashed me a smile. “Most people saw me as book smart but not really smart in other ways. You gave me the opportunity to prove that I was more than just a bookworm.”  
 
    “You are smart,” I told her with a smile. “But you’re smart in a lot of ways. We all have our strengths.” 
 
    “I feel better about myself than I ever did before,” she said. 
 
    “You always seemed confident to me,” I told her. 
 
    “I was,” she laughed. “But I also pushed myself way too hard. I was too focused on knowing things instead of doing things. I actually feel useful now.” 
 
    “It’s good to feel like you have a purpose,” I told her with a smile. “I’m sorry about your parents, but I’m happy that you stayed at the school.” 
 
    “Me too,” she smiled at me. “What about you, were you the smart kid?” 
 
    “I was a wild child,” I laughed. “My mom used to send me into the woods to cut down trees to blow off steam.” 
 
    “You cut down trees as a child?” Paige asked with wide eyes. 
 
    “They were tiny,” I explained. “It was just a way for me to get my energy out.” 
 
    “Did you wear a plaid shirt and suspenders?” she laughed. 
 
    “No,” I chuckled. “I did have a play sheriff badge that I loved though.” 
 
    “So you were always a man of authority,” she joked. 
 
    “Pretty much,” I grinned. 
 
    We had made our way to the right of the clover on the highway, and I scanned the road as we moved around it, but I didn’t see any signs of a Guard checkpoint. 
 
    “We’ll get on Main after we cross the highway,” Paige said. “It looks like there’s a brewery up here soon. We should check it out on our way back.” 
 
    “We can do that,” I smiled.  
 
    “We might be able to find some stuff to brew our own beer,” Paige said. “I know you and Rolly have been dying for some beer.” 
 
    “A cold beer to be exact,” I laughed. “Though I’m not sure we’ll ever get one of those again.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do,” Paige shrugged. 
 
    I was happy she had found some things to be excited about, and I knew when it was time to focus Paige would have no difficulty with it, but for the time being while we walked it felt good to find things to look forward to. I had no idea what we would find at the Burlington Camp, but there was no point to worry before I knew what we would have to deal with. 
 
    We came around the clover and found ourselves behind a large building, but as we walked, I began to hear commotion, and Paige and I both stopped. 
 
    “Do you hear that?” she whispered. 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    It sounded like the banging of hammers and as we listened, I heard a few voices yell.  
 
    “I think we’re close,” I whispered. “Wait here.” 
 
    I made my way to the side of the building and scanned the area. Across the way was a university, and it looked like The Guard had taken it over, there were large fences going around the place and I noticed a few guard towers. There were some houses and buildings between us and the university, but I had no idea who might be around there, and I knew I needed a better vantage point.  
 
    “Tav,” Paige whispered.  
 
    I moved away from the side of the building and walked toward Paige. 
 
    “The camp is a couple streets over,” I said. “It looks like they have the whole university closed in.” 
 
    “Look,” she whispered, and she pointed to an old fire escape ladder that led to the roof of the building.  
 
    I thought for a moment. They wouldn’t be able to see us from that far away, and even if we couldn’t get a good vantage point, we might be able to find a closer building that we could sneak to. 
 
    “Good idea,” I told her, and I moved to the ladder. “I don’t think they’ll be able to see us, but just in case we need to stay low. So once you get on the roof lay down and crawl to the other side.” 
 
    “Got it,” she nodded, and then she reached for the ladder. 
 
    I waited for Paige to reach the top before I began to climb. The ladder looked old, and I wasn’t sure it would support both of our weight at the same time, but as I climbed, I found it sturdy enough and I hopped over the edge and laid down.  
 
    Paige was already on the other side of the roof waiting for me. The roof had concrete sides about three feet high on all sides, and I crawled to Paige as she rummaged through her pack. 
 
    “Here,” she said as she handed me a pair of binoculars.  
 
    “Perfect,” I grinned. “I’ll look first and scout it out.” 
 
    “Okay,” she nodded, and she stayed low as I lifted myself just enough to get a good view with the binoculars.  
 
    It wasn’t a perfect view, but I could see a lot more. I counted six guard towers, one at each corner and two by the front gate, and there were two men in each tower and one .50 cal per tower. All the men were armed with rifles, and they held them at the ready. Already I could tell this place was far more organized than the outpost, it seemed the CO here ran a tight ship.  
 
    I moved the binoculars down to the fence line and waited. One guard walked along the border, and I counted ten seconds until another came from the opposite direction. They had crisscrossing patrols, and as I looked closer, I realized that they had a double fence set up and there was razor wire at the top of the inner fence.  
 
    “What do you see?” Paige asked. 
 
     “They have a double fence set up,” I said, and I crouched back down and leaned my back against the concrete wall. “There are six guard towers, and each is equipped with a .50 cal.”  
 
    “How many men are there?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure yet,” I shook my head. “But they have crisscrossing patrols.” 
 
    “I’m guessing that’s bad,” she sighed. 
 
    “It means they’re organized,” I said.  
 
    “Did you see any civilians?” she asked, and her forehead wrinkled. 
 
    “Not yet,” I said. “We’ll need to move closer. There are houses blocking my view.” 
 
    “Okay,” she nodded, and she pulled the maps from her pocket. “Where does the fence line end to the left?”  
 
    “I’m not entirely sure,” I told her.  
 
    “There’s a country club just past the track field,” she said. “If we’re sneaky, I think we can make it over there.” 
 
    “Okay,” I nodded. “We’re safe here for a moment though, let’s get some food and water.” 
 
    “Good idea,” she nodded, and we both reached into our packs.  
 
    I pulled out some wolf jerky and took a bite.  
 
    Paige looked up at the sun.  
 
    “It looks like it’s maybe four o’clock,” she said. “Should we wait until dark to move to the country club?” 
 
    “It’s unlikely they have spotlights,” I nodded. “But we don’t have a good vantage point here, and I don’t want to waste the day.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said, and she looked at the map again while she chewed. “I can get us there.” 
 
    “Show me,” I said, and then I took a large swig from my water bottle. 
 
    “Here,” she said as she pointed at the map. “We’ll have to backtrack a bit, but we can make our way around. It’s not that far so it shouldn’t take us long.” 
 
    “Okay,” I nodded, and I took another drink of water.  
 
    “So don’t hate me,” Paige said.  
 
    I looked at her with a raised eyebrow as I chewed my wolf jerky. 
 
    “I have to pee,” she laughed. 
 
    “I definitely hate you for that,” I joked. 
 
    “Oh, shut up,” she giggled and hit me on the arm.  
 
    “We’ll find a place to pee,” I laughed. “Are you done eating?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, and she shoved one last bite in her mouth.  
 
    “Let’s go then,” I laughed and put away my food and water.  
 
    We crawled to the opposite side of the roof where the ladder was, I went down first, and then Paige hopped down after me.  
 
    “The bathroom’s right over there,” I joked as I gestured to the trees behind the building.   
 
    Paige rolled her eyes at me and disappeared into the trees, and she returned a moment later. 
 
    “Ready?” she asked with a smile.  
 
    “Lead the way,” I said.  
 
    Paige headed back in the direction we had come from and led us around the clover and down a road with various strip malls.  
 
    “There’s some research facility up here to our right,” she said. “But we’ll have to run over to it without being seen. After that we should have some tree cover.” 
 
    “Okay,” I nodded.  
 
    Paige led us around the back of a supermarket, I could see the research facility across the street, but it was hard to see the guard tower above the houses that stood between us.  
 
    “I think we’ll be okay,” I said. “Let’s still hurry though.” 
 
    “Okay,” she nodded and took off across the road.  
 
    I followed her, and we stopped at the side of the research facility.  
 
    “I think we’re in the clear,” I smiled.  
 
    “Told you I could get us there,” she laughed.  
 
    “Well we aren’t quite there yet,” I said. 
 
    “Right this way,” she grinned and jogged into the trees.  
 
    I followed Paige as she made her way to the Country Club. She had been right, there was plenty of tree cover for the walk there, and it was a short trip. We arrived in about ten minutes at a large building that was nestled into some trees.  
 
    “The campus is right over there,” Paige said, and she pointed north of the building. 
 
    “Let’s check it out,” I said, and I walked to the side of the building.  
 
    I could see the Guard fence from my position, and I noticed a large patch of trees several meters out from the fence. The guard tower was far enough away that I thought we could sneak to the trees without being seen. 
 
    “You see those trees over there?” I asked Paige as I pointed them out. 
 
    “Yeah,” she nodded.  
 
    “We’re going to make our way over there,” I said. 
 
    “Okay,” she agreed.  
 
    “Stay low,” I said. “And once we’re there be quiet.” 
 
    “Got it,” she said, and she crouched down. 
 
    I crouched too and led her to the trees. When I got to the edge, I laid on the ground, Paige followed suit, and from our position we could see most of the camp. 
 
     It wasn’t a pretty sight. 
 
    The area we were looking at was the track and football field, as well as the tennis courts, and there was a tower to our right and one to our left at each corner. I realized then that I had overestimated how large the facility was, it looked like only one building and the athletic area were fenced off. There were guards patrolling along the fence line, and there were still two men in each tower.  
 
    In front of us were many civilians in the athletic court, they all wore the same striped jumpsuits that the other escapees had worn, and they all looked skinny, but they were all hard at work. It looked like they had built several old-fashioned pioneer style wagons already, and they worked on more as we watched.  
 
    In the far corner there were some makeshift stables that held ten to fifteen horses. There were also at least five trucks parked in the yard, and soldiers roamed about and barked orders at the civilians.  
 
    “Jesus,” Paige said after a moment. 
 
    “This isn’t good,” I agreed. 
 
    “They’re treating the civilians like slaves,” she whispered and frowned as she watched.  
 
    I nodded and watched as a soldier hit a middle-aged man with the butt of his rifle because he tipped over a bucket of rusty nails. 
 
    “We have to do something,” Paige whispered. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “But this place is guarded far better than the outpost was. There’s no way we could take them down in a firefight.” 
 
    “They have trucks,” she said. “We could wait until they send men out for supply runs and take them down. Eventually they would have to break camp.” 
 
    “It’s not a bad plan,” I told her. “But if we cut off their supplies, the civilians will be the first to suffer.” 
 
    “They’re all already so skinny,” she frowned.  
 
    “I don’t like it either,” I said. “We have a couple of hours ‘til dark. Let’s stay here and see what information we can gather on the place.” 
 
    “Right,” she nodded. 
 
    We watched as the civilians continued to make wagons and tend to a large garden that had been made on the football field. The guards didn’t give them any breaks, and the civilians looked exhausted already, but I didn’t see anyone even offer them water.  
 
    “What do you think the wagons are for?” Paige whispered. 
 
    “They’re planning on leaving,” I said, and I narrowed my eyes as I looked at the already built wagons, they were large and would be able to carry quite a few supplies. They were made so they could be pulled by the horses easily, but I still wondered where they planned on going since they had a garden set up here. Were they going to head to Virginia to meet up with the rest of the Armed Forces? 
 
    “Do you think they’ll head south to follow the orders from Washington?” Paige asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I told her. “But it seems like a good explanation for the wagon building.” 
 
    Just then I heard someone holler from near the front gate, and the guards began to yell orders as they tried to get the gate open quickly, then two soldiers rode in on horseback with a wagon behind them.  
 
    “Get them to the med tent!” I heard one of the guards yell, and the men on horses made their way to a small white tent that sat behind the garden. 
 
    Several men were in the wagon they pulled, and one screamed continuously. The soldiers stopped the wagon and pulled him out first, and when they lifted him, I realized that he was missing the bottom half of one of his legs. There was a makeshift tourniquet on him, and the men rushed him into the tent. The poor bastard had probably passed out on the ride and woke up to see his leg blown off all over again. The other men in the wagon were injured as well, and we watched as they all piled into the med tent.  
 
    Two guys on patrol had stopped at their crisscross in front of us to stare at the med tent. 
 
    “I’m fucking glad I haven’t been sent up north yet,” one said, and he shook his head. 
 
    “I was up there last week,” the other said. “I’m lucky as hell.” 
 
    “Luckier than that bastard,” the first said, and he gestured to the med tent where you could still hear the screams of the man missing his shin. 
 
    “We’re never gonna get down to the others at this rate,” the second guy said, and he began to walk his patrol again.  
 
    “Ain’t that the fuckin’ truth,” the first guy said as he crossed paths with the second. 
 
    “What’s up north?” Paige asked.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “But I don’t think it’s good.” 
 
    “We should check it out,” she said with a hard nod. 
 
    We watched for another hour before the sun went down. The civilians worked the entire time, and I saw that several of them were bloody, one had a sling on his arm, and they were all filthy. At one point, a woman passed out from exhaustion, and the guards did nothing. They just moved her out of the way of the other civilians who continued to work, but they didn’t bother to take her to the med tent. 
 
    Things really were fucked up here.  
 
    As soon as the sun had set, I tapped Paige on the shoulder and motioned to head back to the Country Club, and she nodded and followed me as I led us back the way we had come earlier. The fence of the Guard camp was lined with solar lights, and I made sure to avoid any area that might expose us.  
 
    Once we were back at the Country Club, I tried the front door of the club house and found it open.  
 
    “I don’t think anyone is in here,” I said, “but let’s sweep the place just in case.” 
 
    “Right,” she nodded and pulled out her pistol.  
 
    We quickly cleared the building and met back in the lobby.  
 
    “It looks like this place was picked clean,” she said. 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. “I didn’t see anything left in the kitchen area.” 
 
    “No,” she said. “Even the vending machines I saw were cleaned out.” 
 
    “We’ll stay here tonight,” I said as I set my pack down and barricaded the front door.  
 
    “Okay,” she nodded and opened some blinds on the side of the building opposite the Guard camp. “This should let in some moonlight.” 
 
    “Are you trying to set the mood?” I laughed. 
 
    “Hardly,” she chuckled. “Ugh, I’m so upset about what’s going on here.” 
 
    “Me too,” I nodded as I took a seat on the couch.  
 
    “I mean, how are we supposed to help them?” She asked as she flopped down beside me. “This place is crazy protected.” 
 
    “I think we need to go north in the morning,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah,” she nodded. “We need to know why soldiers are coming back here injured. Do you think it’s the North Koreans?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I shook my head. “Unfortunately, I have more questions than answers at the moment.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said. “Like how we’re going to figure out where up north they’re coming from.” 
 
    “With so many men coming back injured today, my guess is they’ll be sending another group that way in the morning,” I said. 
 
    “Right,” she nodded. “We can follow them or try to at least hear where they’re headed. How many soldiers do you think there are?” 
 
    “I couldn’t get a clear count,” I said. “But I think about 200.” 
 
    “That’s a lot,” she said and bit her lip.  
 
    I pulled out some canned beans from my pack and handed Paige a can.  
 
    “Thanks,” she said, but she continued to frown. 
 
    “For now let’s eat,” I told her. “We’ll try to figure out the rest of this mess after we get some food in us.” 
 
    “You’re right,” she sighed. “I didn’t see the civilians eat anything all day.” 
 
    “Me neither,” I shook my head. “And the way they reacted when that woman passed out makes me think it’s not a rare occurrence.”  
 
    “They just left her there,” my brunette companion said sadly. 
 
    “We’ll figure out a way to help them,” I said, and I put my hand on her shoulder.  
 
    “I know,” she said. “It’s just upsetting to see that this is what the world has become. Honestly, now I’m kind of hoping my parents aren’t alive. I would hate for them to be in a place like that.” 
 
    “I know what you mean,” I nodded. “Don’t wish for that though. I’m sure your parents are just as resourceful as you are.” 
 
    Paige gave me a big grin and snuggled herself under my arm before she continued to eat her beans. 
 
    “I feel bad for wishing we could have a hot meal,” she chuckled. 
 
    “Don’t,” I smiled. “We’ve worked hard to create our little haven.” 
 
    “You’re right,” she smiled and ate her last bite of beans, then she set the can on the floor and leaned back into my arm with a sigh.  
 
    “So what’s our plan for tomorrow?” she asked as she leaned forward again and pulled her hair from its messy bun. Her long brown locks cascaded down her back, and as she shook her head, her hair grazed my arm behind her.  
 
    “We’ll get up early and get back to our position,” I said. “We’ll wait for another group of soldiers to be sent north and we’ll see if we can hear where they’re going. If not, we'll have to follow them very carefully.” 
 
    “Okay,” she nodded, and then her eyebrows pulled together and she reached into her pocket to pull out the maps. “89 goes all the way up north to Canada.” 
 
    “The guys we took out on the road were from Canada,” I mused.  
 
    “Do you think Canadians are trying to get across the border?” she asked.  
 
    “I do,” I nodded. “It’s cold as hell up there in the winters. But I don’t know why it would be a priority to stop them at this point.” 
 
    “Right,” she agreed. “Aren’t there more pressing matters than a few Canadians getting into the US right now?” 
 
    “I would think so.” I nodded. 
 
    “Do you think North Korea attacked Canada too?” she puzzled. 
 
    “Maybe,” I said. “But even if they didn’t, they probably would have been affected by the EMP as well.” 
 
    “So you think all of North America is a dead zone?” she asked incredulously. 
 
    “It’s quite possible,” I nodded.  
 
    “What about the United Nations?” she asked. “Why wouldn’t they come help?” 
 
    “They might be hit by the EMP too,” I said. “If so, they can’t really send anyone to help us. Other countries that still have their electricity would have to offer their own troops, and they could be too scared to at this point.” 
 
    “You’re right,” she said. “We also have no idea if North Korea only attacked us.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “That’s a scary thought,” she said with a small voice. “It would make sense to attack anyone who could retaliate if they were spared.” 
 
    “We’ll find out more tomorrow,” I told her. “For now let’s try to get some sleep.”  
 
    “You’re right,” she said and she laid down on the couch. 
 
    I laid next to her and held her until her breath grew steady and I was sure she was asleep. Then I stared out the window at the night sky and thought about the position we were in. We couldn’t allow the Guard to move down south, there was too great a chance they would find our home and I doubted they were letting any civilians stay on their own land, they needed all the extra hands they could get for manual labor. At least here it looked like the women weren’t being used, but I had no way of knowing that for certain.  
 
    This place was fortified, and we had no real way to take it down. We should have asked the others how they managed to escape this hell hole. I hadn’t seen anywhere that looked unguarded, and I wondered if the same thing had happened here as at the outpost. Did the soldiers get wasted and a few civilians managed to sneak out? Somehow, I didn’t think that was the case. These men had become power drunk and treated the civilians like slaves, but they still maintained their duties. I needed to see if I could find the CO anywhere in the morning.   
 
    Paige stirred in her sleep and pushed her face into my chest, I could feel her warm breath against me. For the moment I decided to focus on her breath, and I looked out the window at the bright crescent moon.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    I woke just as the dawn breached the horizon, and as I shook Paige lightly on the shoulder, she pressed her eyes shut harder and groaned at the disturbance. 
 
    “Is it time to go?” she yawned as she stretched her arms over her head. 
 
    “We have time for some food first,” I said.  
 
    “Good,” she yawned again and put on her glasses. “I’m feeling pretty hungry.” 
 
    “Here.” I handed her a power bar from my pack.  
 
    “Oh yes,” she said with a smile as she grabbed the bar from me.  
 
    “I thought you might like that,” I laughed. 
 
    “I used to eat these all the time,” she said through a large bite. “A lot of the time I studied for hours straight and didn’t really have time to eat.” 
 
    “You mean you didn’t make time to eat,” I smiled. 
 
    “That too,” she said with a grin. 
 
    I watched her smile as she ate, her brown hair was not yet up in its usual messy bun, and it fell around her face in a halo of chocolate that I found hopelessly adorable.  
 
    “Do you think we’ll make it home today?” she asked, and then she took the last bite of her power bar. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” I told her. “If we head up there today, we’ll stay the night and head home first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “Okay,” she nodded. “Let’s get out there.” 
 
    “Excited to start the day?” I laughed. 
 
    “Hell yeah,” she said. “I mean this whole thing is scary, but we need to know what’s going on before we can make a plan to combat it.” 
 
    “Exactly right,” I told her with a smile, she really was incredibly smart, and she picked up on things quickly. Not quite as fast as Anna, but Paige would make a great third in the chain of command.  
 
    “Let’s go then,” I said with a smile after I took a swig of water and picked up my pack.  
 
    Paige stood up and bent forward to pull her long brown locks to the top of her head. She tied her hair in its usual messy bun then flashed me a smile as she picked up her pack.  
 
    We unbarricaded the door and made our way to the side of the building. When the coast was clear, I led her to the patch of trees we had used the day before, and as we laid down and looked out at the camp, I noticed that the sky had begun to clear. The oranges and pinks of the dawn were replaced by the bright blue of the morning.  
 
    The camp was already busy, and the civilians lined up in front of the garden area and received a couple potatoes each. Some of the guards sat at tables nearby and ate MREs and vegetables. As the civilians received their potatoes, they made their way to a patch of grass to sit and eat. I grew more frustrated as I watched, the plain boiled potatoes these people received didn’t have nearly enough protein or vitamins to sustain them, especially not with the way the guard worked them. I noticed that most of the civilians ate only one of their potatoes, the other they put in their pocket, and I guessed that was probably all the food they would receive for the day.  
 
    I watched as a frail woman ate only one of her potatoes and handed the other to a teenage boy that I assumed was her son, he shook his head and pushed her hand back toward her. The mother shook her head and placed the spud in his hand firmly, and then she wrapped her arms around his shoulders and kissed his forehead.  
 
    I looked over to Paige to see that her eyes were filled with tears that had yet to fall, so I reached a hand out and put it on her shoulder. She leaned her ear against my hand and reached to wipe away her tears.  
 
    It made me sad to see Paige broken up, but I had to admit that scene had pulled on my own heart strings as well. It was difficult to imagine the daily struggle these people went through.  
 
    “Time to get to work!” a guard yelled after a few moments, and the civilians got up and made their way to their designated workstations. 
 
    We watched as some soldiers put supplies into a truck, and not only did they pack food but also plenty of guns and ammunition.  
 
    “It looks like they’ll be heading out today,” Paige whispered. 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. “Let’s see if we can hear where they’re going.” 
 
    It wasn’t long until a man I hadn’t seen before made his way from the main building to where the men packed up the truck. He was older with salt and pepper hair in a short buzz cut. He walked with authority, so I figured this must be the CO.  
 
    “Alright,” he shouted, and the men in the yard gathered around. “I need three more volunteers to head up to Swanton.” 
 
    None of the men moved to volunteer and the CO stared at each one as he paced back and forth in front of the truck. 
 
    “No takers?” he yelled. “Well then, I’ll have to pick them myself.” 
 
    The CO scanned his men, then he pointed at three who still sat the tables eating their MREs.  
 
    “You three,” he said. “Smith, Jones, and Wilson. You’re heading to Swanton today. Finish loading up the truck.” 
 
    The men didn’t protest, they stood up and moved to take over for the men who had already loaded most of the truck. 
 
    “We know where we’re headed,” I said. “Let’s go back to the country club and make a plan.” 
 
    Paige nodded, and we made our way through the trees back to the front of the building. 
 
    “I think Swanton is near the border,” Paige said as she pulled the maps from her pocket, then she sat on the sidewalk and laid the maps out in front of her.  
 
    “The Guard will use the main highways,” I said.  
 
    “Yeah,” she nodded and pointed at the map. “They’ll take 89, it leads directly to Swanton. But if we take highway 2 we can go up through the Grand Island area and end up right across the river from Swanton.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said as I looked at where she pointed to on the map.  
 
    “It might be good for us to be across the lake too,” she said.  
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded as I studied the map. “I think you’re right. We should be able to scope it out without being too close.” 
 
    “Let’s go get the motorcycle,” she said, and she stood up and put the map back in her pocket.  
 
    I heard the distant sound of the military truck start, but it quickly faded into the distance.  
 
    “How long of a ride to Swanton?” I asked. 
 
    “I would say just under an hour,” she said. 
 
    “Being a bit behind the guard won’t be a bad thing,” I told her. “The less chance of being seen the better.” 
 
    “Right,” she said, and we started to walk back toward South Burlington.  
 
    Paige took us a different way this time that would put us closer to our bike and keep us out of the line of sight of the Guard. I was happy I had brought her along, navigation seemed to come naturally to her, and I trusted her judgement.  
 
    We walked in silence for a while before Paige turned to me.  
 
    “Do you think the rest of the group is doing well?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m sure they’re doing fine,” I said. “Rolly is with Betty so I’m guessing he’s having the most fun out of anyone.” 
 
    “They’re so cute,” Paige grinned. “I wonder if Rolly will leave us to go live with her though,” she added with a frown. 
 
    “I’ve thought about that as well,” I said. “Even if he did though, we would still see him all the time.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she nodded. “Before all this I barely knew Rolly. I mean I would see him around the campus, and he would always wave and smile, but I don’t think we ever had a conversation.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised,” I said. “He’s not a man of many words.” 
 
    “True,” she laughed. “I guess I never really talked to the other girls before all this either.” 
 
    “It’s amazing how strange situations can bring people together,” I said with a smile. 
 
    “Yeah,” she nodded. “I love our little family, but I never imagined I would have them.” 
 
    “I’m just happy we do,” I smiled at her.  
 
     “That’s the shop,” Paige smiled back at me and then pointed ahead. 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “Let’s sweep the building.” 
 
    “Okay,” she nodded.  
 
    We made our way to the office door of the mechanics shop with our pistols in hand, and I opened the door and flanked right, and Paige followed to my left. We quickly cleared the office and the attached garage, I was sure there wouldn’t be anyone there, but it was always better to be safe.  
 
    “Can I drive?” Paige asked with a grin once we had walked the motorcycle out of the garage. 
 
    “Think you can handle it?” I laughed. 
 
    “I can handle you, can’t I?” she asked with a raised eyebrow. “I’m sure this thing isn’t much different.” 
 
    “Tara’s rubbing off on you too much,” I chuckled.  
 
    “I think it’s just enough,” the brunette said with a wink. 
 
    “Be my guest,” I told her, and I smiled and hopped on the bike. “Do you know how to operate it?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said with a grin. “I rode dirt bikes a few times in high school.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” I smiled, and I threw my leg over her and wrapped my arms around her waist.  
 
    “Hang on,” she said. “I’m enjoying the feel of your package against my butt.” 
 
    I laughed out loud at Paige’s dirty remark, and then she fired up the bike and led us down a side road that took us north.  
 
    She led us around the Burlington Airport and through town until we reached Hwy 2.  
 
    “This should take us all the way up,” she hollered over the wind.  
 
    Paige liked to drive fast, and I held onto her small frame as she whipped us around corners and took off on straightaways.  
 
    “We will have to cross paths with 89 once,” she said. “But we’ll get off and walk the bike so we don’t make too much noise.” 
 
    I knew the guard was ahead of us, but that didn’t mean they didn’t have a checkpoint set up along the interstate.  
 
    I grimaced as Paige hit seventy on the highway. I trusted the girl to get us there on the map, but I regretted my decision to let her drive, and I decided that I would take the reins once we crossed I89. She was worse than Anna when it came to speed.  
 
    We rode on for a few more minutes until a sign to our left alerted us to our distance from I89, then Paige pulled over and turned off the bike. 
 
    I hopped off and resisted the urge to kiss the ground, and Paige grinned at me. 
 
    “That was fun! I need a motorcycle of my own.” 
 
    “We might be able to make that happen,” I said with a wink. 
 
    The brunette hopped off the bike and threw on her pack. 
 
    “Let’s make this quick,” I said. 
 
    “Okay,” she nodded. “Hwy 2 goes over 89 so we shouldn’t have a problem.” 
 
    “Right,” I said, and I grabbed the handlebars of the bike and started to walk it down the highway. 
 
    We crossed over the interstate easily, and when I was sure there wasn’t a checkpoint below us I hopped back on the bike, and Paige crawled on behind me and wrapped her arms around my stomach. 
 
    The area was clear as we rode, with nothing around us but trees. We crossed a small lake and then a while later we came to a large bridge. 
 
    “What body of water is this?” I asked.  
 
    “This is all Lake Champlain,” Paige said as we crossed the bridge. “Just to the west is New York.” 
 
    I wondered if there was another camp in New York. Each state had its own National Guard unit so it would make sense if there was one, but New York had a lot more people than Vermont. If there was a camp over there, I bet it was even worse than the one in Burlington. 
 
    The drive wasn’t long, and any small town that we passed through appeared to be abandoned. We passed a sign that told us Highway 78 was one mile ahead, and Paige pointed at the sign. 
 
    “Take 78,” she told me.  
 
    We made our way down 78 and passed several houses and farms until we saw a bridge ahead. 
 
    “Okay, pull over,” Paige said.  
 
    I pulled off to the left into the driveway of an old farmhouse.   
 
    “Swanton is right across that bridge,” Paige said as she hopped off the bike. “We should walk from here.” 
 
    “You got it boss,” I said with a grin as I pulled my pack on. 
 
    Paige pulled out the map and took a quick look before she put it back in her pocket.  
 
    “I think this bridge was rebuilt,” she said, and she started to walk toward the water. 
 
    She led me along the side of the road until we reached the water.  
 
    “Don’t we need to be on Highway 2?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t think so, this is the old bridge,” and she pointed to a decrepit road that went straight out into the water next to the new bridge. 
 
    “Does this go all the way across?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” she shook her head. “It collapsed in the middle or something a long time ago, but if we follow it out we should be able to get a look across the water without having to be in the open.” 
 
    “Good call,” I grinned. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said, and she flashed me a smile, then we made our way out onto the old bridge until we reached water.  
 
    “Lay down,” I told her. “Let’s try to stay out of sight as much as possible.” 
 
    “Right,” she said as she took off her pack and pulled out two pairs of binoculars. 
 
    The old asphalt was covered with algae and plants, but we laid on it anyway and looked across the water.  
 
    “I don’t see anything,” Paige said with a frown.  
 
    “Me neither,” I said.  
 
    Just then, the roar of an engine came into earshot, and I saw a military truck heading toward the bridge. 
 
    “Shit,” Paige said. “Should we run?”  
 
    “No,” I said. “Stay down.” 
 
    There was enough plant life to cover us, and I doubted the soldiers would look down in our direction anyways. The truck passed us without notice and turned right onto the train tracks we had passed just before the farmhouse. 
 
    “Where do those train tracks lead?” I asked Paige.  
 
    “They go straight up into Canada,” she said as she looked at the map she had pulled from her pocket. 
 
    “Any roads that can take us in that direction?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said. “Greenwoods road will lead us up there.” 
 
     “That’s a short walk,” I said as I looked at the distance on the map. “We’ll leave the bike here and head that way.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said, and we made our way back the way we came.  
 
    “We’ll walk on the side of the road,” I said as we turned on Greenwood Rd. 
 
    “Right,” she nodded. “We don’t know if they’re using this road too.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said.  
 
    We walked for about ten minutes before we began to hear gunshots every so often.  
 
    “I think we’re getting close,” Paige said. “What the hell are they shooting at?” 
 
    “No idea, we’ll find out soon though,” I replied. 
 
    I took us farther off the road into the tree line, and as we walked the shots grew louder, and I heard men shout and the roar of multiple engines.  
 
    We came to the edge of the tree line where the road split. To the north was an old farm that had been taken over by The Guard, they had trenches set up, two guard towers with .50 cals, and the soldiers shouted and pointed further north, so I pulled out my binoculars to get a closer look.  
 
    “We’re right at the border to Canada,” Paige whispered.  
 
    I scanned with my binoculars and felt my eyes grow wide as I recognized the situation. Just across the border there was a huge refugee camp, it was larger than any I’d ever seen before, and the people looked skinny as all hell. The fence had been torn down in one spot, and I watched as several Canadians tried to make a break through the hole, but they were quickly taken down by soldiers.  
 
    Canadian soldiers had set up their own trenches on the outside of the fence, and they fired back at the Guard.  
 
    “Holy shit,” Paige breathed as she looked through her own binoculars.  
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. “It’s a ton of people.” 
 
    “Are we at war with Canada?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t think we’re at war,” I said. “But the Guard can’t let them through when we’re struggling to feed our own.” 
 
    “There must be a hundred-thousand people over there,” she said with a frown.  
 
    The civilians were crammed behind the fence like sardines, and it was obvious by their filthy clothes and frail bodies that they had run out of supplies.  
 
    “Why can’t we let them in?” Paige asked. 
 
    “There’s too many of them,” I shook my head. “The Guard is running low on supplies as it is. That many people would drain all their resources in less than a day.” 
 
    “Shit,” she said. “What do we do?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” I said.  
 
    “Montreal is only a few hours north of here,” Paige said. “These people must have come down from there.” 
 
    The Canadian soldiers fired at the men in the towers, and one fell to the ground, but was quickly replaced, so Guard soldiers yelled and pointed and opened fire back at them.  
 
    I did a quick count of the Guard soldiers and realized there were only one hundred or so men holding the border.  
 
    A makeshift med tent was located on the far side of the farm and wounded soldiers sat outside and bled next to their fallen comrades who hadn’t been so lucky. 
 
    “There’s so many people over there,” Paige said. “There aren’t many American soldiers here.” 
 
    “It looks like less than a hundred men,” I nodded.  
 
    “And it looks like they’re losing,” Paige added somberly. 
 
    The Canadian soldiers continued to provide cover fire when the civilians tried to cross, and we watched as more civilians tried to hop the fence and make their way around but were cut down like the others. There were more of them than our men, and I wasn’t sure how much longer the Guard would be able to hold out. 
 
    “Let’s stay here and watch for a while,” I said. 
 
    “Okay,” Paige nodded, and she laid down in the grass.  
 
    We watched as men were injured on both sides of the fight, and the gunfire died down. The fight had ceased for the time being, but I figured it was only a matter of time before more civilians tried to make it across the border and then the fight would be back on. 
 
    “They’re just hungry,” Paige said with a frown. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “Unfortunately, we don’t have the resources to care for them all.” 
 
    “I wonder what the other larger cities are like,” Paige said quietly. 
 
    “It can’t be good,” I said. Cities like Chicago were in bad shape before this all went down, and I couldn’t imagine things had improved. 
 
    “We still haven’t found out anything about the attack by North Korea,” she said.  
 
    “You’re right, but it seems we have a much more immediate problem right now,” I said with a low voice. 
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked. 
 
    “These guys can’t hold on much longer,” I said. “Eventually they’re going to break through.” 
 
    “Do you think they’ll head in our direction?” she asked with wide eyes. 
 
    “I do,” I said. “They will go looking for food anywhere they can find it.” 
 
    “Those other Canadians we took out made their way to us,” she frowned. “I guess it’s not far-fetched that these people would do the same.” 
 
    A truck loaded with more injured headed in our direction, and we ducked down farther to the forest floor. 
 
    “What about the people at the Burlington camp?” Paige asked. 
 
    “I don’t know how we can help them,” I said with a frown.  
 
    “We have to do something,” Paige pushed, and I thought back to the scene we had watched earlier with the mother and son. 
 
    “If we help them, we’ll have to take out some of the Guard,” I said.  
 
    “Right,” she said, and then she looked down. “Then there would be nobody to protect the border.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Do you think we could get them to set the civilians free?” she asked. 
 
    “Not voluntarily,” I said. “They’re using them for manual labor.” 
 
    “I wonder if there’s a way we could create a distraction large enough to free them,” she puzzled. 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” I said. “We’ll have to consider both sides here, though.” 
 
    “Right,” she nodded.  
 
    “And with how hellbent those assholes on the horses were to get back the escapees, I don’t think they would let them get away easily,” I shook my head. 
 
    “Fuck,” Paige cursed.  
 
    “This is bad,” I said.  
 
    “Couldn’t we teach them how to hunt and grow food?” she asked. 
 
    “We could,” I said. “But there’s a lot of them, and they would clean out the area of wildlife fairly quickly.” 
 
    “They need to split into smaller groups,” she said. 
 
    “Mobs are dangerous,” I agreed. “The longer they’re cooped up like that the less they’ll care about anyone else.” 
 
    “Right,” Paige nodded. “Mob mentality. They’ll do whatever they think is right. But don’t mobs usually have a leader?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “But they’re not quite to mob mentality yet. Normally that comes once someone gets a wild idea, and the rest of the group follows.” 
 
    “You mean a wild idea like storming the fence en masse?” she asked with a worried voice. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “And I don’t think it will be much longer until that wild idea becomes a reality.” 
 
    “There aren’t enough men to hold all of them off if they rushed out,” Paige said. 
 
    “No,” I agreed, “there aren’t.” 
 
    “What happens once they break through?” Paige asked. 
 
    “I’m betting that will be when the Guard packs up for Virginia,” I said. 
 
    “That’s why they’re making all the wagons,” she said.  
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. 
 
    “But what does any of this have to do with North Korea?” she asked. “I mean, where are the North Koreans?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said, and I pursed my lips. “I’m still trying to figure that one out, but my guess is if the Koreans actually did invade, they would have started on the west coast.” 
 
    “If North Korea really did attack then why isn’t the Guard out holding them off instead of holding the border?” she puzzled. 
 
    “Maybe they haven’t made it this far east yet,” I said. 
 
    “Wouldn’t it make more sense to send the troops to fend them off, though?” Paige asked. 
 
    “That’s what the order to go to Washington D.C. was,” I said. “But we don’t know how much of the Guard is even left.” 
 
    “That’s true,” she agreed with a nod. “If all that’s left is here and in Virginia, we’re in deep shit.” 
 
    “We’re already in deep shit,” I said. “Those people are going to break out sooner or later. And my bet is on sooner. They will be all over the Green Mountain and the farms at the base.” 
 
    “We need to make a plan,” Paige said.  
 
    “Agreed,” I said. “Come on, I think we’ve seen enough.” 
 
    “Okay,” Paige nodded and put her binoculars away.  
 
    We walked in silence back the way we came. Several hours had passed while we were watching the battle at the border, and from the sun, I guessed it was already midafternoon.  
 
    The trip back to the bike was short, but it seemed much longer than it had earlier. The situation weighed on my mind, and I tried to think of what our best course of action would be. 
 
    “We’ll ride back down Highway 2 and find somewhere to camp for the night,” I said as we approached the motorcycle. 
 
    “Okay,” she nodded.  
 
    I reached out and pulled her into a tight hug, I wasn’t sure whether it was more for me or for her, but it felt good. Her small body was tense at first, but she relaxed against me and buried her head into my chest. 
 
    “Everything is going to be okay,” I told her, and I hoped it was true.  
 
    We hugged for a moment longer, hopped onto the bike, and headed down the way we had come earlier. We made it down to the town of South Hero that we had passed earlier, and I took a right and headed further south until we reached the coastline.  
 
    “Why did we come all the way down here?” Paige asked as she hopped off the bike. 
 
    “I figured if we’re going to stay the night we might as well have a nice view,” I said with a smile. 
 
    “Lake Champlain really is beautiful,” she said, and she walked toward the shore.  
 
    “It will be even prettier once the sun goes down,” I said. 
 
    “Can we build a fire here?” Paige asked with a smile. 
 
    “I think that would be fine,” I smiled back.  
 
    We were far enough off the main road that I wasn’t worried about the Guard seeing our fire, even if they decided to take Highway 2.  
 
    “How about some hot dinner too?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh yes please,” Paige said with a grin. 
 
    “I’ll find some wood,” I said, and I turned to walk toward the tree line. 
 
    “I’ll work on the firepit,” Paige called after me. 
 
    I managed to find some nice dried branches and some pinecones to start the fire and I made my way back to where Paige had set up a circle of rocks for our firepit. 
 
    “Let’s get a fire going,” I grinned as I started setting up the pinecones and wood, and within a few moments we had a small fire going, and I sat down next to it. 
 
    Paige sat between my legs and leaned back against my chest. 
 
    “Tav,” she said in a quiet voice. 
 
    “Yeah?” I answered and kissed the top of her head. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” she asked. “I can’t stop thinking about it.” 
 
    I grabbed her shoulders and lightly pulled her around to face me. 
 
    “We’re going to survive,” I told her. “We’re going to protect our family and our community, first and foremost.” 
 
    “What about everyone else?” she asked and gestured to the north. 
 
    “We can’t dwell on them,” I told her. “If we can help them, we will, but we’ve been able to help ourselves and we have to have faith that others will help themselves too.” 
 
    “Like the people at the outpost,” she said. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “We knew we were going to help them, but we also decided they couldn’t live with us.” 
 
    “Right,” she nodded and then she smiled. “I mean, when you met us, we weren’t doing the greatest, but we were still surviving.” 
 
    “Yes, you were,” I told her with a smile. “People are more durable than you might think.” 
 
    “That’s true,” she said. “It just sucks not being able to help everyone.” 
 
    “I know,” I said. “But you can’t adopt every dog at the shelter.” 
 
    “You can adopt a few though,” she grinned at me. 
 
    “Yes,” I laughed. “And we have done that already, plus two horses. But I promise, if we can find a way to help this situation we will.” 
 
    “I know,” she smiled. “We’re the good guys.” 
 
    “Yes, we are,” I grinned at her and gave her a kiss. “Now how about dinner?” 
 
    “I’m starving,” she said.  
 
    “Let’s see,” I said as I reached for my pack and pulled out my remaining canned goods. “We have some black beans, green beans, and I still have some wolf jerky left.” 
 
     “Looks like beans are definitely on the menu,” she laughed as she reached into her pack and pulled out a can of corn and more beans. 
 
    “We should have brought some spices,” I laughed with her, then we opened the cans and placed them in the fire to boil.  
 
    “Don’t people call this way of cooking hobo dinner?” Paige asked as she watched the cans. 
 
    “Yeah,” I laughed. “But I’m guessing that would be offensive to homeless people.” 
 
    “Shit,” she grimaced.  
 
    “It’s okay,” I laughed. “I’m guessing a lot of people are homeless now.” 
 
    Paige was quiet for a moment, but then she turned to look at me with her head cocked to the side. 
 
    “Do you remember your dad?” she asked. 
 
    “A little,” I told her. 
 
    “What was he like?” she asked, and her head cocked further to the side. 
 
    “He was gruff,” I laughed. “At least in appearance. But he was always kind to my mother and me.” 
 
    “What did he look like?” she asked with a smile. 
 
    “He was tall,” I said. “And he had dark hair like I do.” 
 
    “Did he have a beard?” she asked. 
 
    “No,” I laughed. “He was clean shaven, and he always had a buzzcut.” 
 
    “Do you still miss him?” she wondered. 
 
    “Sometimes,” I admitted. “But I think I miss the idea of him more.” 
 
    “I understand that,” she nodded.  
 
    “I’m sure you miss your parents, though,” I said.  
 
    “I think I miss the idea of them more too,” she confessed. “I mean I love my parents, but I love the family I have now more I think.” 
 
    “Is this your way of saying you love me?” I joked. 
 
     “I do though,” Paige laughed and hit me on the arm. “I love all of my little family, you included.” 
 
    “Winchester the most though, right?” I grinned. 
 
    “Well, duh,” she smiled, and I laughed. 
 
    The sun had begun its descent on the horizon, and I pulled our dinner off the fire to cool. After a few moments Paige and I ate quietly and watched the sun go down. 
 
    “What’s that over there?” Paige asked as she set her can on the ground and pointed across the water. 
 
    “It looks like the glow of wildfire,” I said as I narrowed my eyes. 
 
    “That’s New York across the water,” she said. “I think you’re right. I think it’s a fire, but it looks really far away.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed, it was just a line of orange in the distance but as we watched, and the sky became darker, it grew larger. 
 
    “Is all of New York on fire?” Paige asked, and she turned to me with wide eyes. 
 
    “I’m starting to think it is,” I said as I watched the orange strip continue to grow. 
 
    “What would have caused that?” she asked incredulously. “Aren’t there National Guard troops over there too?” 
 
    “Almost certainly,” I answered. “But they might have gotten overrun.” 
 
    “Shit,” she breathed.  
 
    “That’s probably people pillaging,” I nodded. 
 
    “That’s what’s in store for us if the border doesn’t hold,” she said, and she looked at me with a look of panic.  
 
    “Remember what I said earlier,” I told her. 
 
    “Right,” she nodded. “We protect our family and our community first.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Always.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    The night had been a long one, and I figured that Paige hadn’t slept well because I sure hadn't, so I woke to the dawn and made a hot breakfast of beans and corn and let Paige sleep while I cooked. 
 
    When the food was ready, I gently shook her shoulder to wake her up. 
 
    “Mmmm,” she said as she stretched. “What smells so good?” 
 
    “I made breakfast,” I laughed. 
 
    “You’re a saint,” she told me as she sat up and put on her glasses. 
 
    “The patron saint of canned beans,” I chuckled. “I figured we could start the day off on a good note.” 
 
    “A hot breakfast is always nice,” she grinned. “But it’s already a good day.” 
 
    “Why is that?” I asked. 
 
    “Because we’re going home today,” she smiled. 
 
    “That does make it a good day,” I smiled back. “Let’s eat up and hit the road.” 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me twice,” Paige said as she grabbed the mix of beans and corn.  
 
    We ate in silence and enjoyed our hot meal. 
 
    “The only thing that could make this better is coffee,” Paige said as she ate her last bite of breakfast. 
 
    “We can still stop by that Starbucks,” I said. “There’s a chance there’s still some coffee in there.” 
 
    “I bet we could find some spices too,” she smiled. 
 
    “I’m sure we could,” I smiled back at her.  
 
    “You gonna let me drive again?” she grinned as we put out the fire and threw on our packs. 
 
    “Not a chance,” I laughed. 
 
    “Did I scare you?” she teased. 
 
    “I would say terrified,” I chuckled and I threw my leg over the bike. 
 
    “Chicken,” Paige muttered, and she hopped on behind me and wrapped her arms around my stomach. 
 
    I scoffed and turned my head back to look at her, and she grinned at me and kissed my shoulder. 
 
    “I’m only joking,” she laughed.  
 
    “You better be,” I smiled. “Or I might have to teach you some manners.” 
 
    “Oooh, are you going to spank me?” she asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Only if you like it,” I grinned. 
 
    “Oh, I would,” she grinned back at me. 
 
    “We have to go,” I laughed. “Before I bend you over this motorcycle right here.” 
 
    Paige laughed, and I turned on the bike and headed back to the main road.  
 
    “Highway 2 will turn into 7,” she said behind me as we crossed the bridge over Lake Champlain. “We can take it all the way down to Lanceton where we left the horses.” 
 
    “We’ll still need to walk the bike through Burlington,” I reminded her. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said. “And make our Starbucks run.” 
 
    “That too,” I laughed.  
 
    The clouds were fluffy and white above us as we rode, and I was happy to have a smiling Paige again. There were a lot of things to consider, but we always had to remember to enjoy life, otherwise there was no point to surviving. 
 
    We reached the section where Highway 2 crossed over 89 and hopped off the bike and walked through the town toward the Starbucks we had seen when we first arrived. South Burlington wasn’t far, and we walked in silence as I enjoyed the feel of the midmorning sun on my skin. When we reached the Starbucks, Paige turned and flashed me a grin. 
 
    “Let’s get some coffee,” she said.  
 
    “Lead the way,” I smiled.  
 
    Paige made her way to the front of the building and reached for the door handle, but as she pulled, she realized it was locked. 
 
    “Well that would have been far too easy,” she said as she turned back to me. “Can we break a window?” 
 
    “We can,” I laughed. “But let’s check out the other doors first. There’s usually a back entrance for the staff.” 
 
    “Okay,” she sighed, turned, and headed around the building. 
 
    “You really wanted to break that window, didn’t you?” I teased. 
 
    “Is it bad if I say yes?” she chuckled. 
 
    “No,” I smiled. “Breaking windows is kinda fun.” 
 
    We reached the back entrance, and Paige gave the door handle a tug, but it didn’t budge. 
 
    “Looks like you’ll get to break that window after all,” I laughed.  
 
    “Do you think it will be too noisy?” she asked, and she bit her lip. 
 
    “No,” I said. “We’ll break one on the side of the building, but we’re far enough away from the camp I think we’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Okay,” she nodded, and she started to look around at the ground. 
 
    “What are you looking for?” I asked. 
 
    “A rock,” she said. “But they’re all so tiny.” 
 
    “You don’t need a rock,” I laughed. 
 
    “What, do you want me to shoot it?” she asked with a raised brow. 
 
    “No,” I smiled. “But you can use your gun.” 
 
    “Show me,” she said, and her eyes narrowed.  
 
    I walked to the side of the building to the window nearest the back alley and pulled my rifle off my back. 
 
    “Just take the butt of your gun and smash the window,” I told her as I demonstrated without actually hitting the glass. 
 
    “Seems easy enough,” she grinned. 
 
    “Just make sure to hit it hard,” I told her as I took a step back. “But only use your arms, if you throw your body into it you could go tumbling through and get cut up.” 
 
    Paige closed her eyes and thrust the butt of her shotgun into the window, but she only cracked the glass, so she thrust once more, and the glass gave way to a large hole.  
 
    “I did it!” she squealed. 
 
    “You did,” I laughed. “But now we have to get this glass out of the way so we can get in.” 
 
    “I feel so badass,” she breathed and she helped me to knock the rest of the glass free.  
 
    “Looks like nobody was worried about getting coffee when they ransacked the town,” I smiled as I stepped through the window to the untouched but dusty Starbucks.  
 
    “Damn,” Paige frowned as she stepped through the window. “We don’t have room for all of this.” 
 
    “No,” I laughed as I looked at the fully stocked shelves. There were chips and granola bars, along with candies, bags of specialty coffees and teas, thermoses, cups, and other utensils all branded with the Starbucks name. “But we may be able to tie a box on the back of the bike.” 
 
    “Okay,” she smiled, opened a bag of organic potato chips, took one, and then offered me the bag.  
 
    “Thanks,” I grinned, took a small handful of chips, and popped them into my mouth. I hadn’t had BBQ chips in a very long time, and these were salty, fresh, and crunchy. Thank God for preservatives. 
 
    “We should grab some more of these too,” Paige said through a mouthful of chips. 
 
    “We’ll fill our bags first,” I told her. “Then we’ll find a small box to fill up.” 
 
    Paige nodded and kept eating chips as she walked around the store, while I headed behind the counter.  
 
    I found the coffee grounds and threw three bags into my backpack, but I also picked up some matcha powder, protein powder, and some tea. The spices were limited, but I still grabbed some cinnamon and nutmeg, and I figured maybe Betty could use some for baked goods. I found the supply closet and grabbed a big tin of cocoa powder, I wasn’t sure what we would use it for, but I figured the girls might like some chocolate. 
 
    “Oh my god,” I heard Paige moan, so I came around the corner to the lobby with my eyebrows pulled together at her outburst, and I found her leaning against the counter with her eyes closed as she chewed. 
 
    “What did you find?” I laughed. 
 
    “Chocolate,” she sighed and held up the bar of organic milk chocolate.  
 
    “I grabbed some cocoa powder too,” I smiled. “Let’s grab however many chocolate bars as we can for the rest of the group.” 
 
    “Already on it,” Paige gave me a thumbs up but continued to look blissful as she finished off her chocolate bar.  
 
    I laughed and headed back to the supply closet to see what else I could find, and I picked up a small box from the floor to fill. I lined the bottom of the box with bags of coffee grounds, and the next layer I filled with bags of coffee beans, I figured we could find a way to grind them and get more out of them than the grounds.  
 
    “Hey,” Paige said as she entered the supply closet. “My bag is full.” 
 
    “Good,” I smiled. “Is there anything but chocolate in there?” 
 
    “Yes,” she laughed. “Some coffee and potato chips too.” 
 
    “I grabbed some spices,” I said. “And plenty of coffee, is there anything else we can use?” 
 
    “Hmmm,” Paige said, and she looked around the small supply closet. “What about this coconut milk? We don’t have to grab a lot of it, but hot chocolate would be a nice treat.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I said, and I grabbed the shelf coconut milk and some sugar. Our box was full at this point, and I figured it was time to go. “You ready?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige sighed. “This place is just such a find, it sucks that we can’t just take all of it.” 
 
    “Don’t get greedy,” I laughed. “We can always come back too.” 
 
    “That’s true,” she grinned, and we made our way back out the broken window and tied the box to the back of our bike. 
 
    “Time to go home,” I smiled as I hopped on the bike. 
 
    “I can’t wait to show the girls the chocolate,” Paige grinned, and she hopped on the bike and grabbed my waist. 
 
    “You said we can take Highway 7 right?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, that's the direct route,” she said. “We’ll stop by Lanceton and pick up the horses too.” 
 
    “Okay,” I nodded. “We might run into the National Guard on that road, though.”  
 
    “Damn,” Paige agreed. “You might be right, should we take the other way?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “This way will be faster, but we don’t want to run into a checkpoint, we’ll take 116 back down.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said. “We’re right by 2A, it connects to 116. What do we do if we run into a checkpoint though?” 
 
    “We shouldn’t,” I told her. “But if we do, they should let us pass peacefully, all they’re looking for up here is Canadians.” 
 
    “Got it,” she said, and then I fired up the bike and headed toward Highway 2A. 
 
    Paige and I rode down the highway, but just as it was about to turn to 116 I saw a small makeshift stand and two Guards up ahead. 
 
    “Shit,” I said.  
 
    “What?” Paige asked, and then she looked over my shoulder. “Oh.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “It’s a checkpoint.” 
 
    “What do we do?” she asked. 
 
    “They’ve already seen us,” I said. “We’ll be cool and try to talk to them.” 
 
    “Okay,” Paige said, and I felt her hands grow tighter on my stomach. 
 
    “Pull your pistol,” I told her. “But keep it behind me so they can’t see it and only shoot if they make the first aggressive move.” 
 
    “Got it,” she said, and I felt one of her arms release me and, a second later, I felt her pistol pressed against my back. 
 
    I slowed the bike and rode toward the Guards, one of them waved me down and pointed to the side of the road, so I pulled over and cut the engine. They were decked out in full military gear with vests and tactical helmets, and one even had sunglasses on.  
 
    “How’s it goin?” I asked with a smile.  
 
    “Where are you coming from?” the first Guard asked, and he took a few steps closer to our bike. 
 
    “We were just scouting the area for supplies,” I said.  
 
    “Wouldn’t happen to be coming from Canada, would you?” the other guard asked. 
 
    “No,” Paige shook her head. “We’re from here.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” the first soldier said. “You’re coming from the north. Where is it that you live exactly?” 
 
    “We live just a bit south of here,” I told the man. 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige said, and she reached in her pocket and pulled out a card with her free hand. “Look, I have my driver’s license.” 
 
    “Paige, huh?” the guy asked as he lifted his sunglasses and looked at the license. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Paige nodded.  
 
    “Okay then,” he said with a small smile and relaxed his stance a bit. “I guess y’all are from around here.” 
 
    “But what’re you doing up this way?” the other soldier asked, and I saw that his rifle was still slung over his shoulder. They didn’t seem to think we were threats. 
 
    “Like I said before, we were just looking for supplies,” I said and I smiled at the man. 
 
    “What kind of supplies?” Sunglasses asked. 
 
    “Well it’s kind of embarrassing,” Paige smiled, “but we were looking for coffee.” 
 
    “Coffee, huh?” the other soldier laughed. 
 
    “Yeah,” she laughed. “We lucked out and found some too.” 
 
    “That looks like a big box of coffee for just the two of you,” Sunglasses said, and his eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Well you gotta stock up while you can in times like this, right?” I said, but I was growing wary of these men and their questions. 
 
    “Right,” the first soldier nodded. 
 
    “So where are you staying?” Sunglasses asked.  
 
    “We’re down south from here,” I told him.  
 
    “What town?” the other guard asked more pointedly. 
 
    “Small town, you probably wouldn’t have heard of it,” I told him with a hard smile. 
 
    “Try me,” the solder responded with an irritated tone. 
 
    “We’re really not supposed to let anyone through without particulars,” Sunglasses told me. “But if you cooperate, we might be able to work something out.” 
 
    “And what if we don’t?” I asked, and I felt Paige lift her pistol farther up my back. 
 
    “Then we’ll have to take you to the camp to register you,” the other soldier said, and he took a step toward the bike. “We need an accurate census, ya know?” 
 
    If these guys took us to the camp in Burlington, there was no way we would make it out. 
 
    “We’re just passing through, if you want a bag of coffee you’re welcome to it,” I said with a smile in a last ditch effort to bribe them and keep things amicable. 
 
    “Much obliged to take you up on that offer, but first we need to know where you live and how many people you got with you,” he replied bluntly, and I saw his partner shift his stance nervously. 
 
    “I don’t think we’re comfortable answering any more questions today,” I told the soldiers. “But we’d like to pass without any trouble.” 
 
    “Get off the bike,” Sunglasses ordered, and he moved to lift his rifle, but before he could get it up Paige pulled out her pistol and put a bullet through his eye, then she turned to the other soldier and put one in his neck before he could even react. 
 
    “Good shots,” I told her as the man she shot in the neck fell to his knees and bled out. My ears were ringing from the shots going off right next to me, but I was proud of Paige for acting when she did.  
 
    “Thanks,” she said. “The second guy was taller though, I should have adjusted my aim.” 
 
    “You did great,” I grinned at her. “A neck shot is just as effective.” 
 
    “I guess so,” the pretty brunette smiled and looked at the ground.  
 
    “Let’s see if these assholes have anything of use on them,” I said and then I hopped off the bike and started checking the guys’ pockets. 
 
    “I found a lighter and some cigarettes,” Paige smirked as she held up the contents of Sunglasses’ pockets.  
 
    “All this guy had was a half-eaten MRE,” I laughed.  
 
    “We can still take the guns,” Paige shrugged. 
 
    “Yes, we can,” I smiled, and we threw the guns on the back of the bike before we hopped on. 
 
    “Hopefully we don’t run into any more of those,” Paige said as we rode down Highway 7. 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. “I just want to get home.” 
 
    “Me too,” she sighed. “We can’t forget about the horses though.” 
 
    “Somehow I thought you didn’t like them that much,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, I’m kinda terrified of them,” Paige laughed. “But I’m going to check out the library for some books on horses when we get back.” 
 
    “Good call,” I told her. “We’ll need a pen of some sort to put them in too.” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Paige said. “I’m sure Rolly will know what to do.” 
 
    “Right you are,” I chuckled. “That old man is pretty good at anything that requires a tool.” 
 
    “I’m sure Betty would agree,” Paige laughed.  
 
    “Wow,” I laughed. “Tara really is rubbing off on you.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said. “But it’s nice not feeling like you have to worry what other people think.” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” I smiled, and we continued down the highway. 
 
    The rest of the trip to Lanceton was short, there weren’t any other checkpoints, and when we reached the graveyard, I could see that the horses were right where we left them, so I pulled the bike onto the side of the road and hopped off.  
 
    “You’re riding them back right?” Paige asked. 
 
    “Well, I’ll ride one,” I grinned.  
 
    “Aren’t they supposed to have saddles?” Paige asked, and her brown eyebrows pulled together. 
 
    “A saddle would be nice,” I said. “But bareback will be fine too.” 
 
    “Oooh, bareback,” Paige grinned, and she wiggled her eyebrows at me. “Maybe you can ride me bareback later.” 
 
    “You are too much,” I laughed, but I truly was a bit shocked at how raunchy Paige had been today, though I couldn’t say I didn’t like it. She was so shy and quiet when I first met her, but now she had really started to come out of her shell and find herself. 
 
    “I think you can handle it,” Paige rolled her eyes at me. “But the other horse will follow right?” 
 
    “I’ll tie the other horse to mine,” I told her.  
 
    “Okay,” she nodded. “How long will the ride take?” 
 
    “Well,” I started, “since they’ll be tied together, I don’t want to push them too hard. I’d say maybe an hour or so.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Paige pursed her lips as she moved to the front of the bike. “I don’t want to leave you.” 
 
    “You can ride ahead of me if you want,” I told her. “Just go slow so you don’t lose me.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said. “Do you need any help getting the horses ready?” 
 
    “No,” I smiled. “Just wait here, I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “Alright,” she smiled back at me. 
 
    I walked over to where the two horses were grazing and I clucked to them as I approached.  
 
    “Hey pretty girls,” I said, and I reached my hand out so the gray lady could smell me, then I grabbed her lead and untied it from the tree so I could tie it to the red-brown horse. Once the two were tied together, I clucked to the red-brown horse and grabbed her mane to help pull myself up. The girls were trained well and neither of them moved as I mounted the red-brown girl.  
 
    “Good girl,” I cooed to the red-brown horse as I patted her neck, then I tapped her belly with the heel of my foot and led her to the road. The gray lady came along easily, and as soon as Paige saw me heading that way she fired up the bike and slowly started down the road.  
 
    It had been several years since I had ridden a horse, but the feel of the creature below me was familiar and soothing. We walked along leisurely, and I rubbed her neck and cooed to her as we rode, but it seemed the gray lady was jealous, and she nudged my arm with her head, so I reached over and scratched her ear. 
 
    The trip was short, and I smiled as I thought about how excited the girls would be about the horses. My team had a long road ahead, but I was almost home, and that was enough for the moment.  
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    A few hours later, Paige turned the bike and headed up the hill toward our little sanctuary. It was only just past noon at this point, and as I followed the brunette up the hill, I remembered that I had promised the girls we would have a barbeque when Paige and I returned. There was still enough time in the day for me to do some hunting so we could have fresh meat, and I smiled as I thought about the people that were waiting for me at the top of the hill. 
 
    The short walk up the drive felt like an eternity, and halfway up I decided I couldn’t wait any longer, so I clucked to the horses and tapped my heel into the mare’s stomach to bring her to a trot. The gray lady followed suit, and as we reached the top of the hill, I could see everyone gathered around Paige, hugging her and laughing while Winchester ran around excitedly.   
 
    “Oh. My. God!” Tara yelled when she saw me.  
 
    “Wow!” Bailey exclaimed, and both of the girls ran over to me as I slowed the horses and hopped off.  
 
    “We have horses now?” Tara asked, and she put her hand out for the gray lady to sniff.  
 
    “Yup,” I laughed, and Winchester ran over to me and put his front paws on my waist, so I bent down to scratch him and let him lick my face.  
 
    “Oh my god,” Tara exclaimed again. “My very own pony! My dad would never get me one as a kid.” 
 
    “Hey,” Bailey laughed as she rubbed the red-brown horse’s muzzle. “You have to share.” 
 
    “You can have that one,” Tara said, and she grinned at the other blonde. 
 
    “Deal,” Bailey chuckled. 
 
    “We all have to share,” I laughed. “They’re broke, but we don’t have a saddle.” 
 
    “I prefer bareback,” Tara said, and she winked at me. 
 
    “You’re as bad as Paige today,” I chuckled. 
 
    “She beat me to the bareback joke?” Tara asked with wide eyes, and then she feigned tears. “I’m so proud.”  
 
    “I guess I’ll get to ride one of these things finally,” Anna said with a smile as she joined us, and then she moved to hug me. “Happy to have you home.” 
 
    “Happy to be home,” I said, and I kissed the top of her head. 
 
    “Oh, right,” Tara blushed, and then she hugged me as well. “I got a little excited about my own pony.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” I laughed as I breathed in the platinum blonde and hugged her tightly. 
 
    “Me next,” Bailey said, and she held her arms out to me. 
 
    “Come here my little hippie,” I grinned and pulled her into me. 
 
    “I’m not a hippie,” she protested against my chest, and I laughed at her mumbled response. 
 
    “Got enough hugs left for one more?” I heard Rolly ask, and I looked up to see him walking toward me with Betty beside him. 
 
    “Get over here, old timer,” I said, then released Bailey, and yanked Rolly into me. 
 
    “Careful now,” Rolly laughed. “Or you’ll break my old bones.” 
 
    “You’re tougher than that,” I told him, but I let him go and pulled Betty in for a hug. “Betty, I didn’t expect to see you here.” 
 
    “Well it’s just hard to part with Rolly,” Betty laughed after I let her go. “I hope that’s okay.” 
 
    “You’re always welcome here,” I grinned.  
 
    “As long as you don’t break Rolly’s heart,” Tara joked. 
 
    “I think I can manage to keep it intact,” Betty smiled, and then she kissed Rolly on the cheek. 
 
    “How did everything go?” Rolly asked.  
 
    “We have good news, and bad news,” Paige said as she approached us carrying her bag. 
 
    “Let’s do good news first,” I smiled. “We can talk bad news later.” 
 
    “So what’s the good news then?” Anna asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    Paige reached into her bag and pulled out a couple of chocolate bars. 
 
    “Oh my god!” Tara squealed. “This day just keeps getting better and better.” 
 
    “Where did you find that?” Bailey asked, and she grabbed one of the chocolate bars and started reading the label.  
 
    “We made a pit stop on the way back,” Paige grinned. 
 
    “I don’t know how you feel about chocolate Rolly,” I smiled, “but we got something I know you’ll like.” 
 
    “What’s that?” the old man grinned. 
 
    I nodded to Paige, and she pulled out a small bag of coffee from her pack and tossed it to the old man.  
 
    “Oh, thank god,” he smiled. “We were running low.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s not all of it,” I laughed. “We have a box full of goodies.” 
 
    “Well let’s see the box,” Tara smiled.  
 
    “Let’s find somewhere to put these girls,” I laughed, and I held up the lead I still held for the horses. 
 
    “Right,” Bailey said, and she pulled her eyebrows together.  
 
    “I’ll go grab some rope,” Anna said, and then she headed for Rolly’s tool shed.  
 
    I led the horses to a small area near our fire pit that had some trees, and plenty of grass.  
 
    “We can make a little fence,” Anna said as she found me and held out some rope. 
 
    “That should work for tonight,” I said. 
 
    “I’ll work on a pen for them tomorrow,” Rolly smiled, and he reached out to pet the gray horse. 
 
    “We might have some extra panels at the house,” Betty offered.  
 
    “Thanks,” I smiled. “We’ll check with the civilians at the farm too, there might be some there they won’t need since they don’t have any livestock.” 
 
    I helped Anna create a makeshift fence as the horses grazed, and then I removed their halters and hung them on a nearby tree branch.  
 
    Just then Bailey and Tara joined us, and they carried two five-gallon buckets of water. 
 
    “Good thinking,” I told the girls as they set the water inside the fence. 
 
    “So, when can we ride them?” Tara grinned at me. 
 
    “Let’s give them a rest for today,” I laughed.  
 
    “Alright,” Tara pouted.  
 
    “What are their names?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “We figured you could name them since I named Winchester,” Paige said with a smile. 
 
    “How about Buttercup?” Tara smiled.  
 
    “That’s the most cliché horse name ever,” Anna laughed at the platinum blonde. 
 
    “Well what would you name them?” Tara asked, and she put a hand on her hip. 
 
    “We have a gray lady and a brown lady,” I said. “How about we start there?” 
 
    “I like that,” Bailey smiled. “Gray Lady.” 
 
    “That’s what I’ve been calling her in my head,” I chuckled. “We don’t have to name her that.” 
 
    “That’s my pick,” Bailey grinned. “Tara can name the other one.” 
 
    “Buttercup,” Tara said with a serious face. 
 
    “Oh my god,” Paige laughed. 
 
    “Okay,” Anna chuckled. “Buttercup it is.” 
 
    “I think Buttercup is a fine name,” Betty said, and she reached out to pat the platinum blonde on the arm. 
 
    “Thank you, Betty,” Tara said, and then she sneered playfully at Anna. “At least someone appreciates my ideas.” 
 
    “I guess I’m going to have to ride Gray Lady,” Anna grinned. “I don’t think Tara’s going to let me ride Buttercup now.” 
 
    “You’re damn right,” Tara said, and then she turned to Buttercup and spoke to her in a baby voice. “You don’t want that mean redhead to ride you now anyways, do you Buttercup?” 
 
    “You’re incorrigible,” Anna laughed, and she pushed the platinum blonde.  
 
    “And damn proud of it,” Tara laughed, and she pushed her friend back. 
 
    “Come on,” Paige said as she walked back toward the motorcycle. “Come see what else we got.” 
 
    I followed the rest of the group, grabbed the box and my pack, and then led us to the firepit so we could sit down. 
 
    “Okay,” I smiled, and then I dumped out the box and the contents of my pack. “Behold our treasures.” 
 
    The girls squealed and dropped to their knees to inspect the profits of our trip.  
 
    “This is awesome,” Bailey smiled.  
 
    “What’s the coconut milk for?” Anna asked as she held up the boxed milk. 
 
    “Hot chocolate,” Paige grinned.  
 
    “Oh my god,” Tara sighed. “I haven’t had hot chocolate in forever.” 
 
    “Is ‘oh my god’ your new favorite phrase?” Bailey teased the platinum blonde. 
 
    “I’m just really excited today,” Tara laughed.  
 
    “Don’t be too excited,” I said. “We still have the bad news to discuss.” 
 
    “Right,” she frowned.  
 
    “So, what did you find out?” Anna asked, and she moved to sit next to Rolly and Betty. 
 
    “We found the Burlington camp,” I said, and everyone in the group became quiet. 
 
    “What’s it like?” Bailey asked with a soft voice. 
 
    “It’s not good,” Paige said with a frown. 
 
    “They’re treating the civilians like slaves,” I said. “And the place is a lot more organized and well defended than the outpost, and a lot bigger.” 
 
    “I’m sure we can come up with a plan to free them,” Rolly said with a smile, and his wrinkles grew deeper. 
 
    “But that’s not all,” Paige said with a low voice. 
 
    “What else?” Tara asked. 
 
    “The National Guard is defending the border to Canada,” I said. 
 
    “Don’t they have better things to do?” Anna asked with an eye roll. 
 
    “That’s what we thought too,” Paige said. “But there’s a lot of people over there that are trying to get in.” 
 
    “Well if we take care of the guard then we can help those people too, right?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “There’s too many. Probably a hundred thousand or more.” 
 
    “We’d run out of supplies fast trying to take care of all of them,” Paige nodded.  
 
    “But we can still save the people in the camp right?” Tara asked, and her blonde eyebrows pinched together. 
 
    “No,” Anna shook her head. “If we take out the guys at the camp, there’s nobody to defend the border.” 
 
    “Anna’s right,” I nodded.  
 
    “So what do we do?” Rolly asked, and he leaned forward out of his chair.  
 
    “I’m not sure,” I sighed. “Those people are going to get across the border at some point.” 
 
    “You don’t think the Guard can hold them?” Betty asked. 
 
    “No,” Paige shook her head. “It looks like they’re losing the battle of attrition as it is.” 
 
    “How long do you think they can hold them off?” Rolly asked. 
 
    “A few weeks, maybe a couple of months at most,” I answered conservatively. 
 
    “We need to fortify the camp,” Anna said. “And help the others do the same.” 
 
    “We should try to help the people in the camp at least,” Bailey protested. 
 
    “We need to protect our own,” Anna stated. 
 
    “Both of you are correct,” I said and I held up my hand to deter any further arguing.  
 
    “Can we bust the people out?” Tara asked. 
 
    “The place is too well protected,” Paige said. 
 
    “We did run into a few people on the way there who had escaped though,” I remembered. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Paige said. “Do you think we could find them again?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Bailey agreed. “Maybe they could tell us how they escaped.” 
 
    “It’s worth a try,” I smiled. 
 
    “I still think we need to fortify our campus,” Anna frowned. 
 
    “We do,” I nodded. “But we’ll find a way to help the civilians as well.” 
 
    Bailey looked at me and smiled wide, I knew she was thankful we had decided to help the civilians.  
 
    “For now,” I said. “I think I’ll go on a hunt and try to find some fresh deer for us to barbeque.” 
 
    “Well, actually...” Anna grinned. “We already did that.” 
 
    “You bagged a deer?” I asked, impressed. 
 
    “Well, Rolly did,” Anna answered, and I turned to look at Rolly. 
 
    “I’m impressed, old man,” I smiled.  
 
    “It was nothing,” Rolly said.  
 
    “How’d you get the deer back?” I asked, concerned. “You didn’t carry it did you?” 
 
    “Oh lord no,” Rolly told me with a wave. “I brought a wheelbarrow with me, but I didn’t go far into the woods either.” 
 
    “We told him we would’ve helped,” Tara added. “But he was already dressing it when we got up.” 
 
    “I found an old grill and charcoal too at one of the houses in town,” Rolly smiled. “Figured we could actually grill up some meat properly.” 
 
    “Damn,” I laughed. “When I said we would have a barbeque, I didn’t think you all would go all out.” 
 
    “We get pretty bored without you around,” Anna smiled. “We figured you guys deserved a nice homecoming.” 
 
    “I made some hamburger buns,” Betty smiled. “When Rolly told me they were planning a barbeque, I figured you might appreciate an actual burger.” 
 
    “Betty, you are a saint,” Paige smiled. 
 
    “Well I realize now I should have held out and conned you out of some chocolate,” Betty laughed. 
 
    “Of course you can have some chocolate!” Paige exclaimed.  
 
    “Did you get any dark chocolate?” Tara asked as she rummaged through the pile. 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige grinned. “It’s in there somewhere. I figured your fancy taste buds might appreciate that.”  
 
    “My fancy taste buds do, thank you,” Tara chuckled.  
 
    “Let’s get this grill going,” I grinned. “I’m starving.” 
 
    “I’ll grab us something to drink,” Anna said, and then she got up and headed to the kitchen.  
 
    Rolly stood up, and I followed him to the grill, and a moment later Anna brought both Rolly and I each a cup of whiskey.  
 
    “Thanks,” I smiled at the pretty redhead.  
 
    “Thank me later,” she said with a wink. 
 
    “I’ll be sure to do that,” I laughed, and then I set my cup down, retrieved a bag of coal, and poured some in the grill while Rolly held the top open. 
 
    “The only thing that could make this better is a cold beer,” Rolly said after he lit the coal and watched it begin to smoke. 
 
    “I’ll drink to that,” I grinned, and then I took a swig of whiskey. 
 
    “You seem to be in a great mood,” Rolly commented. “I figured everyone would be more upset about the news from Burlington.” 
 
    “I am upset,” I frowned. “But I’m also incredibly happy to be back home with you and the girls.” 
 
    “Well I’m happy you’re home too,” Rolly said, and he clapped me on the shoulder. “And I’m sure whatever comes our way, we’ll be able to handle it.” 
 
    “Yes, we will,” I agreed with the old man.  
 
    “Here you go,” Betty smiled as she brought us a tray full of uncooked venison hamburger patties. 
 
    “I figured they would just be small steaks,” I laughed. “Do we have a meat grinder I don’t know about?” 
 
    “No,” Betty said with a wink. “But I do.” 
 
    “Thank you, Betty,” I smiled at the old woman. 
 
    “No problem,” she said. “Now I’m going to let you guys get to cooking, and I’m going to go enjoy some wine and chocolate with the girls.” 
 
    Betty gave Rolly a kiss on the cheek, and the old man grinned as she walked away. 
 
    “You should bring Betty around more often,” I laughed. 
 
    “Well I don’t want to overstep,” Rolly said, but I could tell that he didn’t mind the idea. 
 
    “We would all love to have her around,” I assured him.  
 
    The grill had caught fire, and the burgers sizzled as Rolly dropped them on the grate.  
 
    “Those smell amazing,” I said as Rolly covered the grill. 
 
    “Betty made ‘em,” he told me with a smile. “She seasoned ‘em up and put in a few eggs to hold the meat together.” 
 
    “She did good,” I grinned. “I’m gonna check in on the girls and get a refill, do you need one?” 
 
    “Yes, please,” he said, and he handed me his cup. 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” I told him, and I walked over to the unlit fire pit where the girls sat. 
 
    “You need a couple refills?” Anna asked when she saw me approach. 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded, and I grabbed the whiskey bottle from the ground.  
 
    “Isn’t the dark chocolate so much better with the wine?” Tara asked, and Betty nodded as she took a sip of the red drink. 
 
    “Are we having a wine tasting?” I laughed.  
 
    “Betty and I are,” Tara said, and she smirked at the rest of the girls. “Nobody else wanted to join us.” 
 
    “I like milk chocolate,” Bailey shrugged, and she took a bite of a chocolate bar. 
 
    “You better not spoil your dinner,” I warned them. 
 
    “Chocolate can’t spoil dinner,” Betty smiled.  
 
    “Yeah,” Tara nodded. “Besides, it’s an aphrodisiac.” 
 
    “Like you need any of those,” Paige chuckled. 
 
    “I’ll take some aphrodisiac,” I smiled and grabbed a bar of chocolate.  
 
    “Don’t spoil your dinner,” Bailey mocked, and I gave her a little push on the shoulder as I walked by. 
 
    “How are the burgers coming?” I asked Rolly, and I handed him his cup of whiskey. 
 
    “Coming along nice,” he grinned. “I just flipped ‘em.” 
 
    Once the burgers were done, we made our way back to the girls and Anna and Bailey went into the kitchen and retrieved the hamburger buns, along with some slices of tomato, onion, and lettuce. They also brought out some corn, potatoes, and beans they must have cooked earlier.  
 
    “This looks amazing,” I smiled at the girls as I fixed my plate. 
 
    “Thank you for cooking, Rolly,” Bailey told the old man with a smile. 
 
    “No worries,” he said. “I’ve missed barbequing.”  
 
    “So we’re going riding tomorrow, right?” Tara asked Bailey. 
 
    “Oh definitely,” Bailey smiled. “I haven’t ridden in a long time.” 
 
    “I enjoyed my ride here,” I smiled, and then I took a bite of my burger, and I could taste some dill and basil, and I wasn’t sure, but I thought I could taste some cayenne pepper too. The tomatoes were juicy, the onions were crisp, and the venison melted in my mouth as I chewed.   
 
    “So how are the civilians doing?” Paige asked. 
 
    “They’re good,” Anna said between bites. 
 
    “Yeah,” Bailey smiled. “We got in some target practice, and they were pretty good.” 
 
    “Not as good as you,” Betty told the small blonde. 
 
    “No,” Bailey smiled and shook her head. “But they’re getting there.” 
 
    “Did they get some garden areas set up?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Tara said. “And we set some traps for them and showed them how to reset them.” 
 
    “Good,” I smiled.  
 
    “Are you going to tell us how you got those horses now?” Anna asked with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “I think I can do that,” I laughed, and then started the story of how Paige and I took out the guards. 
 
    The rest of the night was filled with drinks and laughs, and we all stuffed ourselves on hamburgers. We would start a plan in the morning to save the civilians, but for the night we would remember our fourth pillar of survival. We all sat and talked until it was late, then we put the fire out, and I snuggled into bed with my girls around me.  
 
    The girls fell fast asleep around me, but I found it hard to be tired when I thought of what we were dealing with. The Guard wouldn’t be able to hold back those refugees forever, and a hundred thousand people would be like a locust swarm of destruction. As much as I hated to consider it, my family might have to leave and find somewhere else to make our home. My team was well trained, but there was no way we could defend against a hundred thousand hungry mouths. Not to mention that it would be hard to kill innocent people whose only crime was being hungry. 
 
    The farms would be the first to go, and I was sure the college wouldn’t be far behind.  
 
    I looked around me and took in the sleeping forms of my girls, their breaths were steady around me, and I knew I had to protect them at all costs, even if that meant becoming the villain of my own story.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 End Notes 
 
    Thank you for reading Without Law 5. I’ll start working on book 6 as soon as this book has 100 reviews. So please leave a nice review here. 
 
    Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book unless you follow that author on the store. Make sure you click this link and then click on the follow button. Then Amazon will update you a few weeks after my next book comes out. 
 
    If you want to get notified of my books the day that they come out, make sure you follow my Facebook author page and join my Facebook fan group. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted that the next Without Law is out. 
 
    
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
 
    Copyright © 2019 by Eric Vall 
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