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Synopsis



Book 1 - In the middle of a brutal snowstorm, Brad, a college professor seeking solitude, crosses paths with Lana, a stunning young beauty stranded on a desolate road. Their chance meeting sparks a scorching affair that burns through the chilling isolation of Brad's cabin.

Amidst their lust and passion, a grim truth unfolds— an outbreak of contagious violence is tearing society apart. Trapped by the storm and the spreading infection, Brad and Lana must turn to each other for comfort. But just as tensions peak, another alluring woman enters the fray. Kay is a childhood friend of Brad's who has never gotten over her long-simmering desire for him. Isolated and in danger, Kay will not hesitate to go after the man she has always wanted… even if Lana is in her way.

As the contagion spreads, Brad must protect the women who depend on him from a world descending into darkness.

GIVE HER SHELTER is a harem adventure series. It contains graphic scenes. 18+ only.


Chapter 1



“No place I'd rather be.”

It started snowing this morning. Seeing those wet flakes falling over the pond reminded me why I had come to the cabin. My father's ashes sat on the kitchen table. The urn was a small brass cylinder, little bigger than a beer can.

Pops had been interred with my mom at their church cemetery. But before he passed, Pops made me swear I'd scatter some of his ashes at the pond he'd loved so dearly.

It had been 3 days since I first pulled up to the cabin. I'd settled into the familiar space like I'd never left, spending my time drinking coffee and looking over my father's belongings. There was no rush. I had taken a year off from teaching and had nowhere else to go.

I had lots of good memories of this cabin. It sits in a cleft in the mountains of the Olympic Peninsula, about a two-and-a-half-hour drive from Seattle (or a 1-hour ferry trip if you like boats).

There were 3 other cabins around Conner Pond. Ours was the one at the furthest end of the private road, nestled among the pines and cedars at the northern edge of the pond. Bordering our cabin, the forested slope rising into the mountains made for a dramatic view, especially when reflected in the pond's still waters.

Pops had built this cabin himself. It was a log cabin he erected from a kit he'd ordered from a local company. Pops had spent 3 summers laying the pier and beam foundation, raising the walls, running the plumbing, and seating the windows. Later, he'd installed the big cast iron wood stove that dominated the main room.

Being at the cabin again brought back memories of all those childhood summers when Pops and I would spend the day swimming in the pond. I could still hear Pop screaming "BANZAI" as he charged into the cold water. Later, we'd go hiking in the forest behind the pond. Pops would point out deer trails and bear scat. He'd tell me the scientific names of the trees and bushes and ferns we came across. It seemed like he knew the names of every plant in the forest.

In the evenings, we'd listen to the Mariners game on the radio while Mom cooked up some beans and hot dogs, or maybe some sandwiches if it was too hot to run the propane stove. Summers in the Pacific Northwest have a cool blue sunlight that seems to last well into the late evening. I've traveled much of the country but never found sunlight like that anywhere else.

I'd come to the cabin with Pops less and less often as I got older, of course. Between my teaching at the University and my marriage to Brenda, I just couldn't find the time to visit. After Mom died, Pops would come here by himself to relax. He'd stay longer and longer, even over the winter. Since the cabin finally got electricity in the last decade, staying up at Conner Pond had become more viable, and Pops had ended up becoming a full-time resident.

"No place I'd rather be," my father would often sigh as he sat on the cabin's porch, smoking one of his fragrant cigars.

Watching the snowfall over Conner Pond, I understood why my father felt so close to this place. It was so still and peaceful here. The quiet settled into your bones. Conner Pond was a haven in the woods that so many people dreamed about, but never got to experience.

We were damned lucky to have this place, I thought. Thanks for bringing me here, Pops.

My father's decline had been like so many other men of his age— gradual and then shockingly swift. The last few years had been rough for both of us as Pops dealt with his health issues and I went through my divorce. When his illness became acute, the University had been wonderful about letting me take a year off. I was so grateful that I got to spend the last few days with my father, even if it was in hospice.

Now I'd say my last goodbye to the man who'd been a loving presence throughout my life.

"It's time," I said as I picked up the small urn.

I tucked the urn into my winter coat and put on my boots. The air was raw and wet as I stepped into the morning snowfall. I walked over the gravel walkway that led to the edge of the pond, the crushed rocks crunching beneath my boots.

I stood at the edge of the water for a long time, just looking out over the pond and watching the snow. The other three cabins were dark and silent now, but I could easily recall how they had bustled with life during the summers. The two cabins in the middle had shifted ownership many times, with new people seeming to turn up every year.

The cabin at the far end belonged to Edgar Gutierrez, a gruff former Marine. I used to be afraid of him, despite my father saying Mr. Gutierrez was an upright guy. I didn't understand what Pops meant by "upright". I just figured he meant Mr. Gutierrez's ramrod-straight posture.

Despite his fearsome appearance, Mr. Gutierrez had always been gentle with his family, especially his little daughter.

I wonder how he's doing these days. Mr. Gutierrez must be in his 70s by now.

Age caught up with all of us. I was 42. How the hell did I get so old? According to the actuarial tables, more than half my life was gone. Divorced, childless… and now without parents. I was alone in this world.

"Poor me," I said with a sad smile.

My father hated self-pity. "Wallowing" he called it. He never indulged in it, right until the end. I wouldn't let myself ruin this last moment with my father.

Taking a deep breath, I took the urn from my pocket. The brass was cold against my fingers as I unscrewed the top.

"Here you go, Pops," I said jovially. "Back where you always wanted to be. I'll be here with you. Hanging out at the pond until Mom calls us in for dinner."

I kissed the urn.

"I love you, Pops."

I sprinkled the ashes into the clear waters. They drifted down like snow, settling into the silty bottom. When the urn was empty, I screwed the top back on.

"BANZAI!" I screamed as I threw the urn as far as I could.

It splashed into the deeper water and disappeared, ripples radiating outward and dispersing until the water was still again. My shout echoed through the trees, quickly swallowed up by the snow.

"Done," I murmured, my breath misting around me.

Back inside the cabin, I sat beside the wood stove and let the snow melt off of me. I felt a hollowness inside, an emptiness that filled my heart. I'd cried many times over the last week, but now I had nothing left.

Be strong. Pops named you Bradley after General Omar Bradley. He'd expect you to live up to your namesake.

I grinned as I looked at the small bookshelf built into the cabin's far wall. Pop's battered copy of Bradley's "A Soldier's Story" sat in the same place it had occupied for years, wedged between "Moby Dick" and "Dracula". My father's fascination with the vampire story had always confused me, but he had loved Stoker's novel almost as much as Bradley's memoir. "Moby Dick" reigned supreme with Pops, though. He used to reread it every few years.

My father's love of books had rubbed off on me. It's why I ended up as a professor of English Literature. Books were my life.

Now it was time for me to add another book to the collection. I'd already published several non-fiction books on Literary Theory. Pops kept them proudly displayed on his shelf, though I knew he never read them. That was okay. Academic books were often better displayed than read.

This time, though, I'd be writing a novel. I had the time and I had this cabin to myself— no more excuses.

"See if all the bullshit I lecture about actually applies to my own fiction," I said. "Put up or shut up, Professor Petterson."

Before I began writing the next Great American Novel, however, I needed to get some supplies. The news said the wet stuff outside would soon give way to serious snow. A storm was forecast to show up in a couple of days.

The peninsula was used to heavy rainfall, but snow was another matter. The Puget Sound region just didn't handle it well. And out here in the rural areas, snow could shut down roads for days. The electricity to the cabin was also less than reliable during bad weather.

There were 2 cords of seasoned wood stacked outside the cabin, so heating would be no problem. I'd already laid in some supplies when I arrived. I'd stopped at the warehouse store and gotten some cases of baked beans, a couple of packs of Polish dogs, a chub of hamburger, and a sack of potatoes. I also had stacked a good supply of frozen pizzas and lasagnas in the freezer. I figured for fresh vegetables and dairy, I could always go to the small grocery store near the cabin instead of driving an hour back to the warehouse place. The local store was expensive, but convenience had its price.

My father's supplies were still around, as well. Years ago, he had converted my childhood bedroom into a storage room, getting rid of the narrow bed I slept in and replacing it with steel shelving. His groceries were still stacked there, a mixture of basic and eccentric choices that reflected his personality.

Besides the usual canned goods, there were some unusual items. After serving in Hawaii for years with the Air Force, Pops had developed a taste for SPAM and rice and other local dishes. I remember he used to serve us this wet paste called nori which was made from black seaweed. Sure enough, Pops had a small jar of the stuff tucked away on a shelf, right next to several cases of canned pineapple.

I almost hit my foot on a 30 lb tank of propane that was set beside the bedroom door. I laughed when I lifted the tank and found it full. My father had installed a propane water heater in the bathroom. Even if the power went out, he would not be denied a hot shower.

You really made this place your haven, Pops.

Mom's presence was also apparent in the old gun safe that Pops had brought to the cabin. Mom hated guns, so Pops had always kept them locked away, out of her sight. He'd sold off most of his firearms over the years after her death. I hoped he wasn't disappointed that I had no interest in shooting. I ran my fingers over the steel box, knowing an old shotgun and revolver were all Pops had left in there.

As I stood among the cans and bagged foods and supplies, I recalled the room as it was when I was a boy, those warm nights of summers that never seemed to end. Seeing my childhood bedroom turned into storage made me feel sad about all the time I'd lost with Pops.

You'll have all winter to reminisce, I reminded myself. Right now, you need to get those last groceries so you can hunker down when that snowstorm rolls in.

Stuff needed to get done. That was life, wasn't it? Just a whole bunch of stuff to do before the storm hit.

Whistling a tune my father used to love, I grabbed my keys and headed out to my truck.


Chapter 2



“Crazy shit goin' on out there.”

The tires of my old pickup truck dug into the wet dirt covering the private road leading from the cabin to the main road. It was a winding 200-yard stretch through dense forest before reaching the two-lane blacktop road that led into town.

As I pulled onto the main road, the truck fishtailed on black ice before straightening out. I kept both hands firmly on the wheel, focused intently on the road ahead. The falling snow wasn't sticking to the asphalt much, but it was reducing visibility. At least there wasn't much traffic out in these conditions.

I drove cautiously, well below the speed limit. Up ahead, I noticed a couple of new buildings that hadn't been there in my childhood summers at the cabin with Pops. A bright green sign announced "Greenbliss Cannabis Shop" in bold letters. Next to it was a small Asian grocery store, its windows filled with K-Drama posters and cosmetics ads.

I chuckled to myself, amused at the changes to this sleepy rural area over the decades. As a kid, I never would've imagined legal pot shops and ethnic groceries popping up near Conner Pond. I enjoyed the changes that had come to the area, but still appreciated what remained the same. A balance of old and new kept things from getting stagnant.

A few miles down the road, I slowly drove past the gas station. Its lot was jammed with vehicles lining up for the pumps. With the storm coming, everyone was topping off their tanks. I checked my gauge— still over half a tank. I made a mental note to fill up on the way back from town.

Fifteen minutes later, I pulled into the crowded parking lot of Town Market. Inside was busier than I'd ever seen it. Folks were stocking up for the storm, filling their carts to overflowing.

Usually, there was an almost festive air as people got their supplies. Christmas was a few weeks away and the locals loved sharing that small-town holiday cheer. But today there was an odd tension permeating the market. People had a somber energy about them as they hurriedly grabbed supplies off the shelves.

I picked up some fresh veggies, a loaf of bread, and a carton of half & half for my coffee. The regular half & half was gone and I had to buy the expensive organic stuff at double the price. The other shelves were looking pretty bare from all the stockpiling.

As I waited in the long checkout line, the young guy ahead of me was watching a news clip on his phone. According to the report, some woman in Seattle had been attacked and bitten in the face by a random person on the street.

"Crazy shit goin' on out there lately," the guy murmured to me with a shake of his head.

I nodded, troubled by what I'd heard. The report had implied that the victim hadn't just been bitten, but that part of her face was eaten. Grotesque stories like that had become more commonplace. The world seemed to be getting stranger by the day.

I paid for my groceries and headed back out to my truck, glad to be returning to the peace and quiet of the cabin. But those disturbing images stuck in my mind as I began the drive back. At the University, many staff and faculty had begun demanding more armed security on campus to prevent the violent crimes that occurred seemingly at random.

The assaults and muggings were just symptoms of larger issues, of course. I'd talked with other professors about how we'd react to a mass shooting. We all agreed it was just a matter of time before our campus experienced one.

"Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold," I murmured to myself. "Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world, The blood-dimmed tide is loosed…"

Yeats might have been over-fond of fascists, but he knew how to write a damned good poem. The old goat also loved a good fuck, especially with much younger women.

I shook my head with admiration as I recalled how Yeats had spent the last five years of his life pursuing erotic pleasures with girls eager to sample more than his prosody. Pops would not have approved of the way Yeats lived, but I was a bit envious of the randy Irish poet.

It had been a year since my divorce. I hadn't touched a woman since Brenda left me. Being surrounded by all those fresh-faced girls in my classes had been challenging. It was a forbidden fantasy, but a little of the Yeats experience would have been a treat.

I sighed and focused on the road ahead. I still had groceries to unload, a property to secure before the storm, and a novel to write. Maybe my pent-up energy could be channeled into more productive pursuits than another date with Sally-Five-Fingers.

I slowed as I approached the gas station, then sped up again. The place was still swarmed by vehicles, lines of cars and trucks wrapping around the station. Waiting for a turn at the pumps would have burned more gas than it was worth. I decided I could wait until after the storm to fill up my tank.

As I passed the station, I saw two men getting in a shoving match over a spot in line. A quiet sense of dread spread through me as I saw one man throw a punch. There was a desperation in the scene that I'd also felt back at the market.

What the hell is going on?

I turned on the radio to distract myself. Instead of the soothing jazz I expected, I instead got a somber report of escalating tensions in the Middle East due to some sort of riots that Iran was blaming on Israel. Mentions of mind-altering drugs being introduced into the water supply by the "evil Zionist entity" were being shouted by angry Iranian clerics.

Meanwhile, the increasing amount of random violence in Seattle seemed to be spreading to Portland and San Francisco. An analyst speculated that a bad batch of bath salts had entered the supply. "Chemical psychosis" was being offered as both an explanation and a dire warning of more violence to come.

As if to highlight the bad news, I heard a siren wailing. A glance in the rearview mirror revealed two police SUVs rushing up behind me, their lights flashing.

Carefully easing my truck to the side of the road, I let the cops pass by. They seemed to be in a big hurry. The area around Conner Pond had always been very quiet, though that had changed in the last few years as meth hit the rural areas of the state hard. The woods around here were beautiful, but they hid a lot of things from view.

I continued down the road. The wet snow was falling fast, and my wipers were working hard to keep my windshield clear. I slowed down some more, remembering how bad the black ice got the higher I climbed into the mountains. As the elevation rose, the temperature dropped. This wet snow would turn into even more black ice overnight.

"So that's where they were headed," I muttered.

I had turned the bend and was now approaching the Greenbliss Cannabis Shop. The police SUVs that had passed me were arrayed around the shop's entrance, their lights still flashing. A middle-aged Asian man was standing outside the Asian mart, his arms crossed as he peered into the pot shop.

As I drove past, I could see the cops engaging in a scuffle within the shop. It looked like they were wrestling someone to the ground. I could see one cop punching downward between his fellow officers, his arm pistoning rapidly as he pounded a man pinned beneath him.

Goddamn, they are working that person over. I wonder if I'm going to see this in the news in a few days.

Cops in these rural areas had lots of leeway with how they handled their business, so I suspected there would be no mention of this beating beyond "suspect resisted" on the Sheriff's Blotter website. It made me wonder what sort of relationship the pot shop had with local law enforcement.

The snow had really picked up on the last mile to Conner Pond. I slowed the truck as I approached the turnoff for my cabin's private road.

Well, hello. Who might you be?

There, skewed in the ditch on the right shoulder, was an old beater of a sedan. I recognized the car as a rear-wheel drive model and its tires were practically bald, making the vehicle wholly unsuited for these icy mountain roads.

Easing my truck over, I pulled alongside the sedan and peered inside. It was empty.

Glancing around, I noticed a single set of footprints in the slush leading away from the driver's side door. They headed north, following the road. Curious, I put the truck back in drive and crept along, trailing the footsteps with my eyes. About fifty yards ahead, they diverged from the main road and turned up the path to the pond.

Now I was really intrigued. Who would abandon their car to hoof it through heavy, wet snow just to head up a dirt road leading into the woods?

I turned down the narrow lane. The trees pressed close on both sides, their snow-laden branches forming a tunnel overhead but keeping the dirt road mostly clear.

I scanned the woods as I drove, searching for any sign of the mystery walker. The pines were too thick to spot anyone far off the road. For a brief moment, I considered that maybe someone was trying to break into my cabin. But that seemed unlikely. The woods were a scary place, even for criminals. There were far easier targets for people to rob.

As I rounded the last bend before the first cabin came into view, I slowed to a crawl. Standing on the side of the road was a young woman. She was terribly under-dressed in thin jeans and fashionable ankle boots, along with a cheap rabbit fur coat. She didn't have a scarf or even warm mittens. Her red hair spilled from the soggy hood in damp tangles. She looked cold, wet, and scared.

She watched me warily as I pulled up beside her and rolled down the passenger window.

"Hey there, you need some help?"

I could see the hesitation in her eyes. I didn't blame her. She was a young woman alone in the woods, facing a strange man in a big truck. It was the kind of scenario that often went really bad, really fast. I couldn't help but notice how she clutched her purse close to her chest, her hand inside it.

I wonder if she has some pepper spray in there? Maybe even a pistol? She looks like the type who knows how to handle herself.

Despite her youth, there was a hardness in the girl's expression. The fact that she was dressed like a streetwalker heightened the tough exterior. Despite that, she was a very pretty young woman. She had bright green eyes and pale skin sprinkled with freckles. The cold had brought a deep flush to her cheeks, making her face radiant.

"My car slid off the road," she said in a surprisingly girlish voice.

"I passed it coming up here," I replied. "I was wondering where the driver was."

"My phone is dead," the girl said, her lips quivering. "There were like no cars on the road. The one or two that passed just kept going, even when I waved at them. It was so fucked up! So I just got out and started walking. I was looking for somewhere I could make a phone call."

"I thought it was something like that," I said. "You can use my phone to call someone if you want. I'm staying at a cabin up the road. You're welcome to warm up there while you're waiting."

The girl turned her head, looking at the Gutierrez cabin about 30 yards away and the other cabins beyond. She looked back at me with an appraising glance, trying to read my intentions.

Her concern was obvious. The two of us were about as isolated as you could get, alone in the woods. I tried to make myself as unintimidating as possible, but there was only so much I could do. At 6'1" with a husky build, I was fairly intimidating. That I was a professor of English Literature who spent most of his days with his nose in a book was not readily apparent.

A sudden gust of wind off the pond pulled the hood off the girl, her fiery red hair swirling in the cold air. She gritted her teeth, seeming to recognize the dangerous situation she was in. I waited patiently, letting her make her own decision about how this was going to go.

"Lana."

"Pardon?" I asked, confused.

"My name is Lana. What's yours?"

"Brad."

"Hi, Brad. If I get in this truck, are you going to fucking kill me?"

I let out an involuntary snort.

"Nice to meet you, Lana," I replied. "And no, I am not going to fucking kill you. Are you going to hurt me with whatever you're holding in that purse?"

Lana cocked an eyebrow, seemingly impressed that I had noticed her hand buried in her purse. Letting out a slow breath, Lana finally shrugged and pulled open the passenger door. She climbed into the truck cab and closed the door behind her.

"I'll leave the window down so you don't feel trapped," I told her.

"Thank you."

"You're welcome."

"It's bear spray, by the way," she said. "In my purse."

"Yeah. I figured."

Putting the truck into gear, I headed toward my father's cabin.


Chapter 3



“Warm and sweet sounds very good to me.”

I unlocked the heavy wooden door to the cabin and held it open as Lana hurried inside. A flurry of snow blew in behind her, dusting the hardwood floor before melting away.

"Fuck, it's freezing out there!" Lana groaned.

Lana made a beeline for the wood stove, holding her palms out toward the warmth radiating from it.

I latched the door shut and stomped the snow from my boots. My heart sank as I flicked the light switch and nothing happened.

"Power is out," I grumbled. "I knew it would go, but it's damned inconvenient."

It was just past noon and the light from the windows dimly illuminated the inside of the cabin. I reckoned we had a few more hours of daylight left. It got dark early up at this latitude.

Lana clutched herself tightly, shivering beside the wood stove. I shook my head, taking in the sight of her in those wet clothes. The fur coat was more decorative than practical, while her stretchy jeans served only to show off her toned ass.

And what an ass it is. She really fills those pants.

Even in her bedraggled state, Lana was an alluring young woman. How long had it been since a woman had stepped inside this cabin? My ex-wife Brenda was a city girl. She had always hated coming up to the pond. Except for a neighbor or two during the summer, it must have been at least a decade since a woman crossed the cabin's threshold.

Much less a woman as hot as this one.

I pushed those thoughts aside as best I could. Lana was in a difficult position. She was very young and probably feeling very vulnerable, even scared, about where she was. She didn't know me or my intentions. The only thing I could do was treat her carefully and ease her worries.

"Good thing you got this stove," Lana said. "It puts out some serious heat."

"Indeed, that stove is a godsend," I said. "We won't freeze to death. But without power, the DSL modem doesn't work. No modem, no Wi-Fi. We're in a cellular dead spot up here, so I was hoping to use Wi-Fi calling to get you some help. Maybe…"

I picked up the landline phone Pops kept. It too was dead.

"Phone line is out. Unfortunately, we're cut off here."

"Oh."

Crossing to the stove, I grabbed the iron handle and opened the front. The coals inside still glowed a fierce orange. I tossed in a chunk of dry fir. The wood crackled as flames licked up around it. The iron door clanged when I shut it, air sucking in through the vents as the wood inside ignited.

"That should warm up quickly," I said. "That fir has been seasoning for two years. It burns clean."

I straightened up and dusted off my hands. Lana gave me a grateful smile. The snow in her hair had melted and she wiped the moisture from her face.

"I'll get you a towel," I told her. "Make yourself comfortable."

I headed into the bathroom where the towels were kept. I was relieved to find a fresh stack of clean towels. The cabin had no washer.

Pops used to take his laundry into town twice a month. He'd drink coffee at the shop beside the laundromat, chatting with the pretty baristas or reading a novel on his e-reader. Pops didn't care for most technology, but his little e-ink tablet was his favorite possession.

"I can keep a hundred books on this thing!" he'd exclaim, waving around the electronic marvel. "Magazines and articles, too!"

I never bothered to tell him his e-reader could hold thousands of books and as many articles as he wanted. Digital technology didn't interest Pops. He grudgingly kept an old laptop so he could read the newspapers online and keep track of the weather. He was still using dial-up before I finally convinced him to switch to DSL. The DSL line to the cabin was terrible, but it didn't matter very much. My father preferred watching the sunset rather than staring at a screen.

I grabbed the best-looking towel and headed back into the main room.

"Thanks," Lana said as I handed her the towel.

She started drying her hair and I had to look away. Seeing this young woman toweling her hair felt too intimate for someone I just met. More painfully, it reminded me of how Brenda would dry her hair when she emerged from the shower. It was a simple gesture, but it brought back an intensity of emotions that caught me by surprise.

Feeling like I needed to divert my attention from the beautiful girl beside me, I took out my phone and checked the signal. As I expected, the phone indicated it was searching for a mobile connection.

I knew there was no signal at the cabin. To make a connection, you either had to go back down to the road or climb to the top of the ridge behind the cabin.

I looked out the window at the falling snow. The real storm was coming in two nights, but this wet flurry was still wreaking havoc in the area. I grimaced at the thought of dealing with the storm to come.

"We're going to have to drive back down to the road to make a call," I told Lana. "There's just no signal in the cabin to hook into."

Lana let out a sigh. She had unzipped her fur coat to enjoy the warmth from the stove. Lana was wearing a thin T-shirt beneath the coat. The shirt clung tightly to her torso, the front scooped low to show off her large breasts and deep cleavage. A quick glance revealed her nipples straining against the thin fabric, her tits unconstrained by a bra.

"Can I get you something warm to drink?" I asked, forcing myself not to ogle this redheaded beauty.

"Hell yes. That would be so nice."

"Coffee or tea?"

"Do you… do you have cocoa?" she asked shyly.

I shook my head. "No, I'm sorry. I can make you some tea with milk and honey, though. Warm and sweet. How's that sound?"

"Warm and sweet sounds very good to me."

Lana's smile and tone of voice were playful, almost teasing. Was this girl flirting with me?

Get a grip, Bradley. Don't let your imagination run away with you.

There was no reason to suspect Lana was attracted to me. We had just met and I was probably old enough to be her father. Yet after years of teaching undergrads, I'd come to recognize when a young woman was testing my interest. As a professor, it was important to detect this kind of sexual attention and either ignore it or nip it in the bud. Losing your position over some dewy-eyed freshman was not a risk I ever came close to taking.

But this was not my classroom and Lana was not my student. The rules I'd lived by at the University did not apply here at Conner Pond.

Come on, Bradley. You're not going to act like some pervy middle-aged Humbert, are you? Leave that shit in the novels, for crying out loud.

I nodded to myself, mentally resolving to behave with all due propriety. Lana was in trouble and I was going to help her. Period.

After I saw her safely on her way, I'd settle in and get to work on my book. A guilty conscience would not help me write, especially in the cabin my father built. I knew exactly how Pops would have behaved in this situation. I was determined to live up to his standards.

I filled a kettle with water and set it on the wood stove. It wouldn't take long to get that hot water going.

"So, when I take you back to the road, do you know who you're going to call?" I asked. "If your phone is dead, you won't be able to access your Contacts. Happened to me on several occasions. We no longer memorize phone numbers, do we? A modern condition, I suppose. I actually carry a little notebook in my glove box with the numbers of my insurance and whatnot written down in case my phone is dead or missing. Do you have anything like that?"

Lana shook her head. "Just the Contacts on my phone."

"We can plug your phone into my truck for a bit to charge it, then. I have a USB adapter and a cord in there. Do you have your phone in your purse? I can hook it up right now."

"Uh, no. I left… I left my phone in the car, I think."

Lana's eyes slid away from mine and she fidgeted with the zipper of her coat. Her answer struck me as odd. Most people her age would never abandon their phone, dead battery or not. The way she clutched her purse to her side also seemed sketchy, as if she wanted to make sure she kept it near her at all times. If she really did have bear spray in there, I guess that might explain it.

"Indeed," I said slowly. "We'll figure it out once we get down there, then."

Lana nodded, her expression suddenly brightening. "This cabin is super cozy. How long have you had it?"

"It's been in my family since I was a kid," I said. "Pops… my father… built it himself after marrying my mother. I've been coming out here all my life."

"If I had a place like this, I'd come out all the time, too. A log cabin in the woods, right next to a pond? It's like a fairy tale or some shit."

"Yes," I said, suppressing a grin. "I enjoy being here as well."

"What do you do for work?"

"I'm a professor at UO. I teach English literature. How about you?"

"I'm a dancer."

"Oh, how interesting. Ballet? Modern? Hip-hop?"

"Pole dancing, mostly. But lap dances are where I make my money."

"Ah," I muttered in embarrassment, heat rising up my neck. "I see."

"Yeah, I been working in Seaview on the coast since I turned 18," Lana said, rubbing her hands together vigorously in front of the wood stove. "There's mostly, like, loggers and fishermen there. They're a rough crowd, but they usually have a lot of cash. I got tired of that shithole after a while, though. I'm headed to Seattle to work the clubs up there. Lots of tech bros and lonely nerds in Seattle, looking for Christmas fun. I heard you could make serious money dancing in those new membership clubs."

"Seattle certainly has a labor shortage, especially in the… uh, service industry."

"Exactly! Like they need my services there. And they'll pay to get serviced. So why was I staying in a place like Seaview where every dude stinks of fish or meth?"

"Indeed," I said as I busied myself getting some mugs and bags of tea ready. "I have some cookies to go with your tea if you want."

"For sure. I'm starving! I haven't eaten since yesterday afternoon."

"Really? How come?"

Lana grew cagey again. "Oh, just got busy and stuff."

"Well, I have some beef stew in the fridge. It's probably going to take a while before you get a ride or a tow. You're more than welcome to have some food while you wait."

"That's really nice of you, Brad. Thanks."

"Sure. I think the kettle is ready. Why don't you bring it to the table and I'll get your tea brewing."

We settled down at the kitchen table together. A comfortable silence fell between us as we sipped on our tea and nibbled our cookies. Through the front window, we watched the snow falling over Conner Pond.

"This place is unreal," Lana sighed.

"No place I'd rather be."


Chapter 4



“No family, no friends.”

"Are there fish in there?" Lana asked as we drove along the edge of Conner Pond.

"There are. Pops and I used to go fishing all the time. We'd catch rainbow trout and bluegills. We always threw them back since none of us enjoyed eating fish."

"I've never gone fishing," Lana said a little wistfully. "I been groped by fisherman. That's the closest I've come, I guess."

"I think you'd enjoy fishing," I offered. "It's very peaceful."

"Maybe one day."

The sadness in her voice troubled me. Lana had seemed like a bright, vivacious sort of girl. Wary, of course, but overall an outgoing personality. Now she seemed sad. Lana's sudden change of mood made me wonder what was going on with her.

I turned up my wipers as rain splattered the glass.

"That's not good," I said as I peered through the windshield.

"Hmm?"

"We have rain mixed with the snow now. It's going to soak the roads, then freeze overnight. The black ice is going to be bad tomorrow. A lot more people will be ending up in ditches."

"It was so scary spinning out," Lana said. "I thought I was going to fucking die when it happened."

"From what I saw, you weren't going too fast or anything. Just hit a bad spot. Could have happened to anyone, especially in a car like yours."

I steered the truck down the road into the forest. Lana softly hummed a tune as I drove. She had a nice voice.

"It might take a while for a tow truck to come out here," I warned her. "I'm sure they're going to be very busy over the next few days. Is there someone you can call to come get you?"

"I'm not sure," Lana said quietly. "The only people I know are in Seaview or Seattle."

I grimaced. That was a bad situation for Lana. Seaview and Seattle were a few hours away in opposite directions. Having someone drive out here in this weather was not an ideal option.

I reached the end of our private road and pulled onto the main road. I drove the 50 yards south until we got to Lana's car. There was no traffic on the two-lane, so I did a U-turn and pulled in behind Lana's sedan.

"Your vehicle is wedged in there pretty good," I observed. "That ditch looks like it's got some heavy runoff water going through it. It's probably best if I help you climb in through the back door on the driver's side."

"Yeah," Lana mumbled.

"Just let me know when you're ready and we'll head out."

I put my hand on the door latch, but Lana did not move. Her head was lowered, her gaze fixed on her hands.

"Ready, Lana?" I asked again.

Lana looked up at me. I was shocked to see her eyes glistening with tears.

"What's wrong?" I asked.

Lana shook her head, her damp hair swaying against her pale cheeks.

"So, I kinda like lied to you a little, Brad. My phone's not dead. I have it here in my purse."

I wasn't too surprised by her words, but I was curious why she had done it.

"What's going on, Lana?"

"I… I don't have anyone to call," she confessed. "No family, no friends. None that would give a shit about me, anyways."

"I'm sorry to hear that," I said gently. "At least we can phone a tow truck, though. Your insurance probably has roadside assistance."

Lana smiled sadly. "I doubt this car has any insurance at all."

"You don't know?"

"I mean, it's not my car."

I took a deep breath and ran a hand through my hair.

"Did you steal it?" I asked.

"No! Like, you know… not really."

"Not really? Then whose car is this?"

"Dax."

"Is he your boyfriend or something?"

Lana gave a sharp, bitter laugh. "Dax? No, he was more like my pimp. But like… not really."

An unloaded logging truck trundled past us, heading north. I wondered where the hell it was going in this weather before turning my attention back to the girl beside me.

"Can you fill me in?" I asked in my most professorial voice. "Help me understand what's going on?"

Lana exhaled slowly, her eyes narrowed in embarrassment.

"Dax managed the club I danced at. He would set up my private dances and take a cut from the hand jobs I gave. A couple of days ago, I got attacked by this one client. Dax hurt him pretty bad. Dax didn't want any trouble, so he decided to take me to Seattle to work at his friend's club."

"So you agreed to run away from Seaview?"

"Dax didn't give me much of a choice. It was either go with him or get slapped around and then go with him anyway. Bastard."

I took a bandanna from my pocket and handed it to Lana. She dabbed her eyes with it.

"Dax was acting so weird as we drove, like mumbling and cursing under his breath and shit," she continued. "Then he'd look at me with his eyes all wide like he didn't recognize me."

"Was he on drugs?"

"Naw. We only do pot. I don't even drink. I don't know what got into him. I got scared, so I asked him to pull over at the pot shop to get some weed. When he went inside, I just got into the driver's seat and drove the fuck away."

"Damn," I muttered. "I may have seen this Dax guy before I came upon you. There were cops at the pot shop when I passed. They were beating the hell out of someone inside the shop."

"I hope it was Dax and I hope they kicked his ass," Lana snarled. "He deserves it."

"He abused you?"

"Physically, emotionally. At least he didn't fuck me. Dax is queer. He was planning on hustling at the gay clubs in Seattle while taking a cut from my dancing."

"Goddamn, Lana."

"I know. That's why I just jumped in the driver's seat and took off. I didn't have a plan or anywhere to go. Like, I don't even have a fucking driver's license!"

We chuckled together, both of us watching the wipers squeaking back and forth across the glass. The sky was darkening overhead. There wasn't much daylight left.

"So, what do you want to do?" I asked.

Lana bit her lip. "Can I… can I just hang out at your place tonight? Until I figure out my shit?"

I pinched the bridge of my nose, thinking it over. I had a plan all laid out for my stay at Conner Pond. Hunker down and write my novel. Lana was not a part of that plan. She was a complication, one I didn't ask for. A lot of things could go wrong if I let her stay.

At the same time, I couldn't just abandon her, could I? The weather and her situation didn't leave this young woman with many options.

Give her shelter. You know it's the right thing to do. You can keep her safe. And maybe something more might happen.

I quickly smothered that last thought. Taking advantage of Lana was not something I'd do. She was young enough to be my daughter and in a vulnerable state. I'd known a lot of shitty men in my life, many of them lecturing in the halls of my university. I didn't plan to become like them, ever.

"You are very welcome to stay at the cabin," I said slowly. "I'll do what I can to help you out."

"Thank you, Brad."

The grateful smile on Lana's face reassured me that I had made the right decision.

"Is there anything in the car that you want to get?"

"I have some clothes and shit in the trunk. The backseat is filled with all of Dax's stuff."

"Alright, then. Let's go get your stuff and get out of here. It's getting dark. You have the key to the trunk?"

"You pull a switch thing on the dashboard."

"Gotcha. Put your hood up and let's go."

Lana and I stepped from the warmth of my truck into the cold. Wet snow and rain pattered against us as we made our way to the battered sedan.

"I'll pop the trunk!" I shouted.

Lana nodded and headed to the back of the car. The sedan was canted at a pretty steep angle, its left front tire almost completely off the ground. I pried open the door and looked for the latch to the trunk.

The inside of the car reeked of fast food and patchouli. The trunk latch was under the steering wheel. I pulled it and heard a loud clunk from the back of the car. I watched as Lana raised the trunk door and reached inside, pulling out two garbage bags filled with clothes.

"Okay!" she called to me. "I got my shit. We can—"

Her voice was cut off as Lana suddenly vanished from my sight.

"Lana!" I shouted, hurrying back toward her.

A muffled scream made my heart race. As I rounded the back of the sedan, I saw Lana sprawled in the ditch, splashing in the ice-cold runoff surging around her. She must have slipped and taken a tumble. Her bags were strewn beside her, water rushing into them.

Should have tied those bags shut.

I shook my head, clearing the inane thought from my mind.

"Hold on! I'm coming!"

I stepped into the ditch, straddling it with my feet planted on either side. At a time like this, being 6'1" had its advantages.

I reached down and took Lana's arm, twisting my fingers into the wet fur on her coat sleeve. With a grunt, I pulled the girl upright and lifted her out of the ditch. Soaked to the bone, she staggered against the sedan, her teeth chattering uncontrollably.

"Get inside the truck!" I told her. "I'll get your stuff!"

As Lana retreated to my truck, I fished the two garbage bags out of the ditch. They were heavy as hell and tearing in my hands as I tried to empty as much water from them as I could. A pair of black lace panties fell back into the ditch, carried away by the runoff. I did my best to clutch the bag to my chest, soaking myself in the process.

Trudging back to the truck, I popped open the truck cap window and threw the garbage bags in the back, then hustled to the driver's door. My hands had gone numb and I struggled with the handle until Lana opened the door from the inside.

"BANZAI!" I shouted, a wild laugh escaping my lips as I tumbled into the truck.

Lana stared at me from her seat, shaking like a leaf in the wind. She'd cranked the heater up to full blast, but it was doing little to warm the two of us up.

"This fucking sucks, dude," Lana whispered, her lips turning blue.

I laughed again, and Lana joined in with a rasping giggle.

"Shit," I cursed, wiping my face as I looked out the windshield. "I left the trunk of the car open."

"Who cares?" Lana groaned. "Fuck Dax and fuck his car."

"Indeed. Fuck Dax."

I put my truck in gear and headed back to the cabin.


Chapter 5



“I'm not used to guys doing stuff for me.”

Lana staggered into the cabin and headed for the wood stove. I followed close behind, dropping her sodden garbage bags near the front door.

"Fuck, fuck, fuck," Lana hissed through her chattering teeth.

"We need to get you out of those wet clothes and warmed up," I told her. "I'm going to get the shower ready for you. Stay here."

Lana nodded, clutching herself and shivering. I went into the storage room and grabbed a few of the little LED lanterns that Pops kept there. I was relieved when they lit up, casting their cool light across the dimming room.

Pops had laid in a good supply of AA and AAA batteries. He even had a big LED lantern that ran on six D batteries and could light up the entire cabin. Pops had been used to losing power out here. I was grateful for his foresight and preparation.

I set up one of the LED lanterns in the bathroom. I hadn't showered since I got here, so I had to check to make sure everything was connected properly. My teeth chattered as I worked, my wet clothes chilling me to the bone. I could imagine how cold Lana was after getting drenched in the ditch.

The 30 lb tank attached to the water heater was almost 3/4 full. I ignited the burner on the tankless system and got the water flowing. The water heater was designed for an RV but worked great in the cabin's bathroom. Lana could luxuriate under a hot shower for as long as she needed.

"Hey, Lana!" I called out. "Come here! I'll show you how to use the shower."

I was fiddling with the dials when Lana came up beside me.

"So to adjust the temperature, you need—"

My words spluttered to a stop when I turned to Lana and found the girl completely naked.

"I couldn't take those wet clothes any longer," she said with an apologetic grin. "They were sucking the life out of me!"

"Yeah. I hear you."

I quickly averted my eyes, but not before I had gotten a look at Lana's lush body. She was built like a pinup from the 1950s— big tits with dark red nipples, a narrow waist, and wide hips. Neatly trimmed pubic hair covered her mound, the coarse red hair bright against Lana's pale skin.

"So… the hot water," I continued, trying to focus while this naked young beauty leaned close beside me. "There's no temperature control, just this dial that controls the water flow. The slower the flow, the hotter the water. You can find what temperature works best for you."

"I need it fucking scalding after my little swim," Lana chuckled.

"Take all the time you need. Towels are on this shelf over here. I'll get some fresh clothes you can wear and leave them outside the door."

I startled when I felt Lana kissing my cheek, her cold lips pressing against my skin.

"Thank you," she whispered. "You're awesome, dude."

"Sure thing," I said, knowing a deep blush must be rushing up my face. "If you need anything, just give me a shout."

I left Lana to the shower and stepped out of the small bathroom, closing the door behind me. I paused, still bemused by what had just happened.

"OH MY GOD!" Lana groaned aloud. "It feels amazing!"

I smiled at her pleasure, knowing how good a hot shower felt after being in the cold.

A shiver rattled my bones. I headed into Pop's bedroom and stripped out of my wet clothes. Sighing with relief, I put on some fresh clothes from my duffel bag. It felt good to be dry again.

I was still chilled and I planned on showering after Lana got done. I reckoned she'd be in there for a long time. Her clothes in the garbage bags were all soaked, so I hunted up some sweatpants and a clean shirt for her to wear. I also got an old hoodie out for her, one emblazoned with the U of O logo. They'd be very baggy on her, but at least they were clean and dry.

I set the clothes outside the bathroom door. I could hear the water running and Lana happily humming a pop tune in the shower.

Images of Lana's gorgeous body ran through my head. I could imagine how she must look in the shower, the steaming hot water washing over her, her red hair twisted in thick skeins down her freckled back. My dick stiffened at the thought of how big and firm her tits were, how large and jutting her nipples had been from the cold.

I shook my head, trying to clear away the images. Fantasizing about Lana didn't sit well with me.

Why, though? This girl worked as a stripper in some roughneck club. She gave private lap dances and hand jobs, possibly more. She had no problem with being naked around you, so why are you being so prudish? This is not the University, Bradley. And you are not her English professor.

"I'm playing this straight," I muttered to myself. "I'm not a scumbag who is going to take advantage of this situation."

In the main room, I found Lana's clothes lying in a steaming heap next to the wood stove. I figured I could tie some string into a makeshift clothesline along the ceiling. I could hang Lana's clothes by the wood stove to dry them out as much as possible.

I started picking up her sodden fur coat when I noticed Lana had dropped her purse by the door. This was an opportunity to learn more about my guest, but I hesitated, weighing the ethics of looking through the purse. It was an invasion of privacy, of course. But I also had no idea who Lana really was. She'd already misled me about Dax and the car. What else might she be hiding?

I grimaced. Lana and I were alone in an isolated cabin. I knew I was no danger to her, but was I sure she was safe to be around? Being bigger and stronger than her meant little if she had a gun.

Putting my ethical concerns aside, I reluctantly opened her purse and rummaged through it. Besides her phone, she had a small makeup bag and a wallet in the main pocket.

I glanced through the wallet, examining her ID. As Lana had mentioned, she didn't have a driver's license, just a state ID.

"September 27, 2004. Goddamn."

Lana had turned 19 just a few months ago. She was a literal teenager, like one of the hundreds of freshmen who sat through my 101 class. Unlike the mostly sheltered young people who came to my university, Lana seemed to have led a rough life. I suddenly felt protective of her, despite the lust that still churned in my guts.

Seeing her naked had deeply affected me. A year with no female contact, much less sex, had left me starved for the touch of a woman. This wasn't the time or the place, though. I couldn't unsee Lana's nude body, but I could still act like a gentleman.

She probably grew up surrounded by scumbags. Men like Dax. The least I can do is not add to her tally of guys wanting to use her.

Still, I needed to make sure Lana was safe to be around. I unzipped the purse's second pocket. Inside was a can of pepper spray, a thick wad of cash, and a small canvas bag. I unzipped the bag, hoping not to find a weapon or drugs or anything else that would force me to reconsider sheltering Lana.

It took a moment to understand what I was looking at. The pack of condoms was easily recognized, but it was a few seconds before I realized that the metal and plastic device I was holding was Lana's vibrator.

"Okay, that's enough."

I carefully restored Lana's purse to the way I found it. Guilt and embarrassment surged through me, but I knew I had done the right thing. Not knowing if Lana was dangerous would have made helping her more difficult. Now I could relax and just treat her like a human being instead of a potential threat.

Remembering that Lana had not eaten in some time, I took a pot of stew from the fridge and placed it on the wood stove. I emptied a prepackaged salad into a bowl and added some crumbled cheese to it. As I was cutting a loaf of multi-grain bread I got at the warehouse store, I heard the shower stop.

The stew was bubbling and the table was laid out by the time Lana emerged from the bathroom. The ID card had told me Lana was 5'3" tall, but now she looked even smaller. My old clothes hung off her to a comical degree, my hoodie reaching down to her mid-thighs, its sleeves rolled back several times over, yet still covering most of her hands. With her freshly scrubbed face and rosy cheeks, Lana looked like a little girl who had sneaked into her father's wardrobe.

"Stew should be ready in a few minutes," I told her.

"Oh wow, that smells amazing!" Lana declared, sniffing the air. "I'm so starving, dude."

"Good. I've got a lot of stew, so you can have your fill. How was your shower?"

"Heavenly," Lana sighed, slumping into a chair at the table. "I wanted to stay in there all night. That shower gets boiling! And it never runs out of water. We were always running out of water at Dax's trailer. The water tank was so fucking small and never got more than lukewarm. The one in your bathroom kicks serious ass, Brad."

"Pops never went without a hot shower," I said. "It was his favorite thing, besides a good cigar."

"Smart man. Is he still around?"

"No, he passed away a week ago."

"Sorry for your loss."

"Thanks, Lana. I actually came up here to spread his ashes in the pond."

"That's so cool. I can see why he'd want to be returned to this place."

"Indeed." I took out my phone. "There is no signal in the cabin, but I can climb the slope at the northern tip of the pond and get some bars. If you're going to be staying here tonight, I figure I can go up there and download some movies or TV for you to watch. I have some old documentaries on my laptop, but you're probably not interested in World War 1 stuff. You have anything you want me to get?"

Lana pursed her lips and frowned. I thought for a moment that I had upset her in some way. When she looked back up at me, I realized she was close to tears again.

"Lana?" I asked, alarmed.

She waved me off and gave an embarrassed chuckle.

"Don't mind me. I'm just kinda wrung out at the moment."

"I understand. You've had a rough day."

"Yeah, but it's not only that."

"Anything I can help with?"

"No. It's just, like, super nice of you to offer to go download some shows in this weather. Plus the shower and all this food? I guess I'm not used to guys doing stuff for me. Not for free, anyways. They usually expect like a blowjob or something in return."

I swallowed hard, feeling both embarrassed and sad at what Lana was saying.

"Just helping out," I said quietly.

"Yeah. I know."

Lana gathered herself, taking a deep breath.

"The last 4 episodes of 'Mrs. Twizzy's Home Service' dropped last night," Lana said. "I'd love to watch if you can get them."

"I'll do my best," I promised.

Lana studied me as I put on my spare coat and stepped into my boots.

"Stew should be ready," I told her. "Help yourself. There's sparkling water in the fridge."

"Thank you, Brad."

The smile Lana gave me was melancholy and dazzling at the same time. I smiled in return, once again struck by how young and beautiful she was.

"I'll be back soon."

Tucking my laptop under my arm, I stepped out into the snow.


Chapter 6



“What should we do now?”

The climb to the top of the slope was more slippery than I expected. My boots had a deep tread, but they still slipped on the wet slush coating the rocks. I glanced back over my shoulder as I climbed, happy that the cabin looked so snug and secure through the swirling snow.

The top of the slope was a bare shelf of rock that was totally unprotected from the icy wind. It was that elevation and clearance that allowed me to get some bars on my phone.

Using it as a hotspot, I tethered my laptop to the phone and began searching for Lana's show. Just as she had said, the last 4 episodes of 'Mrs. Twizzy's Home Service' was available for download. I was surprised to see the show was a low-key British comedy-drama. I'd expected something more flashy for Lana.

Flash for trash? Letting your prejudices get the better of you, Professor?

I winced, but there was some element of truth in that thought. I was making assumptions about Lana because of her background. It was a narrow-minded thing to do, especially for someone who was supposed to teach a wide diversity of students.

"The ivory tower can blind you if you let it," I reminded myself.

While the four episodes downloaded, I used my phone to look up the local Sheriff's Blotter. I quickly found a short mention of a disturbance at the pot shop, with one arrest made. The blotter promised further details the next morning.

Guess Dax is spending the night in jail if he's not at the hospital. Wonder what he did to catch a beat down from those cops?

I snugged my coat tighter around me as I waited for the download to complete. I'd chosen the lower-quality 720p versions to save bandwidth, but the connection wasn't great and it was taking a long time to get the show.

Standing on the ledge, I had a commanding view of Conner Pond. The light was fading fast and the snow was lessening, giving way to icy rain. I shielded my phone and laptop as best I could from the elements as I looked over the four cabins crouched at the edge of the pond.

If the coming deep freeze lasted long enough, the pond could freeze over. I had a pair of ice skates somewhere in the cabin's attic. How long had it been since I went ice skating?

Maybe you could teach Lana to ice skate? Wouldn't that be fun?

I shifted uneasily, frowning at the notion that Lana might stay with me for more than just a night. If I didn't get her back on her way before the storm hit, she would be stranded with me at the cabin.

Weather reports were saying the snowstorm would arrive in two days, dump a few feet of snow, and then would be followed by a hard freeze that could last a week or longer. Considering how unprepared this area was for extreme cold and the lack of county services, Lana would be snowed in with me until the roads cleared. Add in the lack of power and the situation was simply untenable.

One night. I can give her shelter for one night. It's terrible that she is so alone in this world, but I can't help her with that. Tomorrow, come hell or high water, I need to get Lana back on her way.

Despite knowing this was my best course of action, I still felt uncomfortable about casting the girl off on her own. Her tough exterior didn't mask her youth and vulnerability. She was in trouble and needed help.

Maybe, but not from you. She's not your responsibility. There are lots of people who need help in this world. You're doing your best for Lana right now. After she's gone, you have to focus on yourself.

A chime from my laptop let me know Lana's show had finally been downloaded. Snapping my laptop shut, I tucked it inside my coat and pocketed my phone.

I made my way down the slope, going slow and taking my time. A slip while going up would have been bad, but a slip coming down could be catastrophic. The last thing I needed was a broken leg to complicate matters even more.

The daylight was almost gone and the pond was in shadows. The icy rain splashed down, spattering against my hunched shoulders and running down the back of my neck. I thought of the hot shower waiting for me as I trudged back to the cabin.

The door to the cabin swung open as I stepped onto the porch. Lana waited for me inside, a towel over her arm.

"Thanks," I said gratefully, taking the towel from her and draping it over my dripping head. "I need to invest in more waterproof hoodies."

I was surprised to find the cabin well-lit by Pops' big lamp. Soft classical music played quietly from one of his portable radios.

"It was getting dark, so I went into your spare room and got this lantern," Lana explained. "The radio was right next to it, so I brought it out. That's okay, right?"

"Yeah, I'm glad you did that. You're a fan of classical music?"

Lana shrugged. "It's okay. Like, it was the only music station I could find that wasn't all staticky."

"Indeed."

"I watched you on the top of the slope," Lana told me. "It looked hella raw up there."

"Raw and wet," I admitted. "But I got enough signal to get your show."

Lana clapped excitedly as I took the laptop from beneath my coat and set it on the table. I opened it for her, showing the four episodes cued up and ready to play.

"I've been looking forward to watching this for months," Lana said. "Thanks, Brad."

"My pleasure. How was the stew?"

"Delicious. You're a great cook."

"I wish," I chuckled. "I bought it from the store. Came in a big plastic tub."

"Well then, you have good taste in buying stew," Lana said.

We grinned at each other across the table, both of us at a loss for words. I looked away before she did, not wanting to stare too long at her pretty face.

"I'm heading for the showers," I said, shrugging out of my coat.

"Okay. I'll keep the stew on the stove for you."

I went into the bedroom and stripped out of my clothes and put on my bathrobe. I headed into the bathroom and got the water heater going. Several strands of long red hair clung to the wall of the shower stall. I snorted with amusement, remembering how Brenda's hair used to get everywhere. That was one of the things that surprised me when we first moved in together. Women left hair everywhere.

"Marking my territory," Brenda used to tease.

Letting my bathrobe drop, I stepped into the shower.

"Mmm," I groaned as the hot water washed over me. "Goddamn!"

I let the steaming spray warm my skin, driving out the chill in my bones. I lathered myself up with the bar of plain unscented soap that Pops had always used. From the shower to the soap to the old leather sofa across from the wood stove— so many reminders that this cabin was still his place.

I toweled off, wiping the steamed-up mirror so I could examine myself. My beard stubble was getting a little unruly. Streaks of gray were creeping into my usual sandy blonde whiskers. Pops had gone prematurely gray. It looked like I would follow in his footsteps.

I headed back into the bedroom. I pulled on some comfy sweatpants and a T-shirt. A fleece pullover and some warm socks had me feeling cozy and warm. I checked myself in the dresser's mirror, combing my damp hair with my fingers.

Been a while since you tidied yourself up for a woman.

I rolled my eyes at the thought. Making myself presentable for a guest was more politeness than seduction.

Are you sure about that, Professor?

My interior monologue could take a snarky turn that irritated me. I mentally quieted the voice in my head and headed back into the main room.

Lana looked up from my laptop, a dreamy smile on her face. I could hear the clipped British accents playing on the screen.

"I have some headphones you can use," I told Lana. "Probably sound better than the laptop's little speakers."

"Thanks, that would be cool. I just love this show."

"What do you like about it?" I asked as I put another chunk of firewood into the stove.

"I love how cute and friendly everyone is," Lana said. "The way they live just seems so cozy. Like, I want to curl up and just live forever in their mansion. Play croaky, or whatever that game they play is called."

"The one with the hammers? Croquet, I think it's called."

"It looks like it would be fun. Clack clack clack, spot of tea!"

I had to laugh at her mimicry. Lana's sense of humor was more silly than I expected.

The stew was still piping hot as I spooned it into my bowl. I buttered some bread and got some salad. I ate methodically, savoring the taste of the food and the warmth inside my belly.

Lana sat across the table, her knees pulled up to her chest beneath my hoodie, lost in the British show. There was something adorably innocent about the way she perched on the chair, her eyes rapt, a smile ghosting across her full lips.

"I'll wash those," Lana said as I got up to put the dishes in the sink.

"No need."

"I insist. You gotta let me do something around here to be useful, dude."

"Okay," I laughed. "Dish soap is under the sink."

As Lana washed up the dishes, I went into the storeroom and got out the sleeping bag I'd brought with me. It was brand new and unused. I'd picked it up from a sporting goods store a few miles away, not sure if Pops had kept the old sleeping bag I used in my previous visits.

When I got to the cabin, I found Pops had not only kept my sleeping bag, but he'd also kept the folding cot I'd always used. Even though I'd stopped coming to see him much, Pops had never given up on me visiting him. It made my heart ache.

"You can sleep on the couch," I said. "It's soft and comfy. I'll position it closer to the wood stove so you'll be warm all night. Sound good?"

"It sounds absolutely lovely, darling!" Lana said in a plummy British accent.

Laughing, I spread the sleeping bag over the sofa and pushed it a little closer to the stove.

"How about some more tea and cookies for dessert?" I asked.

"That sounds absolutely lovely, darling!"

I took the kettle and went to the sink. Lana stepped aside as I filled the kettle, standing close enough to me that I could feel the body heat radiating off her.

"You're doing a great job with the dishes," I said.

Lana said nothing, just studied me with those bright green eyes of hers. Her tongue traced a slow, wet line across her lips.

"I have a camping stove that I'll set up tomorrow," I said, trying to fill the silence. "Cooking on the wood stove is rough."

"Okay."

Lana's voice was soft and breathy. The way she was looking at me made the blood rush to my cock. Images of her naked body flashed through my mind, my arousal growing.

Get a hold of yourself.

"All yours," I said awkwardly as I stepped away from the sink.

I could feel Lana's eyes following me as I went and placed the kettle on the wood stove. I fiddled with the vent to lower the temperature a bit. I was suddenly feeling overheated.

I straightened up and found Lana still watching me. We stared at each other across the room, our eyes locked.

Outside, night had fallen. The sound of the rain spattering against the cabin's metal roof sent a low rattle through the room. On the radio, Brahms was playing.

"So?" Lana asked, smiling. "What should we do now?"


Chapter 7



“You're not my father.”

I lay in bed, reading Moby Dick. It had been years since I last dove into Melville's masterpiece. As a professor, rereading books was an essential part of teaching literature. It also cemented my love for great novels. When you read an important book as a young man and then read it again years or even decades later, you often gained a completely different perspective.

Moby Dick was the kind of novel that rewarded such close attention. I was only a few chapters in and already I was noticing the humor of the novel coming through. "Funny" was not a word I would have associated with Moby Dick before, but it was true. Humor brimmed from every paragraph. Knowing the grim story ahead, it was a delightful surprise to find myself chuckling at young Ishmael's adventures at the Spouter-Inn.

I took a moment to rest my eyes. The light from the LED lamp cast the bedroom in stark shadows. Outside, the snow and rain had ceased and the clouds had cleared. Through the window, I could see stars in the sky, streaked with a few wispy clouds. The cold was settling in hard. Soon, the roads below Conner Pond would be frozen over in a thick layer of black ice.

"Going to be a lot of spin-outs tomorrow," I told myself.

Driving would be a challenge in those conditions. I was glad my truck had 4-wheel drive, chains, and six bags of kitty litter in the back. I'd need all of it if I was going to get Lana into town.

I sighed deeply, not knowing where she'd go from there. I wondered if Lana herself knew what her plan was for tomorrow.

We had spent the last few hours watching her show together. I was tickled by how enthusiastic Lana was for the British dramedy. She pointed out all the character quirks to me, explaining the convoluted plots and laughing at the character's antics. We'd sipped tea and nibbled cookies together, enjoying the show and each other's company.

But when I gently asked her about what she was going to do tomorrow, Lana had been vague. Saying she'd "figure it out" overnight, Lana had simply shrugged off the rest of my questions. I didn't push, figuring she needed time to go over her options.

As I was washing up for bed, Lana had come into the bathroom and asked if she could use my toothbrush to brush her teeth. I had just finished brushing and her request caught me by surprise. It seemed a little intimate, but I didn't object. I handed her my toothbrush and she casually started using it, brushing her teeth while she stood beside me at the bathroom sink. Our eyes had caught in the mirror and Lana had given me a saucy wink.

Lana had an earthy charm that was hard to resist. It hurt to think of her alone with no support system. I ran over some possible ways I could help her continue on her journey to Seattle. Maybe I could drive her to the ferry terminal? She could walk on the ferry if it was still running in this weather. I'd speak with her in the morning about it.

As if drawn by my thoughts, Lana knocked softly at the bedroom door.

"Come in," I called, sitting up in bed and setting aside my book.

The door swung open and Lana peered at me through the darkness. She had changed into a long-sleeved T-shirt I'd found for her. The shirt reached almost to her knees, like a nightshirt. She wore no underwear beneath it and her curves were accentuated by the baggy shirt.

Lana's blend of innocence and sexiness was deeply alluring. She knew she was hot and she certainly knew the effect she had on men. The playful way she handled her sexuality infused everything about the young woman.

"Hey, Brad. Just wanted to let you know I plugged my phone into the charger in your truck. Is that okay?"

"Yeah, for sure. I should have thought of that myself."

"It won't drain the battery or anything?"

"No, it's fine. You'll have a fully charged phone tomorrow, which will be helpful."

My mention of the next day drew a small grimace from Lana. Uncertainty flashed across her face for a moment, before evaporating behind her shy smile.

"What are you reading?" she asked, coming up the side of the bed.

I held the book out to her, turning the cover to the light so she could read it.

"Moby Dick? Isn't that like a hella old book?"

"It is pretty old," I admitted. "But it gets better every time you reread it.

"Reread?" Lana asked, taking the book from me and hefting it in her hands. "So like, you've already read this before?"

"Yes."

"It's so thick! Why read it again? You already know how it ends."

"Well, it's kind of like music. Just because you've heard a song before, doesn't mean you don't listen to it again, right?"

"Yeah, but a book is not a song. Not even close."

My eyes widened as Lana casually sat on the bed beside me. She flipped through the pages of the book, seemingly oblivious to the fact that the hem of her shirt had pulled up almost to her crotch. Sitting so near me, the dark shadow of her pubic hair was visible through the shirt's thin fabric. As Lana hunched over the book, the V-neck front of her shirt sagged forward, offering me a view of her full breasts.

I felt my mouth go dry and my pulse race. Despite her casual movements, Lana knew what she was doing. All of this was deliberate.

"Lana…"

Lana shifted her hips so she was facing me. She set the book on the nightstand, leaning across me so that her breasts brushed my chest. She stayed where she was, her face inches from mine.

"You've been so kind to me," she breathed. "Rescuing me off the road, feeding me, giving me a hot shower, even downloading my favorite show."

"I'm just trying to help," I said.

"I know. That's what's so amazing. I kept expecting you to make some demands, you know? Like, ask for something in return? Every guy I know would have been making it clear what he wanted from me. But you? You never did."

"I'm not like that," I explained. "I wouldn't take advantage of a guest in my house."

Lana gave me an exaggerated pout. "Do you think I'm ugly or something?"

I snorted. "You know I don't. You're gorgeous, as you well know. You're also 19 years old."

"So?"

"So, I'm 42. I'm old enough to be your father."

"But you're not my father. That's all that matters, isn't it? We're both adults and, like, we can do what we want."

I inhaled sharply as Lana reached into my underwear and stroked my cock. Her touch was gentle yet firm, sending jolts of pleasure down my spine.

"Lana, you don't have to do this," I said, trying to maintain my composure.

"I want to pay you back for everything you've done for me," she said softly. "You're already hard. I know you want it, too."

"Lana…"

"Shh," she giggled, putting a finger to my lips. "I'm doing this because I want to, not because I feel pressured or anything. You've been a perfect gentleman. I want to do something nice for you. And besides, I love sucking dick."

My heart galloped as Lana pulled my cock out of my boxers. It stood erect in front of her, a drop of precum glistening in its slit. Lana licked her lips and leaned in closer, her breath hot against my skin.

"You have a beautiful cock, Brad."

I closed my eyes as she took the head of my dick into her mouth, her hot, wet tongue swirling around the tip. It felt incredible, especially after being celibate for over a year.

Lana knew what she was doing, that much was clear. She sucked and licked with expertise, her hand stroking the base of my cock in perfect rhythm.

I moaned softly as she continued to work on me, her eyes locked on mine as if daring me to resist. She knew just how to please me, how to make me feel alive again after so long alone.

As the pleasure built inside me, I fisted the sheets beneath me, trying to hold back the inevitable orgasm that was quickly approaching. Lana could sense how close I was and slowed down.

"Not yet," she said quietly. "I want to enjoy this cock for a while longer."

I watched through narrowed eyes as Lana slowly sucked me, her head bobbing up and down on my cock. She was so young and so beautiful, her long red hair cascading around her face as she worked my dick. I could feel the tension building inside me, the pleasure growing with each passing moment. But Lana was right, I wanted to savor this experience, to enjoy every second of it.

As she continued to suck me off, I reached out and ran my fingers through her hair. It was soft and silky, just like the rest of her. I pulled gently on a lock of her curls, guiding her head as she moved up and down on my cock. She moaned softly around me, the vibrations sending waves of pleasure through my aching balls.

My mind involuntarily drifted back to my wife, Brenda. She had loved sucking cock… until she didn't. The last few years of our marriage had been mostly sexless. It made the divorce a little less painful. You couldn't mourn losing something that you weren't actually getting.

Now here I was, my dick being worshipped by a beautiful redhead who was young enough to be one of my English 101 students. It seemed surreal, but the wet suction of Lana's mouth and those bright green eyes staring up at me left no doubt that this was really happening.

As I felt myself getting closer to orgasm, I pulled Lana's head off my cock with a gentle tug.

"I want to see you," I said softly.

Lana grinned and rolled off the bed. She swiftly pulled her shirt off, revealing her lush body for my pleasure. I couldn't stop staring at the triangle of curls between her legs. There was something about her red pubic hair against her creamy white skin that just drove me crazy.

"Get on your knees," I instructed her.

Lana quickly complied, kneeling in front of me with her legs tucked under her.

I stood up off the bed and stepped close to Lana, my cock hard and dripping with precum and her saliva. I tapped her lips with my cockhead.

"Suck my balls," I said quietly.

Lana didn't need any further instruction. She leaned forward and took one of my balls into her mouth while stroking the other with her hand. The sensation was intense and I groaned aloud. It felt like electricity coursing through my body as she sucked and licked at my balls while stroking my cock at the same time.

As the pleasure built inside me once again, I reached down and grabbed a handful of Lana's hair, pulling gently as she suckled my cockhead.

"That's it," I whispered hoarsely as the orgasm approached quickly now. "I'm going to cum, Lana. You ready?"

Lana nodded eagerly. The look of joy on her face pushed me over the edge, waves of pleasure surging through me as I came hard in Lana's mouth, filling it with hot cum. Lana happily swallowed my load without missing a beat.

"Good girl," I grunted, painting the back of her throat with sticky ropes of sperm. "Fuck, you are amazing, Lana."

When I had finally emptied my balls, we both collapsed onto the bed together, panting heavily as we caught our breaths. Lana snuggled up to me and pressed her head against my chest. I wiped a glob of cum from the corner of her mouth and fed it to her, her tongue eagerly lapping my finger.

"Can I stay here with you tonight?" she whispered. "I hate sleeping alone."

"Of course you can."

I kissed the top of Lana's head as she contentedly cuddled against me, her breasts soft against my chest, her legs twined with mine.

It wasn't long before Lana's breathing had steadied and deepened, her warm breath washing over my neck as she drifted to sleep. She must have been exhausted after this crazy day. I held her tightly, sharing my body warmth as we clutched each other beneath the blanket.

"Sleep well," I whispered, stroking her hair. "We have a long day ahead."


Chapter 8



“You could have trusted me.”

I awoke in the early morning, the bedroom dimly lit by the LED lamp on its lowest setting. Lana still clung to me, her face resting on my chest. Outside, the sky was clear and sprinkled with stars.

I lay in bed listening to Lana breathing as I stroked her hair. She had drained me well last night and a blissful sense of contentment circulated through my body.

It had been a long time since I felt this way. I kissed Lana's full lips and held her close, luxuriating in the pleasure of having a young and beautiful girl snuggled in my arms.

I wanted to stay in that bed all day. But life wouldn't wait and the world was still turning. Eventually, I gently pried myself from Lana's arms and got out of bed. Dressing quietly, I headed into the living room and put on my boots. Grabbing my phone, I headed out the door.

The cold hit me like a slap in the face. My breath wreathed my head in a dense mist. Glancing at the thermometer hung outside the cabin, I saw the temperature was 17 degrees.

The weather report was spot on. We've got one more clear day ahead, and then the shit really hits the fan. This county is going to be locked down by the snow and ice.

I knew I'd be okay at Conner Pond. Even without electricity, I had everything I needed to get through the next 2 weeks. Eventually, the roads would thaw and electricity would be restored. Despite the rural location, Conner Pond always bounced back.

The urgency of helping Lana get to Seattle was not lost on me. It was a race against the coming storm. As much as I hated for her to leave, getting Lana back on her journey was the most important thing I had to do.

Gritting my teeth, I carefully climbed the slope to the rock ledge. I turned in a circle, trying to find the strongest signal for my phone. I knew the general direction of the nearest tower, but it sometimes helped to search for a different spot to connect.

I eventually hit 2 bars and checked on the weather. Not much had changed in the forecast. The good news was that the ferry service to Seattle was still running. If I drove Lana to the ferry terminal, she'd be able to cross Puget Sound to her destination. It would be a long, slow drive in these conditions, but at least Lana would be on her way to the city.

I went to the county road reports expecting a summary of road conditions and the usual list of spin-outs and crashes, but the report had not been updated since last night. That was an unwelcome surprise. The road report was one of the few things the county government did well. Why hadn't someone updated the info?

"Fucking local yokel government," I muttered. "What the heck are they doing with all those property taxes?"

Irritated, I downloaded a local news feed so I could browse the news as I prepared breakfast. It was a couple of weeks until Christmas and I was curious about how this weather was impacting the region.

The last website I visited was the Sheriff's Blotter. Like the road report, most of it had not been updated. The incident report at the pot shop, however, had some additional details.

"Goddamn it, Lana."

My heart sank as I read the updated entry. I read it again to make sure I understood what it was saying. With a shake of my head, I slipped the phone into my pocket and headed back to the cabin. I walked slowly, taking my time despite the cold, gathering my thoughts.

If the Sheriff's Blotter is correct, then Lana lied to me.

It was a bitter pill to swallow. I had only just met Lana, but I already had a lot of affection for her. It wasn't just the blowjob, although that was endearing, of course. Lana seemed like a very sweet girl who covered her insecurity with a boisterous personality. Her vulnerability made me want to care for and protect her. It was very disappointing that she had chosen to deceive me.

She's done it before, Bradley. Not telling you about Dax and the pot shop was one of the first things Lana did when she met you.

Shaking my head, I quietly opened the cabin door and stepped inside. I checked in on Lana. She was still asleep in bed. The blanket had slipped down to her waist. I gently tucked it back around her neck before going back into the main room.

As Lana slept, I fired up the wood stove. There were still several pieces of firewood in the indoor rack, but I'd soon need to load some from the stacked cords outside the cabin.

I fetched the propane camping stove from the storage room and set it up in the kitchen. A hearty breakfast would do both Lana and me a world of good on a frigid day like this.

The business of preparing food and warming the cabin kept me occupied as I brooded over Lana. I turned on the radio and kept the volume low. The morning brief was on, the host reading the top headlines of the day. Most of it was about the freeze and the coming snowstorm. Apparently, Seattle was assuring people that they had done everything necessary to prepare for the event.

Having seen how Seattle previously handled snow storms, I had little confidence they were as prepared as they said. Rain and wind storms were one thing, snow storms were something else.

The city would probably shut down again, with workers staying home as much as possible. Since the pandemic, working from home had become ingrained in our lives. Watching the shift happening in real time on campus had been a fascinating experience.

The rest of the news was the usual— tensions and threats in the Middle East, a trade dispute rocking the European Union, gridlock in Congress over the latest presidential scandal. There was also the daily tally of sickening crimes that were a part of the American landscape, including more outbreaks of random violence that police were blaming on "tainted bath salts". "Chemically induced psychosis" seemed to be the buzzword of the moment.

"I know a little about that firsthand," I said to myself.

The first blush of dawn hung over Conner Pond when Lana joined me in the kitchen. I was whipping eggs for an omelet as she settled into a chair at the table.

"Good morning," I greeted her. "Sleep well?"

"Very well. That bed is hard as a rock, though."

"Pops liked it firm."

"Pops?" Lana let out a sleepy giggle. "So, like, I sucked your dick on your dad's bed?"

I shrugged, amused. "I guess you did."

Lana grinned at me from across the table. With her sleep-tousled hair and the oversized hoodie she had on, Lana looked both adorably dorky and deeply sexy. A twinge of sadness twisted inside me, knowing she would soon be leaving me.

"That smells good," she said. "Anything I can do to help?"

"No, the food is almost done. Make yourself a cup of tea, if you like. This will be ready in a few more minutes."

Lana brewed her usual tea with milk and honey. I served up the hash browns with bacon strips and a cheese omelet. The kettle chattered on the wood stove. Steam fogged the windows of the cabin.

Lana dug into the food with gusto. It was a pleasure to cook for someone else, something I had not done in a long time. I appreciated Lana's healthy appetite. Brenda had always picked and nibbled. It was satisfying to see a woman who tucked into a good meal you'd prepared for her.

"So, have you got a plan for today?" I asked.

Lana frowned, chewing on a piece of bacon.

"I'm still thinking it through," she said with a shrug.

"I figured I could drive you to the ferry terminal if you want. It would be about a 3-hour drive in these conditions, but the ferries are still running. They will take you directly into downtown Seattle."

Lana let out a noncommittal grunt, her eyes staying fixed on her food. Her lack of enthusiasm for the idea did not surprise me. She'd already said there was no one waiting for her in Seattle. Dax was all she had.

And you. She has you, Bradley.

I wanted to help Lana, but there was nothing more I could do for her.

"I have a damned book to write," I muttered under my breath.

"What?" Lana asked, puzzled.

"Nothing. Just… self-talk. The older I get, the more I do it."

"Okay, Grampa."

I grinned, but my smile faded. There was one more matter that I had to address with Lana.

"So, about Dax and the pot shop. Is there anything else you wanted to tell me about that?"

Lana looked at me, a quizzical expression on her face.

"Like what?" she asked.

"Maybe the circumstances of how you got there? Or if Dax was having more than just a mental episode? Perhaps he'd done something harder than weed?"

"We hadn't smoked pot in a couple of days," Lana said. "And he wasn't drunk since neither of us drink."

"Maybe he took something you weren't aware of?"

"I mean, maybe?" Lana scoffed. "But I don't think so. What exactly are you driving at, dude?"

I took out my phone and handed it to Lana.

"That's the Sheriff's Blotter," I said quietly. "Last night, there was an entry on Dax's arrest at the pot shop. This morning, they updated the entry with more information. It looks like Dax bit off part of the pot shop owner's face. Might even have eaten it. He attacked the cops who responded, biting them as well. Cops are saying he was crazed and super strong, just like all these reports about people going crazy after smoking bath salts. 'Chemically induced psychosis' is mentioned."

"So, you think Dax was doing bath salts?"

"I was hoping you could tell me."

Lana handed back my phone. She straightened in her chair, her chin lifted defiantly. She was glaring at me, but I could see the hurt and disappointment in her green eyes.

"I told you the truth," she said. "Pot is the only thing we do. Dax didn't smoke bath salts. And I didn't fucking lie to you."

"I wish I could believe that."

"Believe what you want," she sighed. "We were both sober on the drive from Seaview. The only time we touched alcohol was to clean Dax's wounds when that townie attacked him. He bit Dax on the wrist, like an animal. Dax cleaned it out with some shitty vodka at the club. Hey, maybe that townie was on bath salts too, huh?"

The genuine hurt in her voice made my conviction waver. Had I been wrong about Lana? Did I make assumptions about her based on her background? Seeing that entry on the Sheriff's blotter seemed to make Lana's deception crystal clear.

Now I wasn't so sure.

"I'm sorry if I offended you," I told Lana. "Truly, I am. I had to ask, though. You know I had to ask, right?"

"You could have trusted me. I know I'm just a stripper with a GED, but that doesn't mean I'm a liar. Not when it matters, at least."

I opened my mouth, but no words would come. The sadness on Lana's face silenced me.

"I guess we should head out," she said dully, not meeting my eyes. "I'm sure you want to get back to writing your book."

"I'm sorry if I hurt you," I said sincerely. "I wish it didn't have to end this way."

"I wish it didn't have to end this way, too," Lana said. "But with people like me, it usually does."


Chapter 9



“Something bad is happening.”

Lana stared out the window as I slowly steered my truck down the private road. Above us, the treetops were glazed with ice that glistened white in the morning sunlight. The dirt road had frozen overnight. It crunched under my tires, but the traction was still good.

It was the asphalt I was worried about. Black ice was one of the most dangerous things to encounter during the winter. You didn't see it coming before you lost control of your vehicle, going wherever momentum, gravity, and the slippery ice carried you.

I glanced over at my passenger as we approached the main road. She was chewing on her bottom lip, her eyes fixed in the distance. Lana had changed back into her clothes. The fur coat was still damp, but she had insisted on wearing it. I hated the tension between us, but didn't know any way to lessen it.

"Make sure you snug that seatbelt tight," I said. "I'm going to go slow on the road, but it might be terrible. If we have to, I'll pull over and put on the chains."

"Okay."

The road looked deceptively clear. I eased the truck onto the asphalt, searching for a good grip for my tires. Lana let out a small yelp as the truck immediately began fishtailing.

"Hold on," I warned.

I corrected the slide and began trundling down the road. Lana's face was calm, but she had the door handle clenched in a white-knuckled death grip.

I slowed a bit as we passed the old sedan. It was covered in ice and its trunk was still open. Lana barely glanced at it as we drove past.

The miles went by at a slow crawl. I focused on the road in front of me, just trying to keep a straight line as we descended from the higher elevation around Conner Pond. Lana sat quietly in the passenger seat, taking in the crystalline scenery all around us.

"You're doing a great job," she quietly told me. "Driving in this weather sucks."

"Thanks. And yes, it does suck."

She turned those brilliant green eyes on me, her expression softening.

"I'm grateful that you're driving me to the ferry terminal. That's so generous of you. I appreciate everything you've done for me, Brad."

"Like I said, I'm just trying to help."

Lana inhaled sharply as we slid a bit. I eased up on the gas and steered the truck straight.

"The trick is to not use your brakes if you can help it," I said.

We passed the pot shop and the Asian grocery. Both were dark.

"Do you think the roads will clear up?"

"It might clear a little as we get into a lower elevation, but probably not much. The lowlands got a soaking and then the freeze hit hard. Regardless, we have a long and slow drive ahead of us. Which is why I'm going to fill up my tank at that gas station before we go any further."

I eased the truck into the gas station, grateful for the overhead cover keeping the pump area clear and dry. The lights were on, so the station had electricity. A small hatchback was parked at the side of the station near the bathrooms, but the place was otherwise empty.

"This won't take long," I told Lana.

"Take your keys," she said as I opened my door. "I don't want you worrying that I'm gonna drive off with your ride."

"I wasn't worried."

"Take them anyway."

I pulled the key from the ignition and pocketed it. Lana gave me a wan smile as I shut the door. She looked very small and very young bundled up in the passenger seat of my truck.

I filled the tank, breathing into my hands as the screen above the pump played some inane commercial for the Lotto. When the tank was full, I replaced the nozzle and opened the truck door.

"Hey, what kind of snacks do you like?" I asked Lana. "For the trip."

"Oatmeal cookies with raisins," she replied immediately.

"Seriously?"

"Yeah," she giggled. "Seriously."

It was good to see her laughing again. I hoped the long drive ahead of us would be less tense and more lighthearted. Time passed faster with pleasant company.

I headed into the station. The door chimed as I entered, the warmth of the place a welcome relief from the cold outside. A thin man with long hair watched me from behind the counter. Beside him, a radio blared religious programming.

"Good morning!" I greeted him.

"Morning," he replied, his voice barely above a whisper.

I headed to the coffee station and prepared a large cup for myself. As I was stirring in the cream, I noticed some packets of cocoa next to the tea bags. Happy to finally get Lana her cocoa, I made a big cup for her to enjoy on the drive ahead.

The snack aisle was well stocked. The oatmeal cookies I found didn't have raisins, but they did have a lattice of icing. I grabbed a pack and headed for the counter.

"Find what you need?" the thin man asked.

"Indeed. Warm drinks and snacks. We've got a long drive ahead of us. Roads are in awful shape right now."

"Roads aren't the only things gone bad," the thin man said.

I frowned at the weird tone in his voice. As he rang up my items, I noticed a pistol strapped to his hip.

"Twelve dollars and eighty-five cents," he informed me.

I ran my debit card through the keypad and paid. It took a long time for the transaction to be approved. As we waited, I eyed the man's firearm.

"Expecting trouble?" I asked him, nodding at the pistol.

"Trouble's already here, friend."

"Yes, the freeze was bad. The snowstorm that's coming will be even worse."

"Oh, a storm is truly coming. But snow is not what it brings."

"Yeah? What's it bringing?"

"The coming storm is bringing the End."

"The end of what?" I asked.

"Of the world."

I nodded, humoring the thin man. It was best to just smile and nod when someone waved their freak flag around you.

"You don't believe?" he asked.

"Not sure what I'm supposed to believe."

"The End. It's here, friend. Haven't you seen the news? The seal is broken! Death stalks this hateful world. Soon it will drown us all."

The transaction cleared and I scooped up my drinks.

"Get saved while you can, friend," the thin man said as he handed me my receipt.

"I'll do my best."

"Merry Christmas!"

"Uh, yeah. You too."

I headed out the door, happy to be putting space between me and the armed weirdo. Life on campus had made me soft to the outside world. Out here at Conner Pond, you ran into all kinds of folks. You just had to go with the flow.

Lana popped open the driver's door for me as I approached. I was eager to let her know about the cocoa, hoping she'd laugh again. Lana's giggles were a real pleasure. The way her face lit up when she laughed made my heart ache.

Just as I reached the truck, I heard a loud crash. Turning, I saw the bathroom door on the side of the station banging against the wall, flung open from the inside.

A woman came staggering out of the bathroom. She was tall, obese, and completely naked.

"What the hell…?" I muttered.

The woman let out a keening wail, like she was in terrible pain. It was an inhuman sound, one that chilled my heart.

"Ma'am? Are you okay?" I called.

Her head swiveled toward me. Our gazes locked and I instantly knew I had made a mistake. Her eyes were crazed, completely devoid of reason.

With an animalistic scream, the obese woman lumbered towards me, her fleshy body heaving with each step.

For a moment, my eyes were drawn to the tattoo on the woman's bare pubis. It was a dolphin wearing a top hat. I blinked in shock, mesmerized by the sight of this woman running toward me.

Then I noticed the butcher's knife in her hand and the spell was broken.

Dropping the coffee and cocoa, I lunged into the truck, slamming the door behind me and pounding the lock shut. A second later, the crazed woman was at my window, stabbing her knife against the glass. Lana let out a stifled scream as the metal blade clattered across the window.

The oatmeal cookies flew from my pocket as I dug out my keys and started up the truck. The woman had given up stabbing the window and started slamming her forehead against the glass, her shrieking face just inches from my own.

"Oh god, oh god!" Lana hissed. "Go, Brad! Get us the fuck out! Go, go!"

I slammed the accelerator and pulled away from the pumps. The woman followed us, waving the knife and screaming like a banshee. In her fury, she must have cut herself somehow. Blood dripped down her chest, staining her huge tits as they flopped and swayed.

I got to the edge of the lot when the woman suddenly turned away from the truck and ran toward the station. The thin man had come outside. He had his pistol drawn.

As I craned my neck back to watch, the thin man calmly leveled his firearm and shot the charging woman. She fell in a heap, collapsing like a puppet whose strings had been cut.

"Goddamn!" I shouted.

But the thin man wasn't done. He sauntered up to the fallen woman and pressed his gun to her head.

I quickly looked away. I heard the crack of his gunshot as I pulled back onto the road.

"That guy just executed her!" Lana shouted.

"I know. I saw."

"What the hell, dude!"

My hands were shaking. I breathed in, trying to control the adrenaline rushing through me. I realized I was headed north, back toward the cabin.

"We need to call the police or something!"

"I will," I assured her. "I just wanted to put some distance between us and that… whatever the hell that was! I'm going to pull in at the pot shop."

Still shaken, I hit the brakes too hard and the truck slid past the pot shop, coming to a stop in front of the Asian grocery. I immediately pulled out my phone.

"Thank god I'm getting some bars out here," I said as I dialed 911.

Busy signal.

I stared at the phone in my hand, dumbfounded by the harsh beeping. I disconnected and tried again— busy signal.

"Try your phone," I told Lana.

"Why would it be different for my phone?"

"I don't know, but please, just try!"

Lana dug her phone out of her purse and entered 911. There was a pause and, for a moment, I thought she might get through. But then the busy signal sounded, dashing my hopes.

"How can 911 give a busy signal?" I shouted. "It's insane!"

"What should we do now?" Lana asked, fear in her eyes.

I shook my head. "We'll stay here and just keep trying until we get through."

Lana let out a shaky breath, her hands clutching her head.

"That woman… she looked like a demon," Lana whispered.

"I know. But she didn't deserve to get shot in the head like that. She was already on the ground."

"You still think this is all caused by bath salts?" she asked me angrily.

"I don't know. I have no idea what's going on."

"Oh, god. The thought of Dax being like that woman… I'm shook. He was a bastard, but I hope he didn't get that way. And I know he didn't smoke any bath salts. That's just bullshit. It always was."

"We need more information. And we need the damned sheriffs to do their job!"

I dialed again, cursing at the busy signal.

"Something bad is happening, Brad."

Lana bit her lip, her eyes wide. Her hands were trembling. Mine were, too.

As we sat in that empty parking lot, scared and alone, I knew Lana was right.

Something really bad was happening.


Chapter 10



“I only feel safe when you're around.”

It was getting dark. Lana and I picked at our dinner, a frozen lasagna I'd cooked in a Dutch oven on the camp stove. The radio was playing Tchaikovsky, a staple of the holiday season.

At the top of each hour, the host read the headlines. We waited impatiently through the international news, focusing intently on the closing reports of random violence across the nation. The host read bland public releases that cited the usual "bath salts" and "chemically induced psychosis". Then it was back to the music.

Despite the calming tones on the radio, I was certain the situation was much more serious. Lana and I had waited for almost 2 hours at the pot shop. We kept trying 911 but only got the same damned busy signal.

In the end, we gave up and drove back to the cabin.

"Maybe it's just this area?" Lana offered on the ride back. "Like, it's pretty rural. Maybe their phone lines are out or something?"

That seemed unlikely. Even a small county like this one prioritized its 911 system. I'd contacted other police stations outside the county. They had taken my info but firmly rebuffed my requests for help, assuring me that local authorities were handling things at the county level.

Between attempts at 911, I'd called some colleagues back at the University. Some mentioned random attacks on campus, but most just dismissed the reports as sensationalism or Internet conspiracy theories.

I could understand their hesitation. The last few years had done nothing to increase the public's trust in the government when it came to matters of public safety.

As usual, the Internet was buzzing with all sorts of crazy theories. There were also more videos of these random attacks. In each one, the attacker was naked and raving. Sometimes they had a weapon, sometimes they used their bare hands. All of them tried to bite anyone who got in their way. Some videos were obvious fakes. Some might have been AI, but others were disturbingly real.

One attack in particular had shaken me deeply. It showed a young man mauling an elderly woman in the middle of a city street. Shouting onlookers had tried to pry him off, but the attacker had thrown them off with ease.

It had finally taken a beefy construction worker kicking the attacker in the face until he went unconscious to free the elderly woman. Blood dripped off her cheeks as she was attended to. The tip of her nose had been bitten off.

The image of the woman's shocked, uncomprehending face was seared into my mind. I couldn't stop thinking about it.

"I'm going to try one more time," I told Lana.

I tossed on my coat and headed out the door. The cold was biting. The thermometer on my porch read 22 degrees. It would be another cold night, possibly near zero. And then tomorrow night, the snowstorm rolled in.

It looked like Lana was staying with me for the foreseeable future. Both of us decided to hunker down in the cabin until we could figure out what was going on.

I made my way onto the ledge and took out my phone. I grimaced when I got the busy signal again. I checked the Sheriff's Blotter, but there had been no updates.

I downloaded some news feeds and then headed back to the cabin. More videos had been posted, but I didn't feel up to watching any of them. There was a breathless entertainment aspect to these videos that made me sick.

Despite my jacket, I was shivering when I got back to the cabin. I grabbed an armful of wood from the stacked cords. Inside, Lana had cleared the table and was soaking the dishes. The LED lantern was at half-strength, illuminating the main room. Lana had added the last log to the wood stove, keeping the cold at bay.

"Anything?" Lana asked.

"No," I said, placing the logs in the empty rack. "Same stories, more videos."

Lana sighed. "I brewed some tea. It will warm you up."

"I'm going to take a shower," I said. "Phone's on the table if you want to read the latest news."

A few minutes later, I was in the shower. The hot water beating down on my shoulders did little to ease the tension knotting my muscles. The attack at the gas station kept replaying in my mind— that hideous, contorted face slamming against the truck window, snarling at me.

It wasn't bath salts. I knew that much, despite the bullshit news reports. But if not drugs, then what? A virus? Biological warfare? Mass hysteria?

Maybe that gas station attendant had been right. Maybe this was the end of the world.

My spiraling thoughts stuttered to a halt when the bathroom door creaked open. Through the hazy shower curtain, I could make out Lana's silhouette. She stood uncertainly in the doorway, one hand still on the knob.

"I… uh… need to use the bathroom. Sorry."

"Ah," I replied. "Yes. Go ahead."

This was not a time for modesty. The cabin was small and we were going to be living in close quarters.

I ducked my head under the spray and closed my eyes, trying to ignore the tinkling sounds as Lana urinated. Once again, I was struck by how fast life could turn on you. Instead of writing my book and memorializing my father, I was riding out some kind of outbreak of random violence with a 19-year-old stripper I'd rescued from a snowstorm. It boggled the mind.

Lana flushed the toilet.

"Ah, shit!" I cried out, batting away the shower head as I cringed against the back of the shower stall.

The flushing toilet had dropped the water pressure, causing the shower to get extremely hot. I cursed in pain as I tried to avoid getting scalded.

Lana pulled the shower curtain aside, her face panicked.

"Are you okay?"

"Yeah! Yeah, I'm good. My fault. I should have told you about the water pressure."

The flow had strengthened to the shower again and the water had quickly returned to its former temperature. I let out a pent-up breath as I turned the shower head back towards me.

Lana remained where she was, watching me.

"Everything alright?" I asked her.

Lana nodded, biting her lower lip. It was an expression I remembered from the night before, a hungry look that sent the blood rushing to my groin. We stared at each other through the warm fog filling the bathroom.

Lana's voice broke the silence, soft and hesitant.

"Brad? Can I… can I join you?"

My pulse pounded. It wasn't just her request that caught me off guard, but the raw desperation in her voice.

I hesitated for a moment, but then I shook off my reservations and stepped aside.

Lana quickly stripped off her clothes and slipped into the steamy shower stall. She pressed close to me, her red hair clinging to her shoulders in wet strands as the water poured down her chest. Lana's green eyes were filled with mischief as she looked up at me, her lips parted to reveal the tip of her tongue.

"Lather me?" she asked, handing me the bar of soap.

Lana rested her hands on the top of her head, offering her lush body to me. I ran the soap across her shoulders and down her flat belly. Lana's nipples were hard pebbles beneath my fingertips as I lathered her up, my hands roaming over every inch of her slippery skin. The water cascaded down around us as I massaged soap into her breasts, feeling their weight in my palms as they swayed with each breath she took.

As I moved lower, tracing circles around the base of her belly button with my soapy fingers, Lana's breath hitched in her throat. She wrapped one arm around my neck, pulling me closer as she pressed herself against me.

"Brad," she whispered hoarsely, "I'm so scared. I don't know what the fuck is happening and it terrifies me. I only feel safe when you're around. I need you. I need you to make me feel safe."

And then she was kissing me— a desperate, hungry kiss that left me reeling with desire. My cock throbbed between us as we pressed our bodies together, our tongues caressing.

Lana broke away from me long enough to soap up my body, her hands cupping my cock. Lana ran her slippery fingers over its length as it stood fully erect and throbbing.

"Please," Lana murmured again, looking up at me with those sparkling green eyes. "Fuck me, Brad!"

I didn't say a word. I turned off the shower and took Lana's hand, leading her out of the bathroom and into the bedroom. Lana kept my cock in her firm grasp as we walked, as if she were reluctant to let it go.

I kissed her again, my tongue probing her hungry mouth as I pulled her close. Our bodies pressed together as I lifted Lana onto the bed.

I climbed on top of her, my heart pounding in my chest as I gazed down at her flushed face and heaving breasts. Her eyes were narrowed with anticipation as I kissed my way down her neck, savoring the taste of her skin.

"Brad," she moaned.

Hearing her say my name like that spurred me on. As I moved lower, sucking on her nipples and kissing her belly button, Lana moaned and squirmed beneath me. Her hands roamed over the back of my head, running her fingers through my dripping hair as I nuzzled her mound, loving the way her wet, coarse pubic hair felt against my face. Seeing those red curls against her pale skin left me breathless with lust.

"Lick it," Lana urged me.

I parted her thighs, revealing her glistening folds. I leaned in and breathed in the smell of her pussy, savoring the musky tang of her juices. The tip of Lana's clit jutted out from its hood, begging to be kissed. I gently pressed my lips to it, feeling Lana shiver beneath me.

"Ah, fuck…" Lana breathed.

My tongue traced the delicate contours of Lana's pussy, savoring the taste of her. She groaned as I slipped my tongue into her, her hips bucking beneath me as I licked out her entrance and swallowed her wetness.

I could feel her back arching as I licked and sucked at her clit, driving her wild with pleasure. Her hands clenched into fists in my hair, pulling me closer as she panted with ecstasy.

It wasn't long before she was cumming, her body convulsing as waves of pleasure washed over her. I continued to lick and suck at her pussy until she was spent, collapsing back onto the bed in a heap of quivering flesh.

As I crawled up beside her, Lana wrapped one arm around my neck and pulled me close.

"Let me ride you," she begged.

I didn't hesitate to give Lana what she wanted. I rolled onto my back as Lana straddled me, guiding my cock into her slick pussy. As I pushed into her, Lana cried out in pleasure. Her pussy was tight and wet, gripping my cock like a vise as she ground down on me.

The sight of her tits swaying above me, her green eyes locked on mine, was almost too much to bear. I cupped her tits as Lana desperately rode my cock, her head thrown back and the cords in her neck straining. Lana's breath came in ragged gasps as she plunged my cock in and out of her pussy, her nails digging into the skin of my chest.

"Deeper," I urged her. "Take it all, Lana."

She responded to my command, driving me in deeper and deeper until I could feel the head of my cock bottoming out inside her. Lana's body convulsed and her back arched violently as she came again, her pussy clenching around my cock. It was all I could do to hold back my own orgasm, every nerve ending in my body screaming for release. But I wanted this to last. I wanted to savor every moment of fucking this beautiful girl.

Finally, I couldn't hold back any longer. With a loud grunt, I exploded deep inside Lana's pussy, filling her with my hot seed. My body went rigid and my vision blurred as my orgasm ripped through me. I spurted again and again, emptying myself completely.

"Oh, God," Lana breathed, collapsing on top of me. "That was… amazing."

"Indeed," I agreed.

"Indeed!" Lana echoed, mimicking my tone.

We lay there in a tangled mess of limbs, sweaty and sated, laughing together.

Lana kissed my cheek and rested her forehead against mine, staring deep into my eyes.

"Thank you," she said. "Thank you for giving me what I needed."

"You're welcome," I panted. "Believe me, it was my pleasure."

"And mine."

"Are you still scared?" I asked quietly.

Lana shook her head. "Not anymore."

"Good girl."

"Now I just want to lie here on top of you and fall asleep with your cock still inside me. Can we do that?"

I brushed the wet hair from her face.

"We can do that," I told her.

Lana kissed me again and then lay her face against my chest. I felt her go limp on top of me, her weight and heat comforting me even as my cock softened in her warm pussy.

I stroked Lana's wet hair, listening to her breathing as she drifted off to sleep. Moonlight flooded through the bedroom curtains, filling the room with shimmering light. The sky was clear and spangled with stars, but I knew that wouldn't last.

A storm was coming. I just hoped we were ready for it.


Chapter 11



“We're in big trouble.”

I woke up to the smell of coffee and frying bacon. My body ached pleasantly, a reminder of the night before with Lana. I stretched out in bed, savoring the contented feeling washing through me.

Two consecutive nights of sex with Lana had reawakened a spark in me I thought had faded out after my divorce. I snorted with amusement to find I had morning wood. It had been a while since that happened.

That girl is better than a little blue pill.

A year of celibacy couldn't be dismissed with just two nights, however. I rolled out of bed, my cock bobbing in front of me, and headed into the kitchen.

"Just about to mix the batter for the pancakes," Lana said.

The redhead was at the camp stove, placing crisp rashers of bacon on a plate. She was wearing one of my shirts, the hem of it barely covering her ass in a way that made my dick throb even harder.

"The pancakes can wait," I said.

Lana turned around, a smile creasing her face as she saw the state I was in. She broke into giggles as I picked her up and carried her back into the bedroom.

I set Lana down and she draped herself over the bed, offering her ass for me to fuck. I gave her cheeks a few playful swats, but then turned her over.

"I love watching your tits bounce when I fuck you," I said.

"Gotcha," Lana laughed, stripping off her shirt.

"No panties? We need to wash some of your laundry."

"Whatever, I hate wearing underwear anyways."

"Well, I appreciate the easy access."

I spat on my cock as Lana spread her legs into a wide V for me. I hooked her legs over my shoulders and slid into her pussy with a single thrust, burying myself balls-deep the way I knew she liked.

"Ah, fuck!" she groaned, reaching down to frantically work her clit.

"Did I ever tell you how much I love your red pubic hair?" I said as I slammed in and out of her.

"Yeah?"

"Never shave it."

Lana's response was a wordless grunt. I loved watching the way her tits slapped against each other as I jackhammered the 19-year-old redhead, the bed creaking wildly beneath us as she writhed and moaned.

That familiar pressure built in my balls. I lay my full weight on top of Lana, kissing her hard as she wrapped her legs around me, her hoarse whispers urging me to cum.

Our foreheads pressed together and our eyes locked, I pumped my cum deep into her pussy, waves of pleasure radiating up my spine as I flooded her with my load.

"Whew," Lana laughed. "You really needed that, didn't you?"

"Been a year since my divorce," I panted. "I'm making up for lost time."

I got to my feet, my cock slipping from her pussy. Lana put her shirt back on as I slipped into my bathrobe.

"Good morning," she whispered as she kissed my cheek.

"Yes, it is."

"I'll get those pancakes going while you wash up."

"Sounds good," I said, swatting her butt as I headed for the bathroom.

"By the way, someone is staying in one of the cabins. They must have arrived last night."

I froze. "What? Which cabin?"

"The first one."

That would be Mr. Gutierrez's cabin. I hurried out the front door, ignoring the biting cold. Looking to the left, I saw smoke curling from the cabin's chimney. A late-model SUV was parked in front of it.

"Shit," I muttered, wondering if Mr. Gutierrez had somehow made it back to his summer cabin.

"Close the door, dude! All the heat is escaping!"

I went back into the cabin, shutting the door behind me. My curiosity about the new arrivals was tinged with anxiety.

"What's wrong?" Lana asked.

"Just wondering who they are," I said.

"I thought you knew the people who own that cabin."

"I do. But Mr. Gutierrez is in his late 70s by now, just like my Pops was. Plus, he only came to Conner Pond during the summer."

"So that might not be him?"

"I can't see how it could be."

"Damn. So they might have just broken in? Like squatters?"

"Could be."

"So… what are you going to do?"

"Right now, I'm going to have some pancakes."

Lana put a hand on my arm.

"I saw the gun safe in your storage room," she said. "Maybe you should get a gun out or something? Like, just in case?"

I frowned, thinking about what she said. It felt wrong to be arming up like that gas station attendant. In a weird way, carrying a firearm was admitting that things had gotten out of hand.

At the same time, I did not know who was in Mr. Gutierrez's cabin. Until I learned their intentions, having a weapon at hand might be a good idea.

"Get those pancakes going," I said to Lana, kissing her cheek.

I grabbed my keyring and headed into the storage room. Opening a curtain to let in some light, I unlocked and opened the safe.

Inside was a double-barreled, side-by-side 12-gauge shotgun. The round action was lavishly engraved while the stock was some kind of exotic wood carved with an intricate landscape and flying ducks. The shotgun was more a showpiece than a hunting weapon. It had been a gift from his coworkers when Pops retired. Pops had gotten rid of most of his firearms, but he'd kept this one out of sentimentality.

On the safe's shelf were two boxes of shotgun shells, both unopened— one box of 25 birdshot, another of 5 buckshot shells.

There was also a pistol and holster on the shelf. It was a squat 5-shot revolver chambered in .44 Special. Pops had called it his "safe queen", meaning it sat inside the safe and never got used. I checked the shelf again, but there was no ammunition for the revolver.

I was never interested in firearms, not like my father had been. I'd always preferred books to hunting. My father never pushed me to go shooting, knowing that forcing a boy to do something was the surest way to make him hate that thing.

I closed the safe and locked it. I was glad Lana had mentioned being secure, but I didn't feel the need to arm myself just yet. Besides, I had no ammo for the safe queen. And carrying around a fancy shotgun Pops had probably never fired? It seemed a bit ludicrous.

Back in the kitchen, Lana and I sat down to our pancakes, listening to music and waiting for the news. I'd tried to find a news station, but Conner Pond was in a bad spot for reception during the winter. The classical station was all we could get.

When the headlines came on, the news seemed maddeningly bland. There were more reports of sporadic violence, mostly on the West Coast. In local news, a riot had broken out in downtown Tacoma. Authorities blamed gang activity fueled by bath salts.

"Bath salts again," Lana grumbled. "Everything bad is because of fucking bath salts!"

I drained the last of my coffee and set my mug aside.

"I'm going to go visit our new arrivals," I said.

"Want me to go with you?"

"No, you stay here. Someone's got to do the dishes."

Lana playfully swatted my arm.

"Do you think you should take a gun?" she asked.

"No. I don't think that's necessary."

Lana looked skeptical but didn't argue as I got up and put on my coat. As I was lacing up my boots, Lana offered me a hat from one of her garbage bags.

"Here. It's nice and dry now. It will keep your head warm."

I looked over the pink stocking cap, taking in the glittery sequins that covered it.

"I'm fine," I said.

Lana snorted and put her hands on her hips.

"Are you really not going to take this because it's a girl's hat?"

"It will look much better on you."

"Come on, Brad."

I stood and kissed her cheek again.

"I'll be back in a few."

"Be careful," she urged.

I stepped out of the cabin and glanced at the thermometer. 24 degrees. The sky was clear and bright sunshine glittered over the waters of Conner Pond. The edges of the pond had frozen, but the deeper parts were still unfrozen.

"No ice skating just yet," I told myself.

I glanced back at Lana, who was watching me through the window. I waved to her. She waved back, concern etched on her face.

I took a deep breath and stepped off the porch. The frozen ground crunched beneath my boots as I headed down the dirt road toward the Gutierrez cabin. My breath plumed behind me, rising in the still air.

Should have heard them arrive last night, Bradley. You were too busy fucking Lana to notice. So what now? If they broke in, what are you going to do about it?

I didn't have the answer to that question. I wasn't the police and the actual cops seemed to have vanished into thin air. Maybe these folks were simply stranded by the weather and looked for the nearest place they could find shelter.

There were other possibilities, of course. Some worse than others. One of the bad things about being a writer was that your imagination tended to run wild. That was good for writing fiction, but in the real world, it could lead to a lot of poor decisions.

As I got closer, I saw the SUV was filled with what looked like blankets and cardboard boxes. I wondered if the driver—

"STOP RIGHT THERE!"

The voice was female and her intent was clear. I froze, staring down the barrel of a rifle poking out of one of the cabin's windows. I could just make out the shape of a woman behind the rifle.

"Uh, hi!" I called out, holding up my hands. "No need to point that gun at me, ma'am. I'm not here to cause you any grief."

"Who are you?"

"My name is Bradley Petterson. I live over at the end of the pond, in that cabin back there. I guess you must have noticed my truck and the smoke from the chimney."

The woman didn't reply. The rifle stayed pointed at me. I waited, hoping the woman didn't have her finger on the trigger. The last thing I needed was a slug through my chest.

"BJ?"

My eyes widened. I hadn't been called BJ in many years. The last person I could remember calling me that was…

"Kay?" I asked with a grin. "Is that you?"

Kayleen Gutierrez was Mr. Gutierrez's daughter. The last time I had seen her, she was a gawky 16-year-old with neon green hair.

I lowered my hands and took a step towards the cabin, hoping to catch up with my old acquaintance. Instead, I froze again when the rifle raised up and pointed at my head.

"Stay back, BJ!"

"Kay, what the hell? It's me."

"I know! But you aren't getting closer until I know you're safe. Hold your arms out to your sides!"

"What?" I asked, completely baffled.

"Like you're taking a sobriety test. Hold your arms out to your side!"

"Kay—"

"Just do it!"

Shaking my head, I held my arms out. For an absurd moment, I felt like rasping my lips and pretending like I was an airplane.

"Now close your eyes and bring one finger to your nose!"

I did as she asked, feeling both scared and foolish.

"Now the other one. Touch your nose!"

"There. Satisfied?"

"Stand on one leg."

I complied. It was hard to resist when a rifle was pointing at me.

"Okay, now walk forward, heel to toe."

"It's slippery as hell out here!"

"Do it!"

I walked forward, bringing my heel to my toe with each step. I wobbled a bit, and for a crazy second, I thought Kay might fire.

"Enough for you?" I demanded.

Kay didn't reply. Instead, she vanished back into the cabin. I let out a long sigh, relieved not to have a gun aimed at me.

I heard the front door of the cabin open. Kay came around the corner of the porch, the rifle cradled in her arms. I knew little about firearms, but I knew enough to recognize an air rifle when I saw it.

"A BB gun?" I asked with disgust. "Seriously, Kay?"

"It's all I had," she said with a shrug.

We looked each other over, taking in the changes the years had brought.

Time had been kind to Kayleen Gutierrez. She had matured from a scrawny teenage girl into a gorgeous woman. Long black hair framed her heart-shaped face. She wore a thick coat that covered her top, but her tight jeans showed off her tiny waist and wide hips. Her lips were the same as I remembered, curved and bee-stung in a way that so many women paid good money to emulate. Kay didn't need any plastic surgery, though. She'd grown into a natural beauty.

"Been a long time," I said.

"Almost twenty years," she agreed. "You look good, BJ."

"And you," I replied.

"Sorry I put you through that. It's just the best way to know if someone is sick."

"What's going on, Kay? Why are you here?"

"I came here because this is the safest place I could think of. Maybe it is, maybe it isn't. I don't know. I just ran."

"Ran from what?"

"From what's coming," she said quietly. "We're in big trouble, BJ."

I stared at Kay, not knowing what to say. All around us, winter sunshine flooded over Conner Pond. A slow breeze off the water rustled the pines. In the distance, I could hear crows squabbling.

"Okay," I said, the cold air rasping through my lungs. "Tell me everything."


Coming Soon



Brad’s childhood friend, Kayleen, arrives with a chilling warning of what is coming. As a contagious psychosis infects the nation, Conner Pond will become a refuge against the madness. Even as the storm sweeps over them, Kay's long-simmering desire for Brad will finally erupt.

Will Lana lose her newfound place with Brad to the raven-haired beauty from his past? As tensions mount in the snowbound cabin, the true nature of the apocalyptic terror gripping the world will become clear.
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