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Synopsis



Book 2 - A highly infectious disease that turns ordinary people into deranged killers has been unleashed and is spreading out of control. On a perilous journey into town for supplies, Brad and Kayleen will be thrust into the middle of this brutal new reality. Even as they struggle to survive, Kayleen will seek the raw pleasure she has always wanted from Brad. Still reeling from their encounter, Brad will be blindsided by a shocking offer from Merri. Despite being Kayleen's girlfriend, Merri has a craving that only a man can satisfy.

But disease and the infected are not the only threats Brad and his women must face. In a life-or-death struggle, Brad is pushed to unthinkable actions that will leave him forever changed.

In a world spiraling into chaos, can Brad satisfy three demanding women while keeping them safe from harm? Or will a relentless wave of murderous violence overwhelm Brad, leaving nothing but ruin in its wake?

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


Chapter 1



"A safe place to hide."

The sky was clear and the sun hung just over the eastern peaks of the mountains. Conner Pond was awash in bright sunlight, a harsh glare reflecting off the ice and snow that sheeted the trees. I squinted into the glare, enjoying the warmth from the sunlight on my skin.

Enjoy it while you can.

The morning was passing quickly. I'd already climbed to the ledge to download the news feed on my phone. According to the weather report, the coming snowstorm was due to hit tonight, with 18 inches forecast to blanket the peninsula. I looked to the north, but trees and mountains obscured my view. I couldn't see the storm approaching, but I knew it was headed our way.

The ice on Conner Pond had advanced, but the center of it was still not frozen. I expected that to change in the next few days. Ice skating would be possible if anyone had the inclination. It might make for a nice break from everything that was going on.

What exactly is going on, though?

I rubbed my face, feeling the cold skin and stubble rasp against my palms. Except for the distant crack of ice breaking in the trees, Conner Pond was calm and still. It was a tranquil setting, but these were not tranquil times.

I bent over and grabbed the two milk jugs of water I'd let freeze overnight. They would keep the fridge cold enough for the perishables I had inside. The power was still out. I doubted it would come back anytime soon.

The warmth from the woodstove washed over me as I stepped back into the cabin. I looked over the faces turned towards me, taking in the small crowd assembled around the kitchen table.

Kay sat nearest to me, looking back over her shoulder as I shut the front door. I was struck again by how attractive she was, a far cry from the awkward teenager she had been when I last saw her.

Beside Kay was her father. Mr. Gutierrez sat in his chair ramrod straight, just as I always remembered him. The old man might have been in his 70s, but the Marine in him was still evident in how he held himself.

Sitting next to Mr. Gutierrez was a young woman in her mid-20s named Merri. She was blonde and pretty and very quiet. Kay had introduced Merri as her "roommate", but it seemed they were more than just friends. I thought Kay and Merri made a cute couple, though I was curious how Mr. Gutierrez might view their relationship. He was about as old school as you could get.

Lana was at the camping stove, reheating the lasagna we made the night before. The smell of the lasagna mingled with the scent of coffee hanging in the cabin's warm air. It would have been a cozy scene, if not for the worried expressions on everyone's faces.

"How's the food coming?" I asked Lana as I placed the frozen milk jugs in the fridge.

"Almost done," she said. "I sliced some more bread, too. And I made some tea. It's on the table."

"Indeed. Thank you."

Lana flashed me a smile, letting me know she was enjoying being helpful in this strange situation.

"Looks colder than a witch's tit out there!" Mr. Gutierrez said as I sat down at the table.

"I think the pond will freeze over soon," I replied. "I have some ice skates if anyone wants to try it out later."

"Last time I tried to ice skate, I damn near snapped my neck," Mr. Gutierrez snorted. "I'm way too old for that shit. Probably break a hip and need a goddamn wheelchair. No thanks! You kids can have at it."

His gruff language made me grin. "I'm getting a little old for it myself."

"I'd love to try ice skating," Merri said. "I've done roller-blading before. I think they're similar?"

"Hopefully, you'll have a chance to find out," I said. "It's going to get very cold, very soon. Some exercise might warm us up."

Merri smiled shyly, her blue eyes holding mine for a moment before she quickly looked away. A flush spread across her cheeks as she stared down at her hands, a faint smile still on her lips.

The radio was playing Bach, my favorite composer. I wrapped my hands around my mug and looked around the table. An uneasy silence had fallen over the room.

"I downloaded the latest news feed," I said, placing my phone on the table. "Reports are chaotic. Lots of misinformation and fear. Major stories are the same as the ones being reported on the radio. Israel being attacked and the Tacoma riots and the other events the news keeps focusing on."

Lana joined us at the table, sitting close beside me. It was comforting to feel her thigh pressed against mine. I sipped my tea and gathered my thoughts.

"So, Kay," I said quietly. "What can you tell us about all this?"

Kayleen inhaled deeply as if collecting her scattered thoughts before speaking.

"You're aware of these outbreaks of random violence," Kayleen said quietly. "And how it's being blamed on bath salts?"

"Chemically induced psychosis," I said, nodding. "That's what they've been saying, but it sounds like bullshit. We encountered a woman yesterday who was out of her mind. She attacked us with a knife."

"Was she naked?" Kayleen asked.

"Yes. How did you know?"

"Stripping off clothes is a common trait among the affected."

"The guy at the gas station murdered her!" Lana exclaimed. "He shot her and she fell down and he walked up to her and shot her again right in the head, execution style."

"That might have been for the best," Kay said quietly.

Lana looked aghast. "What the fuck is wrong with you? You don't just execute sick people!"

"She was more than sick," Kayleen said. "She was infected. There's no coming back from that."

"Infected with what?" I asked.

"Transient Violent Acquired Psychosis. T-VAP, it's called."

"Tee-vap," I muttered. "Sounds like the latest social media app."

That brought a wan smile to Kayleen's lips. I noticed the small gap between her two front teeth was still there. It was a feature I'd always found charming on Kay. As an adult, her slightly crooked teeth gave her sultry looks a very appealing sweetness.

I sipped my tea and refocused my mind on what Kayleen was saying. This wasn't the time to be distracted by her good looks.

"Go on," I urged her. "What do you know?"

"Might as well start at the beginning," Mr. Gutierrez said. "Tell them what you told us, KayKay."

He patted his daughter's hand. Kayleen squeezed it, reassured by her father's presence. I could see the bond between them was still as strong as it had been when she was a child.

"I was working at the hospital in Coeur d'Alene," Kayleen began. "It's a nice place to live and work, but it gets busy this time of year with the influx of people looking to hit the slopes. Injuries tend to pile up from the skiers and the snowboarders. We're used to it, though. Despite staffing shortages, we were ready."

Kayleen sipped her coffee, her finger absently running around the rim as her brow furrowed.

"This season started the same way as always. A few dislocated shoulders, some broken legs, a concussion here and there. But then we got a patient who was in a mental health crisis. Middle-aged man from the Seattle area. Cops brought him in under restraint. He had attacked his wife and violently resisted being arrested. We deal with mental health crises often, but this case seemed different. Something was so frightening about the man's behavior. A look in his eyes, I suppose you could say. And he was so strong! The pure hatred on his face as he tried to grab at me and the way he kept screaming the most vile curses like he was possessed… it was completely unnerving to treat him. I've been a traveling nurse for over a decade and have seen it all. But he was different."

Kayleen tapped a finger against her lips, her eyes distant. It seemed like she was reliving her experience in her memories.

"Anyway, he eventually seemed to come out of his psychotic episode after 24 hours. The snarling, violent patient had turned into a mild-mannered gentleman who had no memory of what he had done. I felt terrible about his confusion and his fear as he was informed of his charges. The look on his face when the police led him away to the station was heartbreaking."

"He didn't remember any of it?" Lana asked. "God, that's so messed up."

"I thought so, too. Just thinking of this poor man having to deal with a psychotic break like that? Hurting his wife and a police officer? I wondered how he would adjust to what he'd done. Well, I didn't have to wait too long to find out. A couple of days later, I learned that this mild-mannered man had attacked another inmate at the county jail. He left the inmate blind and disfigured for life."

I flinched, remembering the videos I'd seen online as well as the report about Dax attacking the pot shop owner.

"Over the next three weeks, we began to have more of these patients undergoing psychotic breaks," Kayleen continued. "Each one followed the same pattern. The police would bring in a suspect under restraint. The suspect would be violent, agitated, and very strong. Over the course of 24 hours, the patient would become lucid again with no memory of their previous behavior. The police would then take these stabilized patients to jail. And every time, the patient would have another psychotic break and harm someone. It happened again and again."

"That's why it's called transient," Merri said softly, her arms clutching her slender frame.

"It comes and it goes," Kayleen agreed. "Signs of confusion, much like being drunk, are the warnings of a coming episode. That's why I had you do the drunk test, BJ. Each time it happens, the psychotic break lasts longer and longer until finally it becomes permanent."

"So it's a disease?" I asked. "How does it spread? Is there a treatment or a cure?"

"I don't know how it spreads. Certainly through direct contact, like bites. But maybe also through the air, like the flu. All I know is that it is highly infectious and spreading fast."

"How fast?" I asked.

"At this point, there is no way it can be contained," Kayleen said. "T-VAP will engulf the world. As for treatments? There are none. Once it infects you, T-VAP inevitably progresses to full-blown, permanent psychosis."

"Wait," I interrupted. "So it doesn't kill you?"

"T-VAP does not kill you directly," Kayleen said. "But the effect it has on your mind? You'd probably be better off dead."

A hush fell over the cabin, each of us lost in our thoughts. What Kayleen was saying seemed too horrible to be real. Remembering the crazed, almost demonic woman at the gas station was bad enough. Imagining millions of people becoming like her was terrifying.

"How do you know all this?" I asked.

"Goddamn government fuckery," Mr. Gutierrez snarled. "Secret projects, secret experiments. Something leaked. Tell them, KayKay."

Kayleen sighed. "It's true. The Secretary of State was on a skiing vacation nearby. One of his Secret Service detail attacked him. The other agents pulled him off the Secretary, but not before the Secretary got bit. They brought him into the hospital where I was ordered to assist with his medical detail. While I did that, I listened in on the Secretary's phone conversation with the President. That's how I learned about T-VAP. It was some kind of black box project that got out of hand. I heard words like 'aerosolized rabies' and 'prions' and other terms I didn't know. But whatever T-VAP is, the Secretary was clear that there is no cure and it's spreading unconstrained."

"My god," I muttered.

"Tell him the rest," Mr. Gutierrez said gently.

Kayleen clung to her father's hand. "I was out of the room when I heard a commotion, then a gunshot. The Secretary had taken a pistol from one of his agents. He shot himself in the head with it."

"Fucker was infected," Mr. Gutierrez said. "He knew what was going to happen to him. So he ended it. I can respect that."

"That's when I left," Kayleen said. "Called Merri and told her to pack, then I walked out of the hospital and got into my vehicle. Picked up Merri and drove straight through the night to Tacoma, where my father lived. Pulled him out of his senior village and drove here. Did not stop for anything. When I thought of a safe place to hide, Conner Pond was my only choice."

"Holy shit," Lana mumbled.

"Indeed," I said, shaking my head. "I'm so sorry you went through that, Kay."

"We're all going to be going through it," Kayleen warned. "I screwed up badly, though. I should have gotten more prepared, but I was just too scared. All I could think of was getting here. I should have gotten more supplies."

"I was able to pack a big box of canned food and two jars of peanut butter," Merri said. "I also have two large bags of oatmeal. I use them for my baths because my skin gets itchy in winter."

Kay and Merri shared a smile across the table. I could see the two women cared deeply for each other.

These people need your help. If Kayleen is right, they're going to be at the pond for a while. They aren't set up for an extended stay.

"Mr. Gutierrez, I know your cabin is mostly a summer residence," I said. "That fireplace you have is not very functional in weather like this."

"It's fucking useless," he agreed.

"You're all welcome to stay here," I assured them. "This cabin is snug and warm, even without electricity. The woodstove my father installed puts out significant heat. I have two full cords of wood outside. Plus, I've got enough food to feed all five of us for a few weeks. We'll get through the snowstorm, no problem."

But Kayleen was shaking her head.

"A few weeks is not enough," she insisted. "This thing is going to keep spreading and spreading. It will be a while before it finally burns out. Remember the last pandemic? This is going to make that look like a picnic. We need to be able to hunker down for much longer than a few weeks."

"How much longer?" I asked.

Kayleen grimaced, unable to give me an answer.

"We just need to get as much food and supplies as we can," she said. "The more, the better."

"And weapons," Mr. Gutierrez added. "KayKay's BB gun won't do. I was not allowed to keep weapons at the senior village I'm staying at, so I am unarmed. Your father keeps a respectable gun safe, doesn't he?"

"He did," I said. "But Pops sold most of his guns before he passed away."

Mr. Gutierrez let out a slow breath. "Well, I'm deeply sorry to hear of your father's passing. Even sorrier to hear he got rid of his firearms."

"There's still a shotgun and a revolver," I said.

"Better than nothing," Mr. Gutierrez nodded.

"I have to make a supply run," Kayleen said fretfully. "I need to go now before the snowstorm locks us down."

"I'll go with you," I told her. "We'll gas up your vehicle and then head for the warehouse store across the bridge. It will take time to get there with the roads all iced up, but your SUV is more than capable. We'll load up on necessities and be back before the storm hits."

Kayleen nodded, gratitude clear on her face. Merri peered at me through a fringe of her blonde hair, her lips pursed in a shy smile. Beneath the table, Lana patted my thigh, her fingers straying across my cock in an encouraging caress.

"First, let's get some chow," Mr. Gutierrez said. "That lasagna smells excellent."


Chapter 2



"We need to hurry."

Kayleen's SUV was on the smaller side, but it was more than capable of getting us into town. It had AWD and studded tires. That was good. The roads would be a skating rink in some places, especially at our elevation.

As I loaded my winter road kit into the SUV, Lana stepped out onto the porch. She closed the door behind her and came down to the SUV.

"Be careful out there," she said, pulling her coat tighter around herself. "Roads are gonna be nasty, dude."

"I'll take it slow," I assured her. "I'm hoping the main road is cleared and sanded by the county. Getting to the warehouse store and back should be no problem. The storm is forecast to hit in the early evening. We'll have plenty of time."

Lana chewed her bottom lip, looking troubled. She glanced back at the cabin, then leaned in close to me.

"I feel kinda guilty, you know?" she whispered. "You and me? Having a good time last night after everything that happened? That was messed up, wasn't it?"

I knew she was referring to us having sex after the attack by the crazed woman and watching her get shot. While the intimacy had felt comforting in the moment, now it seemed almost inappropriate given the violence we'd witnessed and the things Kayleen had told us.

"Don't feel bad," I told Lana gently. "We did nothing wrong. It was just two people comforting each other after a traumatic experience."

Lana nodded, but she didn't look entirely convinced. I couldn't blame her. The world felt like it was sliding into chaos and here we were, virtual strangers, thrown together in the isolation of Conner Pond.

Lana reached into her coat pocket and pulled out a wad of cash.

"Here, take this. I just heard on the radio that some ATMs are being restricted in places. You might need cash."

"What? No, I'm okay. I've got my cards."

She shoved the money at me insistently. "Come on, don't be stupid. Cash is king right now. Just take it."

I tried to wave her off again, but she forced the money into my hand until I accepted it.

"How much is this, anyway?" I asked, quickly counting through the bills. My eyes widened in surprise. "Jesus, Lana, there's over two grand here!"

Lana playfully slapped my arm. "What, you think strippers don't make bank? That's just the shit I had hidden away from Dax. I'm surprised you didn't count it when you went looking through my purse."

I could feel the blood rushing to my face as Lana gave me a knowing smirk.

"How did you know?" I asked.

"Any girl could tell if some guy went through her purse," she said. "Besides, I would have done the same thing if I were you. I'm just glad you didn't steal my money. Dax would have, the fucker."

Lana's face grew sad at the mention of Dax. After what Kayleen had told us about T-VAP, Dax didn't seem to have much of a chance.

"I'll give it back when I get home," I told her. "Every dollar."

"I know."

"Will you be okay with Mr. Gutierrez and Merri?"

"Yeah. Mr. G seems like a gruff old geezer, but I like him. Don't know much about Merri, she's so quiet. And Kayleen seems cool… even though she's got a huge crush on you."

I blinked in surprise. "What are you talking about? I haven't seen Kay in almost twenty years. Besides, she's a lesbian."

Lana giggled. "Just because she has a girlfriend, it doesn't mean Kay is a lesbian. The way she looks at you says a lot. It's so obvious, dude."

"I think you're imagining things."

"Whatever. Just be careful and come back soon."

Lana kissed me, her cold lips pressing against mine.

"I need more of that dick tonight," she whispered in my ear.

"Excellent motivation for me to get back safely," I laughed.

Lana kissed me again, then turned and went back into the cabin. I watched her go, her red hair swaying across her back, her ass looking amazing in her tight jeans. The thought of getting between her legs again made my dick ache. It still amazed me that I was hooking up with this 19-year-old beauty.

Life comes at you fast. You must ride the wave and keep your head above water.

"Indeed," I mumbled to myself.

My thoughts were interrupted by Kayleen emerging from the cabin.

"Ready?" she asked.

"Ready."

"Damn, it's freezing! I got used to the cold in Idaho, but I never expected it on this side of the Cascades."

Kayleen zipped up her thick winter coat and snugged down her woolen hat as she stepped off the porch. It was hard to take my eyes off her. I still remembered Kayleen as the awkward 16-year-old with braces who used to go swimming in the pond with her father. I'd seen Kayleen every summer at Conner Pond for years, watching her grow from a little kid into a teenager. Our families often had barbecues together and played horseshoes during those long summer days.

That was 17 years ago. Since I last saw her, Kayleen had grown into a mature and beautiful woman. At 33, she was fit and toned, her 5'6" frame moving with the grace of an athlete. Her thick black hair framed her heart-shaped face, her brown eyes and pouty lips accentuated by her olive skin. In the cabin's warmth, it had been impossible not to notice Kayleen's full breasts and narrow waist.

And that ass.

I suppressed a grin. Kayleen's ass was amazing— big and round and firm from what must have been endless hours in the gym. The young girl I remembered had blossomed into a true stunner.

"What are you smiling at?" Kayleen asked me.

I shrugged. "Just thinking how long it's been. It's good to see you again, Kay."

"You too, BJ."

"No one calls me BJ anymore."

"Well, I'm not going to stop now."

"Alright," I laughed. "You can be the only one."

"I feel so special," Kayleen teased as she fluttered her eyelashes, her sarcastic wit familiar from her days as a moody teen. "Now let's get going, BJ."

We got into her SUV. Lana and Merri stood at the cabin's front window, watching as we drove away. I waved at them, trying to be reassuring.

"Conner Pond is just like I remembered it," Kayleen said, looking over the frozen water as we drove along the edge of the pond.

"When was the last time you were here?"

"About 4 years ago. I helped my dad move his things out so we could sell it."

"Sell? So your father doesn't own the cabin anymore?"

"Nope. But he did keep a spare key. I'm just glad the new owners didn't change the locks."

Kayleen turned onto the dirt road. The morning sunlight fell away as we passed beneath the overhanging trees.

"Deer," I breathed.

We both craned our necks at the doe standing a few feet off the road. It was mottled in brown and white, a rare piebald deer. It watched us pass, its dark eyes following the car.

"Just like I remembered this place," Kayleen murmured.

We reached the end of the private drive. Kayleen pulled onto the main road, expertly handling the icy asphalt. My confidence in her driving grew as she handled her vehicle. Living in Coeur d'Alene had obviously honed Kayleen's winter driving skills.

"First thing I need to do is fill up my gas tank," Kayleen said.

"There's a station ahead."

"That the place you were attacked?"

"Yes. It might be open."

We drove in silence, the road empty of traffic.

"I'd love to stop and get some gummies," Kayleen said as we passed the pot shop. "I can't stand the smell of weed, but edibles are fantastic."

"They don't look open. I can see someone in the Asian grocery, but the pot shop looks shut down."

"Figures," she sighed. "My dad made sure I brought his tequila. I hate the stuff, personally."

"Your father seems to be as vigorous as he ever was."

"Oh yes. Full of piss and vinegar, my daddy is. I had to beg him to leave his retirement community. I think he didn't want to leave his girlfriends. He has five or six ladies he's seeing."

"I hear a healthy man is popular in retirement communities. Especially if he can… you know."

Kayleen saw my sudden discomfort and chuckled.

"If he can perform in the bedroom," she said, finishing my thought. "Yes, that's true. Lots of sex among our elders. As a nurse, I've worked with the complications from it. Dealing with STIs in that population is an increasing challenge."

"Fascinating," I deadpanned.

"A vigorous sex life is a healthy thing at any age," Kayleen laughed. "You seem to have discovered that with Jana."

"Lana," I corrected her. "And I don't know what you're implying."

"Oh, come on, BJ. She looks young enough to be your daughter. Not that I'm judging."

"She's an adult," I said defensively. "We're all adults, right? Even Merri, who looks like she's a college undergrad."

"Looks can be deceiving. Merri is 26."

"Great! Like I said, we're all adults. Gas station coming up on your left."

My stomach churned as Kayleen pulled into the gas station. I looked around, remembering the crazed woman and the clerk who killed her. I kept expecting a cop to show up and demand my testimony about what happened. But no one had contacted me and there was no mention of the woman on the Sheriff's Blotter. The gas station itself bore no signs that anything had happened. Looking around, it was as if I had imagined the whole thing.

That woman was no daydream. Neither was the knife she was swinging or the gunshots from the skinny attendant.

"What the hell?" Kayleen muttered.

A hand-written sign was taped to the pump. It read, Prepay Required!

I glanced at the station. It was dark and locked up, but I could see someone at the front window, watching us.

"I guess you need to make the purchase first," I said. "I'll get the pump ready if you want to go pay."

We both got out of the SUV and stepped into the biting cold. I opened the SUV's gas cap and stood nervously by the pump.

T-VAP. The government certainly loves its acronyms. What a stupid name for something so frightening.

I heard raised voices from the station. Kayleen seemed to be arguing with someone inside.

"Now what?" I muttered.

I walked over to Kayleen's side. She was facing the station's old-fashioned service window, the kind with a sliding drawer and a speaker. An elderly man was sitting behind the window, his wiry arms crossed as he glared out at us.

"This guy is trying to rip me off!" Kayleen complained to me.

"If you don't like my prices, you can take your business elsewhere!" the old man grumbled.

"What's going on?" I asked.

"He wants to charge me $20 per gallon! The nerve!"

"$20 a gallon is fair, missy! I don't know when my next delivery will be and I reckon every other gas station around here is in the same fucking boat. Shit has hit the fan, in case you didn't notice!"

"$20 is unreasonable," I said. "Surely you can see that?"

"All I see is your fucking Jap SUV needing gas. If you want some, I got some. But you're going to have to pay my fucking price."

"Look, I live in a cabin up on Conner Pond," I said, trying to control my temper. "I'm a regular customer here. Do you really want to piss off a regular customer and jeopardize my future business?"

The old man let out an ugly laugh. "You think I give a shit about the future, asshole? If we get through this shitstorm, then maybe I'll say sorry and act nice to you. But right now, you pay my price or you fuck off."

"Fine!" Kayleen shouted. "I'll pay, you bastard. Give me five gallons. I just need to get into town where I can fill up at a real gas station."

"20-gallon minimum purchase," the old man said with a shit-eating grin. "Cash only."

Kayleen gaped at him, her mouth opening and closing in astonishment. If the old man wasn't behind that glass window, I had a feeling Kayleen would have wrung his scrawny neck.

Goddamn, Kay is sexy when she's angry. I'm trying to be mature about this, but right now she is making my dick hard.

"Give us the 20 gallons," I said, pulling out Lana's cash.

"BJ, no!"

"The gas is more important than the money," I said. "Don't worry about it."

The old man slid out the drawer and I slapped down four $100 bills.

"Use pump 4," he ordered us.

Disgusted and furious, Kayleen spun on her heel and stomped back to her SUV. I hesitated at the window, eyeing up the old man.

"What?" he demanded.

"What happened to the woman who got shot here yesterday?" I asked.

The old man rolled his eyes. "What do you think happened? Bitch took a slug in the head. She's dead."

"And the guy who shot her?"

"Andy? That nut job disappeared. Rode off into the sunset with five cartons of smokes and all the cash in my till. Some Christian, eh? Looney piece of shit."

"What about the cops?"

"Cops got a lot more to worry about than some fat broad getting killed," the old man sneered, glowering at me through the window. "Like I said, shit has hit the fan."

"I was here when it happened," I said. "She attacked me before that guy shot her. Did the cops ask about me?"

"Cops don't give a fuck, buddy."

The old man pulled down a metal grate, shutting me out. I walked back to Kayleen's SUV, my mind clouded by confusion and fear.

"All this is happening too fast," I told her.

"It's been going on for months," Kayleen said darkly. "People just didn't notice until now. And it's going to get worse."

"How much worse?"

Kayleen shook her head, her pretty face grim and troubled.

"We need to hurry," she said.


Chapter 3



"It's all falling apart."

Kayleen's knuckles were turning white as she gripped the steering wheel. I could see the muscles in her jaw clenching as we drove along the icy roads. The argument at the gas station had been ugly, but I didn't understand why Kayleen seemed so affected.

She's probably stressed out and tired. From what she said, she hasn't slept much since all this trouble began.

Kayleen's knowledge of T-VAP was probably a big reason she was so agitated. I couldn't imagine what it must have been like to go through what she did at the hospital.

At least we got the tank filled.

20 gallons didn't quite top up the SUV's tank, but it put the needle solidly on Full. That was good enough. Once we got to town, Kayleen could fill it up the rest of the way, if she wanted.

"You doing okay?" I asked her.

"I'm fine. Just mad about the gas. That guy was a real asshole."

"Indeed, he was certainly unpleasant."

Kayleen let out a snort of laughter. "Unpleasant? That's an understatement. Is that the academic in you speaking, BJ?"

"Fuck yeah," I replied.

Kayleen chuckled. It was good to hear her laughter, her husky tone so familiar from our years at the pond.

"By the way, I didn't get a chance to look inside your cabin," I said. "What kind of supplies did you find in there?"

"Almost nothing. The new owners didn't seem to have much use for the place. It was virtually empty, just a kayak and some boxes of summer things. The pipes had been drained for the winter and everything sealed up."

"I thought that might be the case. Fortunately, there's a small sporting goods store up ahead. I bought some equipment there before I got to Conner Pond. If it's open, we should pull in and get some camping gear. Cots and sleeping bags and whatnot. So you and your family don't have to sleep on the floor at my cabin."

"Good idea."

The lights were on at the sporting goods store as we approached. Kayleen pulled into the lot. The asphalt was sprinkled with de-icer that glittered in the sunlight.

The door chimed as we entered the store. No one was at the front desk. For a moment, I worried that the place had been abandoned.

"Hi, folks! Welcome!"

The middle-aged woman coming out from the back of the store was the same woman who had sold me a sleeping bag and cot when I first stopped in a few days earlier. Her name was Jody. She knew my father from the fishing supplies he would stop in for. Jody recognized me immediately.

"Back for more, are you?" she asked cheerfully.

"I am."

"How are things up at Conner Pond, sweetie?"

"About as well as can be expected," I said. "All things considered."

Jody sighed and nodded. "Yeppers, it's getting bad out there. What can I get for you today?"

"I think we'll need a couple of camp cots and sleeping bags. Some other stuff I can't think of."

"Well, you know where everything is at. We don't have much in at the moment. We cater mostly to summer trade. Winter is our slow season. Take your time looking around. I'll be in the back, organizing our stock. I think I'll be shuttering the store for a stretch until things settle down."

"Sounds like a wise choice."

"If you need anything, just holler."

"I will. Thanks, Jody."

Jody left us to find what we needed. Kayleen and I walked down the aisles, looking over the goods. Jody had not been exaggerating. There was not much on offer.

"The bed, the couch, and the cot in the extra room," I counted out loud. "Three places to sleep for five people, so we should get two more cots. I have one sleeping bag. How are you for sleeping bags?

"We brought some blankets," Kayleen said.

"Okay, that's good for comfort, but sleeping bags are better for your needs."

We gathered the cots and sleeping bags and stacked them by the counter. I decided to grab a couple of cases of propane bottles for the camping stove. I had plenty at the cabin, but if I was going to be cooking for five, it would be smart to have more fuel.

As I was stacking the cases on the counter, Kayleen brought up a big cardboard box.

"Gourmet dehydrated meals," I read off the box.

"Fancy camping food," Kay laughed. "And horribly overpriced. But it's something to have, just in case. There are two more boxes. Lend me a hand?"

I followed Kayleen to the back where the dehydrated foods were kept. I was stacking some packs of protein bars when a brightly colored box caught my eye.

"Artisan-crafted, fair trade, and organic cacao," I read as I picked up the box. "Lana can finally have her hot cocoa."

Like the other foods, the cocoa was overpriced. I didn't care. I tossed the cocoa on the boxes of dehydrated meals and took it to the counter.

Jody came out of the back room to ring up our purchases. Kayleen insisted on using her card to pay. I would have argued about that, but the look in Kayleen's eyes told me I'd be wasting my breath.

"Question for you, Jody," I said. "I saw the empty gun racks on the side of the store. Did you stop selling firearms?"

"Last year," she replied. "Liability issues plus the changing nature of our customers. More tourists, fewer locals. It's hard to compete with online gun sellers."

"So you got rid of all your stock?"

"All of it," she confirmed. "Just a few dusty boxes of ammunition in the back room. Low-volume items, not the in-demand calibers like 9mm or .22 LR. Cowboy loads, mostly."

"Shotgun shells?"

"Nope."

"Any .44 Special?" I asked hopefully, thinking of the revolver at home.

"Hmm. That's not a really popular item. Let me check."

Jody disappeared into the back room while Kayleen and I loaded our items into the SUV. When we came back in, Jody was behind the counter with a disappointed look on her face.

"No .44 Special," she said. "I do have some .45 GAP."

"I don't even know what that is," I admitted.

"Your father used to buy a box or two every now and then. Does he still have that Glock?"

"No, just a revolver."

"Well, let him know I still have a box of that GAP ammo if he wants it."

I gave her a pained smile. "I'll do that."

"Be careful out there," Jody warned. "Storm is coming."

"Yes, it is," I agreed. "Are you going to be okay?"

"I think so. All this will blow over. It always does."

Despite her upbeat demeanor, I could sense genuine fear in Jody's voice. As we pulled out of the parking lot, I looked back and saw Jody locking down the shop. The neon OPEN sign by the front door flickered and went dark.
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"We can't stay here much longer," Kayleen muttered.

I looked to the north, seeing the thick front of clouds rolling towards us. Anxiety roiled in my guts as I stared at the darkening horizon.

It had taken us two hours to reach the Hood Canal Bridge and cross over into Kitsap County. Entering town had been a surreal experience. Cars packed the stores and gas stations, crowds of people jostling for any available space. The main roads were clogged with traffic while the side streets were completely deserted, as if everyone in the area had fled.

We'd made it to the warehouse store only to find a long line of vehicles waiting to enter the parking lot. Local cops were controlling access to the store. They were letting in vehicles in groups of ten. Kayleen had joined the line, not sure what else to do.

"This is ridiculous," she muttered. "At this rate, it'll be ages before we can even get into the parking lot."

It was afternoon, but outside it looked like dusk. The wind had picked up, swaying the treetops and rattling the traffic lights.

"Maybe we should try somewhere else," I suggested. "We're burning daylight just sitting here."

Kayleen shook her head. "Everywhere is going to be like this. This is our best shot to stock up."

I gritted my teeth, knowing she was right. With the way things were unraveling, any store still open was going to be a madhouse.

Gas stations were already overrun. Several had been shut down and deserted. The old man had been right about that. Despite his price gouging, it was a good thing we had filled up Kayleen's SUV.

Owe you one, Lana.

"Rice and dried beans, then canned goods, and then meds," Kayleen repeated under her breath, going over the shopping plan we'd come up with on the drive over.

"I've still got Lana's cash," I said, fingering the money in my pocket. "In case they're not taking cards."

The minutes passed by slowly. We listened to the radio, but the reports were all the same— violence and speculation mixed in with governmental bullshit. Kayleen shut off the radio when some spokesman from Homeland Security mentioned "bath salts" again.

It took an hour to get near the parking lot entrance. I watched a police officer wave the next set of vehicles through. It was an orderly process, but frustratingly slow.

Kayleen suddenly cursed under her breath. I followed her gaze to see a man getting out of his pickup truck ahead of us. He marched toward the entrance, ignoring an officer's commands to stop.

"Sir, return to your vehicle immediately!" the cop ordered.

The man kept coming. His face was angry. His hands were balled into fists.

"I need to get supplies for my family!" the man shouted. "I got a disabled kid at home! I can't wait any longer!"

The officer put a hand on his holster. "Sir, I will not ask you again. Get back in your truck and wait your turn."

The man spat on the ground near the cop's feet. "Fuck you! We don't have time for this bullshit!"

He tried to push past, but the officer grabbed him and spun him around. The man threw a wild punch, striking the cop in the face. Two other officers rushed over. They wrestled the man to the ground.

"This is insane," I said.

I watched the officers cuff the man's hands behind his back. The original cop wiped a trickle of blood from his nose.

The man was screaming about his rights being violated. A few people had gotten out of their cars to watch. Some were yelling at the officers. I could see the tension on the cops' faces. The situation felt very dangerous.

"Get back in your vehicles!" one officer bellowed.

The cops hauled the man away. An eerie silence fell over the waiting motorists. Then someone began blaring their horn. Another person joined in. The noise ratcheted up into an angry screeching.

"Jesus," Kayleen muttered.

Suddenly, the horns stopped. Instead of their blaring, I could hear someone screaming.

"What the fuck is that?" I spluttered.

A small group of people were running towards the parking lot. All of them were naked.

"Oh god," Kayleen gasped.

The naked people began hammering on the cars ahead of us. They pulled an elderly man from his vehicle. More screaming erupted as the naked people began tearing into the old man, pounding him with their fists. One of them had a baseball bat. He smashed it into the old man's head.

The cops came running. The lead cop fired his pistol and one of the attackers fell onto the frozen asphalt. The other attackers began charging towards the cops. Their faces were contorted, their mouths wide and howling. More gunfire erupted.

The line of cars turned into chaos. People were backing into each other and jamming up their vehicles in their haste to get away.

"Shit!" Kayleen yelled, her voice high-pitched with fear. "Look, BJ!"

I looked to the east. A huge crowd was running towards us. There must have been two or three hundred people.

All of them were naked.

"We need to get the hell out of here!" I shouted. "Now!"

Kayleen threw the SUV in reverse, scraping alongside the minivan behind us. I could see the terrified family inside, the young man at the wheel frantically starting his engine.

Kayleen swerved out of the line and headed down a side road. The sound of gunfire and screams echoed behind us.

"Fuck, fuck, fuck!" Kayleen hissed.

"Steady!" I warned her. "Don't put us in the ditch!"

Kayleen eased off the accelerator, guiding the SUV back into her lane.

"What should we do?" she asked.

"I don't know. Goddamn it! Maybe we should just head back to… hey, watch it!"

Kayleen braked hard. Rounding a corner, we almost ran into a nasty crash blocking the road. A pickup truck had rolled over on the ice, its wheels spinning as it rested on its side.

A figure stumbled onto the road ahead of us, smeared in blood.

"Oh lord," Kayleen said. "He's hurt!"

The man fixated on our truck and then started staggering toward us. A chunk of flesh had been ripped from his cheek. It looked like a bite, but it was hard to tell. His face was a gory mess.

I opened my door and got out. The injured man collapsed in my arms.

"Help," he groaned. "Please."

"I have you!" I assured him.

I pulled open the rear door and eased him inside. Kayleen tossed me her woolen cap.

"Hold it to his face," she instructed. "Direct pressure. And hold on! I'll get us to the hospital."

I clutched the groaning man and pressed the cap to his bloody face. He was in his 60s and looked utterly shell-shocked.

"Stay calm, sir. You're going to be fine."

The man stared up at me in confusion, wincing as I pressed the cap to his face.

"It was a little girl, just standing in the street," he gasped. "I tried to help her and she bit me! Why did she bite me?"

Kayleen gunned the engine, sending the SUV careening through the deserted streets. Five minutes later, we were pulling into the hospital. Like the stores, the ER entrance was packed. Kayleen blared her horn and a frazzled EMT came rushing over.

I helped the injured man from the SUV. The EMT took him from my arms.

"We found him on the road," I explained in a rush. "He was in a car crash⁠—"

"Get that vehicle out of here!" the EMT screamed at Kayleen. "You're blocking the entry!"

"We will!" Kayleen shouted. "I'm a nurse and this man needs⁠—"

"I don't give a shit if you're a nurse, just move your vehicle! Now!"

The EMT supported the injured man as they staggered into the ER. I got into the front of the SUV. My hands were wet with blood. I held them in front of me, not knowing what to do.

"Wet wipes are in the glove box," Kayleen said, leaning over and opening it for me.

I pulled a wet wipe from the package as Kayleen drove us away from the hospital.

"It's all falling apart," Kayleen said quietly.

As we drove down the frozen streets, the first flakes of snow tumbled across the windshield. I stared up into the dark skies.

The storm had finally arrived.


Chapter 4



"I need your help."

"Shit!" Kayleen cursed as she pulled off to the side of the road. "The bridge is closed. We're stuck."

She pointed towards the flashing digital sign ahead. It warned that the Hood Canal Bridge was closed until the next morning because of the precipitation and high winds.

I peered through the swirling snow. A line of cars stretched in the distance, tail lights snaking along the road. Other motorists were parked along the shoulders, settling in to wait out the storm.

"I don't like being parked on the road like this," I said. "If visibility gets worse, someone could plow right into us."

It was dangerous to remain parked here, especially with the conditions deteriorating. And after what we just saw at the warehouse store, there were other dangers besides the storm to worry about.

"What should we do?"

"We could drive south around the Hood Canal," I offered.

"In this weather?" Kayleen said doubtfully. "Those roads will be even worse than here. It's already iced up down there. It would take four, maybe five hours. If I have to put my chains on, it will take even longer."

"We can't head back into town," I said.

Kayleen bit her thumbnail, thinking.

"I know a place we can go," she said slowly. "My friends and I used to party at this gravel pit when we were teenagers. It's just off the road, about a mile back. We can park there until the bridge reopens in the morning."

I hesitated. The idea of spending the night in a remote gravel pit made me uneasy. But we couldn't remain where we were.

"Okay, let's go."

Kayleen turned the SUV around. We retraced our way back towards town, joining a stream of vehicles that had decided not to wait. Kayleen pulled onto a side road and then another, leading us into an undeveloped part of the county I hadn't been to before.

"Still here, thank goodness," Kayleen said as she slowed the SUV and pulled onto a dirt road nearly obscured by brush and drifting snow.

The SUV's wheels spun, fishtailing on the icy path. I braced myself against the door as we jolted down the bumpy road.

After a quarter mile, the trees opened up into a large clearing. Mounds of gravel and digging equipment rose out of the dark. The open gravel pit stretched out to the east.

Kayleen parked the SUV in a covered spot beneath some pine trees.

"This should provide some shelter from the wind," she said.

We both made calls back to the cabin. As expected, we couldn't reach Lana and the others. Instead, we left voicemails and sent text messages. We figured Lana and Merri would drive down to the road to get a signal when we didn't make it back.

"We should probably shut the engine off," I said. "We can run it every hour or so to warm up, but burning gas all night would waste a lot of fuel. We're going to be here for about twelve hours."

"Good thing we bought those sleeping bags."

"And those protein bars. We've got bottles of water, so we're good there. I think we should use our phones and not run the car radio. The last thing we need is a flat car battery."

"Before we settle in, I need to check something," Kayleen said. "Pass me the flashlight from the glove box?"

I opened it and handed Kayleen a small LED flashlight.

"Want to come with me?" she asked.

"Where are you going?" I replied, puzzled.

"I left something here years ago. I want to see if it's still around."

The slight smile on Kayleen's face was a relief to see after the insanity of the last few hours. I felt myself smiling back at her, curious about what she wanted.

"I'm game," I told her. "Let's go."

We stepped out of the SUV. The wind knifed through my coat as the snow swirled around us. I looked back toward the entrance of the gravel pit, but the snow cut visibility to almost nothing. A thick quiet blanketed the area, all sound smothered in the falling snow.

Kayleen had picked a good hiding spot. We were only a few miles from the main road, but it felt like we were cut off from the rest of the world.

I took out my phone and turned on the flashlight. I followed Kayleen as she went from tree to tree, counting under her breath. Finally, she stopped at a tree that had a large metal sign screwed into its trunk.

"Still here," Kayleen laughed as she peered at the back of the metal sign. "Come see."

I went and stood behind Kayleen, looking at where she was shining her flashlight. It took me a moment to make out the heart gouged into the metal. Inside the heart was scratched "KG + BJ".

"I made that 17 years ago," Kayleen said. "I can't believe this sign is still here."

"KG…" I muttered.

"…and BJ," Kayleen finished. "I was utterly infatuated with you back then. Not that you seemed to notice."

"You were 16 years old," I said, shaking my head. "I was 25 and about to get married. Of course I didn't notice you."

"I was so jealous of your girlfriend," Kayleen admitted. "I wanted to scratch her eyes out whenever she kissed you."

"Kay…"

"I know! Like you said, I was just a 16-year-old kid. It was a long time ago. But I'm so glad you came back to Conner Pond."

Kayleen leaned in and kissed me. I flinched back in surprise, but she pulled me back in. Our tongues caressed, warm and wet, as we held each other in the falling snow.

"I wanted to do that for so long," Kayleen whispered when we finally broke apart. "Now we should probably get back to the car before we freeze to death."

I followed her back to the SUV, the taste of her mouth still lingering on my lips. I was excited by the kiss, but confused about why Kayleen had done it. I hadn't seen her in 17 years. She had a girlfriend back at the cabin. Why the impulsive kiss?

She's exhausted and emotionally shaken. You both are. This was probably just a pressure release for Kay. Don't overthink it and don't hold it against her. She will probably feel really embarrassed about kissing you after she gets some rest.

That seemed like the best explanation. I resolved to be understanding when Kayleen regained her self-control. Maybe we could even joke about it? That would relieve some of the anxiety that was coiled up inside both of us.

I grabbed the sleeping bags and protein bars from the back of the SUV. It was deeply comforting to return to the warmth of the vehicle's cabin and get out of the snow.

Kayleen and I reclined our seats and snuggled into our sleeping bags. The smell of the fabric was surprisingly nostalgic, bringing back memories of Pops and Mom and those long summer nights when the heat of the day gave way to cold nights in the mountains.

"Ready?" Kayleen asked.

"Ready."

She shut off the engine. The sudden quiet that filled the cabin was startling. I lay in the dark, watching the snow falling against the windshield.

"This is a great place to park for the night," I said. "Well done, Kay."

"It was the first place I thought of. I'm just glad its still open and still deserted."

"Tell me more about this place. You used to come here as a kid?"

Kayleen laughed. "Yeah, me and a bunch of classmates from my high school. We'd sneak liquor from our parents and come out here to get wasted. Thought we were being so rebellious. One time, we were all sitting around the fire pit over there, just laughing and talking. And then Winston— he was this football jock I barely knew— leans over and kisses me. It was my first kiss."

She gazed into the whirling snow, lost in the memory. I tried to picture teenage Kayleen drunk on stolen liquor, kissing a boy in the firelight. It made her seem softer, more vulnerable.

"Thinking back, it was stupidly dangerous," she continued. "Drinking out here alone, driving home drunk? We're lucky no one got seriously hurt."

"Indeed. You were all very lucky."

She paused, giving me an appraising look. "What about you, Brad? Any wild, youthful escapades?"

"Nothing that exciting. I was more of a bookworm. I kept to myself mostly."

I was being truthful. My teen years had been spent absorbed in novels, avoiding wild parties and drunken exploits. Sometimes I wondered if I had missed out on being a real teenager.

"You seem like the type," Kayleen said. "I suspect you were writing poetry in your journal while I was puking in the bushes."

"I was never much of a drinker. I think Brenda would have throttled me if I got drunk."

"What happened with you two?" Kayleen asked quietly. "You seemed so in love when I last saw you."

I cleared my throat and squirmed in my sleeping bag, caught off guard by Kayleen's question.

"You don't have to answer that if you don't want to," Kayleen said hurriedly. "I'm too nosy for my own good sometimes."

"No, it's fine," I said. "You're right. Brenda and I were deeply in love that last summer at Conner Pond. We used to joke that we were 'Branda'. Like 'Brangelina', but without the Hollywood mansion. We got married a few months later."

My smile faded as I thought about how things had slowly changed over the years.

"In the beginning, we both wanted a family. We talked about having two or three kids. But as Brenda's career took off, she changed her mind. She was offered a big promotion that required lots of travel and long hours. She said it wasn't the right time for kids."

I shifted in my seat, feeling the old hurt rising again.

"Every time I brought up starting a family, Brenda had a new reason to delay it. Her career became the priority. I understood, but the longer we waited, the more it bothered me. I've always wanted to be a father."

"That sounds difficult."

"It was. In the end, Brenda confessed she didn't want children at all. It was too big of a sacrifice for her career. I was devastated, but not surprised. We had grown apart over the years as our priorities shifted."

I let out a long sigh, watching the snow swirl outside the windshield.

"Brenda asked me for a divorce about two years ago. She had met someone else while on a business trip. A consultant from Portugal. She moved there to be with him not long after our divorce was finalized."

Kayleen shook her head. "I'm so sorry, Brad. That must have been very painful."

"Indeed," I acknowledged. "Brenda and I just weren't right for each other anymore. As much as it hurt, the divorce was for the best. We wanted different things out of life."

I gave Kayleen a sad smile. "I still care about Brenda. I hope she's happy in Portugal with her new partner. We had some wonderful years together. I'll always cherish those memories."

Kayleen reached out of her sleeping bag and squeezed my shoulder.

"You're a good man, BJ," she said. "I know one day you'll find the right woman who wants the same things you do."

"Thanks, Kay. So what about you and Merri? How long have you been together?"

"A couple of years. She was studying to be a nurse and I was her mentor. Then she decided nursing wasn't for her and we moved in together."

"You make a cute couple. And don't worry about that kiss. I'll keep it between us."

Kayleen frowned. "You don't have to hide it from her. Merri and I don't keep secrets. We're not the jealous types, especially about other people. Our relationship is open."

"She doesn't mind you kissing a man?"

"We're not lesbians, we're lovers," Kayleen laughed. "Both of us like men as much as women. We don't limit ourselves."

"I see."

"I can kiss whoever I like and so can Merri. I wanted to kiss you, so I did. Just to get it out of my system, so to speak."

"Well… glad I could help."

We shared a laugh, both of us enjoying the absurdity of the situation. It felt good to escape the frightening events of the day, if only for a brief moment.

As if summoned by our conversation, both our phones rang.

"Lana! You got my messages?"

"I did," Lana answered. "We're parked on the main road to get a signal. The news on the radio is fucking terrifying, dude. Are you sure you're safe at that gravel pit?"

"This is a secluded spot. We'll be okay. How are things there?"

"We got Dax's car out of the ditch," Lana told me excitedly. "Mr. G said it was drawing attention on the side of the road. He pointed out we could use the stuff inside, including the gas. We got your truck and a tow strap to yank it out, then Merri drove it up to the cabins."

"That sounds excellent," I said. "Well done."

"When will you be back?"

"The bridge is supposed to open at six in the morning. We'll call and leave a message once we cross."

"Okay. Stay safe, Brad. Come back as soon as you can."

I ended the call and held the phone to my chest, thinking about the beautiful redhead at my cabin. It had been a long time since I'd had someone waiting for me to get home. It felt good to be wanted.

Kayleen ended her call with Merri. We lay together in our sleeping bags, not saying anything as we ate our protein bars. Snow blew across the windshield, but the tree cover was keeping the SUV sheltered.

"We'll probably have to put the chains on tomorrow," Kayleen said.

"Good thing I watched some online videos about how to do that."

"I'll guide you through it," Kayleen teased. "I got a lot of practice in Idaho."

"Indeed. We should get some sleep, then. We have a long day ahead of us."

I zipped up my sleeping bag and tried to get comfortable. Beside me, I heard Kayleen sighing.

"Everything okay?" I asked her.

It took a while before she replied.

"Do you… uh, could you turn away from me and close your eyes? And plug your ears as well?"

"What?" I asked, baffled.

Kayleen squinted at me with a pained expression on her face.

"It's just… I need some privacy."

"For what? Do you need to pee?"

"No, I just need to do something before I sleep."

"Do what?"

Kayleen lowered her eyes. "I need to masturbate or I can't get to sleep. It's a habit I developed while nursing. A way to de-stress. An orgasm relaxes me. I can't sleep without one. Merri usually helps me, but she's not here."

I felt like laughing, but Kayleen's distress was genuine. I gave her a solemn nod.

"Let me know when you're done," I told her.

I rolled on my side, giving her my back. I snuggled my head into the sleeping bag's hood and closed my eyes. Trying to suppress a grin, I stuck my fingers in my ears.

I lay there like a log, trying to ignore the movement and shaking beside me. The awkwardness of the situation was hilarious to me, as was Kayleen's embarrassment. After the attacks at the warehouse store and the man with the bloody face, Kayleen's self-care routine was a welcome relief.

About ten minutes later, I felt Kayleen tapping my back.

"All set?" I asked.

I rolled over, peering at Kayleen through the darkness.

"It didn't work," she said softly. "I couldn't finish."

"Uh, okay. Do you think you can sleep, anyway?"

Kayleen shook her head. "I need your help, BJ."

"My help?"

"Yes," she said, biting her lip. "I need you to fuck me."


Chapter 5



"Papi."

"Say that again?"

"You heard me the first time," Kayleen said.

"You must be joking. Are you joking with me, Kay?"

Kayleen shook her head. "I'm not joking, BJ. I need to cum and can't do it on my own. After everything we just went through, is fucking me such a big ask?"

I felt my heart racing as Kayleen spoke. My dick was swelling in my pants, my balls throbbing with a dull ache. I'd known Kayleen for decades. We were in a desperate situation together. Why was I hesitating to give her what she wanted?

"What about Merri?" I asked, thinking of Kayleen's girlfriend.

"Don't worry about Merri. Like I told you, she's open-minded."

I wasn't convinced. "Are you sure about that? We're all going to be stuck in my cabin together for God knows how long. I don't want to cause any problems between you two."

"I'm sure. Trust me. Are you worried about Jana?"

"Lana," I corrected her again. "We just met 3 days ago."

Kayleen could sense my resolve breaking. She gave me a sensual smile that made my dick throb, her bee-stung lips curving into a sly grin.

"I've always wanted to have sex with you, BJ," she whispered. "I've had a crush on you for a long time. I showed you what I carved on that sign. Now that we're both adults, I don't see why we can't be mature about this and have a little fun."

I couldn't argue with her logic. Kayleen was right. We were both adults and we could make our own decisions.

"So what do you say, BJ? Do you want to fuck me?"

I hesitated for a moment longer, but I knew what my answer was going to be. My dick was rock hard. I was ready.

"Yes," I said firmly. "I want to fuck you."

Kayleen's face broke into a wide grin. "I'm so glad to hear that, BJ. There's just one problem."

Here it comes. I knew this was too good to be true.

"Problem?" I asked, ready to be disappointed.

"I don't have any condoms," Kayleen said. "Since getting with Merri, I haven't needed them."

"Okay," I said, my heart sinking.

"I can't risk getting pregnant. So… could you fuck my ass instead?"

My eyes widened. "Your ass?"

"I adore anal," Kayleen said. "I cum so much with a hard cock up my ass. We don't need a condom for that. You can finish inside me. I love when guys finish in my ass."

Kayleen unzipped her sleeping bag. She'd taken off her top and her breasts were exposed. She ran her fingers across her jutting nipples, teasing them for me.

"I haven't had a dick inside me in years," she said.

"Goddamn, Kay…"

My throat had gone dry and my pulse was pounding in my ears. Kayleen leaned over and kissed me. It was a long, slow kiss that deepened as I cupped her full breasts in my hands, pinching and playing with her hard nipples.

"I've been waiting a long time for this, BJ," she said. "I promise it will be worth the wait."

I couldn't wait any longer. I unzipped my sleeping bag and pulled Kayleen close. She climbed on top of me and kissed me again, her tongue probing my mouth. The weight of her body pressing down on mine drove me wild.

As we kissed, Kayleen slowly unbuttoned my shirt, exposing my chest. I could feel her hands on my skin. Her touch sent jolts of pleasure surging through me.

I returned the favor, pulling down her pants and slipping my fingers between her legs. Kayleen hissed with pleasure as I fingered her wet slit. Her clit was a hard nub beneath my fingertips. I stroked her clit, loving the way she squirmed on top of me.

"God, that feels good!" Kayleen growled. "I need to cum so badly!"

I took my fingers from her pussy and put them to her lips. We kissed, our tongues licking my fingers, spreading her musky tang between our mouths.

"You're so hard," Kayleen replied appreciatively, her hand in my pants and fondling my rigid cock. "Let me suck it. A bj for my BJ."

We both laughed as Kayleen sank into the footwell and pushed my legs apart. I lifted my hips as she pulled down my pants. Kayleen purred as my cock sprang free, swaying before her hungry gaze.

Kayleen's full lips wrapped around my cock and I groaned with pleasure. Her warm mouth felt incredible, her tongue swirling around the head of my dick as she sucked me in deep. I could feel her throat muscles clenching around my shaft, milking me as she bobbed her head up and down.

"Goddamn, Kayleen," I moaned. "You're amazing."

Kayleen looked up at me through narrowed eyes. She took my cock out of her mouth and ran her tongue along the underside, licking slowly from the base to the tip. Then she sucked me back in, taking me all the way down until I hit the back of her throat.

I thrust my hips up into her face, enjoying the sensation of her warm mouth enveloping my cock. Her hands were busy too, stroking my balls as she sucked me off. It was an intense mix of sensations that brought me to the edge of orgasm.

"I'm getting close," I warned Kayleen. "Don't make me cum yet."

Kayleen pulled away from my dick, leaving it slick with saliva as she looked up at me with a wicked grin.

"Can I put in my ass, papi? Por favor?"

"Si," I laughed, saying one of the few Spanish words I knew.

Kayleen climbed on top of me. She straddled my groin, digging her knees into the seat on either side of me, positioning herself over my throbbing cock, her ass hovering just above it. I stroked her thick black hair as she reached down and pressed my cockhead against her tight, puckered hole. My heartbeat accelerated as I prepared myself for what was about to happen.

"Papi," Kayleen whispered against my mouth as she kissed me.

She lowered herself onto me slowly, my cock sliding into her ass inch by inch. Her anus was tight and hot, squeezing my dick in a way that made me groan. Pushing past the clenching ring of her asshole, I sank my cock deep into the pillowy softness of her depths. Kayleen whimpered softly, her breath hot against my ear as she adjusted to the stretch of my cock filling her up.

Once she was fully seated on my lap, Kayleen began to move. She rocked back and forth, grinding her ass against my pelvis as she rubbed her clit with one hand. The sight of her doing this was almost too much for me to handle.

Kayleen's moans grew louder as she approached orgasm. Her body shook wildly as she thrust herself onto my cock again and again. Her fingers dug painfully into my shoulders, making me grit my teeth in pain and pleasure. The SUV rocked around us, the sounds of our heaving breaths mixing with the wet squelching of my cock pounding in and out of her ass.

Finally, Kayleen screamed out in pleasure, her whole body going rigid as she climaxed. I held her tight as she thrashed against me, trying not to laugh at how loud Kayleen was screaming. It was amazing to see how lost in ecstasy she was as her ass clenched around my dick, gripping me like a fist.

As Kayleen recovered from her orgasm, I couldn't resist the urge to take control. I grabbed hold of her hips and began thrusting into her ass with all the force I could muster. Each time I slammed into her, Kayleen let out another scream of pleasure. Her body writhed as I drove myself deeper and deeper into her greedy asshole.

As I continued to hammer into her, Kayleen thrummed her clit even faster. I took her throat in both my hands and squeezed, causing her to scream again as she crashed into another orgasm.

Seeing Kayleen cumming so hard drove me to the edge. With each thrust into her ass, I felt myself getting closer and closer. Slamming in one final push, I sheathed myself completely in Kayleen's ass, letting out a loud groan as my load erupted inside her, painting her guts with hot, sticky sperm. Kayleen kept riding me, milking me, taking everything I had until it dripped out of her.

"Oh, papi!" she sighed as she collapsed on top of me.

My dick twitched as I pumped the last drops of my cum into her ass. We kissed frantically as our bodies pressed against each other, our ragged breath fogging the windows of the SUV.

"Thank you," Kayleen panted. "You fucked me so good, BJ."

I couldn't help but smile at the nickname she'd given me. I'd always been a little self-conscious about my initials. Kayleen was the only one who still called me BJ. Coming from her, I liked it.

Kayleen climbed off of me. I felt my dick slopping out of her gaped anus, still coated in spit and cum and her juices. Blissful satisfaction coursed through my veins.

Kayleen climbed back into her sleeping bag, letting out a contented sigh.

"Pass me some wet wipes?" she asked.

I handed her the packet and took some for myself. We cleaned ourselves off, chuckling together at the intimate moment we were sharing.

"Now I can get a good night's sleep," Kayleen said.

"I can't believe what we just did," I laughed, shaking my head.

Kayleen squeezed my hand, her eyes meeting mine in the dim light.

"It was a crazy day. But we're alive, BJ. That's all that matters."

"Indeed."

We lay there in silence, staring up at the snow falling against the windshield. Kayleen's breathing evened out, and I knew she'd fallen asleep. I closed my eyes, my heart still racing, and waited for sleep to take me.
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I kneeled beside the SUV's rear tire, struggling to latch the final hook on the tire chains. The early morning was pitch black. The light from my phone gave barely enough illumination for me to work. I hunched over, shivering as the wind and snow blew around me, cutting through my coat and chilling every inch of exposed skin.

"Finally!" I spat, cinching the last link tight. "Hey, how you doing over there?"

"Done!" Kayleen called from the other side of the SUV.

The two of us hurried back into the SUV. My fingers were numb and my body ached from the cold. Kayleen turned on the engine. The vents started blasting cold air. I shivered, blowing into my hands.

Eventually, the heater warmed and spread soothing heat through the vehicle. Kayleen passed me a protein bar and a bottle of water.

"I can't believe this goddamn storm!" I cursed as I took a bite of the protein bar. "One night and there's over a foot of snow out there. Dry powder, the kind that lingers."

"Dangerous weather for dangerous times." Kayleen switched on the radio, searching for news updates. "Let's see what they're saying about the situation."

A female news anchor's voice filled the cabin. Her tone was professional and steady, but urgent.

"…experiencing a nationwide emergency due to an outbreak of acquired psychosis. The mechanism of transmission for this outbreak is still unknown. The CDC is urging all citizens to stay indoors and lock themselves in until further notice. Anyone displaying violent behavior should be avoided and reported to law enforcement. Local and federal agencies all assure us they are taking measures to resolve this outbreak, but events are fluid and we have all witnessed how quickly things can change. Authorities urge everyone to ignore sensational and misleading rumors on the Internet. For news from trusted sources, please stay tuned to this station. We will have more updates as they come in."

Vivaldi began playing. Kayleen snapped off the radio, her face angry and grim.

"I hate it when they talk like that. 'Taking measures?' It's all just words. The government is a bunch of soft old men who are shaking in their Gucci loafers."

"You sound like your father."

"Dad always had those bastards pegged," Kayleen said. "They're all the same. They celebrate the military at parades, then knife them in the back when no one is looking. Dad has no love for politicians. After seeing how they act up close, I agree with his assessment. They don't give a shit about us."

"Looks like we're on our own," I agreed. "We have to take care of ourselves and each other."

"Same as it ever was."

"Indeed. Right now, we need to focus on getting back to your father and Lana and Merri before things get any worse."

"We didn't get much supplies," Kayleen said bitterly. "That was the whole point of this trip."

"It wasn't a complete waste," I said. "We got the camping gear and some dehydrated food. And we got some fancy artisanal cocoa."

"Jana will be pleased."

"Lana," I corrected her.

"I know. I just like to needle you about her. She's just 19. You're a dirty old man, BJ."

"You weren't complaining when my dick was up your ass, Kay."

"That's fair," Kayleen shrugged. "Hope we can do it again."

"I'd like that too. Now, let's just get back to the cabin."

Kayleen put the SUV into gear and pulled out from under the tree canopy. She went slowly, letting the chains bite into the snow as we went down the dirt road. The SUV's headlights cut through the dark, the cones of light filled with swirling snow.

"They didn't plow for shit," Kayleen grumbled as we reached the main road.

The road was buried under snow, the path of it barely visible as a slight indentation from the road banks. A few tire tracks were visible, showing that some drivers must have passed by earlier. The best we could do was creep along in the tracks ahead of us.

As we got closer to the bridge, we passed more and more vehicles on the side of the road. Some were abandoned, others still had people sleeping inside them. My stomach knotted up. If the bridge were still closed, we'd be in the same situation as last night— stuck on the wrong side of the Hood Canal.

And if the bridge never reopens? What then? Drive around?

That was a terrible option. But it might be our only one.

As we crested the last hill before the bridge, I let out a relieved sigh. Up ahead, the digital sign informed us that two outer lanes were closed, but the rest of the bridge was open.

"Thank god," Kayleen muttered.

As we crossed the dark waters of the canal, I took out my phone and left a message for Lana that we had made it over the bridge. I figured they would get the message when they woke. I pictured Lana in my bed, surprised by how emotional it made me.

It's nice to have someone to come home to.

"Yes, it is," I whispered.

"What's that?" Kayleen asked, glancing over at me.

I cleared my throat. "Just thinking what an excellent driver you are."


Chapter 6



"We're hoping this trouble passes quickly."

It was taking a long time to get back to Conner Pond. Driving in the dark on unplowed roads was dangerous and exhausting. Halfway there, I switched with Kayleen and took over driving so she could rest. Her SUV was smaller and more nimble than my truck. My appreciation for it grew with each mile.

The sun had barely risen when Lana and Merri called us. They had climbed to the ledge to get a signal. I let Lana know we were safe and would be back soon.

"We'll have a hot breakfast waiting for you," Lana promised. "Merri is an awesome cook."

"I've got a surprise for you, too," I said, thinking of the cocoa in the back of the SUV. "See you soon."

We kept the radio off, but Kayleen browsed the Internet as I drove. She downloaded helpful articles and videos, saving them for when we lost signal at the cabin.

The snow lessened a bit as the morning passed. By the time we were back on the road to Conner Pond, the sun was up and visibility had improved.

"Shit, BJ! Look at that!"

Kayleen pointed at the gas station ahead.

"Goddamn," I said, gawking.

The gas station was a wreck. The security window the old man had sat behind was riddled with bullet holes. The doors had been kicked in and the front of the building was scorched black. Thin tendrils of smoke drifted out of the door, rising into the cold air.

"I guess he tried to price gouge the wrong person," I said.

"Serves him right."

A few miles later, we passed the pot shop.

"Wait!" Kayleen shouted. "Pull over."

I hesitated. "What is it?"

"I think there's someone in that store."

"The pot store?"

"No! The Asian place."

"You sure?"

"Yeah, I saw something."

I eased the SUV over into the parking lot. Kayleen and I walked up to the front door and peered inside. The store was almost empty, the shelves bare except for a few scattered items. A young Asian man was standing behind the counter, holding a flashlight.

"Hello?" I called out, knocking.

He turned towards us, startled. "What? Who's there?"

"Good morning!" I said. "We were passing by and we saw you in here. We could use some groceries. Are you open?"

He hesitated, then came and opened the door for us. Kayleen and I stepped inside. The store was dimly lit by the morning light, the electricity still cut off.

"What do you need?" he asked.

"Whatever you have," Kayleen said.

"We don't have much," the young man said apologetically. "Delivery has been slow for weeks. Our suppliers just abandoned us."

I glanced at Kayleen. She had said this crisis had been going on for a while now. Most of us just hadn't noticed.

"We got wiped out by shoppers yesterday," he continued. "Not too many people, but those that came bought a lot of groceries."

"Smart," Kayleen said quietly.

"You're lucky to pass by when you did. I just came in to fetch a few things for my family before locking the store down for good."

I looked around at the bare shelves. "I wish we had stopped here yesterday."

The young man looked me and Kayleen over, his eyes appraising.

"You two from around here?" he asked.

"I live up at Conner Pond. That's where we're sheltering until all this runs its course."

"Wise. It's a good spot. Remote. Safe. I'm sheltering with my parents at their home. My wife and daughter are there now. We're hoping this trouble passes quickly."

"I hope so, too," I said.

The young man offered me his hand. "I'm Peter Kim. My parents own this shop."

"I'm Brad Petterson. This is Kayleen Gutierrez."

"Nice to meet you," Kayleen said, shaking his hand. "I wish it was under better circumstances."

"No kidding," Peter said with a tired smile. "Most of the food is gone, but we have some rice and canned foods left."

"Rice would be perfect," Kayleen said eagerly.

"Okay. I'll bring it out from the back. It's two fifty-pound bags of long grain. My folks don't like long grain. I also have a 25-pound bag of fancy jasmine rice. Yours if you want it."

"We do," Kayleen said.

"Everything else is out here in the front," Peter said. "Grab what you want."

He went to the back of the store, leaving Kayleen and me to pick through what was left. There were some cans of fish and smaller items like water chestnuts and bamboo shoots. Kayleen grabbed them all. I threw in a few bottles of chili sauce. They would provide some heat and flavor in the winter chill.

Peter returned from the back, pushing a flat cart. The three bags of rice were stacked on it. Kayleen's excitement was obvious. Rice was a valuable item to have in a situation like this.

"I have something else you folks might be interested in. There are four boxes of Napa cabbage back there. We use it to make kimchi. We have more than enough at home and those four boxes are wilting. You can have them if you want. I'll throw in some bags of salt and some large jars if you want to make salted cabbage. It's very easy. You can look up videos online to see⁠—"

"We'll take them," Kayleen interrupted. "And anything else you have back there that's edible."

Peter gave her a long, respectful look. "You think it's going to be that bad, huh?"

"I do," Kayleen said softly.

Peter Kim nodded and headed to the back of the store.

"These things have calories," Kayleen said, pointing at some bottles of Korean sports drinks. "We should take them all. Can you grab the duffel bag out of the car?"

I headed out and grabbed the large duffel from the SUV. We had planned to fill it at the warehouse store.

Too bad so many other people had the same idea. We should have come to this Asian grocery first. Lesson learned.

Back inside the shop, Peter Kim had returned with another flat cart loaded with four 50-pound boxes of Napa cabbage. Six large plastic jars and a 10-pound bag of salt were stacked on top of the cabbage.

"I also have a couple of boxes of Korean candy," Peter said. "My folks are diabetic and my kid goes nuts on sugar. You can have those as well."

I looked at the food surrounding us. It was a good haul that would see us through a long stay at Conner Pond.

"How are we going to make this purchase?" I asked.

"No electricity to run my registers," Peter said. "We can skip payment."

"I have cash," I said. "More than enough to pay for all this."

"Keep it. You might need it later."

"I want to pay you."

Peter Kim shook his head. "Don't worry about it. You're locals. You can pay me when all this is over."

"That might be a while," Kayleen said.

"I can wait. Patience and endurance got my folks through some bad times. We're tough people. We'll manage. Now, let me help you load this into your vehicle."

Peter walked us out to the SUV. He helped lift the sacks of rice and cabbage into the back. While Kayleen and I shifted the camping gear to make room, Peter went into the store. When he came back, he had a cardboard box in his arms.

"Korean sweets and some Filipino baked goods, just a little stale," he told us, handing over the box. "Found a few cans of sweetened condensed milk from Thailand. Great in coffee. There's also a bag of dried venison a customer gave me. It's got too much black pepper for my taste."

"Thank you, Peter," Kayleen said. "This means a lot. I'm so very grateful to you."

Peter nodded shyly. He cleared his throat and reached into the box. He pulled out a new Bible, still wrapped in plastic.

"I hope you will take this," he said. "It gives our family great comfort. Even if you don't believe, it's a good read."

"The King James Version is pure poetry," I said. "Every English Lit major should engage with it. Thank you, Peter. I'll enjoy rereading it. Seems like I'll have lots of time now."

Peter Kim shook our hands.

"Take care of yourselves," he said.

"And you," I said.

Peter returned to his shop and locked the door behind him. He waved at us through the front window as we drove away. I beeped the horn before pulling onto the road.

"What a lovely man," Kayleen said. "There's still some good people left in this world."

"Indeed. We're lucky to have found him."

"I'm going to download a video of how to salt that cabbage."

"I think I had a dish like that before at a teriyaki place," I said. "It's delicious."

"Those plastic jars will come in handy. We'll need to keep them someplace they won't freeze, though. Maybe one of the other cabins. That will protect them⁠—"

Kayleen let out a sharp hiss of surprise as I suddenly jerked the SUV's steering wheel to the side, almost swerving off the road.

"Shit!" I yelled as an ambulance swept past us, half in our lane. "What's he doing?!"

The ambulance fishtailed dangerously on the unplowed road, going much too fast. I watched in the rearview mirror as it careened down the road.

"Fuck, he almost hit us!" Kayleen said. "¡Hijo de puta!"

"I wonder if she has something to do with it?" I said, nodding at the figure ahead of us.

I slowed the SUV as we approached. Through the snow, I could see a woman kneeling by the side of the road. Even through her bulky clothes, I could tell she was heavily pregnant.

The woman lifted her head as we got closer. She had dark hair and dark eyes. Blood dripped from her nose, smearing her face.

I stopped the SUV. Kayleen got out immediately, rushing to the woman. I followed. Up close, I could see the woman was very young.

"Are you hurt?" Kayleen asked.

"No hablo Inglés. Por favor, ayúdame. Mi bebe ya viene."

Kayleen kneeled next to the girl and began speaking to her in Spanish. I looked up and down the road, worried that another vehicle might appear and run into us.

"Her water broke and she's having contractions," Kayleen told me. "We need to get her to a hospital."

"How?"

"I don't know."

"What is she even doing on the side of the road?"

"She says the ambulance drivers forced her out."

"Why?"

Kayleen lifted the girl's arm. A bloody bandage was wrapped around her wrist.

"They saw she was bit," Kayleen said.


Chapter 7



"It comes and goes."

My cabin swung into view as I pulled up to Conner Pond. Seeing the light from the windows and the smoke curling from the chimney filled me with relief.

Kayleen was turned around in her seat, comforting the pregnant girl in the back. Kayleen told me her name was Gabriela and she was 18. Gabriela didn't speak much English. She held herself tightly, her eyes wide and scared as she hunched in the small space between the camping gear we bought.

"Let me go in first to set things up," I told Kayleen as I parked the SUV. "We'll need to prepare a place for Gabriela to rest."

"Okay," Kayleen said, patting Gabriela's hand. "Estas son buenas personas. Nosotros cuidaremos de usted."

I left the SUV running to keep them warm. Outside, the snow had lessened and the sun was breaking through the haze. A quick glance at the pond showed me it had finally frozen over.

We might go ice skating after all.

As soon as I opened the front door, Lana came running over. She threw her arms around me and kissed my cheek.

"Welcome back!" she said, squeezing me tight. "You were gone way too long, dude."

I hugged the redhead hard, breathing in the sweet scent of her.

"It's good to be back," I replied. "It smells amazing in here."

"Merri made a big pot of chicken soup," Kayleen said. "She's an awesome cook. Let me get you a bowl."

"Hold up for a moment," I said. "There's an injured girl in the SUV. She's pregnant and needs our help."

Lana and Merri both looked shocked.

"Of course, bring her in quickly," Merri said.

"Get the sofa ready for her," I urged. "Collect some blankets and pillows, too."

Merri and Lana sprang into action. I hurried back out into the cold. Kayleen was already helping Gabriela out of the SUV. With Kayleen and me supporting her, we slowly helped Gabriela up the steps and into the cabin.

Lana and Merri both gasped when they saw the pregnant girl with her bloody face. They rushed over to help her.

"This is Gabriela," Kayleen explained quickly. "We need to get her comfortable near the fire."

Kayleen and Merri helped Gabriela over to the sofa by the wood stove. The girl let out a whimper of pain as they eased her onto the sofa. Lana carefully tucked blankets around the shivering girl.

Kayleen sat with Gabriela, comforting her. It was a good thing Kayleen spoke fluent Spanish. Her ability to communicate with Gabriela was essential, especially if Kayleen was going to deliver her baby.

Merri retrieved a mug of hot soup from the kitchen and brought it over to Gabriela.

"Here, drink this," she said gently. "It will help get your strength up."

Gabriela took the mug with shaking hands, muttering "gracias" in a weak voice.

Watching Merri, Lana, and Kayleen tend to the girl made me feel very grateful to have found these women. They had not hesitated to care for a stranger. It was a wonderful thing to see.

We all watched quietly as Gabriela slowly sipped the soup. The warmth from the woodstove already seemed to be bringing some color back to her pale face.

"What's the situation?" Mr. Gutierrez asked me.

The old man had come out of the storage room, his cane gripped in his gnarled right fist.

"Gabriela here is going to have a baby," I told him. "Kay is going to help."

"And me," Merri said over her shoulder. "I've had nursing training as well."

"I know you and my KayKay will take good care of this young lady," Mr. Gutierrez said proudly.

I gesture to Kayleen. She got up and came to stand by me and her father.

"We need to talk," I said quietly. "Let's go into my bedroom."

"Merri and Lana?" Kayleen said. "Look after her for a bit? Clean the blood off her face. I'll give her an examination when I get back."

Kayleen and her father followed me into my bedroom. I shut the door behind us.

"She's going to need a safe place to have the baby," Kayleen said.

I nodded. "We'll make sure she has that. My god, Kay."

"I know," Kayleen sighed.

Mr. Gutierrez looked from me to his daughter and back, sensing our anxiety.

"What is it?" he asked. "What aren't you saying?"

Kayleen grimaced. "Dad… she's been bitten."

Mr. Gutierrez frowned, the lines in his weathered face deepening.

"How long does she have?" he asked.

"I think the baby will come in six to eight hours."

"Not what I meant," Mr. Gutierrez said. "How long before she gets violent?"

"Can't say," Kayleen replied. "It's different for every person. It comes and goes. Maybe that's why the ambulance forced her out. Maybe she had an episode with them."

"She seems fine," I said.

"It comes and goes," Kayleen repeated. "There's no predicting when."

"We should set her up someplace safe," Mr. Gutierrez said. "And by safe, I mean somewhere separate from the rest of us."

"We could use your cabin, Dad. There's an air mattress and towels and other things. Not much, but it would do. There's even a coil of rope to restrain her."

"Restrain her?" I asked. "Is that necessary?"

"If you had seen what I have, you'd want her restrained as well," Kayleen said darkly. "The strength and aggression the infected develop is terrifying."

"So we know for certain that Gabriela is infected?"

"She told me she was bitten by un hombre desnudo, a naked man. She's infected."

"Is that the only way this spreads, though?" I persisted. "Only through bites? What about through bodily fluids, like blood? Do we even know if it spreads through the air?"

"No one's certain," Kayleen said.

"Government sure as shit ain't telling us," Mr. Gutierrez said.

"Births are messy and bloody, aren't they? Are you sure you want to do this, Kay?"

"I'm a nurse. It's my job."

"That's my KayKay."

"Okay," I said. "I'm with you, then. Tell me what you need me to do."

"First thing we do is eat some of that soup," Kayleen said. "We both need a hot meal. We've got hours before Gabriela gives birth."

We headed back into the main room. Merri had removed the bandage from Gabriela's arm. The bite mark was clearly visible. Merri looked up at Kayleen, unspoken fear in her eyes.

Kayleen got her first aid kit from one of her bags. She kneeled beside Gabriela and examined her wound.

"Déjeme ver, déjeme ver," she said to the girl.

I sat down at the table with Mr. Gutierrez. Lana brought me a big bowl of soup and a plate of toast.

"That's the last of the bread," Lana said.

"We've got lots of rice," I replied. "I'll get it from the car later."

I tasted the soup. It was delicious, savory and fragrant with herbs. My stomach growled as I dipped a piece of toast into the broth, savoring the warmth filling my mouth as I chewed.

Lana sat beside me, watching happily as I ate.

"We got Dax's car off the road," Lana said.

"I know. I saw it parked outside. Great job."

"Mr. G showed me and Merri what to do."

"That beater's tank is half full," Mr. Gutierrez said. "We can siphon it, if needs be. There was also a bunch of clothes. They reek of shitty cologne, but could still be useful."

"And we found this!" Lana said triumphantly.

She placed a small pistol on the table. It was holstered in a scuffed fabric pocket holster.

"What is it?" I asked.

"A cheap .380," Mr. Gutierrez said contemptuously. "Pocket gun. Underpowered, but will get the job done at close range. Point and shoot. If your target is far enough away that you have to aim, then this piece of crap ain't the right tool for the job."

I drew the pistol from its holster and dropped the magazine. Racking the slide showed a round in the chamber.

It had been a long time since I'd handled a pistol. Pops had been the gun expert.

"Eight plus one capacity," Mr. Gutierrez pointed out. "Her boy Dax filled it with good hollow points, at least."

"Lived with him for three years and I never knew Dax had this thing. He hid so much shit from me!"

I put the pistol back in its holster.

"You seem to know this gun better than me, Mr. Gutierrez. Would you like to carry it?"

"Pass," he chuckled. "I'd prefer having that shotgun you mentioned. I can use it as a walking stick. Seriously though, keeping that double-barrel handy is probably a good thing."

"I'll get it out, though I doubt it's ever been fired."

"First time for everything."

I slid the pistol into my coat pocket. Kayleen joined me at the table.

"Gabriela is going to rest in your bed for a bit. Do you mind?"

"Not at all."

"I'll give her a full exam after I eat."

Kayleen focused on the bowl of soup Lana brought her. Mr. Gutierrez turned on the radio. We listened to the latest reports as we ate.

"And overseas, we're hearing conflicting reports about the situation in Tel Aviv. It's evening in Israel, but several witnesses claim that earlier in the day, a chemical weapon was fired into the heart of the city. Many casualties are being reported. We go live to our correspondent…"

I shared a look with Mr. Gutierrez as the reporter detailed the horrific scene happening on the other side of the world.

"Israel will not tolerate this shit," Mr. Gutierrez said. "Someone is going to get nuked."

I set my spoon down. My appetite had vanished.

"I'm going to your cabin," I told Kayleen and her father. "I'll do some setup and try to see what we can use there for Gabriela."

"We'll bring the supplies in while you're doing that," Kayleen said.

"Want me to come with you?" Lana asked.

"No, you stay here and help Kay. There are some heavy sacks of rice and boxes of cabbage. Leave them for me if it's too much."

"We'll manage," Kayleen assured me, passing me the key to her cabin.

I got up from the table and snugged my jacket tight and headed out. The wind had picked up again, gusting the snow across the frozen pond. The thermometer on the deck read 24 degrees. Overhead, the clouds were returning. A second, stronger snowstorm would hit by midnight.

Perfect weather for delivering a baby.

I took a deep breath. The cold air made my lungs ache. I stepped off the porch and headed toward the Gutierrez cabin. I walked in the tire tracks left by the SUV. As I passed the battered sedan, I saw that Dax's clothes were still inside. I figured we could tear up some of his shirts for rags to use in the birthing.

The door to the Gutierrez cabin was stuck and I had to jostle it to get it open. Inside was just as Kayleen had described it— mostly empty, with some summer things stacked in the bedroom.

I spent several minutes looking through the stored items. There was an air mattress that Kayleen used the first night they arrived that would serve as a good bed for Gabriela to lie on. Layering it with blankets would help. The cabin's fireplace was fairly useless, but it would put out enough heat to warm⁠—

A sudden noise from outside the cabin startled me. I went to a back window and looked outside, wondering if Lana had followed me. Had something gone wrong back at my cabin?

But instead of Lana, I saw two men kneeling at a corner of the cabin. They had their backs to me. One was skinny and one had a long, filthy-looking beard. Both were holding AR-15 style rifles.

"I told you there were people here," Beardy said.

"You sure they were the ones you saw yesterday?"

"Red-haired bitch and a skinny blonde," Beardy said. "Who else would it be?"

"They looked nice, huh?"

"Very nice, very tasty," Beardy giggled. "Once we kill the old man they were with, we can have some fun with those cunts."


Chapter 8



"The path to my fixed purpose is laid with iron rails."

I pulled back from the window, pressing my back against the wall. Beardy and Skinny obviously thought this cabin was empty. Had they peeked in through a window while I was in the bedroom? How close had I come to being spotted by those two?

Adrenaline coursed through my veins, my heart pounding in my chest. My pulse roared in my ears. I took a deep breath, trying to slow my racing thoughts.

Once we kill the old man they were with, we can have some fun with those cunts.

Their voices had been muffled through the window, but their intentions were clear. These were evil men who wanted to do evil things. I had to stop them before they could harm anyone.

I put my hand in my coat pocket and drew the pistol Lana had given me. The .380 felt cold and heavy in my hand. The weight of it was both comforting and terrifying.

I'd read my share of action novels. The airport stores were full of paperbacks that could entertain you through a six-hour flight. Those paperbacks told exciting tales of men confronting peril and triumphing. I knew the formula well.

Except most of the heroes in those novels are ex-soldiers or cops or MMA fighters. Mr. Gutierrez is an old man, but he would know what to do. You? You're a goddamn college professor.

Whatever I was, I had no choice but to act. I knew I couldn't just rush out there blindly. I had to think, to strategize. My only advantage was that Beardy and Skinny didn't know I was behind them. I had to use that advantage as best I could.

Holding my breath, I peered out the window. My heart lurched. The two men were gone.

Panicked, I moved as quietly as I could to the front of the cabin. Pulling aside a curtain, I looked to the north.

"There you are," I whispered.

Beardy and Skinny were headed toward the next cabin. Their backs were still to me. I was glad I'd walked in the tire tracks left by the SUV and left no footprints in the snow. Not that those two seemed overly concerned with meeting any resistance. Their firearms probably gave them a sense of invincibility. Pops had warned me about men like them when I was growing up.

A gun doesn't make you a man, Bradley. It just reveals who you truly are.

I watched as Beardy and Skinny disappeared around the corner. I knew I had a chance. They didn't know I was here. They didn't know I was watching them. I had to act right now.

"Swerve me? The path to my fixed purpose is laid with iron rails, whereon my soul is grooved to run."

I could hear Pops reciting one of his favorite quotes from Moby Dick. My fixed purpose was to stop those two intruders. I hoped my path was laid with iron rails.

I pulled the front door open, wincing as it creaked on its hinges. I tiptoed off the porch and headed north. The snow crunched under my feet as I followed the footprints left by the two men. I made sure to angle my path so they couldn't see me approaching.

At the side of the cabin, I peeked around the corner. Beardy and Skinny were just eight feet away from me, but they had no inkling I was behind them. They were too distracted by the sight of Lana and Kayleen taking the camping gear out of the SUV.

"You didn't mention a brunette," Skinny said.

"The more, the merrier. Bitch has got a huge ass. I love me some big-bottomed women."

I pulled back and flattened myself against the wall. I tightened my grip on the pistol and closed my eyes. Images flashed through my mind, snippets from movies and TV shows and countless novels. I saw myself as the steely-eyed hero ordering the two killers to "Freeze!" and "Drop your weapons!"

But this wasn't a TV show. There would be no second chances, no resets, no timeouts.

"Laid with iron rails," I whispered to myself.

Taking a deep breath, I stepped around the corner of the cabin. I didn't try to hide my approach, not anymore. The two men turned to see who was behind them.

Everything seemed to slow down as I leveled the pistol and fired it into the face of Beardy. As Mr. Gutierrez had said, I was close enough to just point and shoot. The crack of the gunshot was surprisingly loud, the small pistol jumping in my grip.

Beardy collapsed into a heap, his body going instantly limp, his AR-15 still clutched in his hands. A puff of red mist hung in the cold air.

I turned toward Skinny. His eyes were wide, his mouth open. He scrambled backward, clawing at the frozen ground, his rifle discarded.

"Wait!" he screamed. "Don't!"

I pointed the pistol at his chest… and hesitated.

"Don't shoot me!" Skinny begged. "Please!"

A dark, wet stain was spreading down his trousers. It took me a moment to realize that the man had lost control of his bladder.

Disgusted, I looked away. My gaze fell on Beardy's face. A look of incomprehension was frozen onto his piggish features. A small hole was punched through his skull just above his left eye. From the back of his head, blood and brains darkened the snow.

An overpowering rage surged through me. I'd just shot a man. I was a killer. No matter what else happened to me in life, I'd go to my grave a goddamn killer. How the hell had this happened?

I kicked Skinny in the gut, doubling him over.

"Look what you made me do!" I yelled. "You piece of fucking shit! Look what you made me do!"
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Skinny sat on a folding camp chair. His legs were bound at the ankles with duct tape. His arms were tied behind his back. One of Dax's bandannas was wrapped around his eyes. Some headphones we'd found in Dax's sedan covered his ears, playing white noise in a steady hiss.

"What are you going to do with him?" Mr. Gutierrez asked.

We were in his cabin. Mr. Gutierrez was holding one of the AR-15s. The other one was back at my cabin, being watched over by Kayleen. I still had the .380 pistol in my pocket.

"I thought we could hold him here until we got a sheriff to come and fetch him."

"And when will that be?"

My mind went over the things I'd seen at the warehouse store. Getting help from the cops seemed unlikely. We were on our own.

"I don't know," I said. "But what else can we do?"

"There is another choice," Mr. Gutierrez insisted. "You know what it is."

I looked at the old man. "You can't be serious."

"I heard what he said. So did you."

I didn't reply. I looked out the window. Night was falling quickly. The first stars hung over the darkening horizon. The snow had stopped falling and the sky was clear, but the snowstorm would soon return.

Skinny had turned out to be a talkative guy. That was good. The things he told us? Not so good. Apparently, he and Beardy were part of a larger group based in a compound about 6 miles north. Beardy had been driving there yesterday when he passed Lana and Merri and Mr. Gutierrez pulling Dax's car out of the ditch.

Beardy was a sexual predator who'd spent time in prison for assaulting several women. When he saw Lana and Merri, he made a note of their location. Beardy knew things were about to go bad. For a man like him, a social breakdown was an opportunity to gratify his urges.

"He's got a cage in his barn," Skinny told us. "Like, a cage for humans. He told me he was going to put the redhead and the blonde in there and keep them as pets."

"Who else did he tell about us?" I asked.

"No one. He didn't want the others to know because he didn't want to have to share the women. He just told me because I'm his friend."

Mr. Gutierrez stood guard over Skinny as Lana and I had driven down the private road. Halfway to the main road, we found the truck Skinny told us they'd arrived in. Beardy and Skinny had come the rest of the way on foot to sneak up on us.

I drove their truck back to the cabin. Inside the truck, I found a stash of pot and whiskey. I'd also found two 9mm pistols.

More disturbing was what I found on the men themselves. Aside from several extra magazines for their ARs, each was carrying flex-cuffs, lube, and a packet of condoms.

"Rape kits," Kayleen said when she saw them.

Kayleen was back at my cabin with the other women. I'd wrapped Beardy's body in a tarp and left it in the snow. Mr. Gutierrez had insisted that he and I would deal with Skinny.

"No cops are coming," Mr. Gutierrez reminded me. "We can't hold this scumbag. Where would we lock him up? How could we watch over him? For how long? It's not possible. But we can't let him go. If he gets away, the first thing he will do is tell his buddies what happened. They will want revenge and they will come looking for us. We can't have that happen, son."

"What are you suggesting?"

"You know."

"I need you to say it, Mr. Gutierrez."

"Then I'll say it," Mr. Gutierrez growled. "We walk this man into the woods. We find a nice, peaceful place where you will put that pistol to his head and blow his brains out. Then we bury his body with his friend. That's how we stay safe."

"And what happens when things get back to normal?" I asked. "How will we explain this to the police?"

"You've heard the reports. Things are bad out there. I don't think we're getting back to normal. Not anytime soon, at least. And if we do restore some normality, then I am sure these two scumbags won't be missed. Either way, we will deal with it when it comes. Right now, this situation has to be handled."

I shook my head. "I don't think I can do it, Mr. Gutierrez."

A long silence fell between us. Mr. Gutierrez ran a hand through his gray hair. In the camp chair, Skinny slumped over, deaf and blind to what was happening.

"Okay, Bradley," Mr. Gutierrez said, placing a hand on my shoulder. "I understand. You've done your part by putting down the other one. I'll deal with this one."

"There's no other way?"

He shook his head. "I don't walk good anymore, so we'll have to take him just behind the cabin. We'll have to drag the body after, but that won't be a problem with the truck. Give me that pimp pistol. You carry this rifle. You know how to handle it?"

I nodded and took the AR-15 from Mr. Gutierrez. He held out his hand and I reluctantly handed him the .380 pistol.

"What do we tell him?" I asked, nodding at Skinny.

"That we're letting him go. We'll make him promise not to tell anyone what happened. Then you tell him to turn around so I can cut off the duct tape around his wrists. That's when I'll do it."

"Okay."

I checked the AR's safety selector and slung the rifle over my shoulder. I took the headphones off Skinny and pulled off his blindfold. He blinked up at me and Mr. Gutierrez.

"We're going to let you go," Mr. Gutierrez said.

"Really?" Skinny asked suspiciously.

"Really," Mr. Gutierrez said. "We're keeping your guns and your truck. You have to promise never to come back here. You have to promise to leave us alone. Understand?"

"Yeah," Skinny said, nodding his head eagerly. "I swear. You'll never see me again. I promise."

Mr. Gutierrez glared at Skinny, pretending to think things over. Finally, he nodded his head at me.

"Cut him loose."

I grabbed a pair of shears from the table. I kneeled and cut the duct tape from Skinny's ankles. He stood, his legs wobbly.

"Feet went to sleep," he said with a sheepish grin.

I checked the duct tape around his wrists to make sure they were secured. Grabbing Skinny by the back of his collar, I led him out the door. Mr. Gutierrez followed, his cane clumping along the wooden floor.

The frigid wind bit into us. Snow blew across the frozen pond. The sun had almost set and the shadows were deepening. Dark clouds were approaching from the north.

"Move," I ordered, pushing Skinny ahead of me.

The three of us walked behind the cabin and headed to the road's entrance. The trees rustled and swayed in the wind. I glanced over my shoulder at my cabin, desperate to return to its light and warmth.

"Here," Mr. Gutierrez said softly.

I tugged on Skinny's collar. He stopped, his eyes darting. I could see the breath pluming out of his mouth in short, agitated bursts.

"Hold still," I said in my most calming voice. "Mr. Gutierrez is going to cut your wrists free."

Mr. Gutierrez stepped up behind Skinny. He raised the pistol to the back of Skinny's head, his finger curled around the trigger.

Maybe he knew what we were planning or maybe it was just animal instinct, but Skinny immediately threw himself backward, slamming into Mr. Gutierrez. The old man tumbled over, the pistol flying out of his hand as he fell hard onto the frozen ground.

With a grunt, Skinny charged forward, driving his head into my chest and knocking me over.

"He's running!" Mr. Gutierrez shouted. "Don't let him get away!"

I struggled back to my feet, my bulky clothing and the AR hindering me as I rose. Skinny was awkwardly jogging down the road, his hands still bound behind his back. Despite that, he was rapidly putting distance between us.

"Shoot him!" Mr. Gutierrez urged me. "If he gets into those woods, we'll lose him!"

I shouldered the AR-15 and sighted on the retreating figure. I pulled the trigger, but nothing happened.

"Goddamn it," I cursed, pushing the safety selector.

I sighted again and pulled the trigger. The rifle fired, but Skinny kept running. I sighted again, taking my time as I centered the iron sights. Exhaling slowly, I fired.

Skinny fell. A high-pitched scream of agony echoed back to me.

"Go on and finish him," Mr. Gutierrez said, clutching his knee and grimacing in pain. "Don't let him suffer."

I jogged down the road, slowing as I approached Skinny. He was lying in the frozen dirt, pressing his hands to his bleeding thigh.

"It hurts," he moaned. "Oh god, it hurts so bad!"

I stood over the fallen man and raised the rifle.

"You going to shoot me with my own gun?" Skinny asked. "Over some fucking bitches? All we wanted was some pussy! You gonna shoot me for that?"

My reply was a gunshot. Then another to make sure.

An eerie silence fell over the woods. I shouldered Skinny's rifle and headed back up the road.


Chapter 9



"Stay close."

I stoked the fireplace, rousing the flames. Warmth radiated out, fighting against the chill in the Gutierrez cabin. The wind howled outside, rattling the windows in their sills. The storm had returned with nightfall. It was almost midnight. The snow had come down hard for hours in nearly whiteout conditions.

I glanced over at Kayleen and Merri. In the harsh light of the LED lantern, they looked like a scene out of a frontier painting. The two women were kneeling on the air mattress, huddled around Gabriela. They had been helping the girl through the final stages of labor for several hours. Merri's face was filled with concern, her brow furrowed as she whispered words of encouragement to Gabriela in clumsy Spanish. Kayleen was all business, her eyes focused and determined as she coached Gabriela through each contraction.

Gabriela gave a low, keening moan of pain. Her sobs were swallowed up by the storm shaking the cabin.

I looked into the fire, but I wasn't seeing the flames. The memory of Skinny's face was still fresh in my mind. The way he'd glared at me, incredulous that I was using his own gun to shoot him. He'd come to Conner Pond expecting to murder and rape. Instead, much to his outrage, Skinny had ended up getting put down like a rabid dog.

I knew it had to be done. I knew I was justified. But that didn't change the sick feeling inside me. I had killed two men today, one in cold blood. The weight of what I'd done had settled into my bones.

A killer. Until the day I die, a killer.

A high-pitched giggle wrenched me from my thoughts. Gabriela was thrashing her head from side to side, laughing loudly. Merri smoothed the girl's sweaty forehead, her hands trembling. Kayleen looked up at me with wide eyes. Her face was pale, her lips compressed into a thin line.

"BJ? I think it's time."

I nodded and picked up the rope coiled on the floor. Merri made room for me as I kneeled beside her. Gabriela looked up at me, a grin spreading across her young features. She licked her lips and spoke to me in a low voice. Her words were slurred. I didn't speak Spanish, but I could tell she was saying something sexual to me. It was a horrible thing to see, one that made me shudder.

Gabriela was entering into T-VAP psychosis. The look on Kayleen's face confirmed it.

I forced myself to give the girl a reassuring smile. She smiled back… and immediately pulled up her shirt, exposing her breasts. Milk dripped from her swollen nipples as the girl leered up at me.

Another contraction hit and Gabriela's lewd giggles turned into a whimper of pain. I took the moment to pull down her shirt and take her hands in mine. As she gasped through the pain, I wound the rope loosely around Gabriela's wrists, binding them. I tied the end of the rope to an eyelet drilled into the fireplace. The eyelet was meant to hang the fireplace tools, but it was sturdy enough to restrain the girl.

"How close is she?" I asked.

"Close," Kayleen said.

"How's this going to work if she gets agitated?"

Kayleen shook her head. "I don't know. I've never done this before. I don't know any protocol to follow. The progress of the infection can't be stopped. Neither can this childbirth. They're coming together, no matter what. We'll just have to deal with it."

Gabriela relaxed as the pain momentarily subsided. She giggled again, then tugged on the rope binding her wrists. She babbled in Spanish, her words harsh and accusing.

"What can I do to help?" I asked.

"Stay close," Kayleen said. "I'll call you when I need you."

I went and stood by the cabin window. I peered out into the darkness. The snow was coming down in thick, billowing sheets. I shone my flashlight outside, but it was impossible to see more than a few feet.

Two dead men are out there, buried under all that snow. One with the back of his head blown off, the other with a chest full of holes. Their bodies are stiff, their blood frozen. I wonder if their eyes are open?

I tried to force my mind away from these dark thoughts, but they kept coming back.

Time passed in a slow crawl. Gabriela's cries alternated between groans of pain and bouts of giggling. I closed my eyes and gritted my teeth, resisting the urge to plug my fingers into my ears.

I was startled by a hand on my shoulder. I turned to see Merri standing beside me.

"Gabriela's almost ready to push," she said, her voice barely audible over the sound of the wind.

"She sounds bad," I said. "How deep is she into her episode?"

"She goes in and out," Merri said. "The pain might be keeping her grounded. Kayleen is handling it. She's amazing. She will get Gabriela through this. We just have to follow her lead."

As I looked over Merri's face, I realized I had underestimated her. With her blonde hair and wide blue eyes, she looked like a college girl who was ready for her first day on campus. Merri was quiet and seemed almost timid, but I could see the resolve in her face. Her bond with Kayleen was strong, but it was more than that. Merri was not some scared girl. There was steel in her spine.

I followed her back to the air mattress. Gabriela was panting and sweating, her face contorted in pain as she bore down. Kayleen crouched between her legs, ready to catch the baby as soon as it emerged.

"Empujar!" Kayleen urged the girl. "Push!"

I took a deep breath, trying to steady my nerves. I had never witnessed a birth before. The smell of blood and piss and amniotic fluid was overwhelming in the small cabin.

Merri and Kayleen bent to their tasks. I wiped the back of my hand across my dry lips and busied myself by checking the rope restraints. Watching Gabriela in agony was almost too much for me to handle. At least the pain seemed to have driven the crazed giggling out of her.

As Gabriela bore down, I could see the baby's head starting to crown. Kayleen coached her through each contraction, urging her to push harder and harder.

"Empujar, Gabriela! Empujar!"

The girl strained against her bonds, her face twisted in pain. Then, with one final, agonizing push, the baby slid out into Kayleen's waiting hands.

It was a boy.

The cabin was filled with a moment of stunned silence, broken only by the sound of the baby's first cries. Kayleen quickly wrapped the child in a blanket.

"Déjame abrazarlo," Gabriela said.

"She wants to hold him," Kayleen told me.

I looked at the girl. Her eyes were steady and clear, her face composed.

"Déjame abrazarlo," she repeated.

"She seems alright," I said. "What do you think?"

"I think it's okay to untie her," Kayleen said. "Just stay close."

Merri helped Gabriela sit up, supporting her back. I untied the rope from the eyelet. Gabriela held out her wrists for me, waiting patiently as I loosened the knot.

When Gabriela's hands were free, Kayleen handed her the newborn. The girl cradled her baby to her chest, tears streaming down her cheeks.

Seeing mother and child together like that eased my heart. In the middle of a storm on a day filled with death, a new life had come into this troubled world. That was something to celebrate.

"Whoa, Gabriela. No, stay down. Stay down."

Merri tried to keep Gabriela from rising, but the girl gently brushed her off.

"Is okay," Gabriela murmured as she stood up.

Kayleen shot me a worried look as she got to her feet. I could see Kayleen's hands tentatively reaching out as if to pry the baby from Gabriela's arms. Gabriela turned away, holding her baby close as she whispered in the child's ear.

"Gabriela, please sit down," Kayleen implored. "Por favor siéntate. Siéntate."

The girl looked up at Kayleen, peering through the wet strands of hair hanging in her face.

"Hijo de puta," Gabriela hissed, her face twisting into a hideous grin. "Vete a la mierda."

Kayleen flinched at the words.

"Gabriela," she said, her voice shaking with despair. "This is not you. Esto no es lo que eres."

The girl ignored Kayleen. She suddenly lurched toward the front door, the baby gripped tightly to her chest, blood and after birth still leaking down her bare legs. Kayleen reached for her, but Gabriela pushed her away. Kayleen stumbled back, almost falling over the air mattress, her face shocked and afraid.

"Stop!" I said, blocking Gabriela's path. "Go back, Gabriela. Back!"

She kept coming, her gaze locked on mine. Looking into Gabriela's eyes, I saw the same madness I'd seen in the woman at the gas station. There would be no reasoning with the girl now, not when she was in the grip of this disease.

I lunged forward, trying to wrap my arms around her in a bear hug. I figured it would be the safest way to restrain the girl while keeping her baby safe.

It didn't work. Like the obese woman slamming her head against my car window, Gabriela drove her forehead into the side of my head. I heard the sickening thud as our skulls collided and the world went blurry. I felt the girl grab the front of my jacket and throw me across the room.

I went reeling, colliding with a wall and slumping to the floor. My ears were ringing, but I could still hear the wild cackling laughter of Gabriela echoing in the cabin. I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to steady my vision. It felt like the world was spinning around me.

"Brad!" someone shouted. "Brad!"

For a moment, I thought I was back at UO, standing in front of my 101 class. Why was someone calling for me so insistently? I opened my eyes, ready to have words with whoever was gripping my shoulder and shaking me.

"She's gone!" Merri shouted. "I tried to follow her, but she disappeared into the dark."

I blinked rapidly, coming back to my senses. Merri was kneeling beside me, powdery snow dusting her blonde hair. An icy wind was gusting through the open front door.

"Where's Kayleen?" I said, getting to my feet.

"She's outside."

I shook my head from side to side, trying to clear out the cobwebs. A minute must have passed while I sat there, dazed. I touched my temple, feeling the knot already forming there.

How could a girl who had just given birth be so goddamn strong?

Kayleen told me that increased strength was one symptom of T-VAP psychosis. The infection didn't actually make someone stronger, it just eliminated a person's physical inhibitions. With those checks gone, the infected acted out their psychotic rages with no concern for themselves. Torn muscles, broken bones— it didn't phase them. The psychotic episodes wrecked their bodies even as they destroyed their minds.

"Which way did you last see Gabriela go?"

"Towards the road, then she veered into the woods. That's when I lost her."

"Get to my cabin," I told Merri as I grabbed a flashlight. "Tell Lana and Mr. Gutierrez to lock themselves in until I get there."

We hurried out the door into the blinding snowstorm. Hunched against the wind, Merri fought her way towards the lights of my cabin. I veered left, heading toward the entrance to the road.

I nearly ran into Kayleen. She staggered toward me, clutching herself as the storm tore at her.

"She's gone!" Kayleen shouted.

"We've got to find her! She won't last long out there. Neither will her baby!"

"It's impossible! We go looking for her and we'll die ourselves!"

"You head back to my cabin. Stay there with the others and keep the doors locked."

"What are you going to do?"

"I'm going to search for her," I said. "I'll bring her to the cabin. Be ready for us."

"BJ, no! It's too dangerous."

"Head to my cabin," I insisted. "I'll be back, Kay. As soon as I find Gabriela, I will be back."

I gently pushed Kayleen in the direction of my cabin. She hesitated, then turned away. I watched her go, making sure she was going in the right direction.

I shone the flashlight on the ground. The wind had almost erased them, but I could still make out footprints heading into the woods. Raising my collar against the icy wind, I stepped off the road and into the tree line.

"Gabriela!" I called. "Gabriela, come back!"

My only reply was the howling wind whipping through the branches overhead.

She couldn't have gotten far in this storm. I've got to find her. Her and her baby. Got to find them, fast.

"Gabriela!" I shouted. "Gabriela!"

I held the flashlight before me. The trees around me were black pillars in the swirling snow. Finding Gabriela would be almost impossible in these conditions.

Gritting my teeth to keep them from chattering, I pushed forward, hoping it was not too late.


Chapter 10



"We're all awake."

The first blush of dawn edged the horizon. Pale light filtered through the tree limbs overhead. In the still air, I could hear the harsh cries of crows in the distance.

The snow crunched under my feet as I walked beneath a huge cedar. The cedar served as a kind of guidepost for me. Each day, I'd choose either to go east or west from the cedar into the woods. This morning, I chose east.

My breath plumed from my mouth, but I could feel the air warming. The forecast said that the temperature would reach above freezing today. The arctic blast had finally exhausted itself. Warmer weather was coming.

I readjusted the AR over my shoulder. I had quickly gotten used to carrying the rifle around when I left my cabin. An extra magazine was in my coat pocket.

It had been two weeks since I'd used the AR-15 to kill Skinny. His body was still buried beneath the snow along with his buddy. With the melt coming, I'd have to find a more permanent resting place for their bodies.

Keeping a steady pace, I trudged through a part of the woods I had not searched yet. I kept my eyes alert, scanning the snow drifts and underbrush for any sign of Gabriela or her child. I was determined to locate them, but I also dreaded the moment. I'd had terrible dreams about finding them. The reality would probably be even worse.

The night Gabriela ran off, I'd spent several hours searching the woods around Conner Pond. It was hopeless, but I couldn't give up. The thought of the girl and her baby out there in the storm horrified me. How could I abandon them?

But good intentions mean nothing to a snowstorm and I ended up lost in the woods. I'd had to use my phone to guide my way back to the cabins. Kayleen and Lana found me shivering and almost incoherent by the entrance to the pond. Their efforts and the fact that GPS worked without cell reception were the only things that kept me from freezing to death that night.

The woods were much less scary in the morning light. Snow and ice hung from the branches like Christmas decorations. I ran a finger along an icicle as long as my forearm.

Still no sign of Gabriela. Maybe she got to the road? Maybe someone picked her up?

I knew the chances of that were very small, but it was a piece of hope to cling to. Until I found their bodies, there was always the possibility that Gabriela had made it out of the storm.

After searching the woods, I went back to the private road and headed south. About 25 yards from the main road, I stopped at Dax's old sedan. I'd parked it at a curve in the dirt road a few days earlier to block the private road and keep strangers from driving up to the cabin. Mr. Gutierrez had made the suggestion and it was a good one. He had proven to be a wise voice to listen to over these last two weeks. He also went over how to use the AR and 9mm pistols that we took off Skinny and his rapist buddy.

Our little group is no commando squad, but we're not completely vulnerable.

The two intruders had shown how perilous our situation was. The infection was still raging worldwide, with mobs of infected rampaging through deserted city streets. Locally, the government was in a state of collapse. The ambulances had stopped running. The sheriffs weren't answering the phone. The dire news reports we listened to on the radio only reinforced the dangerous reality.

We were on our own.

Checking the snow for any footprints, I left the sedan and continued down the dirt road. I knew I could get phone reception by the main road. Every morning after my search through the woods, I came to the road to download the latest news feeds. It was a longer trek than climbing the slope, but the chances of me falling and breaking my leg were much smaller.

I took a moment to relieve myself against a tree. As I urinated, I thought back to the piebald deer Lana and I had seen when she first arrived at Conner Pond. I wondered where that deer was now and how it was doing.

Tucking myself back into my pants, I ran my fingers through my neatly trimmed pubic hair. Lana had given me the trim, saying she loved sucking dick but did not like picking hair from between her teeth. I was happy to oblige. We shared my bed at night and fucked like teenagers whenever we got the chance. Maybe it was the danger and isolation, maybe it was simply having a beautiful redhead young enough to be my daughter, but my sex drive had never been higher.

Lana knew I was also hooking up with Kayleen. I did not hide it or attempt to justify myself. We were all adults and could handle this in a mature way. Kayleen was fine with sharing me, but Lana was more upset about it. The two were friendly enough, but the tension between them was real.

Kayleen and I tried to keep things discreet. We usually fucked in the back of my truck or at her cabin. Still, it was hard to have secrets in our situation. Five people in a small cabin left little space for privacy. Everyone knew everyone else's business.

Funny thing, though— we have lots of condoms for vaginal sex, but Kayleen still prefers me fucking her ass. Never met a woman who adores raw anal as much as KayKay. Good thing we stay away from the others. Kayleen screams like a banshee when she cums.

Laughing to myself, I continued down the dirt road. I got out my phone and monitored my signal. A single bar flickered on and off as I walked.

I was just about to step from the tree line when I heard a vehicle approaching. The main road was still unplowed and few cars came this way. Squinting into the distance, I saw a pickup truck approaching. It was going slowly, its headlights bright in the dim morning light.

The way the truck was driving made me suspicious. I retreated back into the woods. Nestling myself in the brush, I tucked my chin down into my coat to keep my breath from misting in the cold air. I waited with the AR-15 clutched in my hands.

The truck crept up to the private road. My pulse started hammering when the truck stopped at the entrance. I could make out 4 men in the truck's cab. They seemed to be discussing something.

Goddamn it.

There was a sticker on the window of the truck cab. It showed a sword piercing a grinning skull with runes for eyes. The same sticker was on the rear window of Skinny's truck. It was very distinctive and left little doubt in my mind.

These were Skinny's buddies. They were looking for him and Beardy.

A spotlight mounted on the top of the truck suddenly snapped on. A bright beam of light stabbed out into the woods, turning its glare up and down the dirt road.

My mind raced. They couldn't see Dax's sedan from where they were. If they drove up the dirt road, they would soon find themselves blocked at the first curve. The dirt road was not wide enough to turn around, especially not with a big truck like theirs. They would have to reverse back down.

I could almost hear Mr. Gutierrez's voice in my head— That's when you catch them, son. Wait until they're backing out and vulnerable, then light them up. Empty both magazines to be sure.

It was an ugly thought, but one that was necessary. These men couldn't be allowed to get to the cabins. I had to stop them before they could hurt anyone.

I pushed the AR's safety selector down. I was surprised to see my hand was not shaking. My pulse was high, but I felt calm. Mr. Gutierrez had mentioned that fear came from uncertainty. Making a decision and preparing to carry it out focuses a person's mind.

Minutes passed. I waited patiently, knowing the exact spot where I would ambush them. I checked my pocket to make sure the extra magazine was accessible and ready to go.

60 rounds is more than enough. 30 to knock them over, then quickly change magazines like Mr. Gutierrez showed us, then get right up close to finish them. Shots to the chest and head to make sure.

The spotlight shut off. The truck rolled forward… and kept going. Surprised, I ducked lower as it passed by. I watched as the truck continued to slowly go down the road. About 200 yards away, it stopped again. The spotlight probed the tree line for a few minutes before the truck drove on.

I stayed where I was, making sure the truck was really gone. The sun was rising over the eastern ridges when I finally rose from the bushes and made my way back to the cabin.

As I walked, I considered what had just happened. I was sure those men in the truck would continue prowling the area. According to Skinny, their compound was just six miles away. In their minds, this was their territory and it looked like they meant to keep it.

There were also other threats we had to prepare against. My trip into town with Kayleen had shown us what dangers were out there. We had to better secure our position at Conner Pond. The sedan blocking the road was a good start, but we needed more.

As I turned into the entrance to the pond, the sight of the cabin eased my worry. Smoke rose from the chimney and light spilled from the windows. My guests were up and busy, getting ready to face another day. It would be nice to rejoin them in the warmth around the woodstove.

Walking past the Gutierrez cabin, I tried not to look at the mound of snow near the trees. The tip of a boot protruded from the snow mound. It was a disturbing sight that I looked away from. I knew I couldn't ignore it for much longer, though. When the snow finally retreated, those bodies would have to be dealt with.

The cabin door opened as I stepped onto the porch. Kayleen shut the door behind her and took me into her arms. We kissed deeply, our tongues caressing. Kayleen licked my lips as one of her hands stroked my cock through my pants.

"I need that dick," she whispered in my ear. "After lunch, meet me at my cabin."

"More anal?" I teased her.

"Why? Don't you like it?"

"I love fucking your ass," I assured her.

"Me too."

"Everybody up?" I asked.

Kayleen frowned, noticing my worried expression. "We're all awake."

"Good. There's some news I need to share."

"Is it about Israel?"

"Israel?"

Kayleen nodded. "We heard it on the radio. Israel just nuked Tehran. The Arab states are attacking Israel back. The entire Middle East is in flames."

"Goddamn," I muttered. "I didn't see anything on the news feed I downloaded."

"That's not all," Kayleen continued. "India and Pakistan are getting ready to launch their nukes. Each blames the other for T-VAP."

"Any other news?" I asked with a grim smile.

"The shelter they set up at the Tacoma Dome? It got overrun by a mob of infected last night."

"They were warned," I said. "Anyone could see that place would get overrun. Just like the hospitals."

"What's your news?" Kayleen asked.

"I'll tell you inside."

We entered the cabin. Stepping into the warmth was a relief, as was seeing the faces of Lana and Merri preparing breakfast. The smell of pancakes and bacon and coffee wafted in the air. Mr. Gutierrez sat near the wood stove, one of Pops' unlit cigars clenched between his teeth. Bach played softly on the radio.

It was a cozy scene to come back to. I took it in, enjoying the sense of family we had developed over the last two weeks. Knowing the threats lurking outside just made me more determined to protect what we had here at Conner Pond.

These are good people, I told myself. I have to take care of them.


Chapter 11



"It's not the fear of dying that bothers me."

The moon was full and the skies were clear. Pale moonlight reflected off the snow and ice, illuminating the area in a ghostly glow. I stared out the window, looking over the moon shadows from the woods crisscrossing the entrance to the pond.

The insulation at the Gutierrez cabin was poor and the inside was chilly. I couldn't light the fireplace and enjoy its meager warmth, though. The whole point of staying here at night was to look like the cabin was uninhabited.

If Skinny's friends came looking for him, I hoped they would bypass this cabin and head straight for my cabin. With the vehicles parked there and the houselights on while smoke rose from the chimney, my cabin would be a magnet for their attention. It had worked by accident with Skinny and Beardy. Now it was intentional.

I'd set up my little nest of blankets near the bedroom window. To make the cabin look even more deserted, I'd taped cardboard over most of the windows, leaving slits I could peer out of. My AR-15 leaned against the wall nearby. A 9mm pistol rested on the floor near my hand. There was only one entry to the cabins from the private road. To get to the others, any intruder would have to pass by me first.

Lana and Merri were shocked when I told them about Skinny's friends searching for him. Kayleen had been dismayed, while her father did not seem surprised. He approved of my plan to stand guard at his old cabin for a few days. Mr. Gutierrez had even given me a few tips on how to stay alert overnight.

I didn't know how long I would keep this guard up. Sleeping during the day brought its own risks. I figured I could scout the private road each morning to make sure no one was trying to sneak up on us. After a few days, maybe a week, I would reevaluate.

With a blanket to hide any escaping light, I used a small LED lantern to illuminate my book. I was reading the Bible that Peter Kim had given me. I was not a believer and it had been decades since I read the Bible, but the language was as powerful as I remembered. Melville had drawn heavily from the King James Version when he wrote Moby Dick. Milton had also mirrored the language in composing his epic poem Paradise Lost. Losing myself in The Song of Solomon and The Book of Job brought back memories of studying those passages as a grad student in English Literature.

I had just gotten to the part where Job placed his hand over his mouth when I heard footsteps approaching. They were coming from the north, so I knew it was someone from my group. I wondered who had decided to visit.

I opened the front door before they could knock. My eyes widened in surprise when I saw Merri standing outside. I ushered her in, quietly closing the door behind her. After a final peek out the front window, I led Merri into the bedroom.

"What are you doing here?" I asked in a whisper.

"It's just past midnight," Merri replied. "Merry Christmas."

She held out a small cardboard box. Inside was a travel mug and something wrapped in a hand towel.

"I forgot about Christmas," I admitted as I took the box.

I was curious about the gifts Merri had brought and even more curious about why she was the one who brought them. Merri was a very quiet woman. We barely spoke to each other during the day. She always seemed to be flustered when I was near her. At first, I thought the slim blonde felt uncomfortable around me, but the way she shyly smiled whenever I caught her eye changed my mind. I decided Merri was just in her own little world. There was a wholesomeness to her that was very charming. I could understand why Kayleen was with Merri.

"The coffee is from some gourmet stuff Kayleen brought from our apartment," Merri said.

"It smells fantastic," I said, holding the travel mug to my face and breathing in its warm scent.

"The other gift is from me."

My curiosity raised, I unwrapped the hand towel. Inside was a packet from a military MRE.

"Lemon Poppy Seed Pound Cake," I read aloud.

"I found it in a box in the attic crawlspace," Merri said proudly. "Mr. G said it was the best dessert in the world. I wanted you to have it."

"This is fantastic," I said gratefully. "Thank you."

"It's my pleasure, Professor Bradley."

I grinned. "Lana calls me Brad. Kay calls me BJ. Mr. Gutierrez calls me son. Now you're going to call me Professor Bradley?"

"I'll only call you that when the others aren't around."

I cleared my throat, a little unsettled by the intense way that Merri was staring at me. Kayleen told me that Merri knew we were fucking and that Merri was okay with it. I wasn't so sure. Was this meeting in the middle of the night some kind of confrontation Merri had planned?

"I didn't get you a gift," I joked, trying to break the tension. "Apologies, Merri."

"That's okay," Merri whispered. "There is something you can give me, though. If you want."

I blinked in confusion. "Something I can give you?"

Merri licked her lips, smiling nervously. I sipped the coffee she brought me. It was smoky and rich and utterly delicious.

"So, we are in a bad situation," Merri said slowly. "You talked about the threat we're facing? How we're in danger?"

I nodded, trying to gauge where Merri was going with this.

"Seeing those bodies made me think," she continued. "About dying, I mean. Dying and regrets. With the way things are going in the world right now, we could all die suddenly and in a horrible way. That weighs on me."

"The danger is real, but you shouldn't let it control you."

"It's not the fear of dying that bothers me. It's the regrets I would have before dying. One regret in particular. A big regret that you could help me with, Professor."

"I'll do my best. How can I help you?"

Merri took the mug from me and took a slow sip, her eyes locked on mine. I swallowed hard, my mouth suddenly dry as I became aware of how close Merri was standing near me. I shifted uncomfortably as the blood rushed into my groin.

"I've been with Kayleen for almost three years now," she said. "Before her, I was with another woman for a couple of years. I'm 26, but those have been my only relationships."

"That's nothing to be ashamed of."

"I'm not ashamed, just a little regretful. I wish I had more experience with other people, other lovers."

"I understand."

Merri focused intently on the mug in her hands, suddenly unable to hold my gaze.

"I especially wish I could… be with a man," she said. "I'd like to experience that before I die."

A heavy silence fell between us. A dozen replies ran through my head, but none seemed appropriate.

"You've never been with a man?" I asked.

Merri shook her head. "I always found women safer and more comfortable. I figured I could get a guy whenever I wanted, so there was no rush. Now I'm worried I don't have as much time as I thought. So I thought you could help me."

"Help you? How?"

Merri raised her gaze to mine. Even in the dim light, I could see the wet shine in her blue eyes.

"You know how," she breathed. "I'm already embarrassed, Professor. Don't make me say it."

"You… want me to fuck you?"

"No!" Merri said, waving her hands. "No. Not yet, I mean. I just want to play with your cock, maybe suck on it for a little bit? Would that be okay?"

I grinned, amusement and lust bubbling up inside me.

"That would be okay," I told her. "You're already making me hard."

"Really?" Merri asked.

"Really."

I took her hand and placed it on my swelling cock. Merri's eyes widened as she felt my erection through my pants.

"Kayleen is okay with this?" I asked.

"We're both open-minded."

"She told me the same thing," I said, running a hand from her cheek down to the swell of her small breasts. "This will be easier if you get on your knees."

Merri gave me a sly smile. In a fluid motion, she dropped to her knees and started unbuttoning my pants. I stroked her blonde hair, enjoying the silky feel of it running through my fingers.

Merri's warm breath tickled my abdomen as she tugged my boxers down, revealing my erection. Merri gasped softly as it bobbed in front of her, her face a mixture of awe and lust.

"Beautiful," she whispered, her fingers tracing the length of my shaft.

Merri caressed the underside of my cock, then took my heavy balls into her cupped hand. She massaged them gently, fascinated by their weight and feel.

"You really never touched a dick before," I sighed.

"Can you tell?" she teased, raising her eyes to meet mine. "Tell me what to do, Professor."

"Put my balls in your mouth."

Merri eagerly did as I said, opening wide and sucking my testicle into her hungry mouth. I flinched at the hard suction she was applying.

"Easy girl," I laughed. "Gently, gently."

I let out a groan as Merri complied, following my lead as she sucked on my balls, switching from one to the other, staring up into my eyes for approval.

"That's a good girl," I encouraged her. "You're doing so well, Merri."

"Call me Meredith," she begged. "I love it when a man calls me by my full name."

"Alright, Meredith. I think you should suck my cock now."

"It's so hard," she murmured. "You're dripping!"

"That's precum," I explained to her. "Because you're making me so horny, I can't help myself. Taste it."

Merri hesitated for a moment, then leaned forward and licked the precum off the tip of my cock. She looked up at me with a surprised expression.

"It's nice," she said.

"You're goddamn right it is," I teased her.

"I've never tasted cum before," Merri said. "Will you cum in my mouth so I can try it? I want to experience what it feels like to have a man finish in my mouth."

"I can do that, Meredith."

I patted her face, then guided her head down to my cock.

Merri licked my swollen cockhead, her wet tongue tracing circles across it as she lapped up my precum. I guided her head down further, and she took my length into her mouth. Merri gagged a bit, but I encouraged her, telling her she was doing well for a first-time cocksucker. The word seemed to turn her on, and Merri suckled my dick harder.

I took her by her hair and guided her movements, enjoying the feeling of Merri's mouth working on my cock. She was clumsy and her teeth sometimes scraped me, but her enthusiasm made up for her inexperience. It was quite a sight to see that pretty face as she bobbed her head up and down on my dick.

"You love it, don't you?" I asked her.

Merri grunted her agreement, her saliva dripping down my balls.

"You're a natural-born cocksucker," I said, enjoying how that word excited her. "I can't believe you denied yourself for so long. All these years you could have been⁠—"

I suddenly froze, my eyes darting as I strained to listen for any noise. Merri looked up at me in confusion.

Moving slowly, I stepped away, my cock slipping from Merri's slack mouth.

"What's wrong?" she asked, her chin glistening with spit and precum.

I held my finger to my lips, silencing her. I turned off the lantern, plunging the room into complete darkness. On my tiptoes, I crept to the bedroom window and peered through an opening in the cardboard.

"Oh shit," I murmured, turning away from the window.

Merri crawled across the floor to me.

"What is it?" she whispered.

I picked up the AR-15 and checked the safety selector. Leaning over, I pressed my mouth to Merri's ear so she could hear me.

"We've got company," I told her.


Coming Soon
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