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Synopsis



Book 3 of 3 - As the world falls to an apocalyptic plague, Conner Pond becomes an unlikely haven amid the chaos. With Kayleen and her girlfriend Merri both seeking his sensual pleasures, Brad must try to satisfy the needs of three lustful women while keeping them safe from a collapsing society.

But Brad's isolated sanctuary is put at risk with the arrival of a new group led by a charismatic pastor. As supplies dwindle and the shadow of the infected looms ever closer, dark truths about the newcomers emerge.

With hunger looming, Brad must go on a perilous journey for food, only to encounter the rogue Volunteers, whose iron grip on the town threatens to destroy Brad and his allies. Unknown to Brad, another even more dangerous group is stalking his people back at Conner Pond.

Even as Brad rushes toward a deadly confrontation with his enemies, another young woman begs for satisfaction that only he can provide. Will Brad give her what she craves, even if it risks his new alliances? Will his fragile refuge be lost to the evil that lurks outside of Conner Pond, or will Brad build a new life with his growing harem?

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


Chapter 1



“How many are they?”

In the dark of the unlit cabin, I wedged myself against the bedroom door frame and gripped my rifle. I could hear low voices outside, but could not make out what they were saying. I thought I'd seen two men approaching, but in the dim moonlight it was hard to be sure.

I looked back at Merri. She was hiding behind some cardboard boxes. I could hear her heavy breathing and knew that she was scared. That worried me.

Mr. Gutierrez had recommended we all keep firearms close to hand. He and I took the AR-15s while the women took the handguns. Merri was the most reluctant to arm herself, but she'd eventually chosen to carry the .380 pistol. Mr. Gutierrez had shown her how to handle it, letting the slim blonde fire off a few rounds into the woods. We'd found a half-full box of .380 shells in Dax's sedan. It was nice to have a few extra rounds, but there weren't enough to truly practice with.

I hope she doesn't accidentally shoot me in the back.

A scared and untrained person with a gun was dangerous. Except for Mr. Gutierrez, none of us were overly familiar with firearms. He'd warned us to run or hide if we were in danger, and only use our guns as a last resort. If it weren't for people like Skinny's friends, we wouldn't have taken the risk of arming ourselves like this.

Don't forget the infected. You saw what they are like. The guns are for them, too.

I grimaced. It was horrible to shoot sick people, but I'd witnessed how violent they could be. It was especially unnerving to see how much intelligence remained in them, even when they were deep in their psychosis.

Gabriela had been able to trick us into untying her. That kind of cunning combined with the weird strength the infected gained made them terrifying. The reports we'd heard about swarms of T-VAP infected attacking people gave me nightmares. Kayleen and I had gotten a small taste of it at the warehouse store. I was grateful our isolation at Conner Pond shielded us from encountering large groups of sick people.

Instead, we have to deal with murderous rapists and thugs trying to kill us in our sleep.

I'd read my share of apocalypse novels. I'd always dismissed their plots as over the top and unrealistic. Surely a modern society like ours couldn't crumble so quickly?

But less than a month into this pandemic, that's exactly what had happened.

No, it's been longer than that. Like Kayleen said, we were just too busy with our sports and our politics and our social media to realize that the world was falling apart.

I sucked in a slow breath and refocused my mind as I heard the heavy tread of boots mounting the front porch of the cabin. The creaking of wood and the thud of footsteps mingled with the hammering of my pulse in my ears.

I snugged the rifle against my shoulder. I gritted my teeth, waiting for the kick that would break down the door. Or maybe they would be more quiet and smash a window? Perhaps bypass this cabin altogether and head towards mine? Would I get a chance to sneak up on them and shoot them in the back?

My racing thoughts froze as I heard the last thing I expected— a key being inserted into the front door. I bolted it shut after letting Merri in. Now came the unmistakable sound of that bolt retracting.

A key? Who has a key to this place besides Kayleen? Could it be some kind of jimmy tool? What the fuck is going on?

I didn't have long to wonder. The door swung open and a gust of cold air rushed into the cabin. Flashlight beams probed the dark as two men entered.

I pulled back into the bedroom, my back pressed against the wall. In the main room, I heard the click of a light switch being flicked up and down.

"Power is out," said a male voice. "Have mercy."

"The lights at the far cabin must be lanterns," said a second man. "I prayed the electricity up here had somehow been restored. This will make things more challenging."

"We can handle any challenge. I'm just thankful these keys work. I have been neglectful of these cabins since we purchased them. The property management said they were on top of it, but I question their diligence."

"Yes. It's a difficult thing."

The first man drew in a sharp breath, then let out a relieved sigh.

"We've been delivered to safety," he said quietly. "That's what matters on this Christmas day. There's space for all of us with the RV and these three cabins. Praise Jesus."

"Praise Jesus," the second man echoed.

"Are you sure you know the person who owns the far cabin?"

"Not really. We just spoke for a moment. I gave him some groceries and helped load his SUV. I can see the SUV parked by the truck down there. His name was Brad and he seemed like a good man. The woman he was with, as well. I think they can be helpful to us."

I clutched my rifle, unsure of what to do. I thought I'd recognized the voice of the second person, but couldn't place it. Now I realized it was Peter Kim, the young man from the Asian grocery store.

"Good," said the first man. "And we can be helpful to him and his folk. Blocking the road with a car like that is a smart move. We could benefit from having such a capable person."

"Yes, Pastor Chris."

"We should head over to the cabin now. The sooner we can get that car moved, the sooner we can all settle down for the night."

"Should we leave our rifles here?" Peter asked. "So we don't make the wrong impression?"

"I think they must know the situation," Pastor Chris replied. "If they are not carrying guns themselves, they must surely expect others to do so. Agreed?"

"Yes, Pastor Chris."

"Good man. Let's go introduce ourselves."

I hesitated, debating what to do. They didn't seem to be threatening, but I couldn't be sure. Peter Kim had been very kind towards me, but did he and his companion have darker motives? There wasn't much of a margin for error in this situation.

The sound of their footsteps leaving the cabin spurred my decision. I got to my feet, my rifle held low in front of me.

"Be careful," Merri whispered from behind me.

I nodded reassuringly, even though I knew she could barely see me in the dark.

The front door was ajar and I quietly opened it. Stepping onto the porch, I saw Peter Kim and Pastor Chris about 15 yards away, walking slowly toward my cabin. Both men had hunting rifles slung over their shoulders.

If they have evil intentions then they certainly don't look prepared to carry them out. I could light them up before they could even ready their weapons.

"Gentlemen," I said loudly. "Merry Christmas."

Peter and Pastor Chris stopped in their tracks and turned slowly towards me. Neither made a move to unsling their rifles. That was good. Peter Kim raised his flashlight and shone it in my face, blinding me. That was bad.

"Please lower that flashlight."

I said it casually, but I also raised my AR a bit. Just so they knew I had it.

The flashlight lowered. I felt that weird tightness in my eyes loosening as they readjusted to the dim moonlight.

"Brad? It's me, Peter. From the grocery?"

"I know," I said. "And you must be Pastor Chris."

"I am. Merry Christmas to you, Brad. Were you in the cabin the whole time?"

"I was."

"Guess we need to work on our situational awareness," Pastor Chris said wryly.

The pastor was a heavyset man of about 5'8" or so. Like Peter, he wore a thick coat and a woolen cap pulled down over his ears. He sported a thick beard that reached his chest. I couldn't make out the rest of his features in the dark.

"I heard you saying you had an RV back down the road?"

"That's right," Pastor Chris said. "An RV and four other vehicles. All full of good people who need a place to shelter from the cold and the dark. I hope we've found such a refuge."

I looked both men up and down, trying to gauge their sincerity in the dim moonlight. They seemed well-meaning and earnest. Peter Kim I already respected. Pastor Chris seemed equally trustworthy.

If you can't trust a preacher, who can you trust?

It was a sarcastic thought, but one that held some validity. If Peter trusted this man, I probably could as well.

"You own these three cabins?" I asked.

"That's right," Pastor Chris said. "We bought them as rental properties for the church and also for a possible summer camp."

"Indeed. Well, I don't intend to keep you from your property. I'll move the sedan so you can bring your people up here. I hope you understand why I parked it there."

"We do," Peter said. "It's an excellent tactic. Well done."

"I wish I could take the credit," I said. "But it was the idea of Mr. Gutierrez. I'll introduce you once you've settled in. If you two will wait here, I'll come back with my truck so we can drive down the road."

"Agreed," said Pastor Chris.

"Merri!" I called. "You can come out now. We're going to head back to my cabin to get my truck."

"I heard," Merri said as she stepped out of the front door, the pistol held loosely in her hand.

Peter and Pastor Chris exchanged embarrassed looks as the petite blond stepped beside me.

"You were in there, too?" Peter asked.

"I was," Merri replied, holstering the .380 pistol.

"Situational awareness," Pastor Chris chuckled, shaking his head. "We've got lots to work on."

Twenty minutes later, I was driving Dax's sedan up the dirt road to Conner Pond. The reek of patchouli and cheap cologne was as pungent as ever. Kayleen was in the truck ahead of me. She'd driven me and the two new arrivals down to the sedan.

Kayleen kept her 9mm pistol discreetly strapped to her waist, which I appreciated. All of us had come to rely on Kayleen's no-nonsense attitude. She was like her father in so many ways.

Behind me was a small caravan made up of a Class B RV, two passenger vans, and a truck towing a cargo trailer. Their headlights cut through the trees as we wound through the forest and emerged into the open space of Conner Pond.

I parked and joined our group outside my cabin. I stood on the porch with my arm around Lana's waist, watching the new arrivals settle into the three adjacent cabins. Merri and Kayleen stood beside us, the two women holding hands. Mr. Gutierrez sat in a camp chair, chewing on one of Pops' stubby cigars and sipping a glass of tequila.

"How many are they?" Mr. Gutierrez asked.

"Twenty-two," I replied. "We'll talk with them some more over breakfast tomorrow. Pastor Chris and his group can tell us what's going on out there."

"Looks like they want to do some talking right now," Mr. Gutierrez observed.

Pastor Chris was leading his group to us, their breaths pluming in the cold and their lanterns swaying as they approached. I let go of Lana and stepped off the porch to meet them.

"Blessings and Merry Christmas to all of you," Pastor Chris greeted our group. "We're about to have a prayer of gratitude if you'd like to join us."

I looked around the gathered crowd. Peter Kim stood with his pretty wife, a toddler held in his arms. His mother and father were beside him. The others seemed to be a mix of older folks and younger families, including children. A young woman stood behind Pastor Chris, her brown hair tied in a thick braid that reached the small of her back.

"Let us pray," said Pastor Chris.

He closed his eyes and lowered his head. His group joined him as he began praying. I glanced at my group and saw everyone being respectful, but not joining in the prayer.

The one exception was Lana, who clasped her hands beneath her chin and had her eyes squeezed shut. The sight of her praying so fervently startled me.

"Amen," Pastor Chris concluded, his flock echoing him. "And now, let us sing."

I rejoined Lana on the porch, holding her close as the young woman with the braid led the group in singing "Silent Night". They held their lights against the darkness, their faces illuminated. The young woman's voice was sweet and angelic. The group's carol echoed across the still waters of Conner Pond, rising into the night.

"Beautiful," Lana whispered to me.

"Indeed," I replied, holding her even tighter.

"I keep forgetting to ask. Why does Kayleen call you BJ?"

"My middle name is James."

"Cool. Merry Christmas, James."

I smiled in wonder as Lana joined in the carol, her voice sweet and high. I kissed the top of her head, breathing in the warm scent of her hair as she sang.

"Merry Christmas," I whispered.


Chapter 2



“This is how we came to Conner Pond.”

The air was frosty and the eastern ridgeline pink with the rising sun. I sipped my coffee, sitting on the porch with Peter Kim, Kayleen, and Pastor Chris. The scent of pine and woodsmoke hung in the air. The others were busy preparing breakfast in the cabin, their chatter and laughter comforting against the stillness of the early morning.

"Wonderful coffee," Pastor Chris said, stroking his beard. "A great way to start the day."

"Did your people settle in alright?" Kayleen asked.

"We managed a restful night," Pastor Chris said. "Things are spartan in the cabins, of course. But safety is the ultimate comfort."

"What's it like in town these days?" I asked.

Pastor Chris took a deep breath, his chest expanding beneath his heavy coat, and let out a slow sigh. Peter frowned and stared out across the pond.

"It's getting worse," Peter said. "People are scared, and for good reason. The government wants us to deliver our infected to quarantine facilities, but no one is doing that. The infected are being kept at home, mostly. Families are doing their best to care for them, but it's not sustainable. A family with one infected eventually becomes infected themselves. That's how it spreads."

"My god," Kayleen muttered.

"And then there are the Volunteers," Pastor Chris added.

I raised an eyebrow. "Volunteers?"

"That's what we call them," Pastor Chris said. "At first they were just neighbors guarding their neighborhoods. Now they are becoming more organized. Each town has one. They patrol the streets, make sure no one's causing trouble. Several of our church members were part of our local security force."

"It's necessary, but it's also kind of scary," Peter said. "They're not exactly trained professionals, you know? And some of them are not to be relied upon. There have been reports of Volunteers demanding food, taking private belongings, even beating people."

"And worse," Pastor Chris said darkly. "Women and girls aren't safe in some places. And I am not speaking of the infected threat."

"What about the authorities?" I asked. "Are they doing anything to help?"

Peter Kim snorted. "They're pretending, nothing more. The hospitals are overrun and the police are taking care of their own families. Gated communities have locked down. Cul-de-sacs have put up blockades."

"And the military? The radio reports say they are expanding the QZs and setting up aid stations."

"If they are, we haven't seen it," Peter said. "Maybe at the Bangor sub base or the naval base in Bremerton. Marines are securing the base perimeter. Other than that, I don't see any military except in the Quarantine Zones. Every place else is left to fend for itself."

"Is that why you left?" Kayleen asked.

Peter Kim's gaze dropped to his hands. Pastor Chris straightened in his chair and sipped his coffee. Kayleen waited patiently, her lips pursed.

"Our parishioners no longer felt safe," Pastor Chris said after a long pause. "So we gathered those who were willing and sought refuge away from town. This is how we came to Conner Pond. To wait out this plague in prayerful devotion."

Kayleen leaned forward, her hands wrapped around her mug. "Have you seen any of the infected, Pastor? Up close, I mean?"

I frowned, wondering why Kayleen was so interested in this line of questioning. She'd been skeptical of Pastor Chris from the moment she met him. I found nothing objectionable about the man, but I trusted Kayleen's judgment. I'd learned that if Kayleen had concerns, it was wise to follow up on them.

Pastor Chris must have sensed Kayleen's scrutiny. He hesitated, then nodded.

"I have seen the afflicted up close. It's not something I'd wish on anyone. They're not themselves anymore. It's like their souls have been taken from them. Taken… and replaced."

"Replaced?" Kayleen asked.

"By demons," Pastor Chris said firmly. "I see the doubt on your face and I understand it. I would have felt the same way a month ago. But what I have witnessed of the infected tells me that this is more than some 'acquired psychosis'. I have seen the infected plot and plan. I have seen them lie and deceive. I have seen them speaking in demonic voices that chortle about the Pit and the horrors of Hell. The Bible says that demons can inhabit our mortal bodies. I have witnessed these things for myself."

"Uh-huh," Kayleen said quietly.

"I don't ask you to agree," Pastor Chris said. "I only ask that you believe what you behold, to believe the evidence of your eyes."

"I'll keep my eyes wide open," Kayleen promised.

I did not doubt that Kayleen would be watchful, especially of Pastor Chris. Her skepticism of the man seemed to have taken several steps towards outright hostility.

I glanced at Peter Kim. He was averting his gaze. I wondered if he too held to Pastor Chris' belief in demons.

We fell silent, each lost in our own thoughts. I sipped my coffee and listened to the cheerful sounds of breakfast preparation inside the cabin. The sun had risen over the ridgeline. It was going to be a beautiful, cloudless day.

I cleared my throat and gave the new arrivals a tired grin.

"Well, it's Christmas and we are glad you made it. We have a big pot of oatmeal to share with your people if you'd like."

"Hot food would be most appreciated," Pastor Chris said. "Blessings to you."

"It's our pleasure," I said. "While you're doing that, I'm going to drive Dax's sedan back down to the choke point. No need to leave the road open any more than necessary."

"I'll come with you," Kayleen said. "Pastor Chris and Peter? Let me show you inside. That oatmeal should be ready by now."

I picked up my AR and got into the sedan. I started the engine as Kayleen took the two men inside. She returned a minute later and got into the passenger seat.

"You wear that pistol well," I noted, impressed by how naturally she kept it secured at her waist.

"I'm getting used to it. All the shooting I did as a kid is coming in handy now. God, this car still reeks!"

"Yes, it does."

I put the sedan in gear and headed back to the dirt road. As we passed the RV, Kayleen and I waved at Pastor Chris' parishioners. His daughter Abigail was carrying some blankets into a cabin. She waved back at us shyly, her long hair coiled over her shoulder.

"That girl has a beautiful voice," Kayleen said. "It was a treat listening to them sing last night."

"Indeed. Lana has a nice voice as well."

"Oh, I'm aware," Kayleen chuckled. "I hear her melodic moans every night when you two are fucking."

"I try to be discreet," I said with a grin.

"It's not you that's making all that noise, it's Lana. She likes to get loud. It's her way of letting us know what you're doing. Claiming her territory by yowling like some bobcat in heat."

"You're loud too. Especially when you cum."

"Yes, but not on purpose like her."

"Don't be jealous, KayKay."

"The day I'm jealous of some 19-year-old stripper is the day I stop sex altogether. And you're still a dirty old man, BJ."

"But you're okay with Merri fooling around with this dirty old man?"

"Merri is twenty-six. If she wants some dick, who am I to discourage her? She could do worse than yours."

"Are you speaking from personal experience?"

"I've had my share of dicks. Yours is tolerable."

"I'm flattered."

We shared a laugh as I steered down the dirt road. Sunlight filtered through the canopy above us. Warmer weather was ahead.

"So what do you think of this new group?" I asked.

"Peter Kim and his family are solid," Kayleen replied immediately. "It's good to have reliable people like them around. The others I need to spend time with to know."

"And Pastor Chris?"

Kayleen hesitated. "We need to keep an eye on that one. He's not telling us something."

"He certainly has strong ideas."

"Strong is one way to describe it."

I slowed as I reached the curve in the road. Kayleen got out and guided me as I parked the car in the choke point between two large pines. I angled the car so that there was no space for a vehicle to go around it. Dax's sedan was a piece of shit, but it served perfectly as a locked gate in the woods. I shut the door and pocketed the keys.

"I love walking in these woods," I said as Kayleen and I made our way back up the road. "The only nice thing about this pandemic is the lack of traffic on the roads. Everything is so still. No goddamn chainsaws or leaf-blowers to ruin the peace and quiet."

"That's not the only reason you walk in the woods," Kayleen said quietly. "You're still looking for Gabriela."

I shrugged. "I figure she and her child deserve a proper burial."

"But you haven't found them. Maybe they made it out of the storm?"

"Maybe," I said.

We walked in silence, the hush of early morning broken only by the distant sound of crows.

"Let me show you something," I said.

Kayleen followed me as I led her off the road and into the trees. We went along a deer path cut through the underbrush, walking through the ferns and low ground cover.

The dense woods suddenly opened up as we stepped into a hidden clearing. A pillar of bright sunlight illuminated the space, reflecting off the fallen trees glazed in ice.

"It's beautiful," Kayleen said.

"I like to come here and just sit," I said. "I'm surprised you didn't know of this place from when you were a kid."

"I stayed away from the woods," Kayleen said. "I was afraid of The Hobo."

I threw my head back and laughed. "The Hobo! Oh god, I forgot about him! Our local boogeyman!"

Kayleen slapped my shoulder. "He wasn't a boogeyman, he was a real person. People saw him creeping around the cabins."

"Sure," I grinned. "And he had a hook for a hand, too. Right?"

Kayleen snorted and rolled her eyes. She reached into her coat pocket and took something out.

"Pull your pants down," she said.

"What? Why?"

Kayleen smiled at me. "Because we finally have some privacy and I mean to take advantage of it."

She took my hand and slapped a bottle of lube in it. She took the AR from me and placed it on the fallen tree beside her pistol.

"Give me an ass-fucking, BJ."

"Goddamn, KayKay," I muttered, shaking my head and looking around the woods.

When I looked back, Kayleen was already on her knees in front of me, tugging down my pants. The cold air hit my skin as she pulled my dick out.

"God, I love your cock," she sighed. "Lana can't hog this for herself all the time. Greedy little bitch."

"Hey, cut that out," I said sharply. "I don't want to hear that kind of talk. We're all adults here."

"For god's sake, she's nineteen!"

"I said, I don't want to hear that kind of talk, Kayleen. Use your mouth for something more enjoyable or get up off your knees."

Chastened, Kayleen lowered her gaze and gave me a nod.

"Better," I said. "Now let's have an enjoyable time, okay? It's the start of a beautiful day. Let's enjoy it."

Kayleen gave me a smile and kissed the tip of my cock, letting her hot breath wash over it.

"Sorry, BJ," she murmured.

"It's okay," I said, stroking her cheek. "Now hurry up and suck that dick. It's cold out here!"

Kayleen grinned up at me. She leaned forward and took my cock into her mouth. I let out a low groan as she began to suck me, her tongue swirling around the head of my dick. I reached down and took off her cap so I could grip her hair as she bobbed up and down, my cock hardening in her warm mouth.

Kayleen had become an expert at how to please me. Her mouth worked me over just the way I liked it, leaving me breathless. I closed my eyes and let my head fall back, the pleasure washing over me. Kayleen hummed with pleasure as she teased the precum out of my swollen cockhead.

Kayleen's head bobbed up and down as her hand worked my balls. I could feel myself getting closer and closer to the edge, my body tensing up as I approached orgasm. Kayleen could sense it, too. She pulled back and looked up at me.

"Ready?" she asked, batting her lashes at me.

My response was to turn her around and lay her over the fallen tree trunk. Kayleen gasped as I roughly tugged down her pants and gave her meaty cheeks a hard slap.

"Your ass is fucking magnificent," I growled. "You know that, don't you?"

"Of course," she laughed. "You can't keep your eyes off of it! You stare every time I walk by."

"You make sure I see it."

"Guilty as charged," Kayleen laughed, wiggling her hips for me.

I squeezed some lube onto my fingers and pulled her cheeks open and massaged the lube into her puckered asshole, my cock throbbing with anticipation.

"Pound my ass, BJ," she said, her voice barely above a whisper. "I want you to make me scream."

I didn't need any more encouragement than that. I positioned myself behind her and entered her slowly, savoring the feeling of her tight ring resisting my thrust before finally opening up and enveloping my cock. I began to thrust in and out of her lubed-up fuckhole, my hips slamming into her as I picked up the pace.

Kayleen moaned and pushed back against me, her body moving in rhythm with mine. Her hand was a blur between her legs, mauling her clit as I plundered her ass. Beneath the sunshine, surrounded by trees, breathing in the crisp air scented with pine while I fucked Kayleen— it was pure heaven.

I could feel myself getting closer and closer, my orgasm building up inside of me like a volcano about to erupt. I pried open Kayleen's ass cheeks, spreading her wide so I could sink every inch of my throbbing cock into her greedy hole.

"Fuck me BJ!" she begged. "Harder! Deeper! Please!"

I dug my feet into the frozen dirt and slammed into Kayleen's ass relentlessly. She clutched at the tree trunk and fought to maintain her balance as I pounded her, her moans rising into the still air.

Kayleen's moans turned into sobs as she crashed into her orgasm. Spanish curses flowed from her lips as she came hard around my thrusting cock.

The sound of her guttural Spanish was enough to finish me. With one last thrust, I exploded inside of her, my cock pulsing as I filled her ass with my cum. Kayleen let out another scream, her body convulsing as she rode out the waves of pleasure.

After I emptied my balls inside her, I pulled out of her ass, enjoying the sight of my cum spilling from Kayleen's gaped asshole. I used my cock to push the cum back into her, knowing how much the sexy Latina loved having my seed sloshing inside her.

When she was filled and sealed, I gave her ass another hard slap then pulled up her pants, struggling to contain her big ass in those tight jeans. I turned her around and gave her a hard kiss. We stood there for a moment, panting and sweating, grinning at each other.

"That was amazing," Kayleen said, her voice still husky with desire.

"It was," I agreed. "We'll have to do this again."

"Maybe we can give Merri her first time?"

"I'd like that."

Kayleen kissed me again, her mouth warm around my tongue. Hand in hand, we headed back to the cabins.


Chapter 3



“Trust is a scarce commodity.”

Pastor Chris was offering a heartfelt prayer. I looked around at the people gathered at my cabin, their heads bowed and their hands clasped. At first, these prayer circles made me uncomfortable. As the days had passed, though, I'd gotten used to Pastor Chris and his devotions.

It was Sunday and we were sharing a communal meal. It had been Pastor Chris' suggestion, one that I found very helpful. Both our groups were living here together at Conner Pond. We were our own little community amid the turmoil of the T-VAP pandemic. It was good to form connections with each other.

Over the last weeks since they arrived, I'd gotten to know the parishioners as individuals. While each had their own stories and personalities, all of them were united in their shared religious faith and their trust in Pastor Chris.

I could understand why he was their leader. Besides his religious authority, Pastor Chris had shown himself to be a caring and charismatic personality. With his beard and belly, he seemed like a character from a different time. It was plain to see that he held the respect of his people. They relied on him for guidance.

This was especially true for his daughter, Abigail. She'd been by her father's side the whole time, anticipating his needs and throwing herself into helping others without a word of complaint. A plump girl aged 20 with a shy demeanor and a pretty smile, Abigail had quickly become one of the most dependable people in her group.

She'd grown especially close to Lana over the last week. The two were close in age, even if their personalities and backgrounds were as different as night and day. The two enjoyed singing songs together as they worked, their lovely voices harmonizing. Abigail was teaching Lana how to knit while Lana showed her different ways to braid her long hair.

"And we beseech thee for the spiritual liberation of all those afflicted by this demonic plague," Pastor Chris intoned.

I shared a glance with Kayleen. She had made clear her disdain for Pastor Chris' demonic possession theory. She considered it a red flag for his character. Her father agreed with her, calling the pastor "batshit crazy" on more than one occasion. Like Kayleen, Mr. Gutierrez was skeptical of Pastor Chris from the moment he arrived.

I was more tolerant of Pastor Chris' ideas. Religious notions sometimes seemed strange to people outside the faith. My time at the University taught me to be open to different ideas about life and different approaches on how to exist in this world.

"In His name we pray," Pastor Chris concluded. "Amen."

"Amen," his followers echoed.

Tables had been set up beneath a canopy outside the cabin. It was a sunny afternoon and unseasonably warm, the sky bright and cloudless. The weather was finally letting up on us. After the brutal weeks of cold we'd endured, a few days of 50-degree temps would be a welcome relief.

I stood with Mr. Gutierrez on the porch, our rifles slung over our shoulders. We watched Kayleen and Merri tending the two large pots beneath the canopy, the steam from them billowing into the crisp air. The first pot held a rice dish made with beef stock, canned corned beef, and shredded Napa cabbage. The second was Merri's creation, a simple rice porridge made with chicken stock and shredded chicken thighs with canned mushrooms and peas.

It was simple, nourishing food made from the supplies we had available. The dairy and fresh vegetables were long gone, except for the salted Napa cabbage we'd prepared. Rice and canned goods plus some dehydrated stuff we'd scraped together were all we had. Necessity forced us to be creative with our meals. On the other hand, the lack of electricity was less of an issue now that our fridges were empty.

"How's your back?" Mr. Gutierrez asked.

"Still a bit stiff. Hands are sore from that shovel. Wish we had a pick to break up the ground."

"We got those two fuckers buried," Mr. Gutierrez said. "That's all that matters."

I nodded in agreement. Skinny and his friend were in a shallow grave in the woods. Their truck was hidden under a canopy behind my cabin. We'd done our best to cover up the signs that those murderous thugs had ever been here. Hopefully it would be enough to keep their friends from finding out and coming after us.

"The preacher suggested we post a lookout by the sedan," Mr. Gutierrez said to me in a low voice. "Set up a little tent hidden in the woods for shelter. Use one of their hand-held radios for communication back to here."

"That seems like a good idea."

"I thought so too," Mr. Gutierrez said. "But then the preacher mentioned that the guard should have one of our AR-15s."

"That sounds sensible," I said.

Mr. Gutierrez gave me a hard look. "It's not always going to be you or me or one of the girls down there. You comfortable handing over our weapons to Pastor Chris' people?"

I looked over the crowd, taking in the friendly faces of the parishioners. They'd brought a couple of hunting rifles and an old revolver with them, but nothing to match the AR-15s and 9mm pistols we had taken from Skinny and his friend.

I understood what Mr. Gutierrez was saying, but I didn't like the implications of it.

"If we're going to work together, we have to trust each other," I said.

"Trust is a scarce commodity, son. Especially these days."

"I know. But we have to try."

Mr. Gutierrez spat on the ground. "Speaking of scarce commodities, our supplies are running low. Sharing with these folks has depleted us."

"How low are we?" I asked.

"Three days. A week, if we stretch things."

I grimaced. Before the parishioners arrived, our group had enough food to last us several months. Twenty-two more mouths to feed changed things dramatically. Mr. Gutierrez slept in the storage room of the cabin. If anyone was aware of our supply situation, it would be him.

"We need to think of rationing what's left," I said.

"Sure. We can plan it out later tonight."

"Indeed."

"Do you ever wonder why these folks came with so little food?" Mr. Gutierrez asked.

It was a question Kayleen had raised with me. If Pastor Chris' people had made a collective decision to seek refuge at Conner Pond, why had they come so unprepared?

"It seems to me these people left town in a hurry," Mr. Gutierrez continued. "What made them do that? Why the rush?"

"I don't know," I said quietly.

"We should find out," Mr. Gutierrez said. "If they have nothing to hide, then it shouldn't be a problem."

The two of us straightened up and put on pleasant expressions as Abigail approached us with two bowls in her hands. She wore one of her simple, handmade dresses and a thick sweater she'd knitted herself. Her long brown hair was coiled in a complicated bun at the top of her head.

"I brought your servings, sirs."

"Thank you," I said as I took the bowls from her.

"That one is the beef and that one is the chicken," Abigail said, pointing.

"Beef for me," Mr. Gutierrez said, a rare smile creasing his lips.

The old man was quite fond of the girl. Perhaps she reminded him of Kayleen when she was younger. There was an innocence in Abigail that was very charming.

"Chicken is good for me," I said. "Smells delicious."

Abigail flashed a shy grin before returning to the people gathered around the table. Her father put an arm around her as she took her usual place beside him. Abigail glanced at me again, before quickly looking away.

"Cloud's not coming our way."

"Hm? What's that?" I asked, turning back to Mr. Gutierrez.

"The radioactive cloud everyone was worried about? From what used to be Tehran? Radio said it's moving away from North America. Looks like we dodged a bullet. Thank god for that."

"Indeed."

We dug into our bowls of rice, blowing on our spoons to cool the hot food. I savored each bite, thinking over what Mr. Gutierrez had told me. A full belly was a luxury we could no longer take for granted.

We'd just finished our meal when Peter Kim joined us on the porch. Peter was one of the few parishioners that Mr. Gutierrez seemed to respect. Peter had been very helpful with setting up the other 3 cabins for his people. His wife and children were adorable, as were his parents.

"Thanks for the meal," he told us. "I complimented the chef earlier. Merri works wonders with basic ingredients."

"Well, we got the rice from you, so I suppose we're just returning the favor," I said.

"Still, I know how precious food is in our current situation. We are grateful that you share with us."

"We're a community," I said. "We have to work together."

"Especially when it comes to supplies," Mr. Gutierrez said bluntly. "We don't begrudge the chow, but it would be helpful if your people could think of ways to help us keep our pantry stocked."

"You're right," Peter said. "We've been discussing this among ourselves. Just this morning after our prayer meeting, Jack Lawrence announced that he found some fishing rods in the shed behind his cabin. Now that the ice on the pond is melting, we'll be putting out lines every day. There are fish in there, yes?"

"Damn right," Mr. Gutierrez said. "I'm not sure they're real active this time of year, but it can't hurt to try."

"One of our older parishioners is a skilled fisherman," Peter said. "It will make him feel good to put those skills to use. Jack Lawrence is also an experienced hunter. He's been thinking of going out for deer soon. It's not the season, but I think we can excuse a little poaching under the circumstances."

"Good idea," Mr. Gutierrez said approvingly.

We stood on the porch without speaking, all three of us looking over the crowd of people we were trying to keep safe from the chaos outside Conner Pond.

As a professor, I'd always felt an abstract sense of responsibility for my students. But the responsibility I felt towards Lana and Kayleen and Merri was on an entirely different level. It was the difference between professional obligation and the bone-deep need to protect the people you cared for.

"There is something else I wanted to run by you," Peter said quietly.

"We're listening," Mr. Gutierrez said.

"It's about food. That day you came into the grocery, Brad? Do you remember me saying I was there to get supplies for my family?"

"I do," I said. "You mentioned not wanting that Korean candy because the sugar made your kid go crazy."

"It definitely does," Peter said with a smile, looking at his wife and his son walking near the edge of the pond. "The main things I gathered were the bags of medium-grain rice and canned goods I had in stock. I'd cleared out most of it by the time you arrived."

"We were very grateful for what you gave us," I said. "When this is over, I am going to pay you every cent I owe."

"I know you will. But right now, there is something else you can do."

"What's that?"

"Go back into town with me," Peter said quietly. "I'll take the church van and you can follow me with your truck. That should be enough to get everything."

"Everything?"

"The supplies at my parent's house. We've got about 600 pounds of rice there. Six buckets of dried beans. Cases of canned meat and vegetables. Some water filters and other useful things. Plus a pair of Mini-14s. They're ranch rifles, but they use the same ammunition as your ARs."

"You've got ammo?" Mr. Gutierrez asked.

"A couple thousand rounds of 5.56 hollow point."

Mr. Gutierrez and I exchanged glances. The look in the old Marine's eyes almost made me laugh.

"When did you want to go?" I asked. "Right now? It's a beautiful day for a road trip."

"I think tonight would be better. Things in town get quieter at night. It would be best if we drew as little attention as possible."

I clapped Peter on the shoulder, once again impressed by this young man.

"Tonight then," I said. "I'll get the truck ready."


Chapter 4



“I want to finish what we started.”

I was in my room, double-checking my supplies for the trip into town that night. Outside, the rest of my group was mingling with Pastor Chris' people. I could faintly hear their chatter and laughter. It was a welcome sound, one that reminded me of the normality we took for granted before this pandemic plunged the world into crisis.

"Flashlight, knife, extra magazines for the rifle," I muttered to myself as I prepared my backpack. "Travel light. Just get the supplies and get out."

I was checking the flashlight to make sure it worked when I heard a knock on the bedroom door. I turned to see Merri entering.

"Hey, Professor," she said, closing the door behind her. "What are you up to?"

"Just getting ready for a trip into town," I replied, turning back to my bag. "We're going to Peter Kim's parents' house. We need to restock on some supplies."

"Just you and him?"

"Best to travel light. We'll take two vehicles."

"Will it be dangerous?"

"There might be some trouble," I admitted. "We'll be as careful as possible."

Merri walked over to me and sat on the bed.

"I've been wanting to see you, Professor," she said. "It's hard to find time alone with you these days."

I looked down at her and smiled. The slim blonde had become a part of my new family here at Conner Pond. It was startling how isolation and danger bonded strangers so quickly and so intensely.

"I know," I told her. "It's been crazy around here."

Merri bit her lip and looked down at the floor. She reached out and took my hand, bringing it to her lips. I drew in a sharp breath as Merri took my thumb in her mouth, sucking on it as she stared up at me.

"I was hoping we could finish what we started the other night," she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

My breath shuddered as Merri ran her wet tongue around my thumb, teasing it. My cock stiffened as I remembered the way she had looked at me before we were interrupted on Christmas night. I took my other hand and cupped her face in my hands.

"I want that too," I said, leaning in to kiss her.

Merri responded eagerly, her lips parting for my tongue. She wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled me closer. I could feel her body pressing against mine.

I pushed her down on the bed, loving the way her blonde hair spread out across my blanket. Merri grinned as I opened her shirt and ran my hands across her small breasts. She wasn't wearing a bra. Her nipples were big and dark red, hardened with desire. She moaned as I took them into my mouth, sucking on them hard.

I slid my hand into her pants and between her legs. Merri gasped as I fingered her wet slit, her hard clit throbbing beneath my touch.

"Professor, no," she whispered.

"No?'

"I'm not ready for that yet."

"I thought you wanted to experience what it was like to fuck a man."

"I do," she said. "But not all at once. It's overwhelming. Can we go in stages? So I can get used to it?"

"Sure. Whatever you need."

I reluctantly pulled my hand from between her legs, enjoying the wetness glistening on my fingers. I rubbed them across Merri's full lips, then kissed her hard, sharing her musky taste with her. Merri pulled me in and sucked on my probing tongue, her wide eyes staring into mine.

Suddenly, Merri broke from the kiss and pushed me away. Getting off the bed, she dropped to her knees in front of me. She looked up at me with a mischievous smile as she began to undo my belt.

"I want to finish what we started," Merri said, her hands unbuttoning my pants. "Let me suck your dick, Professor. You promised me I could taste your cum. Can I? If I'm your good little student, can I taste your cum?"

"If you want my cum, you know what you have to do to earn it," I teased.

"Yes, Professor!"

Little Merri understood the assignment. I let out a groan as she pulled my rigid cock from my boxers and took me into her mouth. I could feel her warm breath against my skin. The sensation of her tongue swirling around the tip of my cock was amazing.

Merri's movements were slow and deliberate, her blue eyes locked on mine. I ran my fingers through her silky blonde hair as she continued to pleasure me.

"Suck my balls," I ordered her. "Just like last time."

Merri eagerly did as I instructed, taking my aching testicles into her mouth and suckling them gently the way I liked.

"You sure you never sucked cock before?" I chuckled.

"You're my first," she confirmed. "Am I doing a good job, Professor? Will you give me a passing grade?"

"You haven't finished your assignment yet," I said.

I guided her back onto my cock, driving into her mouth until she gagged. I pulled back, letting her adjust to my size, before pressing back in. A grunt of pleasure escaped my lips as I hit the back of her throat.

"Take that dick like a good girl," I urged her, wiping the tears streaming from her watering eyes. "You're such an enthusiastic cocksucker."

Merri smiled around my cock as I complimented her. She gripped my thighs for leverage as she bobbed up and down on my throbbing tool, saliva and precum drooling down her chin. Taking the back of her head in my hand, I pulled her down on my cock, sliding deeper down her throat.

"Faster," I urged her. "Go faster, Merri."

I let out a groan as she deepened her blowjob, her tongue lapping at my cock with a furious intensity as she bobbed her head faster and faster, her groans mingling with the wet slurps of her sucking. The harsh gluck-gluck-gluck sound as I throat fucked her drove me wild.

I could feel my body tensing up, and I knew I was close to cumming. My eyes were squeezed shut, so I didn't notice the bedroom door opening. I only realized Kayleen had entered the room when she wrapped her arms around me and planted her mouth on mine.

My eyes flew open as we kissed. Kayleen took my hand and slid it under her shirt. I cupped her full breast, the heavy weight of it warm in my palm as my tongue caressed Kayleen's. My other hand continued to guide Merri as she frantically sucked me off.

"Give her your cum," Kayleen urged me.

Her words pushed me over the edge, as she knew they would. I let out a loud grunt as I came, my cum flooding Merri's greedy little mouth. The blonde took my load, patiently exhausting me as I drained my balls.

I pulled my cock from Merri's lips just as Kayleen got on her knees beside her. My breath ragged and my heart pounding, I watched as Kayleen and Merri kissed deeply, sharing my cum between them, savoring the thick, sticky load back and forth between their hungry mouths. As both women stared up at me, they swallowed my load and licked their lips, making sure they got every last glob of my seed.

"That was good," Kayleen said, a lewd smile on her face as she kissed Merri again. "Next time, you can get that load in your cunt. You'll love having Brad's dick deep inside you, baby. I promise. And then I'll eat all that sweet cum right out of you. Lick your cunt clean."

The two women kissed again as I watched in amazement. Kayleen eventually stood and helped her girlfriend to her feet.

"Be careful out there," Kayleen told me. "Come back safe so we can get down to some serious fucking."

"I'll do my best."

"Thank the man," Kayleen told Merri.

"Thank you, Professor."

"My pleasure," I chuckled.

Kayleen led Merri out of the bedroom. I sat on the bed and ran a hand through my hair.

"Banzai," I muttered to myself, laughing quietly.
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"Okay, turn off your headlights now," Peter said to me over the hand-held radio.

Peter was in the church van ahead of me. He shut off his headlights and started driving by his running lights. I shut off my truck's headlights and went dark, using the van's brake lights to guide me.

We crept through the deserted neighborhood toward his parent's home. The moonlight was dim, but Peter knew these streets. The streetlights were out and the houses we passed looked dark and deserted. Several had their windows boarded up. Others looked like they had been abandoned.

"Goddamn," I muttered as I drove past the remains of a small apartment building. Fire had gutted it, leaving nothing but a charred frame. It looked like the place had been left to burn.

"We're almost there," Peter said over the radio. "Follow me into the backyard."

"Okay," I replied, setting the radio down on the seat beside me.

These hand-held radios had proven invaluable in giving us communication at Conner Pond. The parishioners had brought four handsets. They were small and not very powerful, but they linked up well within our small location. With cell reception unreliable, the radios worked perfectly for communicating while we were driving.

The downside was the lack of security. Anyone with a similar handset could listen in on our conversations. The radios were very common and used a limited set of frequencies. We tried to keep our messages short and as general as possible, but it was still a risk to use them.

I followed Peter as he pulled off the road and went down the driveway of a modest house. We left the asphalt drive and went through the yard, parking at the rear of the house where we would not be visible from the road. Once Peter turned off his running lights, the two of us were plunged into darkness.

I shut off my truck's engine. The sudden quiet pressed down on me. We were in the middle of a suburban neighborhood, but the place was utterly still. After the comforting, natural sounds of Conner Pond, the silence of this neighborhood was unnerving.

I grabbed my AR and got out of the truck. Peter stood by his van, a revolver holstered on his hip. It was an old .357 Magnum that looked more like a cowboy pistol than a modern firearm. I wasn't sure how practical the revolver was, but anything was better than nothing.

We both kept our flashlights aimed at the ground to preserve our night vision.

"Wait here," Peter told me. "I need to check something."

He trotted around the house, leaving me with the vehicles. I leaned against the van, comforted to have it pressed against my back. I looked up at the night sky. The moon was streaked with a few high clouds. Warmer weather was coming. That might make the fishing at Conner Pond⁠—

A low keening wail sounded through the night, making the hairs on the back of my neck rise. It sounded like someone screaming in the distance. But it wasn't a terrified scream or even a scream of pain.

It was a scream that sounded like laughter.

"Fucking hell," I hissed, gripping my rifle more tightly.

Suddenly, a distant gunshot rang out. The screaming abruptly cut off. I stood rigid in the dark, my ears straining for any other sounds.

I heard Peter's footsteps before I saw him. He came around the corner of the house at a jog.

"Someone broke in," he said breathlessly. "The place has been ransacked."

"Goddamn it! So everything is gone?"

"Everything we kept in the house," Peter confirmed. "But that was not all of it. We kept most of our supplies hidden."

"Where?"

"Under the house. Come help me pull it out."

Peter led me to the crawlspace entry on the side of the house. He shifted a recycling bin that had been placed on the entry's hatch. I could see how the entry would be easy to overlook.

"What gave you the idea to store supplies in there?" I asked.

"My grandparents lived through the Korean War," he told me. "They taught my parents to always have supplies hidden. Just in case."

"Wise people."

Peter lifted the entry hatch… then shut it again. He held a finger to his lips and shut off his flashlight. I did the same, listening intently in the sudden dark.

Peter gripped my shoulder as we heard the unmistakable sound of a vehicle approaching. It was very quiet, probably an electric vehicle. I was grateful for Peter's keen ears.

A light suddenly probed down the side yard. I held my breath as the light swung left and right. Our vehicles were tucked behind the house so whoever was out there could not see them. Unless they came around the house, Peter and I were safe.

My heart raced as I heard a car door open and someone get out. Peter leaned close to my ear.

"It's a Volunteer," he whispered. "If they come back here, we shoot them."

The ferocity of his voice shocked me, but I didn't have time to worry about it. The sound of footsteps on the driveway suddenly stopped. That meant whoever was out there had stepped onto the grass of the side yard.

Peter drew his pistol and cocked the hammer. I quietly set the selector on my AR to FIRE. Nestling the rifle against my shoulder, I aimed at the corner of the house and waited.


Chapter 5



“Hello? Can you hear me?”

The beam of the flashlight bobbed across the grass as the Volunteer approached. My mouth had gone dry, but my hands were steady.

Why is Peter so insistent on shooting? I thought he said the Volunteers were providing security for the town?

These questions flashed through my mind, but I knew it would not deter me. Despite my doubts, I'd made my decision. I trusted Peter. He'd proven his character to me several times already. If Peter said we were in danger, then I believed him. I'd seen how evil men like Skinny and his friend needed to be stopped before they could hurt people. There was no one to save us except ourselves.

Plus, you're already a killer. What's one more, right?

I pushed away that nagging voice in my head and focused on the corner of the house. When the Volunteer stepped into view, I would not hesitate to fire.

Both Peter and I flinched as several gunshots rang out in the distance. The approaching flashlight stopped moving. The squelching static of a radio handset sounded in the stillness.

"It's Larry," said the Volunteer, his voice deep and rasping. "What the fuck is going on over there?"

I could hear someone replying on the radio, but could not make out the words. The voice was frantic, though. That much was obvious.

"How many?" Larry snarled. "You dumbfucks! Who left it unlocked?"

More radio static, more panicked voices. Another gunshot rang out, echoing through the neighborhood.

"I'm headed back! Keep that main door shut, whatever you do! If any civilians object, shoot them!"

Peter and I listened as Larry jogged back to his car. A moment later, we saw a small hybrid SUV quietly accelerating down the street.

Peter holstered his pistol and leaned heavily against the house. I put my rifle to SAFE and turned on my flashlight.

"Larry," Peter spat. "Of course it would be him."

"What's going on, Peter?"

Now that the moment had passed, I figured I was owed an explanation for what had just happened.

"Larry is a leader of the Volunteers. Someone must have reported seeing us roll through town."

"Why did you want to kill him?"

"Because he's a very bad person," Peter said. "He harassed my parents for years, trying to drive them from this neighborhood. It was him that broke into the house and looted it."

"How do you know that?"

"He left his calling card," Peter said with a grimace. "Spray painted on the walls. Larry is a bigot. I'm sure you can guess the kind of things he wrote."

"That's awful," I said slowly. "But it's not enough justification to ambush the man."

"There's more to it," Peter admitted.

"I thought so."

"I'll explain it all once we get back to Conner Pond. Let's just focus on getting the supplies and getting out as fast as we can. Okay?"

"You're going to have to tell me everything, Peter. No more mysteries."

"Agreed."

Peter clapped my shoulder. He took off his pistol and set it aside, then bent to the crawlspace entry. I lifted the cover for him and Peter slid into the narrow space under the house. I kneeled by the entry, scanning the dark and keeping my rifle at the ready.

"Here," Peter whispered from under the house. "Pull this slowly. It's attached to a sled. I'll guide the crates to the entry."

Peter handed me a rope. I wrapped it around my fist and pulled back. I had no idea what Peter's "sled" was, but I could feel something heavy sliding at the end of the rope.

"Okay!" came Peter's muffled voice. "We're ready to load."

I shined my flashlight into the entry. Peter looked up at me, excitement in his eyes. The sled he mentioned was a thick tarp tied to the rope. White buckets and several plastic crates were stacked on top of it.

"Larry didn't loot everything," Peter said proudly.

We worked quickly, lifting out the buckets and crates one at a time through the small entry. The buckets with the rice were the heaviest at about 35 pounds each. The plastic crates varied, depending on what was inside them.

I pulled three more sleds to the hatch. It was forty minutes of hard work, done in the cold and the dark, but we eventually got everything out from under the house. The last items were two gun cases sealed in heavy plastic.

I gave Peter my hand and pulled him out of the entry. He was covered in dust and cobwebs, but the look on his sweaty face was triumphant.

"They got the Mini-14 I had in the house, but there's still this one," Peter said, hefting one of the gun cases. "This other one is a .22 rifle I completely forgot about! There's a couple bricks of ammo in one of those crates. One thousand rounds!"

"Indeed. Now let's pack this stuff and get the hell out of here."

We loaded the rice and crates into the back of my truck. After the looting, there were fewer supplies than we expected, so it all fit back there. I counted ten buckets of rice or about three hundred and fifty pounds. With the buckets of beans and the cases of canned goods, I estimated we'd gotten enough supplies for six weeks. Maybe two months, with careful rationing and meat we got from hunting. Twenty-seven people were a lot to feed.

As I closed my truck's tailgate, Peter cleared his throat.

"I need to go back into the house and deal with some things," he told me. "Personal things I promised my parents I would take care of. Can you give me about fifteen minutes?"

I didn't like the idea of staying any longer than we had to. There was no telling when Larry or some other Volunteer might show up. But the look on Peter's face told me this was important to him.

"Fifteen minutes," I agreed. "Please. No more than that."

Peter nodded and trotted off around the house. I was left alone with the vehicles again, gripping my rifle and anxious to get going.

Another chilling scream in the distance startled me. A flicker caught my eye. I peered through the dark to the edge of the house where the neighbor's detached garage stood.

What the hell?

There was a light blinking from the window of the garage. It appeared to be a laser pointer. A faint red dot jittered over my chest.

Someone inside the garage was trying to get my attention.

I glanced back over my shoulder. Peter was still inside his parents' house. The laser dot traced a circle over my chest in an almost playful manner.

Whoever is waving that laser pointer already knows Peter and I are here. They could have signaled Larry or called in other Volunteers, but they didn't. Why? Are they trying to warn us? What if they need help?

The dot crept up and down my chest. If I was going over there, I had to go now.

Gritting my teeth, I set the AR-15's selector to FIRE. I made my way toward the garage, my head on a swivel to make sure no one was trying to sneak up on me.

At the garage, I saw the small window the laser was shining through. It was open an inch or two. I could make out some movement behind the glass. Trying to be safe, I pressed my back to the garage and stayed on the side of the window.

"Hello? Can you hear me?"

The voice was female. It came from near the window's opening. I sensed the woman inside was directly opposite me on the other side of the garage wall.

"Who are you?" I asked.

"My name is Susan," she said in a trembling voice. "Oh my god, please help me! They've got me locked in a dog kennel in here. They're keeping me prisoner!"

"Who? Who locked you up?"

"I don't know their fucking names! Two men. They stole me from my house and put me in this fucking cage! Please, get me out!"

Her voice had risen almost to a scream. My eyes darted around me, wondering how far her cries were carrying.

"Okay! I'll help you. But please, lower your voice!"

"They do terrible things to me every night!" she sobbed, her voice still rising. "They put a tube in my ass and force water inside me. I want to kill them, but all I have is this stupid laser level! I wish I had my phone! I wish I could play games on MY PHONE!"

She screamed the last few words. I shrank back from the window, disturbed by the rising hysteria in her voice.

You'd be hysterical too, if you were her! Come on, she's locked in a cage! Get her out!

"Okay, Susan," I said. "I'm going to get you out. Can you tell me if the garage door is locked?"

"They force me to eat applesauce!" she whimpered. "They are not my family, I swear! Don't believe their lies! They put worms in my brain so I can't think right."

"Susan, try to focus! Is the door locked? Can you tell me how to get in?"

"I'll fuck you, sailor."

I froze. The hysterical voice had suddenly gone low and seductive. Hearing it made my skin crawl.

"Susan? What did you say?"

"I'll fuck you any way you like, sailor. I'll fuck you blind. I'll put worms in your brain so we can dance together. Dance and fuck all night long!"

She started giggling. The sound was ghastly and familiar. It was exactly like the giggle from Gabriela as she was giving birth.

Infected. She has T-VAP. This is her psychosis.

I knew I should leave immediately, but I couldn't. I couldn't just walk away and forget about her. I'd already lost Gabriela and her child to the snowstorm. I had to see what was inside this garage. If I didn't, I'd spend sleepless nights wondering about who Susan was.

I took a deep breath and clenched my jaw shut. My rifle at the ready, I stood and shone my flashlight through the small window.

It took me a moment to make out what I was seeing. There was a large dog kennel positioned near the window, three sides of it covered with blankets. The side nearest the wall was uncovered and only a few inches away from the window, probably for ventilation.

Standing inside the dog kennels was a middle-aged woman. Several thick blankets pooled around her feet, but she was naked. Her body was emaciated, her bones jutting. Her eyes were enormous in her gaunt face. Her lips were dry and cracked and bleeding.

"Susan?" I whispered.

She leered at me, her face contorting. Her hands cupped and squeezed her flat breasts in a parody of desire.

"Come and fuck me," she giggled. "You can cum inside me, sailor. Cum inside me and I'll put lovely, lovely worms in your brain. They talk to me, sailor. The worms whisper strange truths to me all night long."

"Susan…"

She jutted her bony hips forward and massaged her hairy vagina.

"Come fuck me!" she demanded.

I opened my mouth, but no words would come. I stepped back from the window and lowered my flashlight.

"I'm sorry this happened to you," I told her.

A horrible shriek erupted from the woman as she lunged at the window, her fingers hooked into claws. I recoiled, almost dropping my rifle. She pressed her face against the chain link wall of the kennel, the wire biting into her cheeks.

"Worms!" she screamed. "WORMS!"

I turned and fled from the garage, Susan's wild shrieks following me. I heard glass breaking as she clawed at the window, breaking it with her bare fingers.

Someone came charging around the corner and I raised my rifle, lowering it only when I recognized it was Peter.

"We have to go!" I shouted. "Now!"

Peter glanced at the garage, the woman's crazed shrieking shattering the quiet. Even in the dark, I could sense his terror. I was feeling the same.

"Follow me," he said. "We're going to take a backroad out of here, one I hope they're not watching. Try not to use the radios. They're probably monitoring all the frequencies."

Peter ran back to the van. I scrambled into the truck. Panic hit me hard when I reached into my pocket for the keys but couldn't find them.

Did I drop them somewhere? I can't just leave the truck and ride with Peter. All the supplies are in this truck!

My panic was at the boiling point when I realized the keys were still in the ignition, right where I had left them. I slapped my face, relief and disgust washing through me.

Outside, the woman in the garage was still screaming. Her shrieks were inhuman, exactly like the obese woman who attacked me and Lana at the gas station.

Maybe Pastor Chris is right. Maybe the infected are possessed by demons.

I started the engine, drowning out the screams as Peter pulled the van in front of me. I kept my lights off and followed his brake lights. We pulled onto the street and accelerated.

The houses we passed remained dark, despite the commotion. If there were people inside them, they were staying hidden. I tried to imagine living here, huddling in the dark, trying to ignore the screams and gunshots outside.

The image of the caged woman's leering face rose up in my mind. I knew I would see that face again and again in my dreams.

I'm sorry, Susan.

Peter turned off onto a side road and I followed. Gripping the steering wheel, I focused all my thoughts on getting back to Conner Pond.


Chapter 6



“You're our man.”

"Are you sure you don't want to talk about it?" Lana asked me.

"Not right now. At this moment, all I want is to get balls deep in your pussy. We can talk after."

Lana smirked as I lay back on my bed. I desperately needed to unwind.

Peter and I had gotten back to the pond an hour ago. We'd had a long talk before coming up to the cabins. I'd driven the sedan back to block the dirt road. After what I'd seen in town, making sure the cabins were secure was the only way I could relax.

Lana's curvy body was another way to relax me, of course. She tried to join me in bed, but I pushed her back.

"Give me a show," I urged her. "Strip for me. Slow."

Lana grinned. "You see me naked every night, dude."

"And I never get tired of it."

Lana giggled as she began her slow striptease. I propped myself up on my elbows to watch this gorgeous redhead show off her 19-year-old body for me. Her green eyes narrowed playfully as she swayed her sinuous torso. Even with no music, it was mesmerizing to watch her dance.

Lana slowly unbuttoned her shirt, revealing her ample cleavage inch by inch. She clasped her hands in front of her chest, making her cleavage pop out.

"Do you like my tits?" she asked in a husky voice.

"I like them better when they are not in that bra."

Lana giggled again as she slid her shirt off her shoulders, letting it fall to the floor. She was wearing the black lace bra that I loved, the one that barely contained her large breasts. She reached behind her back and unclasped it, letting it fall away as well. Her breasts bounced free, jiggling beautifully. I drank in the sight of her firm tits, the thin blue veins visible through her pale skin, her red nipples already jutting.

"Am I making you hard?" she asked.

"I'm getting there," I said, gesturing at the rising bulge in my pants.

Lana eyed my hardening cock and savored my reaction, clearly enjoying the effect she was having on me. She ran her hands over her breasts, teasing me before she hooked her thumbs into the waistband of her jeans and slid them down her hips.

She wasn't wearing panties. As Lana slid her jeans down her legs, she turned around and bent over, pulling her firm cheeks apart and giving me a perfect view of her slit and puckered anus. I let out a low sigh of appreciation.

Lana straightened up and turned back around, smiling at me as she ran her fingers through her pubic hair. I couldn't take my eyes off her mound. The contrast of her fiery red hair against her pale skin always drove me wild. My cock ached as I took in the sight of my young lover, knowing I would soon be buried inside her.

"You like what you see?" she asked.

"Fuck yes."

"Can I join you in bed?"

I patted the mattress. Lana climbed onto the bed. She pulled off my pants and straddled me, lowering her pussy onto me. I could feel her wetness against my cock. When Lana got aroused, her pussy got soaking wet. As she ran her pussy up and down the shaft of my cock, I enjoyed the sight of my precum oozing from my cockhead mixing with her pussy juices into a sticky, squelching mess.

Lana leaned down and kissed me, her tongue slipping into my mouth as she ground her hips against me. I loved the feeling of her hard nipples brushing against my chest as I cupped her tits. Having this girl on top of me was an erotic overload.

After the horrors I'd seen in town, I needed a hard release. I couldn't wait any longer, so I reached down to slide my cock into Lana's pussy, desperate to sink into her tight fuckhole.

But Lana gently pushed my hand away. She looked down at me, her long red hair curtaining the side of her face. She bit her lip, suddenly shy.

"What's wrong?" I asked.

"Nothing. It's just… you can put it up my ass. If you want."

I blinked in surprise. Lana loved getting her anus played with when we fucked, but she'd let me know she didn't enjoy anything going in her ass. Why was she suddenly offering me anal when I knew she didn't like it?

"You want me to fuck your ass? Really?"

The hesitation in her eyes spoke volumes. I didn't know what was going on with Lana, but getting railed in her ass was not something she wanted.

"Talk to me," I said quietly. "What's going on?"

"It's just… I know you do anal with Kayleen. So like, I want you to know I'm up for butt stuff, too. If you want."

Lana was biting her lip and looking so uncertain. I was reminded again of just how young this girl was. For all her toughness and carefree attitude, Lana was still someone trying to find her way in this world. I knew I had to be patient and gentle with her.

"I don't want to do anal with you," I said, stroking her chin. "And I don't think you want that either. You don't have to be someone you're not, Lana. I like you just the way you are."

A look of relief washed across her face. I could feel her body relaxing on top of mine. Lana let out a slow breath and leaned in close to me.

"Can I tell you a secret?"

"Of course."

"Promise not to tell?"

"I promise."

"I love you," she whispered in my ear.

I held her tight, stroking her thick hair. "I don't know what to say."

"It's okay," she told me. "You don't have to say it back… yet. I just wanted you to know."

Before I could reply, Lana was reaching back and guiding my cock into her wet pussy. I let out a groan as she lowered herself down on my throbbing dick, driving me deep inside her.

Lana's nails dug into my shoulders as she rode me. She stared down into my eyes, an intensity in her face I had not seen before. Her breath grew frantic as she whipped her hips up and down, her tits bouncing wildly. I held her forearms to give her more leverage, bucking my hips up in time with her grinding, slamming as deep into her pussy as I could.

"Cum inside me," she urged. "Please, Brad. Cum inside your girl."

I gave her what she wanted, pumping my load deep into her pussy. Lana cried out, her body shuddering as she climaxed around my swollen cock. I held her tight, my cock pulsing inside her until I was completely drained.

Lana collapsed on top of me, her weight pressing me into the mattress. I wrapped my arms around her as we lay there, panting and sweating. Her heart was pounding against my chest. I could feel her trembling with pleasure. I stroked her hair and kissed the top of her head, nuzzling my face into her red hair, breathing in the scent of her.

Eventually, Lana lifted her head and looked into my eyes.

"Thank you," she whispered. "You always make me feel so good."

"You're welcome. You make me feel good, too."

"I love making you happy, Brad."

Lana rolled off me and we lay there for a few more minutes, our bodies still sweating as we cuddled. I could feel her heartbeat slowing down. I knew Lana was drifting off to sleep. I didn't want to disturb her, so I just held her close and enjoyed the feeling of her warmth against my skin.

A soft knock at the door surprised me. The door opened and Kayleen peered into the bedroom.

"Are you guys done?" Kayleen asked. "Can we talk?"

I could feel Lana tense up beside me. I patted her butt reassuringly.

"Come in," I told Kayleen. "There's much to discuss."

Kayleen came into the bedroom, followed by Merri. They closed the door behind them, making sure it latched shut.

"Is your father asleep?" I asked Kayleen.

"Last I checked, he was organizing the supplies in his room. He's probably listening to music and news on the radio."

Merri was staring at Lana and me with wide eyes. Her pink tongue poked out of the corner of her mouth, slowly wetting her lips.

"May we join you in bed?" Merri asked.

"You may," I chuckled. "But first, take your clothes off. We're both naked so you two should be as well."

Merri eagerly stripped. Kayleen rolled her eyes but took off her clothes. I enjoyed looking over their bodies, so different from each other. Merri was lithe and pale, her small breasts tipped with dark red nipples, her petite body hairless and almost boyish. Beside her, Kayleen was all curves, her olive skin and large breasts accentuating her narrow waist and the dark curls of pubic hair covering her mound.

As they approached the bed, I marveled again at the sight of Kayleen's huge ass. I was completely drained, but the sight of that ass still made my dick twitch.

I pulled back the blanket and invited the women into bed. Merri giggled and climbed in, followed by Kayleen. The bed groaned beneath us as they got under the blanket, wrapping their bodies around mine.

I shut my eyes and relaxed, savoring the moment with these three beautiful women holding me in their arms. It reminded me of all that I had gained here at Conner Pond. Despite the utter shitshow going on outside these walls, I was determined to protect these women from anything that threatened them.

"Look at your face," Kayleen teased. "This is everything you wanted, isn't it?"

"Indeed."

"Indeed," Lana mimicked, kissing my chest. "My dude is living the fucking dream."

"I am," I confirmed. "And I don't know whose hand that is stroking my cock, but I do appreciate it."

I shifted my weight, letting whoever it was get a better angle to stroke my dick. A second hand joined the first, cupping my balls and massaging them gently.

"This is nice," Merri said, nuzzling my shoulder. "I could get used to this."

"Me, too," Lana agreed.

"I enjoy having three women holding me," I said.

"We're not just three women," Lana said, slapping my shoulder. "We're your women, dude."

"My women?"

"Your women," Lana insisted. "And you're our man."

"Indeed," I laughed.

Kayleen raised an eyebrow at Lana. A wicked grin spread across her full lips.

"Lana, I'd love to eat his cum out of your pussy," Kayleen said. "Would you like that?"

Lana stiffened, then dissolved into giggles. "Maybe next time. He pumped his load so deep inside me, I doubt you could get any out."

"Next time, for sure," Kayleen said. "I've been wanting to taste you for a while now, Lana."

I kissed Kayleen, loving how nasty she could get. Merri pushed her face to mine, eager to get a kiss as well.

"So what can you tell us about tonight?" Merri asked.

I frowned and let out a slow breath.

"It's bad out there," I began. "I can see why Pastor Chris and his people ran away to Conner Pond."

I told them about the house being looted, the close encounter with Larry, and Peter insisting we'd have to shoot him.

Their faces drained of color as I described the woman in the garage.

"Her name was Susan," I said. "She'd been locked inside a dog kennel in the garage. I thought it was some kind of kidnapping, but Peter explained that she was being kept in there for her own good. The government requires all infected to be delivered to the nearest Quarantine Zone. Everyone knows that's a death sentence. So they do whatever they can to keep their loved ones at home. Even if it means putting them in a cage and force-feeding them."

"That's how the infection keeps spreading, though," Kayleen said. "A family keeps an infected at home and soon the rest of the family has T-VAP. The psychosis hits and then they are attacking their neighbors, infecting even more people."

"But this disease doesn't turn people into mindless zombies," I said. "The psychosis doesn't totally disable you, not at first. It was terrifying how the woman in the garage was still functional enough to try to deceive me. I was ready to let her out… until she started screaming."

"Gabriela fooled all of us," Merri said. "She pretended like she was clearheaded and stable to trick us. It worked."

"What about this Larry guy?" Lana asked. "What was his deal?"

"Peter explained that the Volunteers started off providing security, but then turned into gangsters running a protection racket. Larry is one of their leaders. They take food from the people in town and take advantage of their position to abuse anyone who resists. Mostly, though, they keep the infected under control."

"Under control?" Lana asked. "How?"

"Peter says they have a warehouse full of dog kennels. The infected are kept there. It's a way to keep them from attacking. It's also a way to keep the people in town from resisting. No one wants the Volunteers killing their sick relatives. So the Volunteers take whatever they want from the people. Whether it's food, ammunition… or their daughters."

"That's fucking sick," Kayleen said. "I would have shot that Larry bastard as well. Peter had the right idea."

"Peter has got his own issues," I said quietly. "Mostly to do with Pastor Chris."

"How so?" Merri asked.

I drew in a deep breath, nestling deeper into the embrace of my women.

"Pastor Chris was keeping a family of infected in his church," I said. "Four people, all parishioners. Pastor Chris was convinced that he could drive the demons out of them with prayer. So he stayed with them day and night, sitting outside their cages and reading scripture to them. Eventually, the infected persuaded him to let them out of those cages. Pastor Chris and his daughter Abigail barely escaped without being bitten. Two Volunteers on patrol weren't so lucky. After they killed the infected, the Volunteers came looking for Pastor Chris. That's when he fled to Conner Pond with his people."

"So that's why they arrived so unprepared?" Kayleen asked.

I nodded. "They were making preparations to leave, but not so soon. Pastor Chris frantically assembled them while the Volunteers were hunting him. His parishioners took what they could and fled here."

"What a Christmas that turned out to be," Lana said. "Crazy shit."

"So what do we do now?" Merri asked.

"We distribute the food and ammo. Then we set up a hidden lookout near the sedan. We secure Conner Pond. We fish and hunt for extra food. We do our best to survive."

"And after that?" Lana asked. "Like, what is the plan for long term?"

"We wait," I said, shrugging. "Once an infected enters permanent psychosis, they stop eating or drinking. The woman in the garage was starved and looked severely dehydrated. It's like how rabies victims develop a profound fear of drinking water. Like them, the T-VAP infected eventually die of thirst or hunger. We just have to avoid getting infected and wait. Time is on our side. Time will sort this out."

The four of us lay in bed, each thinking our own thoughts. Outside, the clouds had moved in. The air was warming and the ice and snow were retreating. The days were getting longer and the temperatures rising.

Spring was still weeks away, but it was coming.

All we had to do was wait.


Chapter 7



“If you hurt her in any way, I will kill you.”

I blinked in the predawn dark, wondering what had awoken me. My bedroom was in shadows, the only light coming from the always-on display on my mobile phone. It had been days since I'd used the phone to download news or videos. The radio gave us the information we needed as well as beautiful classical music. It was better to limit our consumption of the insanity that ruled the Internet. There was something poetic about relying on an old technology like radio when the world was in crisis.

I shifted my weight, trying not to disturb the three women sleeping in my bed. Their slow breathing and warm flesh made for a cozy nest beneath the covers. I didn't know if we'd share my bed every night, but I'd slept like a baby wrapped in their arms.

"Where are you going, Professor?"

It was Merri who woke as I was extracting myself from the comforts of my sleeping women. Merri and Kayleen had their arms intertwined, the slim blond nestling against Kayleen's pillowy breasts.

"I'm starting my day," I whispered, kissing Merri on her forehead.

"Where's my kiss?" Kayleen asked groggily.

I gave her a kiss and gently pushed her hand away from my dick.

"Later," I promised her. "I'm worn out, KayKay."

Kayleen mumbled something as Merri snuggled closer to her breasts. On the other side of the bed, Lana continued to slumber, her breathing deep and rhythmic.

I left my bed and dressed in the dark, then made my way to the bathroom. I was surprised to find the cabin warm and toasty. Someone had stoked the woodstove and prepared a pot of coffee.

After doing my morning business, I went into the kitchen and poured myself a mug of coffee. It was cowboy coffee, the grounds dumped directly into the boiling water. Only one of us liked his coffee as strong as battery acid.

Mr. Gutierrez was outside on the porch. I could see his silhouette through the window. I put on my boots and grabbed my AR and joined the retired Marine outside.

"Morning," I said as I closed the front door behind me.

"Morning. It's 38 degrees. Things are warming up."

I buttoned my coat against the chill and shrugged. "I guess it is."

"You just missed the preacher," Mr. Gutierrez said. "Him and Jack Lawrence left to go get a deer. They have their hunting rifle. It's a good one. I also gave them your old man's shotgun along with the shells. In case they come across some waterfowl."

"I thought you didn't want to give them our weapons?"

"A shotgun and birdshot is not the same as an AR-15."

"True. So which way did they go?"

"East. Towards Prospar Lake. The ducks there are resident and should be still around."

"There's lots of deer in the woods between here and Prospar Lake. Maybe we should go visit the community down there. They have some cabins and that huge new convention center by the lake."

"Maybe we should."

I sipped my coffee, thinking over my next words.

"You were right about Pastor Chris," I said slowly. "He's not the most reliable person."

"What makes you say that?"

"He tried to pray the demons out of some infected. It didn't work. People got killed."

Mr. Gutierrez shook his head. "I figured it would be something like that."

We drank our coffee and watched the first blushes of sunrise over the eastern ridges.

"Girls still asleep?"

"They are," I said.

"You treating my daughter right?"

"If I weren't, she'd set me straight."

"That's true. My KayKay does not suffer fools gladly. Still, it's important to inform you that if you hurt her in any way, I will kill you."

I nodded. "Indeed."

"What are your plans for this morning?"

"I'm going down to the sedan and try to find a place for that lookout we discussed. I'm thinking of a concealed tent with a clear view of the sedan and a good angle to fire."

"Sounds like a good plan. That dirt road is the only avenue of approach to the pond from the main road."

"That's my intention."

"You're still searching the woods, aren't you?" Mr. Gutierrez asked quietly. "For that girl and her little baby?"

"I am."

"I respect that," Mr. Gutierrez said. "Good luck."

I drained the rest of the coffee and placed the mug on the porch railing. Mr. Gutierrez gave me a nod as I left the cabin and headed towards the private road.

I passed the middle cabins and RV, wondering how the parishioners would spend their day. I knew they wanted to drop some lines in the pond to see what they could catch. Maybe I'd take a turn with a rod and reel later in the⁠—

I nearly jumped out of my skin as a figure stepped from the shadows. For a moment, I had a crazy vision of Susan from the garage lunging at me, her hands hooked into claws.

I relaxed when I saw it was just Abigail, Pastor Chris' daughter.

"You scared the hell out of me," I laughed.

"I didn't mean to!"

"It's okay. I'm just a bit jumpy."

"I know the feeling."

Abigail had a duffel bag slung over her shoulder. She was holding the .22 rifle we'd brought back from town. She'd mounted a scope on the rifle, turning it into a capable hunting tool.

"What are you doing up so early?" I asked.

"There are some raccoons on the south side of the pond. I saw them the other day. There's also squirrels, but they're harder to shoot and don't give much meat."

She gave me a shy smile. There was something charming about the way Abigail spoke as if she had so much to say but was too bashful to let it all out.

When she sang, though, her voice was remarkable. I'd heard her and Lana doing a duet together. I'd been entranced listening to them. Abigail's voice was truly beautiful. I wondered what her life had been like growing up with Pastor Chris as her father.

"Well, I'm sure those raccoons are doomed. Good hunting, Abigail."

"You too, Mr. Petterson!"

"Brad," I said. "Call me Brad."

She frowned. "Father wouldn't like that. He prefers respectful address towards our elders."

"Indeed. Well then, Mr. Petterson will do just fine."

Abigail brightened. "Have a great day, Mr. Petterson."

I gave her an encouraging wink, then set off down the private road. Abigail was an unusual girl, but she'd been one of the most helpful people from the parishioners. She was also spending even more time with Lana. I made a mental note to get Lana's thoughts on her new friend.

Right now, though, my mind was on another young woman. Stepping off the dirt road, I headed into the woods, searching for the girl we'd lost during the snowstorm.

I'd throughly reacquainted myself with these woods. I knew every slope and depression of the terrain, every deadfall and uprooted tree. I'd covered the acreage again and again, never once finding a clue to where Gabriela might have gone.

Now that the snow had melted, I expected I'd eventually find her remains. That would be a sad day, but at least I could give Gabriela and her child a proper burial.

I took my time walking in the woods, enjoying the way it woke up around me with the rising sun. The smell of the forest and the faint scent of wood smoke from the cabins evoked powerful feelings of nostalgia in me. It seemed like only yesterday that I was romping through these woods with Pops pointing out the plants and animals that surrounded us.

Morning sunlight was filtering through the trees when I finally made my way to Dax's sedan. As always, I checked to see if there were any new tire tracks leading up to the car. I found none, which was a relief.

I started the car's engine to let it run for a few minutes and took a moment to sit inside and listen to the radio. Reception down here was tricky. The classical station faded in and out, but some days the Seattle sports station came through.

Today was one of those days. At this time of year, all the talk would have been about the NFL playoffs. Instead, there were the usual news reports about T-VAP, radioactive clouds, and the latest chaos in the streets.

I was about to snap off the radio when the newsreader started a new story that chilled my blood.

"Today, the government announced it will soon start distributing 'Mercy Kits' to all existing authorities. These kits will contain two preloaded syringes and directions for how to use them on the infected. A spokesman offered assurances that the drugs will work quickly to put the infected into a deep sleep with a painless death to follow. Once all existing authorities receive their allotted kits, they will then be made available to recognized volunteer organizations and local protection units for distribution within their areas of control.

"In further news, the Federal Emergency Authority has announced that it will soon start closing down all Quarantine Zones and replacing them with large-scale crematory facilities. FEA reminds everyone that all bodies of the infected must be disposed of in a sanctioned crematory facility. Punishment for improper disposal will be severe. To find your nearest crematory facility, stay tuned to this station."

I shut off the radio and turned off the sedan's engine. I sat staring out the windshield, trying to absorb what I'd just heard.

"This is the next step," I said to myself.

We were leaving the survival stage of this pandemic and moving into the mitigation stage. Essentially, the government was admitting that T-VAP could not be stopped, it could only be accommodated. Once you were infected, a merciful death was all that could be granted.

"They're letting this thing burn itself out."

It was a hard truth, but one we had to face. The infected would die. The survivors would be left to rebuild what they could and renew society.

It was my job to make sure we all lived to be part of that renewal.

A knock on the window startled me from my thoughts. Abigail stood outside, smiling her shy smile.

I got out of the sedan, making sure to take the car keys with me.

"I thought you might be here," Abigail said. "Look what I have."

She opened the duffel bag. Inside were two large raccoons. Both were shot cleanly through the head.

"You got them!" I said, grinning. "That's terrific!"

Abigail beamed at my praise. "I'll process them back at the cabin. They still have their winter fat so they should be good to eat."

"We can use all the fresh meat we can get," I said. "Rice and bouillon cubes can only take us so far. You did well, Abigail."

A hot flush crept up the girl's neck and colored her cheeks. Abigail was twenty years old but still blushed like a schoolgirl. As someone who used to get flustered easily, I could relate.

"Were you listening to the radio, Mr. Petterson?" she asked.

I nodded vaguely, not wanting to bring her down with the news I just heard.

"I came here to find a place for a lookout post. I think I know a good spot. Want to come see?"

Abigail nodded eagerly. She followed me off the dirt road. After about 20 yards in, I led her to a fallen tree. The tree had collapsed under the weight of the winter snow. Its trunk lay angled parallel to the road, leaving a gap with a perfect view of the sedan. The tree's branches obscured the hollow behind the trunk. It made for a cozy space, perfectly hidden.

I squatted behind the tree trunk and rested my AR in the narrow gap. Abigail kneeled close beside me.

"See the angle we've got," I said, pointing at the sedan. "If anyone comes up the road, they'll have to pass by us first. And because we're slightly behind them, we can shoot them from the rear, if we have to. They won't be able to use the car for cover. They will be totally exposed."

"Wow," Abigail said softly.

"It was Mr. Gutierrez who told me to do it this way. He's very experienced in such matters."

"He kind of scares me," Abigail whispered.

"I felt the same way when I was younger," I laughed.

Abigail shifted beside me and I became aware of her pressing against my side. Thinking she wanted to peer through the gap, I moved over to let her get closer.

"If you look down the sights of the AR, you can see we're slightly elevated from the sedan. That's another advantage."

Abigail shifted again, her side pressed against mine.

"Mr. Petterson?" she asked.

"Yes?" I said, turning toward her.

She was kissing me before I knew what was happening, her hands gripping my jacket as she mashed her lips to mine. I pulled away, baffled by what was going on.

"Is that okay?" Abigail asked breathlessly, her brown eyes shiny. "Lana said you wouldn't mind. She said you're an excellent teacher. Can you teach me, Mr. Petterson?"

I stared at the girl, not knowing what to say. She was still holding onto me, her curvy body pressed to mine.

"Abigail…"

Before I could say more, I heard the sound of an engine and tires crunching through the dirt. I gently pulled free of Abigail's arms and looked to the end of the road.

A white truck I had never seen before was coming up the dirt road. I motioned for Abigail to stay down as I grabbed my AR and aimed it through the narrow gap.

To my surprise, Abigail pressed herself next to me, her .22 rifle resting beside mine.

The Pastor's daughter has some grit in her.

We both sighted in our weapons as the truck rounded the curve and stopped at Dax's sedan. Abigail peered through her scope, her finger safely off the trigger.

"Don't shoot unless I shoot first," I said.

"Yes, Mr. Petterson."

I nestled the AR snugly against my shoulder. Sunlight was filtering through the trees. The woods were quiet and still.

I drew in a deep breath as I set the AR's selector to FIRE.


Chapter 8



“Aren't you the lucky guy?”

The truck was a basic utility model. My pulse sped up when I saw the county logo printed on the side door.

A county vehicle? Are these government employees?

It had been a while since I'd seen any government workers. Things had fallen apart so quickly and just never came back. But after the announcement I'd heard on the radio, I wondered if our local governmental institutions were starting to rebound. It was one thing for the Federal government to assert itself, but getting local authorities to take action was where genuine progress would be made.

The truck door swung open. I sighted down my rifle at the truck… then looked up in surprise. A familiar figure clutching a familiar weapon emerged from the vehicle.

"Father?" Abigail gasped.

Pastor Chris stepped out of the truck, clutching Pops' double-barrel shotgun. The preacher seemed to have a limp. Jack Lawrence followed him out of the truck. The stocky, middle-aged man was part of Pastor Chris' congregation. I'd found him to be a reliable person.

Abigail started to rise. I put a hand on her shoulder and held her back.

"Let's just watch," I whispered. "If they're in any danger, we can protect them from here."

The driver got out and joined Pastor Chris and Jack Lawrence. He was a lean man with a scraggly beard and a battered baseball cap. He wore a high-visibility vest over his winter jacket. There was something about seeing that vest that made me grin. The normality of it was jarring after the craziness of this pandemic.

We were about 30 yards away and it was hard to make out what they were saying, but it seemed like Pastor Chris and Jack Lawrence were comfortable with the driver. The three men made their way to the back of the truck. Working together, they hauled out a deer carcass. It was a medium-sized doe. The driver and Jack Lawrence carried it to the sedan and lay the carcass across the hood.

The three men talked for a few more minutes. Then the driver offered his hand and they all shook.

The driver got back into the truck. The road was too narrow to turn around, so he backed down in reverse. Pastor Chris and Jack Lawrence waved to the truck as it drove away. I watched as the truck got down to the main road and then headed north.

"Can we go now, Mr. Petterson?" Abigail asked.

I nodded and stood.

"Pastor Chris!" I shouted.

My voice bounced through the trees. Pastor Chris and Jack Lawrence turned in circles scanning the woods, unable to tell where we were. I waved until they finally saw us, surprise etched on their faces. That they couldn't locate us at first was a good sign that our lookout was well hidden.

"Make sure you put the safety on that rifle," I told Abigail.

"Already did, Mr. Petterson."

Abigail and I made our way out of the trees and onto the road. Abigail got ahead of me, anxious to see her father.

"Well, look who it is!" Pastor Chris said, smiling as he embraced his daughter.

"Why are you limping?" she asked. "Are you hurt?"

"Twisted my ankle trying to carry that deer," he replied. "Were you two watching us that whole time?"

"Yes, Father!" Abigail said excitedly. "Mr. Petterson was showing me the spot he picked for the lookout. We watched you from there. We had our guns ready in case there was trouble."

Pastor Chris patted Abigail's shoulder, his affection for her plain to see. Whatever unusual ideas Pastor Chris might have had about T-VAP or the pandemic, his love for his daughter could not be questioned.

"So who was that giving you a ride?" I asked.

"His name is Dennis," said Jack Lawrence. "He works for the county. We were out in some fairly rugged terrain by Prospar Lake when we spotted this deer. After I shot it, we tried hauling it back on a travois we made from branches."

"I wrenched my ankle on a hidden rock," Pastor Chris said ruefully. "Instead of coming back through the trails, we decided to head down to the road and walk alongside it. It's flat and easy compared to the trails."

"It was slow going," Jack said. "Then Dennis came along and offered us a lift back to Conner Pond."

"That was a blessing," Pastor Chris said. "Ask and ye shall receive. We harvested this fine animal and made a new friend as well. Praise be."

"Praise be," Jack and Abigail echoed.

"So the county is functioning again?" I asked hopefully.

Pastor Chris shrugged. "From what Dennis said, they're putting the pieces together. It will take time, but the rebuilding has begun."

"I suppose they need to have some infrastructure going to distribute those mercy kits," I said. "That will be a big job."

Pastor Chris scowled. "Murder! It's government-sanctioned murder! The infected need care and prayer, not a lethal injection!"

I bit my lip, not wanting to start an argument. Pastor Chris was free to have his own opinions on the matter. I was focused on more pressing matters.

"Look, there's no need for you to hobble up to the cabins," I said. "I'll go and get my truck. I'll be right back."

"Bless you," Pastor Chris said as he leaned heavily against the sedan.

Shouldering my rifle, I left the three of them by the car and trotted up the dirt road. I was glad that we'd be adding fresh meat to our meals. I was even happier by what this Dennis person had to say.

We all knew this pandemic couldn't last forever. We're entering the next phase now.

I glanced up at the sunlight filtering through the treetops. We were still in winter, but signs of the coming spring were everywhere.
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"So, we're just supposed to kill any infected? Like, put them down as if they were sick dogs?"

Lana looked up at me, her eyes wide with concern. We were lying in bed together, both of us naked. Lana absently stroked my cock beneath the blankets, teasing me to hardness.

"It's the humane thing to do, I guess."

I shifted a bit, letting Lana cup my balls the way I liked. In the short time we'd been together, Lana had become very familiar with my body. She knew exactly how to please me.

"I don't think it's right," Lana said. "Even if there is no cure now, maybe one could be coming in the future? We can keep the infected alive until then."

"How? Once the T-VAP goes full blown, the infected stop eating or drinking."

"I don't know," Lana said, her voice full of frustration. "IVs and feeding tubes, or some shit? Like, you see the stuff on TV shows and whatever?"

"I'm not sure it's practical. There are so many infected. And it's a kind of torture to keep them restrained and sedated while forcing them to stay alive. Especially when there is no cure."

"It's just wrong," Lana said firmly.

I gave her a reassuring hug. Lana kissed me on the cheek and ran her thumb around my cockhead, making me groan.

"A weird thing happened with Abigail today," I said, trying to focus while Lana pleasured me. "She mentioned you saying I could teach her?"

"Yeah. You're a professor, remember?"

"I think she misunderstood," I said. "Remind me to ask you about it after we fuck."

"Indeed," Lana laughed.

My redheaded girl kissed me as her hand began working my erection faster. She spat into her fist and reached down to lube my cock up. I pinched her nipple hard, the way she liked, making her groan happily.

"Shit," Lana muttered under her breath as the bedroom door opened and Kayleen and Merri entered.

"No fair starting without us!" Merri laughed as she sat on the bed and kissed me.

Kayleen winked at me as she stripped naked. Merri shrugged out of her clothes in a flash. Within seconds, the two women had joined Lana and me in bed.

"Did you see how Jack butchered that deer?" Merri asked breathlessly. "I thought it would be gross, but it was fascinating."

"It will be good to have fresh meat," I said.

"So what's this about the county government?" Kayleen asked as she nestled against my shoulder. "Is it true?"

"From what Pastor Chris said, it sounds like the local authorities are getting back to work."

"It would be so wonderful if they got the electricity running again," Merri said. "It would be like a miracle!"

"Leave the miracles to Preacher Chris," Kayleen said with a smirk.

"Pastor Chris has done hella good for his people," Lana said, frowning. "I think he's a caring man."

I remembered how Lana had joined in on the group prayer that Christmas night when Pastor Chris and his people first arrived. It was a side to her that was fascinating to me. Lana was more complicated than she seemed.

"The main thing is that the county worker is a sign that things are finally changing," I said. "The mercy kits are a sad development, but it shows the first part of this nightmare is finally coming to an end."

"So do you think it's over?" Merri asked softly.

"I hope so," I replied. "We stayed together and rode it out. Soon the pandemic will taper off and we can get started on rebuilding society."

"Things are gonna be so fucking different," Lana said.

"Maybe it will be better," Merri said hopefully. "A new beginning."

"As long as we stick together, I think we will be okay," Kayleen said, kissing my shoulder. "And speaking of new beginnings. Merri?"

Merri laughed her girlish giggle. Kayleen tucked her girlfriend's blonde hair behind her ears as a red flush crept up Merri's neck.

"What's going on?" I asked.

"Tell him," Kayleen urged.

Merri bit her lip, her eyes suddenly shy.

"I'm ready, Professor Petterson."

"Ready?" I asked, confused.

"Ready to get fucked by a man," she said softly. "Tonight, if that's okay."

"Of course it's okay," Kayleen laughed. "And trust me, babe. There is no better feeling than a hard cock in your pussy. And BJ's got a good one."

Kayleen pulled down the sheet, exposing my swollen erection. Lana reluctantly released my dick as Kayleen bent to kiss my cockhead.

"The way he drips precum is so amazing," Kayleen said as she scooped out the clear fluid from my slit with the tip of her tongue. "Climb on this thing, babe. Let BJ fill you up."

I watched as Kayleen helped Merri straddle me. Giving me a sly wink, Kayleen guided her girlfriend onto my cock. Merri squealed and squirmed as she took me in, her pussy tight and wet around my throbbing shaft.

"Oh my god, oh my god," Merri panted, her hands gripping my chest for support. "It's so hard!"

"Just relax, babe," Kayleen said, her voice soothing. "Let it in. You're doing great."

I could feel Merri's muscles clenching around me as she adjusted to my size. I reached up to stroke her breasts, feeling her nipples harden under my touch.

"That feels good, Professor!" Merri moaned, her hips starting to move.

Lana watched us from the side of the bed, her face twisted with jealousy. Despite that, I could see the lust in her eyes as she took in the sight of Merri bouncing on my cock.

Kayleen climbed up the bed, positioning herself over my face. The musky smell of her filled my nose as she lowered her pussy onto my mouth, her juices already flowing. Gripping her huge ass, I licked and sucked at Kayleen's big clit, savoring the taste of her dripping entrance.

"Oh god, BJ!" Kayleen moaned, grinding her hips against my face. "You're so good at that!"

As she rode my face, I could hear Kayleen kissing and fondling her girlfriend. Merri's movements became more frantic as she rode me, her breath coming in quick gasps. I could feel her getting closer to orgasm, her pussy clenching around me like a vise.

"I'm gonna cum," Merri panted, her nails digging into my abdomen. "Oh god, I'm gonna come!"

Kayleen was getting close to her climax, her thighs clamping around my head as her juices flowed wet and sticky over my face. I dug a finger into her asshole, making her quiver.

"Oh fuck, I'm cumming!" Kayleen screamed.

Kayleen's body went rigid as she crashed into her orgasm, her anus clenching tight around my finger. I sucked harder at Kayleen's clit, pushing her further, feeling her pussy spasm with each stroke of my tongue.

Merri followed her girlfriend, her pussy clamping around my cock as she came. I could feel her juices flowing down my shaft as she bounced up and down, slamming my cock deep inside her.

As Kayleen slumped on my face, I pushed her off and rolled Merri onto her back. Gripping the sheets and digging my knees into the mattress, I pounded into her, jack-hammering the slim blonde as hard as I could, making the bed shake and Merri scream with pleasure. I could feel her tight pussy clenching around my cock again as I slammed into her, her moans growing louder with each thrust.

"Oh god, Professor!" she cried out, her nails digging into my back. "Yes! Pound me hard! It feels so good!"

I turned my head to kiss Kayleen, our tongues tangling together as I continued to hammer into Merri. I could feel her body trembling beneath me, her orgasm building.

"I'm gonna cum again!" she sobbed, her hips bucking wildly up to meet my thrusts.

I felt my orgasm building, my balls tightening with each stroke into Merri's pussy. With a final, powerful thrust, I exploded inside her, filling her up with my cum. Kayleen kept kissing me, her tongue probing my mouth as I pumped my seed deep into her girlfriend's guts.

Merri's body went limp beneath me as I rolled off of her, exhausted. I watched with pleasure as Kayleen immediately buried her face between Merri's legs, licking up the cum that was dripping out of her pussy.

"Mmm, you taste so good," Kayleen moaned, her tongue lapping up every drop.

I groaned as Lana leaned over and took my cock in her mouth, licking me clean, her tongue lapping at my cockhead before taking it into her mouth. I could feel myself getting charged again as she sucked on me, her lips tight around my shaft.

"Fuck, that's good," I muttered, my hands tangling in her red hair

"You like that, Brad?" Lana asked, her eyes meeting mine as she continued to suck on me.

"Indeed," I replied, my hips bucking involuntarily.

I could hear Merri moaning as Kayleen continued to eat her out, her body writhing on the bed. I reached over and squeezed Merri's breast, rolling her nipple between my fingers.

"Oh god, don't stop," Merri moaned, her hips rising against Kayleen's face.

To my shock, I could feel myself getting closer to orgasm as Lana continued to suck on me, her tongue teasing the sensitive spot just under the head of my cock.

"I'm going to cum," I warned Lana.

My girl sucked harder, her beautiful green eyes locked on mine. With a shuddering thrust, I exploded into her mouth, my body shaking at this second orgasm, every spurt of cum getting eagerly swallowed by my 19-year-old lover.

"I'm done," I groaned.

Lana pulled away, a satisfied smile on her face. I collapsed back onto the bed, my body spent.

"That was fucking fire, dude!" Lana chuckled, wiping the stray globs of sperm from her lips and sucking them off her finger.

"Do you like the taste of my pussy on his cock?" Merri asked Lana.

Lana shrugged. "It's nice. I could get used to it."

All three women giggled and snuggled close to me. I held them tight, reveling in the feeling of all this warm, female flesh pressed against me.

"Everything you wanted?" Kayleen asked me.

"Everything," I sighed. "Couldn't imagine anything better."

"Are we your women, Professor?" Merri asked me, her breath hot against my ear.

"You're my women," I assured them.

"Aren't you the lucky guy?" Kayleen teased.

"Keep mouthing off and I'll fuck the hell out of your asshole," I warned her.

"Ooh, promise?"

I joined in their shared laughter, my body still thrumming with sexual bliss. Lana shared a hesitant kiss with Merri, looking to me for approval. I stroked her forehead, letting Lana suck on my thumb.

After everything that's happened, I'm happy. Who could have imagined all this?

It was true. We'd made it through the worst of this crisis. Now we would face whatever came next.

Me and my women.

Together.


Chapter 9



“We have time.”

The morning air was chilly as the first blushes of dawn painted the ridges to the east. The early dark was just starting to give way as Abigail and I stood at the edge of the pond, sharing a cup of coffee she had brewed. Steam rose from the mug, warming my hands as I took a sip.

"We're planning on making a stew with some of the venison," Abigail said cheerfully. "I'll bring it over this evening."

"I'm looking forward to trying it," I said, handing the mug back to her.

Abigail smiled shyly. "I hope you like it. We found some canned tomatoes and half a bottle of red wine to add some flavor."

"Sounds delicious," I said. "Your father and Jack Lawrence did a great job bringing that deer home. Fresh meat is much appreciated."

Abigail nodded. "Ask and ye shall receive. God provides for those who are willing. That's why I'm going hunting for more raccoons today. I've processed the other two and have them ready for the cooking pot."

"Lana said she wanted to try raccoon meat. The others were not so sure."

"They will like the way I prepare it."

We stood in silence, looking out over the still waters of Conner Pond. Mist hung over the pond, soon to be burned away by the morning sunlight.

"Mr. Petterson, I wanted to test something out," Abigail said, handing me one of the hand-held radios. "I know you go walking in the woods every morning, so I thought we could test the range of these radios. When you get further out, maybe you could try and contact me."

"I'm going to be on the other side of the ridge this morning," I said skeptically. "But I'll give it a go."

"Why are you going over the ridge?"

"It's a part of the woods I haven't been to before. I want to take a look around."

Abigail nodded, understanding what I meant. Her people had come after Gabriela ran off, but they knew the story.

I cleared my throat. "About yesterday. When we were at the lookout spot?"

"Yes," Abigail said softly. "I'm sorry, Mr. Petterson. I shouldn't have kissed you like that."

"It's okay," I said, relieved. "Sometimes we act impulsively. There's no reason to worry. We can just forget about it and move on."

"Forget about it?" Abigail looked puzzled. "Why would we do that?"

I frowned. "I just thought it might be easier if we pretended like it didn't happen. Isn't that what you want?"

Abigail smiled. "I don't want to forget kissing you, Mr. Petterson. I'm just sorry that I did it so suddenly, without asking first. I should have waited and been more prepared, but I just seized the moment, I guess."

"I see."

She patted my arm. "Next time I'll be prepared, Mr. Petterson. I'll have condoms and a blanket and a nice private place for us to stay. I've got it all figured out. Trust me."

"Indeed," I said, utterly baffled by this young woman.

Abigail leaned in and kissed me, her tongue probing into my mouth. I kept my eyes open and so did she. When we finally broke apart, Abigail was slightly breathless.

"Good luck out there," she whispered. "Don't forget to call me on the radio."

"I'll remember," I promised. "Good hunting."

Abigail kissed my cheek. Shouldering her .22 rifle, the pastor's daughter set out for the southern end of the pond.

I watched her go, the taste of her lip balm lingering on my tongue.

What the hell was that?

The squawk of a crow shook me from my daze. Shaking my head, I turned and headed north.

I tried to clear my mind as I walked. Abigail had definite ideas of what she wanted from me. Despite all the "Mr. Petterson" and deferential attitude, Abigail knew what she wanted and was determined to get it.

And by "get it", I mean getting my cock inside her.

I snorted in disbelief. Since she had arrived, I hadn't considered Abigail in a sexual way. But now? My mind went over the thick curves of Abigail's body, her huge breasts and fat ass, that cute face and long brown hair. She was only twenty, but then Lana was only nineteen. Age wasn't a barrier, was it?

She is Pastor Chris' child, though. He probably wouldn't appreciate you getting between the legs of his unmarried daughter.

And that was the main issue. We were a small group sharing space and sharing resources. The next stage of this pandemic would require us to keep working together. Adding a complication like Abigail to the mix would not be a good thing.

I sighed aloud. The thought of adding another lovely young thing to my little harem was tempting, but unrealistic. I'd have to figure out a way to let Abigail down gently. The last thing any of us needed was a scorned young woman adding drama to our lives at Conner Pond.

I climbed the ridge and looked back over the cabins. Smoke was rising from the chimneys as people began to stir. The pond was beautiful in the early morning darkness. It was a good place with good people. It was worth protecting.

Settling my rifle over my shoulder, I headed down the northern slope. I went slowly, not wanting to fall. The woods on this side of the ridge were dense and unforgiving.

The sun had crested the eastern ridges by the time I took a breather. I'd slowly made my way through these unfamiliar woods for the last couple of hours. I didn't expect to find anything. There would be no reason for Gabriela to have come this way.

Perhaps that was the reason I stared at the piece of cloth without really seeing it. It was a long time before I realized what I was looking at.

It was a shirt. A familiar shirt.

Gabriela's shirt.

"Ah, god…" I whispered.

I made my way around the deadfall branches blocking my way. There was a small nook just beneath the deadfall. It looked snug, almost idyllic. In a snowstorm, it would have looked like shelter.

Gabriela's small body lay curled inside the nook. Her child was still in her arms.

I took in the scene, forcing myself not to look away. I understood now why I didn't find her on all my previous walks. I couldn't fathom how her sickness had driven her over the ridge into this part of the woods. It was a mystery, like so many other mysteries that were a part of this plague. We'd never know the answers to such things. We'd just have to move on.

I kneeled in the dirt.

"I'm sorry this happened to you," I said.

After a while, I rose and headed back toward the cabins. I'd ask Jack Lawrence and Peter Kim to return with me. Between the three of us, we'd figure a way to get the remains back to the cabin.

I'd vowed to give Gabriela and her baby a proper burial. We'd find a pretty spot for them, someplace far away from where we buried Skinny and his murderous friend. Pastor Chris could say some words over the grave. It was the best I could do for her.

I'd gone about a hundred yards when my hand-held radio squawked.

"I'm here!" I shouted into the radio.

I could make out a few words from Abigail, but nothing coherent. The terrain and the distance were just too much to overcome.

It took me twenty minutes to get back to the ridge. It amazed me how Gabriela had gotten so far from Conner Pond on her own in the middle of a snowstorm.

Not on her own, though. She had company.

It was a dark thought, one that joined the memory of the emaciated woman in the garage, groping her flattened breasts and urging me to fuck her. The worst of the pandemic would soon be over, but the horrors of T-VAP would stay with all of us for a long time.

My radio squawked again, startling me. This time, Abigail's voice came through just enough to make out what she was saying.

"…with guns. They rounded everyone up!"

"Abigail? Repeat that! I can barely hear you!"

"They came after you left! Four men with rifles. They surprised everyone and forced them outside. They're all tied up while the criminals ransack the cabins!"

"Where are you?" I demanded. "Are you safe?"

"I'm okay. I'm hiding in the clearing."

"The one with the fallen trees and the ferns?"

"Yes."

"Okay, stay there. I'll come to you."

"Hurry, Mr. Petterson."

"I'm on my way."

I put the radio back in my pocket. The clearing was well hidden. I'd fucked Kayleen in the ass there, not worrying that her screams of pleasure would be heard by anyone else. Abigail was safe in that clearing for now.

First, though, I needed to get a look at what was happening. I climbed the ridge, pausing just before I reached the top. Crawling on my belly, I peeked over the ridge at the cabins below.

Fucking hell.

Abigail was right, everyone was outside the cabins. They were sitting on the ground, their hands tied behind their backs. My heart lurched when I saw Lana and Merri and Kayleen on the ground next to Mr. Gutierrez. They seemed okay. Lana kept glancing at the ridge, probably wondering what I was doing. I wanted to let her know I was coming to help, but I didn't dare wave or signal to her.

I saw Pastor Chris and Jack Lawrence with some of the elderly parishioners. I could make out Peter Kim and his extended family. His wife was clutching their child, her arms the only ones unbound.

Two men with ARs stood guard over the group while two more went in and out of the cabins. Two white trucks were parked by the RV. Even from this distance, I could see they were county trucks, the county logos emblazoned on their sides.

Pastor Chris led them right to us. Whoever Dennis was, he did not work for the county. Or maybe he did and was just using his position as cover for his hobby of looting people.

But stealing was the least of my worries. After Skinny and his friend paid their visit, all of us learned that the infected weren't the real threat. It was the uninfected we needed to beware of.

Hell is other people.

Retreating back down the ridge, I headed through the woods towards the clearing. I had to loop around the cabins before circling back toward the dirt road. It was a slog through difficult terrain. By the time I arrived at the clearing, I was sweating and out of breath.

Abigail rose from her hiding spot in the ferns and rushed to me. I swept her into my arms and hugged her hard.

"Tell me everything you know," I urged her.

Abigail took a deep breath, gathering herself. Despite the situation, she was not panicking. There was a steadiness to the girl that was very admirable.

"I was in the woods when I heard some noise," she began, her voice steady. "I went down to see what it was. There were two trucks by the roadblock. They were the same county trucks as yesterday. I even saw that man named Dennis driving one. At first I was happy to see them, but then I saw that they'd smashed in the sedan's windows and hot-wired the car. They turned it sideways so they could pass. When they drove past me, I ran to the cabins behind them. By the time I got there, they'd already started taking everyone prisoner. I tried to contact you, but you weren't in range. So I hid in the trees behind the Gutierrez cabin and watched."

The loud squawk of a crow startled both of us. We looked up to see a group of crows in the branches. They watched us with their dark eyes. It felt like an omen.

"They freaked out when they found the truck you have hidden behind your cabin, Mr. Petterson. Screaming and cursing and hitting people with the butts of their rifles. Jack Lawrence got hit so hard, his head was bleeding."

"They're Skinny's people," I muttered. "Shit."

"They're going to steal all our supplies," Abigail said. "I heard two of them talking. They're going to load all of our stuff in their trucks and then two will drive them back to their compound. When they return, they're going to take all the young women away. Lana and Merri and Kayleen. Mrs. Kim. All of them! The rest they are going to kill. Even the little kids, Mr. Petterson! Shoot them in cold blood. I heard them planning it!"

"You did good, Abigail," I assured her. "We know what's happening and we can come up with a plan. We're going to rescue our people. I promise."

"How?"

I squeezed my eyes shut, thinking through our options. There seemed to be little choice. We couldn't negotiate our way out of this. The four men were from the same compound as Skinny and his friend. They were rapists and killers. The only negotiating would be done from behind a loaded gun.

I thought back to that night when Skinny and his buddy had first come to Conner Pond. Even though they had AR-15s and I just had Dax's shitty .380 pistol, I'd managed to kill the bearded fuck and take Skinny hostage. I could do that because both men were distracted and I caught them by surprise.

Can I do it again?

"Okay, here's what we're going to do," I said. "It will take them another hour or so to load the trucks. We'll go to the lookout spot and wait. When we see those two men drive by in their trucks, we'll head up to the cabins. You will approach from the south while I swing north up to my cabin. We'll coordinate by radio. When we're ready, you will distract the two guards. Throw rocks, scream, whatever… as long as you're hidden. When they go to investigate, I will shoot them in the back."

"I'll approach them!" Abigail said. "I'll be naked!"

"What? Why? They will think you're infected and shoot you."

Abigail shook her head.

"No, they won't. There were groups like these criminals in town. They don't shoot infected, not if they're young women. T-VAP doesn't spread through sex. So they capture infected women and take them home. They use them as toys."

"My god."

"That's why I'll be naked when I distract them. I want them to think I'm infected."

"No, absolutely not!" I said, shaking my head. "It's too dangerous. You could be killed!"

"I could be killed, whatever I do. This gives us our best chance."

"I don't think it's a good idea."

Abigail put her hand on my arm. "I'll take the risk to protect my father. I'm doing it for him and everyone else."

The certainty in Abigail's eyes pierced me through the heart. I gritted my teeth and nodded.

"Okay. If you think it's our best chance, Abigail."

"It is." Abigail pulled me close and hugged me tightly. "We have an hour before they pass by?"

"At least," I confirmed.

"We have time, then."

"Time? For what?"

"To teach me, like I planned."

I blinked in surprise as Abigail kissed me.

"If I get killed," she whispered, "I don't want to die a virgin."


Chapter 10



“No more waiting.”

I said nothing, just stared at Abigail and waited for the punchline. None came. She regarded me steadily, biting her lip, but otherwise totally composed. She wasn't kidding around.

"Abigail, this… this really isn't the time."

"I think it's the best time, Mr. Petterson. This may be my only chance. I'm twenty and I've waited so long. I've waited for the right time, the right man, but they never came. Well, I don't want to wait any longer. Especially now, when this could be my last day."

"You must be joking."

"I'm not someone who jokes around much," she said. "I think you've noticed that. Please, Mr. Petterson. Do this for me. Every minute we spend discussing it is another minute lost. No more waiting. Please."

Abigail's eyes were fierce and full of determination. She was a pretty girl with a lush body, but it was the strength in her gaze that was making the blood rush to my cock.

"Are you sure?" I asked, my voice hoarse.

"Yes," she replied. "I want this. I want you."

She reached up and took my hand, slipping it under her shirt and guiding it to her breast. My hands were cold and I could feel her shiver as I reached into her bra. I cupped the warm, soft flesh of her breast, enjoying her nipple instantly hardening under my hand. I squeezed gently and she let out a soft moan.

"Please," she said, her voice pleading. "Please teach me, Mr. Petterson."

My last doubts fled. I couldn't resist her any longer. And why should I? Abigail was right. We both could get killed. No reason to hold back now.

With a growl, I pulled her close and kissed her deeply, our tongues wrestling. Abigail broke the kiss and dropped to her knees in front of me. She looked up at me with those big brown eyes and I felt my heart race.

Abigail kept her eyes on me as she reached for my belt and slowly undid the buckle. She then unbuttoned my pants and pulled them down, along with my boxers. My cock sprang free, hard and ready.

"You did that so well," I teased her. "You sure you've never taken a man's pants off before?"

"I've been imagining taking your pants off since I first saw you," Abigail said. "That Christmas night, you were so handsome and strong. What Lana told me about you just made me want you even more, Mr. Petterson."

"Well, you've got me, Abigail. Whatever happens later, we've got each other right now."

Abigail smiled gratefully. She wrapped her hand around my rigid cock and gave it a slow stroke. I let out a low moan as she leaned forward and took it into her mouth.

Abigail may have been a virgin, but her enthusiasm for sucking cock made up for her lack of experience. Her mouth was warm and wet and she sucked me with an eagerness that made my body shiver. In the quiet of the woods, I listened to the wet sound of her slurping my cock and her soft sighs of excitement.

I reached down and stroked Abigail's thick braid as she continued to suck me. I could feel the tension building in my body as she worked my cock, her eyes locked on mine, seeking validation.

"Good girl," I said encouragingly. "That feels so good, Abigail. You're doing so well."

Her eyes narrowed with pleasure at my praise and she smiled around her mouthful of cock. Cupping my balls, she lowered her head and went back to work, sucking me harder and faster.

"That's enough," I said as I gently pushed her head away, my cock slipping from her wet mouth.

I pulled Abigail to her feet and stood her in front of me. I wanted to strip her naked and take in the sight of her plump body. With her huge tits and wide hips, Abigail was made to fuck and built to breed.

I wanted to enjoy every inch of her, but it was too cold and there was not enough time. Instead, I reached up and undid the buttons on her shirt, revealing her big, soft breasts. I pulled them out of her bra, her tits flopping heavily against her chest. I couldn't resist the urge to lean down and take one of her nipples into my mouth. She let out a soft moan as I sucked and licked it, my tongue flicking around the hard nub as I teased it with soft nips of my teeth that made the girl yelp.

"Oh god, Mr. Petterson," she moaned. "That feels so amazing."

I moved to her other breast, giving it the same attention. She threw her head back and let out a low groan, her body trembling with pleasure. She reached down and wrapped her hand around my cock again, her thumb swirling the precum over my cockhead until it glistened.

"Take me," she said, her voice barely above a whisper. "Please, I want you to take me in the dirt. Like a dog. Like a… a fucking animal!"

I was startled by her swearing. It sounded strange coming from such a sweet, religious girl. Seeing Abigail so turned on ratcheted up my lust.

"I want my first time to be doggy style," she said. "I've always wanted it to be doggy style."

"Then pull down your pants and get on your hands and knees," I ordered her.

Breathing heavily, Abigail tugged down her jeans and panties. Her pussy was covered in thick brown curls. Drops of wetness glistened in her crack.

I reached out and took Abigail's braid in my hand. Coiling it around my fist, I gently but firmly pushed the girl down onto all fours. I squatted down behind her, still holding her braid like a leash.

"You ready?" I asked.

"Yes, Mr. Petterson."

"Good girl."

I reached down and guided my cock to her entrance. She was soaking wet and ready for me. I slowly pushed inside her, feeling her tight pussy stretch to accommodate my thickness.

Abigail let out a whimper of pain as I penetrated her, but I didn't stop. I continued to push deeper until I was fully sheathed inside her.

"Are you okay?" I asked, my voice strained with lust.

"Yes," she said, her voice barely above a whisper. "It hurts a little, but it feels good, too. Don't stop. Please."

I started to move inside her, slowly at first. I could feel her pussy quivering around my cock as I thrust in and out.

"You're so tight," I said. "Your pussy feels so good, Abigail."

She let out a low moan at my compliment. She rocked her big ass back into me as I picked up the pace. My cock was slick with her pussy juices. It slid in and out of her with delicious friction.

I reached down and played with her asshole, gently rubbing it with my thumb. I let a glob of spit drip onto her anus and rubbed it in. Abigail let out a gasp of pleasure as I pushed my thumb inside her.

"Oh god," she moaned. "That feels so good."

I continued to fuck her, my cock thrusting in and out of her tight pussy as I fingered her asshole. I could feel her body tensing up as she got closer and closer to orgasm.

"I think I'm going to cum," she moaned. "Mr. Petterson, I'm going to cum. Can I? Can I cum, please?"

I could feel my own orgasm building as I continued to fuck her. My balls tightened painfully, aching for release.

"Yes, cum for me, Abigail," I urged her. "Cum for Mr. Petterson."

Abigail let out a strangled whimper of pleasure as she orgasmed, her pussy clenching around my cock as she came. The feeling was too much for me and I let out a low groan as I came, pumping my seed into her virgin pussy, filling her with my hot cum.

Emptied, I pulled out of Abigail's stretched out pussy and helped her to her feet. We hugged each other tightly, our bodies still trembling with pleasure.

"That was amazing," she said, her voice filled with wonder.

"It was," I agreed. "It was incredible."

We stood there for a moment, holding each other close. I could feel her heart beating against my chest as we caught our breath.

"I'm glad you were my first, Mr. Petterson," she said, her voice soft.

"I'm glad you chose me," I said, kissing her on the forehead. "Now let's go rescue our people."

[image: ]


We waited behind the fallen tree at the lookout spot. My body was still thrumming from fucking Abigail. She looked like she was still feeling it as well. We exchanged warm glances as we kept silent, waiting for Skinny's people to leave.

I felt strangely sad to see Dax's sedan half off the road with its window smashed. The car was crap, but it still felt like a violation to see it treated so poorly.

Abigail grabbed my arm as we heard two gunshots rolling down from the cabins. The girl's eyes were wild with worry and I had to hold her back.

"We can't do anything about it right now," I told her. "We stick with the plan. Okay?"

Abigail gave me a reluctant nod and settled back down beside me. She was shaking with anxiety. I understood how she felt. My thoughts were with Lana and Kayleen and Merri and Mr. Gutierrez. The others as well. I forced my mind to stop imagining the worst.

Fifteen minutes later, the two county trucks came rumbling down the road. Abigail and I hunched down as they passed by. The first truck was driven by the man who called himself Dennis. I recognized the battered cap he wore.

My heart sank as I saw all of our food and other supplies stacked in the back of the trucks. These fuckers had really looted everything of value we had.

The pandemic may be fading, but the monsters are still out there, still hungry.

I waited until the truck had rounded the curve and gotten back onto the main road before I rose from behind the tree. Abigail stood beside me. I took her head in my hands and leaned close.

"We stick with the plan," I told her. "If things go wrong, you run. Understand me? You run and keep running."

"Yes, Mr. Petterson."

I kissed her cheek. She was scared and so was I, but we had to keep going. People were depending on us.

Abigail trotted behind me as we made our way up the dirt road. Just before the entrance to the pond, I split off into the woods and circled north towards my cabin. I went as quietly as I could, grimacing every time a branch cracked under my feet.

It was slow going through the dense underbrush. I could feel the minutes slipping by as I crept through the woods. The occasional boom of a gunshot echoed from the pond, startling me. I did my best to ignore it and focus on the task at hand.

I let out a long breath when I finally saw the back of my cabin. Taking out my radio, I called Abigail.

"I'm here," I whispered into the handset.

"Five minutes," Abigail replied.

I set the radio on the ground, worried that it might squawk and betray my presence. Gritting my teeth, I left the woods, moving quickly until I was pressed against the rear cabin wall. The feel of the logs against my back was both comforting and terrifying.

I unslung my AR-15 and held it at the ready. Crouching down, I peeked around the corner of the cabin.

"Fucking hell," I muttered.

My group and the parishioners were all huddled together. Their hands were tied behind their backs with zip ties. My anger erupted as I saw Kayleen was topless and Lana was completely naked. They had been clothed when I looked down from the ridge.

Bastards!

Two men were standing at the edge of the pond. Both were armed with AR-15s. One was reloading Pops' shotgun while the other puffed on one of Pops' cigars. The first guy fired a shot into the water, then handed the shotgun to his friend. He fired another shot. The two laughed as if it was the most hilarious thing in the world.

Their backs are to me. I don't need to wait for Abigail. I'll just run up on them and shoot them!

I set the selector on my rifle to FIRE. I was about to make my charge when one of them turned around, his eyes swinging in my direction.

I retreated behind the cabin, my heart hammering in my chest. I'd almost been seen, almost blown this whole stupid rescue attempt. I'd told Abigail to stick to the plan and here I was, not following my own command.

I'm not a Marine like Mr. Gutierrez. Not a cop or an MMA fighter. I'm a goddamn college professor. I can't screw this up. I won't get a second chance.

Taking another deep breath, I clenched my eyes shut and tried to slow my galloping pulse.

"Hey! Stop right there, bitch! Don't you fucking move!"

Abigail.

I peeked around the corner. Both men were advancing towards the south, their rifles raised. Beyond them, I could see Abigail staggering out of the woods. She was naked and her body was twitching. Abigail had also undone her long hair so that it swayed wildly with each step she took. If I hadn't known better, I would have sworn Abigail was infected.

That girl is brave as hell.

The two men were shouting, but they had lowered their ARs. They'd fallen for the first part of our plan. There was no more time to hesitate.

Abigail had done her part. Now, I had to do mine.

Gripping my rifle, I stepped out from behind the cabin.


Chapter 11



“You good?”

The sunlight off the pond made me squint as I left the shadows of the cabin. No one noticed me emerge. Everyone's heads were turned to the startling sight of Abigail staggering towards the two armed guards.

"Abigail!" Pastor Chris shouted, his voice anguished. "My darling girl!"

Trying to be as quiet as possible, I trotted forward, my rifle at the ready. I wanted to get as close as possible to the two men before I fired. I wasn't exactly the best shot with the AR-15 and I knew I wouldn't get a second chance once I pulled the trigger.

You're just a college professor! A goddamn college professor!

I silenced that nagging voice in my head. Now was not the time for self-doubt. There would be time for self-reflection later.

Besides, Skinny and his friend were buried in the woods. I'd put them there. I was more than just a college professor.

I was a killer.

Mr. Gutierrez was the first to see me approaching. His eyes widened and his mouth opened to speak, but then clamped shut. Instead, the old Marine gave me a stern nod, urging me on.

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

As I got closer to the two men, Abigail began screaming like a banshee, distracting them and drowning out my footsteps as I approached. The girl may have seemed naive, but there was an awareness and drive in her that was shockingly bold.

"Demons!" she wailed. "DEMONS!"

I drew close enough to hear the two men laughing.

"I call dibs on this fat bitch!"

"You can have her," the other one said. "I just⁠—"

A branch crunched under my foot. The two men started to turn around. That was my signal.

I was ten yards in back of them. I aimed my rifle as I advanced. For a split second, I was able to take in the shocked expressions on the two men's faces as they saw me coming up from behind. Beyond them, Abigail had thrown herself on the ground, just as I had instructed her to.

My eyes locked with the first man. He had a lazy eye and missing teeth. The second man was younger and had freckles. Their faces imprinted on my mind in that split second.

Then I pulled the trigger.

Lazy Eye took two shots to his chest. He collapsed, his body instantly going limp. I swung the AR to Freckles. He had time to flinch, his blue eyes gone wide with terror.

I shot him in the chest. He slumped to the ground, blood soaking the back of his jacket. The AR-15 was a terrifyingly effective killing machine. The 5.56mm hollow point bullets had turned both men inside out, jellying their guts and blowing out their backs.

I stood over the fallen men, watching the blood pool around them. Their sightless eyes stared up at the clear sky. I was breathing heavily from the approach, but my hands were steady. The sharp smell of gunpowder hung in the air.

Everything had happened so fast, but I felt calm.

"Make sure, goddamn it!" Mr. Gutierrez shouted at me.

I knew he was right. Aiming carefully, I shot both men in the head.

When I looked up, Abigail had already gone to her father. Pastor Chris rested his head against her shoulder as Abigail reached into his pocket and withdrew a pocket knife. As she began to free him, I pulled out my knife and made my way back to my people.

"Good shooting," Mr. Gutierrez said as I cut his hands free. "Now put a fresh magazine in and get ready. The rest of these boys will be back soon. Their compound is just six miles away. We haven't got much time."

"Understood."

I rushed to Lana. Up close, I could see my girl had a black eye.

"Lana! My god! Are you okay?"

"I'm good," she said with a bitter grin as I cut off her zip ties. "Fuckers just wanted to humiliate me after I spat in their faces. Cut my clothes off like little pussies."

"Your face."

"I been punched before," Lana said, rubbing her wrists. "Dancing in front of loggers and fishermen toughens you up real quick."

Lana helped me cut Kayleen free. The cold fury in the Latina's dark eyes was a sight to behold.

"When they come back, we kill them," she said.

"Indeed," I replied.

"BRAD! Come here!"

Peter Kim was crouching near the dead bodies, waving wildly at me. I gave my knife to Kayleen so she could free Merri.

I rushed over to Peter. He was holding a hand-held radio in his fist.

"I got it from this man's pocket," he explained. "Listen!"

The radio was larger and more high quality than the little ones we had. It had a long antenna that Peter must have extended.

The radio crackled to life.

"Jared, what the fuck is going on there?" said a gruff male voice. "Why aren't you answering? We're a few minutes away. Reply!"

Peter and I exchanged panicked glances. I did the math in my head. It had been about a half hour since Abigail and I saw the trucks leaving. We'd had to walk back to the cabins, go over our plans, and get to our spots before making our move. Could Dennis and his friend have gotten to their compound six miles away and come back in that time?

The radio crackled again.

"Two minutes away! You fuckers better answer!"

"He's getting suspicious," Peter said. "They're going to come in here ready for a fight."

I couldn't have that. I'd killed these two men by sneaking up on them. If the others came in on their guard, fighting them straight up would be a losing proposition. I had to keep them unsuspecting.

I glanced at Abigail and saw her father wrapping her in his coat. An idea flashed through my mind. Snatching the radio from Peter, I rushed over to Abigail.

"Abigail. Pretend like you're being raped!"

"What? What do you mean?"

"I need you to make noises. Sob. Scream. We have to trick them. Just make it sound real!"

Abigail blinked, suddenly understanding. She began sobbing, her breath hitching as if she were in pain.

The radio crackled again. "Answer!"

Praying this would work, I held the radio to her face and opened the channel.

"Stop! It hurts, stop!" Abigail wailed.

Her voice was raw and anguished. Even though I was looking right at her, I still felt horrified listening to her.

"Stop fighting, you fucking cunt!" I growled, turning my face away from the radio so that my voice would be more distant.

"STOP!" Abigail screamed.

I shut off the radio. Abigail and I stared at each other, both of us holding our breaths.

The radio crackled on.

"You motherfucker! You better not be screwing that fat-assed Mexican bitch, Jared! I called her, you know I did! I'm gonna kill you, bro! I mean it!"

The radio went silent. The voice had come through much more clearly at the end.

They were close.

"I left my rifle in the bushes by the entrance," Abigail told me. "Hurry, Mr. Petterson! Go now!"

I patted her shoulder and stood.

"You raised a brave young woman, Pastor Chris."

"She's a blessing," he confirmed.

I ran back to Peter.

"Get to the entrance!" I shouted at him. "The .22 rifle is there. Grab it and come back. We're going to ambush those bastards when they pull in here."

Peter nodded and ran off toward the entrance.

"Everyone!" I shouted. "Get into my cabin! Hide inside and stay there until I tell you to come out."

"Do as he says!" Pastor Chris called.

The parishioners all made for my cabin. Kayleen and Lana ushered them in. I figured my cabin would be furthest away from the fighting. The log cabin's walls would also be good protection against any stray shots.

Merri rushed up to me. She pressed something into my hands. It was the .380 pistol.

"They didn't find this one," she said. "I hid it."

I kissed her forehead, gratitude surging through me.

"Good girl!"

Merri gave me that playful smile I'd come to love before running back to join the rest of the people crowding into my cabin. Lana and Kayleen gathered her along with Abigail.

I took one last look at my women, wondering if I'd ever see them again.

"You need an extra hand with that pistol?" Jack Lawrence asked.

I handed him the .380 pistol. He checked the chamber and counted the rounds in the magazine. He didn't look impressed.

"What's the plan?" he asked me.

Peter Kim joined us, the .22 rifle slung over his shoulder. I looked over these two men, glad that they were helping me.

"I figured we should hide behind the Gutierrez cabin," I said. "When those bastards arrive, we wait until they pull past the RV. Then we come up from behind them and light them up."

Peter and Jack exchanged glances. I could tell they had doubts about my plan. Hell, I had doubts about it as well.

"Okay," Peter said. "Let's do it."

"Go," Jack urged me.

The three of us jogged to the Gutierrez cabin. We stacked up behind it, making sure we wouldn't be visible from the dirt road.

As we waited, Peter Kim checked his rifle, making sure it was ready to fire. Jack did the same with his pistol. I double checked my AR, knowing I would be doing most of the heavy shooting. I'd put the spare magazine into it so I knew I had a full 30 rounds ready to go. The other magazine was in my pocket, in case I needed it.

"What the heck?" Peter whispered.

I turned around to see Pastor Chris limping toward us. He had my firewood chopping axe.

"Thought I'd lend you gentlemen a hand," he said, crouching down beside us.

"Your ankle?" I asked, raising an eyebrow.

"Strong enough to do the Lord's work."

"Well, I appreciate you coming," I said sincerely. "Just stay back while we do the shooting, Pastor Chris. If we run out of ammo, then come in swinging that axe."

"Amen," Pastor Chris replied.

"They're here!" Jack said.

The four of us watched through the brush as a jacked-up truck passed through the entrance. I recognized it immediately as the truck with the spotlight I'd seen searching for Skinny. The same sticker with the sword piercing a skull caught my eye. There were two men inside. One was Dennis, still wearing his distinctive cap.

The truck turned into Conner Pond… and stopped. We held our breaths, waiting for it to pull past the RV so we could shoot it from the rear.

But the truck didn't pull forward. It stayed on the other side of the cabin, completely blocked from our sight. I mentally urged it to pull forward, but the truck just sat there, its diesel engine idling.

"What are they waiting for?" Peter asked, his eyes wide and darting.

"If they don't pull forward, we're going to have to go out there and get them," Jack said.

"Just wait," I told them. "They'll pull forward."

But the truck didn't pull forward. The four of us waited, listening intently. I didn't hear the doors open or anyone getting out. They were just sitting in the truck, waiting.

"If they get out of that truck, we lose our advantage," Jack warned.

"Yeah," I reluctantly agreed.

We had to make our move. If Dennis and his friend got out, armed with their AR-15s and unconstrained by their vehicle, we would be in serious trouble. We had to go now, while they were still confined in their truck.

"Okay, get ready," I said. "I'll go first and you two follow me. We'll just charge at⁠—"

I was interrupted by Pastor Chris dropping the axe. Before I could say a word, Pastor Chris staggered out from behind the cabin, jogging toward the RV. He lurched with each step, heavily favoring his twisted ankle.

"Pastor!" Peter called.

Pastor Chris must have heard his parishioner, but he didn't stop. He rounded the RV and disappeared from view. A moment passed and Pastor Chris returned, trotting north toward my cabin.

"He's trying to draw them forward!" I told Peter and Jack. "Get ready!"

Adrenaline surged through me as I saw the truck finally pulling past the RV. Pastor Chris' crazy plan had worked. As soon as the truck was fully past the parked RV, we would light it up from behind. Dennis and the second guy would have no chance.

But my excitement turned to terror as the truck came into view. The second man was standing up through the truck's sunroof, aiming his AR-15 forward.

I opened my mouth to shout, trying to draw the shooter's attention… but it was too late. He fired a round. As if in slow motion, I swiveled my head to see Pastor Chris falling into the dirt.

"NO!" I shouted, horrified at the blood blossoming from Pastor Chris' chest.

Before I knew what I was doing, I charged out from behind the cabin, firing my AR as I ran. My shots went wild, but I kept running. I didn't know if Peter and Jack were following. I just kept shooting.

The truck's window exploded from one of my shots. The standing guy dropped down through the sunroof. He thrust his rifle out the window and began shooting at me.

I heard the whine of a bullet sizzling past me. I kept going, shooting at the passenger side door. I knew the AR's rounds would tear through the truck's sheet metal like it was paper. I could already see the holes punched through the door from my shots.

The return fire stopped as the second guy slumped in his seat. The truck lunged forward, turning in a wide circle as Dennis tried to drive away.

I would not let that happen. I was already less than fifteen yards away. I could see Dennis frantically twisting the wheel, his eyes fixed on me as I charged forward.

I stopped about ten yards from the truck. I was close enough to be sure. Raising the rifle, I aimed at Dennis' head and pulled the trigger.

Nothing happened. My rifle was empty. I'd fired all thirty rounds into the truck.

"Fuck!" I cursed.

I dropped the empty magazine from the rifle and reached into my pocket for the other one. In my haste, I fumbled it and the magazine fell to the ground.

I bent over, sick with knowing that the truck was about to get away. Dennis would escape and go back to his compound, maybe come back with more men. We couldn't fight them. We'd have to run.

The truck had completed its turn and was headed back to the entrance. I jammed the magazine into my rifle and released the charging handle, but I knew I was too late.

Suddenly, Peter and Jack burst out from around the other end of the RV. They must have circled around it when they saw the truck trying to make its getaway. They cut off the truck's escape, the two men firing their weapons directly into the truck's front windshield.

"Keep shooting!" I screamed as I ran to the truck.

Dennis lost control and the truck plowed into the side of the RV. It was stuck, unable to go anywhere. That was good. I slowed to a walk, taking my time.

Peter and Jack stood aside for me, their weapons empty. They had done their best. Now the rest was up to me.

The windshield was full of holes and the driver's side window had exploded. Dennis sat dazed in the truck and watched me come. He was bloodied, but still alive. He had been hit several times, but the .22 and .380 were both underpowered. I was going to have to finish him.

Five yards away, I stopped and leveled my rifle. Dennis weakly fumbled for the AR beside him. I saw his rifle had the same stupid sword-and-skull sticker on its stock.

"Too late," I told him gently.

Dennis suddenly relaxed, slumping back into his seat. He straightened his cap and grinned at me, blood trickling down his face.

"Do it then," he sneered. "You fucking cunt. Just do⁠—"

I pulled the trigger. Dennis' face disappeared in a bright red mist. It wasn't necessary, but I fired again. It was always good to be sure.

I walked around the truck and checked the second guy. He was dead. I shot him in the head, too.

I rejoined Peter and Jack. We shook hands, not saying a word. A terrible weariness swept through me as if all my energy and courage had abruptly drained away. Jack and Peter looked the same. I lay my rifle down on the ground. It suddenly felt too heavy to carry.

A wail of pure anguish rose from behind me. I turned to see Abigail crouching by her father's body. The rest of our people were huddled around her.

Kayleen looked up at me as I approached. She shook her head, letting me know that Pastor Chris was gone.

Lana rushed to me and swept me into her arms and held me tightly, leaning on me for support.

"You did good, dude," she whispered in my ear.

Kayleen and Merri joined us. They clung to me, letting me relax into their embrace.

"Fine shooting," Mr. Gutierrez said, patting my shoulder.

Peter Kim had rejoined his family, holding his child close. Jack Lawrence kneeled beside Abigail, staying near the girl as she sobbed over the body of her father.

"Everyone, let us pray," said Jack Lawrence. "Peter?"

We formed a circle around Pastor Chris and his daughter. As Abigail held her father's hand, we all kneeled and bowed our heads.

"Dear Heavenly Father," Peter Kim began.

The sound of his prayer rose into the still air. The sun was above us and Conner Pond was awash in brilliant sunlight.

I looked around at the crowd surrounding me. These were good people. We were strangers brought together by terrible circumstances, yet somehow we'd formed a community. We had shared our food and shelter. Together, we'd made it through the worst of this plague. Now we would mourn this loss. And then we would move forward.

Beside me, Lana held my hand to her chest, letting me feel the thump of her heart beating inside her.

"You good?" she asked.

I looked at my beautiful girl, remembering those early days when it was just the two of us at Conner Pond. That first time we kissed seemed like a distant memory.

Beside Lana, Kayleen and Merri kneeled with their arms around each other. I still could see the girl Kayleen had been back when we were both growing up in these cabins. Kayleen was a reminder of the normality that we once enjoyed and that we hoped to return to.

And then there were Merri and Abigail. In the brief time I'd known them, each had proven themselves to be a strong young woman. I was the first man that either had experienced. It was a bond we could never lose and I was determined to keep our relationships secure despite the hardships that lay ahead.

Lana. Kayleen. Merri. Abigail. They were my women and I would do whatever it took to protect them.

"Brad?" Lana asked, concerned at my silence. "You good?"

I nodded and kissed her hand.

"Indeed."


Epilogue



Summer

"Stop teasing me," Kayleen moaned, her voice hoarse from screaming.

I tapped my cockhead against her anus, pulling away as Kayleen frantically pushed her ass back to me, desperate to get my cock inside her.

"Say please, KayKay."

"Fuck you, BJ!"

"That doesn't sound like please to me," I laughed.

Kayleen groaned in frustration. It was a warm summer evening and we were in my bedroom. My Latina lover was bent over my bed, her fat ass spread for me to plunder. I'd been anally fucking her for over a half hour. She'd cum so many times already that her inner thighs were slick with her pussy juices and her voice was worn out from screaming so much.

My girl always wants to get railed up her ass. And she's so goddamn loud!

"Please!" Kayleen finally snarled.

"Please what?"

"Please fuck my ass!"

"Well, since you asked so nicely."

Kayleen let out a muffled shriek as I plunged my cock back into her stretched-out asshole, going balls deep the way I knew she wanted it. After pounding her ass for so long, I was ready for my release. Pulling her huge cheeks apart, I slammed in and out of her anus as hard and as fast as I could.

The bed's metallic squeaks mingled with Kayleen's animalistic grunts as I worked myself up to my orgasm. I had been deliberately holding it back, wanting to get Kayleen off as much as I could. Satisfying four women was more demanding than I'd expected and it had been several days since I'd serviced Kayleen's ass the way she needed.

"Give me that cum," Kayleen urged me as she worked her clit with her hand, driving herself into another orgasm.

Her words were all I needed and that familiar tension broke inside me. Digging my fingers into her cheeks, I sheathed my cock in her ass, groaning aloud as I pumped my load deep inside Kayleen, filling her up with my spurting seed.

Drained, I gave her ass a hard slap. "You like that, KayKay?"

"I love it," she sighed. "And I love you, BJ."

"I know."

I pulled my exhausted cock from Kayleen's ass and lifted her from the bed. We kissed hard and then held each other tight, our bodies glistening with sweat.

"Let's get a shower before dinner," I told her.

We walked hand in hand to the bathroom. In the small stall, we soaped each other as the hot spray cleansed our bodies.

Lana was waiting for us when we emerged from the bathroom.

"How are you feeling?" I asked her, kissing her on the cheek.

"Better, thanks. Mrs. Kim made me a fish soup that helps with the nausea. She said it worked when she was pregnant, too."

"Moms know best," I said.

Lana giggled as I bent over and kissed her stomach. She was only 8 weeks pregnant, but I enjoyed teasing her about her belly showing.

"So the hospital finally messaged me," Lana said, stroking my wet hair. "They can fit me in for my eight-week ultrasound tomorrow morning."

"Indeed. We'll take Kayleen's SUV. You can practice driving. Okay with you, KayKay?"

"Of course," Kayleen said warmly.

The two women shared a smile. There was still tension between them, but they had grown much closer once Lana had gotten pregnant. Even after six months, the regional medical system was still unsettled. We were all grateful to have a nurse like Kayleen to rely on.

"You two get dressed," Lana said. "Peter has got that goat Abigail shot roasting on a dang spit. You have to check it out, dude. Like a Viking feast or some shit!"

Kayleen and I dressed quickly. Merri and Abigail had just come back from a laundry run into town and our clothes were all clean and fragrant. After months of wearing the same unwashed clothes, having laundry facilities again had proven to be a minor miracle.

Warm summer air washed over us as we stepped outside. Laughter and music drifted to us. A string of LED lights hung over a common area near the shore. The Kim family was laying out a table with food while Peter turned the spit on which a small goat carcass was impaled. The smell of roasting meat made my mouth water.

The RV and church vans were long gone. Most of the parishioners had returned to their homes. Over the last six months, our numbers had steadily dwindled.

Since Abigail now controlled all three cabins bought by the church, Mr. Gutierrez was free to return to his old cabin. Kayleen and Merri had moved in with him.

Peter Kim and his extended family occupied the next cabin. They'd stayed longer than the rest of the parishioners, but Peter had begun talking about finally returning to his parents' home.

"We have to reopen the store eventually," he'd told me. "Even with limited stock. It will help get this area back to normal. Plus, I've learned that Larry has fled. Seems like the people in town weren't too happy with his Volunteers."

Abigail lived in the cabin next to mine. Her grief had gradually lifted as time passed. We'd buried her father in the clearing in the woods. It was a peaceful haven for his final resting place. She visited every day, leaving flowers on the rock we'd left to mark his grave.

Lana still lived with me. We shared our cabin with the other women too, all of us settling into a routine that we found deeply satisfying. Despite some inevitable tensions, the five of us had built a life together that we all held dear. Lana's pregnancy had drawn us even closer together.

I spotted a familiar figure at the northern edge of the pond. I kissed Kayleen on the cheek and patted her ample ass.

"You go help the Kims get dinner ready," I told her. "I'll be along in a second."

Kayleen kissed me and headed to the gathering. I watched her go, enjoying how her backside looked wrapped in her tight jeans.

I made my way to the north. Mr. Gutierrez had found a spot just by the ridge. He'd set up a folding chair to sit in as he cast his fishing line out into the pond's still waters. One of Pops' cigars was clamped between his lips.

"Any bites?" I asked, kneeling beside the old man.

"A few, but they lack commitment."

"You're still carrying that?" I asked, nodding at the 9mm pistol resting on the ground beside him.

"It eases my mind," Mr. Gutierrez said. "I'll probably keep carrying it out of habit. It's best to be prepared."

"There hasn't been a fresh case of T-VAP in weeks," I said. "And the Volunteers have all been disbanded. Things are getting back to normal."

"Things will never be normal again."

"Maybe that's a good thing," I said. "Maybe this world will be better after a reset."

"Guess we're going to find out," Mr. Gutierrez replied. "I just hope we can keep all this going."

I looked back at the cabins. The warm flames from the cooking fire mingled with the glow of the electric lights. Kayleen was playing some music on a Bluetooth speaker one of the parishioners had left behind. She and Merri were dancing, their bodies swaying sinuously together.

"We have a good thing here," I agreed. "But the world keeps turning and life goes on. The University has already contacted me about returning for Fall classes."

Mr. Gutierrez snorted. "Radio announced the IRS is back and fully functional. No dodging the tax man next year."

"Some things never change."

"That goat smells excellent," Mr. Gutierrez said, sniffing the air. "I need me some of that. Help an old man out of his chair?"

I gave Mr. Gutierrez a hand up from his camp chair. He strapped the pistol to his belt and picked up his cane. Keeping to his slower pace, the two of us headed back to the cabins.

Kayleen greeted her father as we approached the gathering. A comfy chair was produced and the old Marine settled in by the fire, taking his turn at rotating the spit. The Kim's young child watched Mr. Gutierrez with wide eyes. Despite his gruffness, Mr. Gutierrez had won the kid's heart over the last few months.

"Hey, Professor! Do you like this?"

Merri held up a hand-knitted scarf. It was done in the colors of our local baseball team.

"It's gorgeous," I told her.

"Abigail taught me how to do that logo. Does it look alright?"

"It looks brilliant," I said, kissing her cheek. "Pops would have loved it. They may have reduced the games to seven innings, but baseball is still America's pastime."

"Goat should be ready soon," Peter Kim told me.

"I still owe you for those supplies," I reminded him.

"I haven't forgotten."

I grinned as he passed me a cold soda. I looked over at Peter and his beautiful family, his elderly parents and wife talking and laughing beneath the LED lights. I would miss the Kim family when they eventually returned to their home.

"Everyone? Do you mind if I sing a song?"

I turned to see Abigail setting up a chair by the table. She had a guitar in her hands. Peter Kim's wife had spent the last few months teaching Abigail how to play. Abigail was a fast learner and had picked it up quickly.

"Please do!" I said encouragingly.

Abigail gave me a grateful smile. The girl had gone through so much. She'd retreated into herself after her father died. She'd clung especially tight to me. The other women had given us space. Sex was a comfort Abigail asked of me. Night after night, she'd exhaust herself fucking me, then fall asleep in my arms.

As time passed, Abigail slowly emerged from her grief. She threw herself into helping everyone else. Sex and chores and hunting were Abigail's chosen therapy, along with learning the guitar.

It had worked. Like the spring thaw, Abigail's warm personality had gradually returned.

"I wrote a song," she said quietly. "For all of us."

"Sing!" Merri and Kayleen cheered.

A flush crept up Abigail's cheeks. She strummed her guitar and cleared her throat.

"It's called, 'A Father's Gift'. I hope you like it."

A hush fell over us as Abigail began plucking at the strings of her guitar. Lana took my hand as Abigail sang, her angelic voice rising on the warm summer breeze.

As Abigail sang, I thought back to the frigid Christmas night when she and the parishioners had first arrived. Abigail had sung her gratitude for finding a safe place to shelter amidst the chaos.

Now, seven months later, Abigail was singing her gratitude for the life we had built with each other.

I breathed in deeply, absorbing the moment. I felt good. My pulse was strong and steady, my mind calm, my heart full.

I didn't know what the future held for us. So much was happening now, the world trying to restore itself as best it could. There was so much confusion out there, all the old arguments and animosities returning like nothing had ever happened. It baffled me.

All I knew for sure was that I'd built a new life, a life shared with four special women. We'd survived the worst. Now it was time to make our future.

We had each other. We had everything we needed.

Conner Pond was our home.

THE END
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