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A Note to You, Dear Reader
 


It is my wish that you enjoy the piece of fiction you are about to read. However, I must give you fair warning before you continue any further that this story will contain some weapon usage. This is a story about love and hope and how much more important these two fundamental instincts become when there is nothing else us left for us to hold onto. With that said, let us begin.
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The water stopped running about two days ago and Gabriel Poole knew he would have to find more soon. There was plenty of food in the cupboards but the underground reserve, once full of the precious life-sustaining liquid, had finally been exhausted. If he wanted to continue to maintain any kind of life out here, he would need a fresh supply every few days.
 


 Turning the wide stainless steel knob of the kitchen faucet once more, Gabe held his breath and hoped against hope that something – anything – would come trickling out. Even a splash of brownish liquid would be enough to give him a sense that he would not have to abandon the only safe place he knew, at least not so soon. There was a clanging sound coming from deep under the white linoleum he now stood on. A sudden shudder from the neck of the faucet and then complete stillness confirmed one of his worse fears. 

 


After living here alone for so long, he wasn’t sure he was ready to face the outside world. His family’s home was once filled with life, love, and laughter and now only he remained to keep the jovial memories alive. Once he left the solitude of these walls, Gabe would not be able to keep the stark reality he had fought off day and night at bay any longer. He tried to ready his mind for the fact that he would be going out to meet the remnants of a crumbling society without the security and solidarity of a strong family unit. Whatever he did from here on out, he would have to act alone and to survive alone.
 


When it was time to go, Gabe hiked the large canvas colored backpack high up on his shoulders and gripped a large empty canister in each hand. He headed toward the front door and whatever future he had left.
 


 Pushing back the screen door, the creaking of the aged hinges bought a shiver down Gabe’s spine. Taking the first two steps off the front porch, Gabe turned back and looked at the white hardwood door and the surrounding porch, now faded and worn looking from the lack of any major refurbishing over the last several years. When survival became the main focus of Gabe’s everyday life, home repairs for aesthetic purposes had not been dropped as top priorities. Food, water, and safe shelter were the primary focus and anything outside of that scope of duties had sadly been neglected. 

 


A twinge of pain shot across his chest. The family life he had taken for granted as a youth was gone forever, never to return. Never again would his mother yell at him for leaving dirty clothes strewn across his room, nor would his father wake him early on Sunday mornings to load up the truck with fishing gear and head to the lake. Gabe no longer needed to worry about trying to find ways to ditch the incessant shadow that use to be his younger brother Tom. He was the last remnant left to carry on the family name. Gabe needed to live and thrive, if only to keep the memory of those good people alive for a while longer.
 


Looking out in front of him, he saw a before him a normal early summer morning. The sky was a soft powder blue with a few puffy white cumulous clouds meandering across the horizon. Somewhere in the distance, a pack of birds had gathered for a morning melody while stationed within a grove of trees off to the side of his house. 

 


The fields of Arnott Plains, PA had been his whole life for all of his twenty-six years. He knew every centimeter of this land like the back of his. He had each section of his homestead and the surrounding valley and forest memorized. The open fields where he and his family had once harvested grain and corn stood stark empty, mostly brown with patches of green. There had been no harvesting here for some years now and the indigenous plant life was starting to show signs of fighting to spring to life again.
 


 The distinct echo of a small explosion sounded. Off to the right, a towering pillar of black smoke in his extreme field of his vision lifted up into the heavens overhead. Gabe’s instincts did not have to be in overdrive for him to know that was the direction he needed to avoid. That direction led to the central part of the town, what use to be the shopping and business districts. He would be walking west, further back into the valley in the shadow of this section of the Appalachian
Mountains. He prayed his trek would keep him far enough out of the range of travel of whoever was moving through this area and tearing the town to pieces in their wake.
 


 About an hour later, Gabe was about four miles from his home and making a good pace toward a thin stream that carried fresh water and a nice stock of salamander
fish. The sun had passed its mid-day station a couple hours ago and he only had maybe another two miles or so of ground to cover if he wanted to reach his destination and then return home before dark. He had made sure to watch his back and stick to thick banks of trees as he walked toward the water source, always making sure to make minimal sound as he moved. The world had changed a lot in the years since the oil ran out, and now nothing and no one were safe. 
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Pulling back into the forest and sitting against a large smooth boulder, Gabe let his head drop into his hands. Rubbing his face, he mentally tried to push away the stinging sensation in his eyes. Ever since he had started to hear the telltale sounds of whatever mobs had infiltrated the main part of the community, he hadn’t been able to sleep well and the hike was beginning to wear on his body.
 


Come on, Gabe, keep your mind focused. Get there. Get Back. Push on.
 


He rubbed his hands furiously through the short curls of his dusky blond hair and then settled his head back on the hard exterior of the large rock. Against better judgment, Gabe allowed his eyes to blink close and then his mind floated away to what seemed like decades ago.
 


He thought back to the first time he heard the breaking news announcement on the television. Even back then, Gabe had never thought everything would have spiraled out of control so far and so fast. 

 


****
 


He had been helping his mother, Tracey Poole, with cleaning up the evening meal. While in the kitchen, Gabe heard the volume of the living room TV shoot up astronomically high.
 


 “Trace! Gabe! Get in here!” his father, William, called to them.
 


 When Gabe and his mom heard the obvious fear and anxiety in the big man’s voice, the pair shot worried looks at one another from where they each stood. His father was a big man, well over six foot four inches and a sturdy two-fifty easy and nothing and no one intimidated him. If William Poole was worried, then they needed to be worried. He was not a man to panic for no good reason. 

 


By the time the pair covered the short distance from the kitchen area to where the head of the house stood frozen in the middle of the thinly carpeted floor, Gabe felt his heart sinking, even though he wasn’t sure exactly why. 
 

 “They say it’s almost gone!” he yelled to them.
 


 Gabe remembered asking himself why was his dad talking so loudly when they were all standing no more than two feet apart.
 


 Despite the volume being almost at maximum level, William Poole continued to jab at the button on the remote, which was now pinned between his large thumb and forefinger.
 


 “Jeez! This can’t be happening!” the older man said as he continued his assault on the thin black piece of plastic.
 


 “What is it? Dad, what is it?” Gabe felt the strain in his own throat as he struggled to get the words out.
 


 Ignoring the question, Will had continued to stare intently at the man on the screen. The reporter, in a crumpled blue striped business suit, had begun to loosen the tie from around his neck. He spoke with wild eyes and became more flustered as hands belonging to unseen persons handed him pieces of white paper over and over again in rapid sequence. Even though the reporter was clearly speaking English, albeit with an undertone of hysteria, Gabe couldn’t understand a word the man was saying. Fear of the unknown was slowly creeping up over his mind and his father’s sudden nervousness did not help to ebb that foreboding feeling.
 


 “Will? Will! What’s going on?” Gabe’s mother went to his father’s side and furiously pulled at the sleeve of the man’s red plaid shirt.
 


 She yanked until Gabe was sure the sleeve would tear at its seams, before his dad finally snapped out of the oblivion he appeared to be slipping into.
 


 He turned to his wife of more than twenty years and then pulled her into his arms and hugged her until the tiny woman fought against him as she gasped for air.
 


 “Oh, honey, forgive me,” he said as he wiped at the side of the woman’s pallid face, “I just can’t believe what is happening. You forgive me, right?”
 


 He nearly whimpered out the last question and the dismay that hung in his father’s words brought Gabe’s body closer to the couple. At an impressionable fifteen years old, Gabe had idolized his dad as the toughest man who existed. Seeing his father’s tough exterior breaking down sent waves of fear over him.
 


 “Dad?” Gabe looked at Will and hesitantly stepped a little closer.
 


 Will turned those once vibrant blue eyes, now filled with dread, on to his oldest son.
 

 “Dad, please, you’re scaring us.”
 

 “Yes, William, please, tell us what is happening?”

 


Will swallowed hard and finally released his wife from his grip only to turn his full body back to the television.
 


 “The world news usually doesn’t come on until six-thirty, but this guy here breaks in right in the middle of my fishing show. Next thing I know, he says all the oil is gone. Well, not quite gone, but getting really, really close to running out.”
 


 Gabe’s mom smoothed down her wavy blond hair and then wiped her hands down her Capri pants. Gabe saw her already pale complexion lose another shade as she made her way – very carefully – over to the large couch and sat with a heavy thump despite her small frame.
 


 “Gone? I don’t think that I understand, Will. What does that mean? What are they saying is happening?”
 


 Gabe understood the seriousness of the situation if only because he saw something he had never witnessed in his entire life up until that point. His father was a tough guy, but he loved the mother of his two boys unconditionally. If Tracey Poole so much as stubbed her toe, the giant sized man was right there to scoop her up and wait on her hand and foot until she was all better. He made sure that his sons realized what a prize he saw in his wife and always taught the two boys that a woman, not just any woman, but a wife, was a man’s most valuable treasure. Today was the first day that Gabe had ever observed his father not living by those words. Even as Tracey hugged herself and pushed back further into the couch, nearly white as a sheet, Will didn’t even bother to turn around and ask if she needed a glass of water or some fresh air. This was so unlike his father’s character that Gabe knew whatever was happening must have required the most serious of attention. This was his thought as he made his way closer to the fifty-two inch screen TV and then sat crossed leg and waited for his dad to explain what the reporter, and those people who were in a scramble behind him, were so alarmed about.
 


 His dad didn’t really care for the news, always nothing but bad news he’d always said, and it was clear because he had no idea what the reporters name was as he went into the story.
 


 “Well, this guy here,” Will pointed to the anguished brown face now filling the screen, “says that about a year and a half ago, all the oil reserves over here in the US started to get really low. Okay, so that’s not usually a big problem except then the government couldn’t negotiate a good deal to import some more. Okay, so then he’s says again that may not have been a major problem in the past, because we have other reserves in Alaska and other places north that we can sometimes use until a good price can be arranged. But this time is different.”
 


 “Different how, dad?” Gabe couldn’t hide the impatience in his voice. His father was taking the long road when all that was needed was short and direct.
 


 The older man shot a warning glance at his son seated to the left of his feet. Will did not tolerate his children being disrespectful but this time he seemed to give an exception as he continued from exactly where he had been cut off.
 


 “The reporter says this time is different for two reasons. The foreign countries that usually produce millions of barrels per day wanted so much more money this time around because they were experiencing the same thing – low reserves and getting lower – so even they were trying to buy from other countries to fulfill the quotas for contracts they already had agreed to.”
 


 He had started to pace and the floor and work his hands through his short dark brown hair. From his place on the floor, Gabe focused on the big man and felt the tips of his ears stretching up to consume every word that was being said.
 


 “So, those countries needed a lot of oil also. Here’s where it goes really bad. You remember all those earthquakes we had a few years back? Then the ones we had early last year?”
 


 The man had stopped pacing long enough to pose the question to the silent room but not long enough to hear an answer being offered in response before he went on, nearly rambling to himself.
 


 “Yeah, so, then the guy on the news brings on this other scientist guy who says all that shaking was from the earth’s crust – I think that’s the term he used – shifting. All that shifting caused the oil deposits underneath to shift around, too. He and a lot of other officials think most of the deposits have been cut off from the surface by underground cave-ins and any new access points were moved to places that we can’t get to even with all the modern drilling machinery we have. Bottom line, it’s almost run out.”
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 “No! Stop it, please!”
 


 Gabe’s eyes shot open as a scream pierced the silence surrounding him, followed by the sound of a woman begging for help.
 


 Gabe sat up and then froze. His ears perked up. As quickly as he had heard the cries and the pleading, the sounds had ceased. He wasn’t sure if it had all been a part of a dream he was having or if it had really happened. A few more seconds ticked by and his ears rose up a little higher. He was on high alert for even the smallest sound but all was quiet. Allowing his sky blue eyes to lift up to the overhead canopy of the forest, he saw the thin sunlight trying to filter through the thick cape of the dark green deciduous leaves. The sunlight was tilted on a slight angle and Gabe realized he had been resting for far too long. Dusk was fast approaching.
 


 “Aaaahh – please don’t do this!”
 


 The sound was definitely real this time. The voice was closer than before and then he heard other muffled voices respond to the female’s strangled cry. Though Gabe couldn’t make out what they were saying, the secondary voices were definitely male and there were at least two distinct octaves to be heard even from this distance.
 


 Sitting up straighter, Gabe’s lightly tanned hands went to his knapsack and wrapped around the straps. Pulling the pack closer to his body, he sat up on his haunches and decided his next move.
 


 His sensible self told him to throw his pack over his shoulders, pick up his canisters, and start moving quickly and silently toward the main road. He should move as far away as was possible from whatever trouble was going on behind him. The voices had become more distinct and he could discern the direction from which they were coming. 

 


The two men sounded as though they were taunting the female. She began to cry as she pleaded insensately for them to cease whatever it was that they were doing to her.
 


 “Please,” she squealed again.
 


 Gabe closed his eyes tight and clenched his jaw as he ran a hand over the light dusting of new growth there.
 


 “Fuck!” he cursed to himself silently.
 


 Gabe wasn’t the type to drop such a bomb if it weren’t called for. His intuition told him that if he made the move in any direction other than toward the daylight that awaited him on I-80 nothing but the worse kind of trouble would await him from here on out.
 


 Dropping the bag containing his basic supplies, Gabe unzipped the top half and pulled out the object he had been searching for. Whenever he and his dad had gone fishing deep into the forest, Will Poole had always warned his son to keep it in an easy to reach place because – Heaven forbid – you never knew when you would have to use the sharp weapon on someone trying to sneak up on you to do some harm.
 


 “Thanks, dad,” Gabe sent up to his father, “never thought I would ever have to use this.”
 


 The six inch blade of the hunting knife gleamed even in the filtered sunlight. Gabe made sure to sharpen and polish the weapon before packing his bag but did not expect that it would actually be needed on this journey.
 


 He replaced the knife into the leather sheath and then snapped the buckle of the holder through the loop on the waist band of his jeans. He untucked and then straightening his blue T-shirt. Standing to his full height, Gabe checked to make sure the item was not visible. Gabe realized by how close some of the branches were to touching the top of his head that he had grown to nearly his father’s height. A small smile crossed his lips as the thought of how proud his dad would be if he had lived to see his eldest boy was almost as large and solid as him.
 


 The brief moment of joy was cut short by another anguished cry. Gabe needed to move fast, before the woman stopped making any noises at all.
 


The best plan was to keep close to the large trees so he could get a good look at the scene before he decided how else to proceed. While keeping his body as close to the harsh bark of the huge trees as possible, Gabe circled back about fifty yards toward the direction from where the sounds were coming from. Allowing his head only the slightest movement around the last tree he stopped out, Gabe saw that there was a small clearing just ahead of him. He had a clear view of what was occurring and it thoroughly pissed him off. 

 


What Gabe had thought sounded like a woman, was actually a young girl, at least from this distance, that’s what she appeared to be. It was hard to really concentrate on anything other than his growing rage as he saw that the two men had the girl’s thin arms tied behind a small tree. Each man had taken up a flanking position to her right and left. Both were tall, but Gabe could see they were still shorter than his giant stature. One appeared to be Caucasian with dark hair, and the other might have been Hispanic or Black with thick dark curly hair. Both were dressed in dirty shirts that probably use to be white but were now a dingy pale yellow and dirt smeared light blue jeans. The girl was almost completely nude, except for a small white bra and pink underwear. Gabe watched as each man took a turn coming up to her and proceeding to grope at her while the other watched and cheered his partner on. This must have been the cause of all of the girl’s previous cries for mercy, but now she was silent and her body was tilted forward from against where she was bound to the tree. Either fear or exhaustion was beginning to take over and Gabe figured she would be unconscious soon. So far, neither man had made a move to unzip himself and do the unthinkable but all that could change the moment she stopped all resistance and whatever guilt that had kept them at bay thus far vanished from their twisted minds altogether.
 


 Sticking his middle finger and thumb into his mouth, Gabe sent up a high pitch whistle. William Poole had taught him how to use that pitch to confuse ducks and other wildlife when they went out with the elder Poole’s friends on hunting trips. The same trick appeared to work on humans as well. Before Gabe made his move to leap behind the next closest tree, he spied that both men had turned from the object of their torment. Both heads went up as the pair listened for the direction of the shrieking whistle. Once he made it to the next tree, Gabe sent up the call again and once more and then a third time until he had made his way as close to the group as possible while the two guy’s attention was still facing the opposite direction of where he now stood. The series of whistles had echoed off one another until it was almost impossible to discern from which direction they had originated.
 


 Gabe now peered from the tree only a few feet from where the girl was. He only had a flash of an instant to make eye contact with her but in that moment, the most startling dark eyes caught him in their grasp. Her head had been perked up and she too had been listening to the whistles until she heard a twig snap. Gabe cursed to himself for letting that happen but as she as she looked in his direction, and he put a thick index finger to his lips and nodded his head slightly. She immediately understood and lowered her head just enough to acknowledge that she had.
 


 Turning his attention back to the other two, Gabe’s hand went to the leather casing and unclasped the front part of the holder. Inhaling a massive breath and then digging the heels of his worn hiking boots in the soft top soil below, his free hand went to his mouth and he released a massive shriek as he ran at top speed toward the men.
 


 Their backs were still to him and neither was able to turn back before Gabe was close enough to strike. He took one slice at the bear flesh on the arm of the darker man, sending up a thin spray of crimson liquid as the man buckled to his knees and grabbed for the seeping wound.
 


 Gabe made a short circle back around to get to the second target. This man was faster and jumped out of the path of the knife just as Gabe swung it toward him while aiming for the same sensitive spot. The two opposing forces stopped their awkward dance with only inches between them, with Gabe trying to regain his balance after lunging forward and the other man attempting to do the same after rocking backward and away from the blade. 

 


 Once a sense of stability was regained by both, the men locked eyes and Gabe cringed internally as the other man bared light yellow stained teeth. A cruel smile spread across his face.
 


 “Is that all you brought with you?” the man asked and then giggled menacingly. “That’s nothing!”
 


 The dark haired man made a move to reach behind him and into the waistband of his pants and pure adrenaline took over Gabriel’s body. Whatever the man was reaching for had made him bold enough to laugh at the large hunting knife and was probably powerful enough to end Gabe’s life, of this he was absolutely sure.
 


 Without a moment to spare, Gabe made another effort to swipe at the thick artery in the exposed forearm of his opposition before the man could use that right arm to pull his own weapon. The man howled with pain as the knife went straight through and opened up the skin. Not willing to take any chances, and while the man was still distracted, Gabe went for the left arm and accomplished the same the result there. Thoroughly wounded, as layers of red blood covered both his arms, the dark haired man fell forward next to his partner and doubled over from agony.
 


 Gabe took two steps around to the other side of where the pair lay crumpled low to the ground and stepped on something hard. Looking down, Gabe eyed what the man had been reaching for – a gun – specifically a Gloc-9. Gabe reached down and picked it up. He spun around, back toward the two guys, and aimed in their direction.
 


 “Get up,” he forced the words evenly from his lips, loud enough for them to hear but calm enough for them to know he was deadly serious.
 


 Neither made a move, both were holding tightly onto blood soaked arms.
 


 “Get up!”
 


 Each member of the duo looked awkwardly to the other for help and, finding none, began to push upward with their knees to standing positions. Once both were up, holding positions on shaky knees, Gabe stepped closer and pointed the weapon directly from one to the other. He hesitated slightly from in his solid stance, feet spread apart and arms slightly arced with his hands and fingers interlaced over the gun. The men closed their eyes and whimpered.
 


 He allowed them another full minute of tiny cries before he spoke again with intended force and strength.
 


 “Move!”
 


 “Come on, man, please,” the other man croaked out. Gabe could now see that he was Hispanic.
 


 “Yeah, man,” the Caucasian one backed his partner up, “Look, just take the girl. We were done with her anyway!”
 


 Gabe inched closer and the others flinched.
 


 “If I ever see you near her again, I won’t hesitate next time. Understand?”
 


 Silence answered him.
 


 “Understand?!”
 


 Both bleeding men nodded and grunted in agreement. The blood loss may have had them near passing out, but that wasn’t Gabe’s concern right now. His safety and also the girl’s were all he cared about at the moment.
 


 “Now, move! Anywhere but here!”
 


 Gabe watched closely as two pairs of weak legs carried the men further back into the thick growth of the surrounding foliage. He kept his eyes positioned on their backs until the color of their filthy shirts disappeared from sight. After what seemed like hours of waiting for them to be long gone, Gabe finally turned around to face the girl who remained bound to the tree.
 


 As he moved closer to her, she immediately hunched slim brown shoulders and tucked her head near her bear collarbone. After a moment of quick thought, Gabe realized he was still holding the gun and was now pointing it directly at her.
 


 “Sorry, sorry,” he said as snapped the safety into place and put the gun in the space between his belt and the back of his jeans.
 


 Taking small steps forward with his palms faced forward and straight up, he stepped a couple of inches closer to her.
 


 “Hi. I’m Gabriel. Gabe.”
 


 She still did not raise her head and her small chest heaved up and down. He noticed a light sheen of sweat covered her shoulders and arms and then he remembered that she was still tied up. Reaching under his shirt, he pulled the knife out again. The girl must have been watching him from beneath her thick dark lashes because her head shot up at the site of the object and her body started to shudder even harder.
 


 “Take it easy,” he tried to sound as calm as possible with hopes of easing her fears as well.
 


 Walking around to the rear of the tree she was back against, he used the sharp tip to easily cut through the thick rags, probably an old shirt, which the two assholes had used to bind her. 

 


 As soon as her arms were free she popped away from the tree and darted toward the bank of trees.
 


 “Wait! Stop!”
 


 He yelled after her as he moved in her direction, trying to catch her before she hit the tree line and disappeared from site. His long strides easily overcame her smaller ones and he caught her by the wrist just before she was able to step too far outside of the clearing. Gabe whipped her back and brought her body against his. She was noticeably much smaller than his large frame and a surge of heat went through his insides when the two collided together.
 


 Had it really been that long since he felt the touch of a female’s body?
 


 “Let go of me!” she shrieked as she struggled to free herself from his strong grasp.
 


 “Easy, easy. Hold on,” he nearly whispered.
 


Without thinking, he dropped the knife and heard it stick into the earth below. He used his other arm to cover her entire bare back as he tried to calm her flailing body and hold her in place against him.
 


 “Get off of me! You’re not tying me back up!”
 


 “Wait a second,” he had to shake her slightly to get her to listen to him. “I’m not going to tie you up!”
 


 She paused long enough to look up at him and catch his breath with her chocolate colored eyes.
 


 “Well, what do you want? Why won’t you let me leave?”
 


 “First of all, you’re half naked.”
 


 The girl’s gaze went down and he could tell by the red blush that was starting to spread over her nutmeg colored skin that she was starting to remember she was only dressed in a pair of small panties and a bra.
 


 “You’re right,” she whispered and tried to take a step back further away from him, probably in an effort to put a good distance between their two bodies.
 


 Fear flashed in her eyes and Gabe held on tight to the same wrist because he knew as soon as he let go, she would bolt again.
 


 “I have clothes. I can give you something to put on.”
 


 Her slim shoulders relaxed only a little.
 


 “Where?” she asked but her head was trying to look around him as if trying to call his bluff. She had obviously noticed he was not holding any bags in his hands.
 



She’s no fool, he thought as he laughed in his head.
 


 “Back that way,” he turned his head back toward the direction he had come from earlier.
 


 A look of hesitation washed over her pretty round face.
 


 “I promise that I’m not trying to trick you. I live not too far from here. I brought some supplies with me. I have some extras clothes that I can give to you.”
 


 “Okay.”
 


 “So, if I let go,” he moved his hand to indicate he was referring to where he held her, “you won’t run, right?”
 


 She moved her head from side to side and the dark spiral curls on her head moved against her face as she did so.
 


 In reality, it should not have mattered to Gabe whether the girl ran or not. He had worries enough of his own, one being to find some fresh water to drink, but he found that he did care. Maybe it was the lessons his father had offered, mostly through interactions with his mother, which had taught his boys that being a gentleman was fundamental to being a real man. A real man would not allow a young girl to run off through the forest with no clothing if he had the power to help her. 

 


Maybe it was the need for human companionship, always in the back of his mind, that wanted her stay in his presence a little longer. She was a lovely girl and it would do his sanity some good to have her company for however long he could keep it. Whatever the reason, he wanted to help her, if only because she looked so defenseless right now. 

 


 Reluctantly, he released his hold on her and was prepared to have to sprint behind her again, but she stood motionless where she was and looked up at him with curious eyes.
 


 “Well, then, let’s go get something for you to put on.”
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 “Alexis.”
 


 Gabe heard a timid but upbeat voice call to him from behind.
 

 “What?” he yelled over his back as he moved toward the direction where he had left his knapsack.
 


Despite having already viewed most of her body, Gabe now felt uncomfortable looking in her direction. The sooner she was covered, the calmer his body would feel. He had reacted to her the moment he had pulled her up against him and immediately felt like a dirty old man for it.
 

 “My name – its Alexis.”
 

 “I’m Gabe.”
 

 “Yeah, I know. I heard you the first time.”
 


Gabe noticed that even though she followed close enough behind that she would not lose sight of him, Alexis made sure to keep a large opening of space between them.
 


Close enough to keep up but far enough to run fast and hard if needed. Smart girl, Gabe mused. He liked her instincts already.
 

 “I thought you hadn’t noticed since you took off so fast right after that.”
 

 “Wouldn’t you, after having been tied to a tree for an hour?”
 


Gabe laughed at her quick comeback but cursed to himself that he had not shown up sooner to help her get away from those two morons.
 

 “Who were those guys? You know them?”
 

 “No,” she responded in a small voice, all the energy from the previous answers had subsided.
 


Gabe turned to face her and immediately wished that he had not. Alexis was looking away and did not see the feral look that Gabe felt coming over his face.
 


She’s beautiful.
 


Her dark brown skin was smooth and flawless. The cherub shape of her face had given her the appearance of being a girl but the fullness of her body said otherwise. Full breasts rounded out her bra and spilled slightly over the top half while the inward slope of her waist expanded wonderfully out to form curved hips that were hugged by the tight pink underwear she wore.
 


As soon as she looked up and caught him watching her, Alexis froze before she completed her next step forward and Gabe bit down on his lower lip.
 

 “Sorry,” he whispered as he rotated his large frame back toward their destination.
 


Gabe spent the next five minutes willing his body to go flaccid again and hoping he could get himself together mentally and physically before they reached the large rock where his gear was.
 


Once there, he bent down and moved away the leaves he had used to hide the bag. He reached inside a side flap and dug through until he pulled out a small green golfing style shirt. It has been his brothers so it was too small for him but probably just the right size for Alexis. Gabe thought it might be useful along the way as a rag or a bandage. Pulling the shirt out of the bag, and without looking up, he held up the garment to where she stood about two feet away, still making sure to keep at a safe distance. He felt a slight tug as the shirt was taken from his hands.
 

 “Thanks.”
 

 “No problem,” he tried to keep his voice steady even as he fought against the urge to take another long stare at her before she covered herself.
 

 “As for bottoms, the best I can do are these.”
 


He pulled out a spare pair of his boxer shorts and handed those over to her as well. Whenever he thought he would be away from home longer than a few hours, Gabe also made sure to take the as many essentials as he could easily carry in one bag.
 

 “It’s better than nothing, I suppose. Thank you.”
 


After a moment, she called over to him.
 

 “You can look now.”
 

 “Huh?” Gabe purposefully kept his gaze on repacking the remaining items into his large carrier bag.
 

 “I saw you earlier. You were staring at me.”
 

 “Yeah, sorry about that. I didn’t mean to.”
 

 “Well, I can’t say that it’s okay, but thank you for at least keeping your hands to yourself.”
 

 “I would never do something like what those jerks were trying to do,” he said in her direction as he stood.
 


His mouth dropped slightly as he took in the sight of her. Although the shirt had a nice fit, the boxers were a little too big for her hips but Gabe saw she was able to keep them up by pulling the slack and tucking it in the waistband. Regardless of the ill fitting clothing, she had to be one of the most gorgeous females he could recall. Some females were pretty, make-up could make them more attractive, but only genuine beauty could remain stunning even under such stressful circumstances. Gabe easily concluded that Alexis was one of the latter type.
 


He swallowed and regained his composure before beginning again.
 

 “I mean, you’re practically a child. I can’t do something like that.”
 

 “A child?”
 


Alexis laughed but Gabe did not find the thought of taking advantage of someone so helpless to be funny in any way.
 

 “It’s not funny, they could have hurt. No – they were going to hurt you.”
 


Alexis’s features turned solemn as the reality of the situation came over her.
 

 “No, you’re right. It isn’t funny. They would have – would have,” she couldn’t continue before the sobs came.
 


He saw her dark eyes pool up and then the heavy tears started to slide down her sad but still lovely face. Her hands came up to cover her shame.
 


Gabe went to her without hesitation. Leaning over, he pulled Alexis against himself and wrapped his arms tightly around her as she buried her face further into his chest.
 

 “No, no, no,” he crooned into her hair, which felt as soft as cotton against his cheek, “Don’t do that. Everything is okay, now.” 

 


Gabe wanted to make sure that everything turned out okay for her, for as long as he had breath in his body and the strength and power to do so.
 


He continued to whisper soothing words to her over and over again while using his hands to gently massage her shoulders. When Gabe felt Alexis’s breathing calm and her movements relax, he felt it was safe to let her go. As he did so, he had torn feelings within. Half of him was glad for the space because he wasn’t sure how much longer he could trust himself to hold her so close and not try to push his soothing affections beyond the limits of kindness. The other half wanted to take her up completely into his arms and bury his face against the line of her neck.
 


Stop it, he warned himself, she’s just a kid.
 

 “No, I’m not,” she responded as though reading his thoughts while she wiped the remnants of tear stains away from her face.
 

 “You’re not what?”
 


Gabe wasn’t sure if they were on the same thought pattern and wanted to make sure he was not about to make a big mistake in judgment.
 

 “You called me a child a few minutes ago. I’m not.”
 

 “How old are you?”
 

 “I’m twenty-four.”
 


The look of surprise must have been splashed across his face because Alexis reddened cheeks perked up as she exploded into laughter.
 

 “What?”
 

 “You should see the look on your face!” She responded and then doubled over in laughter.
 

 “That’s not possible. You can’t be that old.”
 

 “Who are you calling old?”
 

 “What I mean is you look so –”
 

 “Young?”
 

 “Yeah, exactly.”
 

 “I get that all the time. Well, at least I use to. Back when everything was still normal. Seems like ages ago.”
 

 “I know what you mean,” Gabe sighed as he recalled the bleak reality that surrounded them both on all sides.
 


After a brief pause of reflection, Alexis continued.
 

 “Anyway, I guess I have good genes or something. No one in my family looked anywhere close to their actual ages. That included my sixty-two year old Granny Hanna. Last time I saw her, she still had the men lining up to get in good with her.”
 


Alexis smiled and her innocent beauty sent a sense of peace over Gabriel. It was an absolute peace that when present helped the world to make sense again and when gone – all too soon – left him aching for another moment of its comfort.
 


The hoot of an owl off in the distance caught Gabe’s attention. Casting his gaze upwards, Gabe recognized the familiar orange hues that signaled that sunset was fast approaching. 

 

 “We’ll have to stay here for the night.”
 

 “We?” She offered him a wary glance.
 

 “Yes, we,” he said with the side of his mouth turned upward.
 

 “Look, Gabe. I really appreciate and thank you for your help, but I have to get going.”
 

 “Going to where, Alexis? There’s nothing out there but more woods and more crazy people. Who knows who’s roaming around out there at this time of night. I can’t let you leave.”
 

 “Can't let me leave?”
 


Gabe could have kicked himself for making it sound as though he were keeping her hostage.
 

 “Please don’t go. You won’t be safe by yourself.”
 


Alexis hesitated and her eyes wondered to the left, as though she were thinking of something to say.
 

 “And please don’t say that you can take care of yourself. I’m sure under normal circumstances that would probably be true. Everything is different now. You and I know that and so does everyone else who’s trying to survive right now. Please?”
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 “Come on! Get up!”
 


 Alexis Butler heard her Aunt Portia’s voice but was still caught in that world between slumber and consciousness.
 


 “Alexis! Tiffany! Get up!”
 


 “What, momma?”
 


 Alexis Arthur remembered hearing her cousin Tiffany’s sleepy voice coming from the twin bed next to where she lay on her own mattress. Her body was still refusing to rise from its rest. This was the first time in days that she had been able to get a full night’s sleep and her mind was reluctant to relinquish the peaceful rest.
 


 “Damn it! Both of you girls move, now! They’re coming!”
 


 In a heartbeat, Alexis sat straight up in the bed. The thick blue and white striped comforter slipped down from her chest.
 


 “How long?” she called over to her aunt who was still trying to rouse Tiffany up from the bed.
 


 “I don’t know. Five, maybe ten minutes. I just heard the horns blasting.”
 


 The women’s nearest neighbors had long since packed up what they could carry and left, but their small group had decided on staying behind. They were reluctant to leave their home until it was absolutely necessary. Rumors of hoards of masked men, sweeping the surrounding towns looking for food and water, amongst other things, had started circulating the small community of Upper Arnott Plains about a month ago. After a few weeks of hearing nothing new about the groups of roving modern day pillagers, Alexis’s small neighborhood had tried to go back to the semblance of normality that it was desperately trying to keep. Peace of mind had been slowing pealing itself away ever since the last of the oil reserves went dry and the breaking news that there would be no more shipments for many, many months to come. Months turned into years, and the comfortable façade of human society began to be stripped away as the ease of all the modern conveniences were the first casualties of this crisis. Then the all the stores went bare because there was no fuel left to transport any shipments more than a few miles and that’s when all hell started to break loose – everywhere.
 


 Almost overnight, everything that Alexis and everyone in this country knew went from sad but hopeful to desperate and crazy. Riots broke out in all the major cities. The National Guard was called, but soon they were overrun by mobs of people desperate for food and running water, the basics that every human needs. The panic was slower to move to the rural areas and extreme suburbs like her hometown. Nonetheless, everyone knew a day would come when whatever shred of ordinary human society they had tried to hold on to would be lost. For Alexis and her remaining family, that day was today.
 


 With Tiffany finally awake and moving, the three women took to moving like wild cats through the house. They pulled at whatever they thought they would need when they headed off to a new destination, probably the surrounding forest closer to Lower Arnott Plains, the rural part of their town.
 


 As she scavenged her own home for basic necessities, Alexis knew they should have come up with a plan for an event such as this. She, her aunt and legal guardian, and her cousin had each secretly hoped the band of organized looters would simply pass by, though none of them had voiced this wish out loud. With the neighborhood now abandoned except for them, why would the men stop here anyway? 

 


They would and did because evil people seem to always sense the last smidgen of hope and want to stamp it out.


 


Alexis thought this to herself as she crammed a few pieces of clothes in her large sling back bag, along with some toiletries and a few bottles of water.
 


Without warning the air suddenly filled with the loud crackle of gunfire followed by a blast of horns honking.
 


They must be in a caravan, she thought as she nipped at her fingernail.
 

 “HELLO! HELLO! HELLO!” A maniacal voice blared over a bullhorn. There was a short pause, and then the maddened voice filled the air once more.
 

 “This is your wake-up call! We have arrived. Women – pretty women – please come out first. We promise to be nice!”
 


Alexis froze. Where were Aunt Portia and Tiffany? They went down to the basement to bring up some luggage bags. She hadn’t heard them for a few minutes now and doubted that she would any time soon since they had probably overheard the same message as her.
 

 “Awe – no takers, huh?”
 


There was muffled conversation just outside of the audio filter of the bullhorn.
 

 “Then we’ll just have to come in and get you!” The last half of the sentence was done in a deranged singsong voice. 

 


Another round of machine gun rattling went off.
 


Hide! I have to hide!
 



Alexis looked frantically around for a spot. Bed, bathroom, closest, everything seemed too obvious.
 


 More shots sounded and then the distinct sound of doors being kicked it – several at a time. It must be a whole army of them! Shit!
 


 The next bang was the heavy thud of her front door fracturing under a heavy blow.
 


 Just then she remembered the loose panel in the ceiling of the bedroom closet. She and her cousin used to play up there when they were younger and then, as teenagers, used the space to hide items they did not want their mother/aunt to find them with, namely condoms and birth control pills.
 


 Alexis ran over to the walk in space and slide the folding door closed on its track. Moving the panel back and then using her cat-like buoyancy she propelled herself up on the wooden chest, used for clothing storage during the off seasons, and up into the tight space. She was small enough to be able to bend her legs under her body so she could fit just right with very little breathing room to spare. Slowly moving the panel back in place, she heard heavy footsteps approaching the room she had vacated.
 


 “Any one up there?” A man’s voice called from a short distance away. Probably from the lower level of the house.
 


 “Not yet,” a raspier voice responded from a closer distance.
 


 Alexis’s heart sank as the unknown intruder made his rounds in the room. She heard him walk to the bathroom and slide back the shower curtain and even heard the cabinet doors under the vanity being pulled back with enough force to snap the hinges.
 


 The steps returned to the main bedroom and a soft thump told her that he was on his knees checking under the beds in the room she and her cousin Tiffany – more a sister than anything else – had shared since they were seven years old and Alexis’s parents were killed in a fatal shooting in her old neighborhood near the Bronx. After that she came to stay with Aunt Portia who was able to mend the broken heart of frightened child who had lost everything she had ever known.
 


 Small tears slipped down Alexis cheeks as she felt the same feeling of loss coming over her again. If the men had not done so by now, they would find her second family soon. This house was meant to be lived in and loved in, not to hide from home invaders and the two other women would have little to no chance of finding a safe place downstairs.
 


 “Johnson, Burkett, shut those bitches up!”
 


 Her worse fear was confirmed as she heard muffled cries floating up from downstairs.
 


 The man who had been yelling stepped closer the closet. Surprisingly, he stood there were a long moment, as if listening, waiting for Alexis to slip up and make a sound, to make her fear audible enough for him to find her. She wondered, how many times had he done this before? In how many other homes had he stalked people like a savage hunter? Well, not this time, not me. If she would have been standing in front of him right now, she would have spit in his face as repayment for all of the other homes and lives he and his friends had destroyed.
 


 Seconds ticked away as neither one of them made a sound. Alexis thought the man had stopped breathing, she knew that she had and wasn’t sure how much longer she could hold in her already shallow breaths before her lungs would cry out for oxygen thus giving away her location away.
 


 When the burning started to fill her chest and her last small inhalation was not enough and she was sure he would he would hear her raspy intake of precious air, she heard the heavy boots thud off and into the distance.
 


 Then there was a heavy smack! sound as though someone had just been struck by a brutal hand.
 


 “You listen to me! You hear me? You understand me?”
 


 “No! You get away from my baby!”
 


 Aunt Portia. Oh, no, Jesus, no!
 


 “Get them outta' here! Drag them if you have to!”
 


 Move cries and sobs sounds with the menacing thuds of people struggling. Then all went silent.
 


 Alexis sent up a prayer begging for their protection and for mercy wherever they were taken to.
 


 She waited no less than thirty minutes before she willed herself to move from that spot. Long after she stopped hearing shouting and gunfire and air horns, only after the loud squeal of tires burning against asphalt and then the rumble of diesel engines faded away did Alexis grieve for losing a family a second time.
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Strong arms gripped her shoulders. She swung out and her hand came up against rough skin and then she felt the sting from the blow flow across her hand.
 


 The hands had stopped shaking her and were replaced by a deep voice calling her name over and over again. 

 


 “Alexis! ALEXIS!”
 


 Her eyes popped open. The voice was unfamiliar, yet held a hint of comfort and concern.
 


 Black filled her sight. For a moment, she thought maybe she had gone blind, but the sudden chill that overcame her exposed skin reminded her that she was still outside and it was the cover of night that engulfed her vision.
 


 After a moment, her eyes were able to adjust to darkness and she could distinguish the different hues that surrounded her. The smell of burning ember invaded her nose and then the events of the day started to come back to her.
 


 Alexis looked up and a pair of eyes glistening against the faint moonlight that filtered through the thick veil of branches and leaves overhead met her gaze. It took her an additional few seconds to recall the name of this large man whose face hovered over her while he cradled her like a baby in his arms.
 


 “What? Gabe, what is it?” Alexis heard the drowsiness in her own voice.
 


 “You were crying in your sleep. Then you started screaming. I tried to wake you but then you started getting louder. I had to pull you up off the ground to coax you out of your dream.”
 


 Alexis's eyes adjusted even further as she opened them wider and took note that this man was not kidding. He was really holding her entire body in his arms as he sat crossed legged up against the large boulder they had decided to set up camp next to.
 


 “I slapped you, didn’t I?”
 


 “Yeah, pretty hard.” 

 


She heard his strong laughter and felt a tickle in her heart.
 


 “I didn’t mean to,” she put her hand to the spot she struck and smoothed it gently, “I was just remembering something.”
 


 For a quiet moment, she stared up into the dim shadow of his face and felt like the safest person in the world. Then the reality that she knew nothing about this man overpowered her moment of weakness and she removed her hand from the coolness of his hard jaw line.
 


 “I’m fine now,” she said as she quickly sat up in his arms and then slid over to the ground.
 


 Her rear touched the coldness of the earth beneath and it took a little extra will power not to want to jump right back into the warmth of his embrace.
 


 “You sure you’re okay?”
 


 She was sure that Gabe was watching her every move closely. She shook off the memory of the night terror as nonchalantly as she was able to and tried to fane as much calm as she could muster.
 


 “Yes, I’ll be as good as new in a few minutes.”
 


 The nightmares were becoming more frequent, more real. At least this time she had someone with her to pull her out of the terror-filled memories. It was actually quite comforting not to have to wake up alone for once. Alexis had not been traveling alone for very long but she was used to being part of a family unit, not a solitary trekker. This guy was fearsome and she had witnessed this by his earlier assault on those two men who had tricked her into captivity. However, Alexis saw by how gentle he had been with her so far that he had a kinder, more docile side to him. If only for a few hours more, she wanted to enjoy his secure presence.
 


 “You want to talk about it,” his voice was soft but still carried a hard manliness.
 


 “About what?”
 


 “Whatever it was that had you so scared.”
 


 “No, not really,” she shook her head and then smoothed a stray curl behind her ear.
 


 “Okay, well, I think I am going to try to sleep a little longer. My plan is to get an early start and the sun will be up in about four hours.”
 


With the assistance of the moonlight, she could see that he had positioned his body to lay flat with his head against his knapsack. 
 

 “Goodnight.”
 


 “Night, Alexis.”
 


 “Lexie.”
 


 He yawned and it was the cutest one Alexis had ever heard. It was almost boyish.
 


 “Huh?”
 


 “You can call me Lexie. That’s what my family and friends use to call me. I miss hearing it,” she replied with a small hint of shyness in her voice.
 


 “Okay, Lexie, goodnight.”
 


 She heard the smile in the deep timber of his voice and it made her smile as well.
 


 “Gabe?”
 


 “Yes.”
 


 “How long have you been out here?”
 


 She heard the leaves shifting under his massive body weight. He had turned on his side and positioned his head on his palm.
 


 “Not long. I only left my house yesterday.”
 


 “Really?”
 


 “Yeah, the water supply finally ran out, so I had to come out here to find more. How about you?”
 


 Alexis wasn’t sure how to answer that question. It had only been about a month since her cousin and aunt had been taken and she had finally made her way out this far without being seen. She just didn’t want this man to think she couldn’t take care of herself and that he needed to be her guardian. Actually, the more she thought about it, the more she just didn’t want to hear the rejection that he wouldn’t be her guardian and that he would go his way and set her off on hers and then she would be all alone again.
 


 “Awhile.”
 


 “How long is that?”
 


 “Long enough to know I should be more careful about who I can trust.”
 


 More rustling of leaves indicated that he was sitting up. 

 


 “What do you mean?"
 


 “Those guys,” she angled her head to indicate the direction they had traveled from, but then remembered it was dark enough that he probably couldn’t see her movements as well as she could see his, since he was many shades lighter than her natural bronze color, “the guys you saved me from.”
 


 She gulped hard at the last statement. It had been hours since the ordeal but her body still reacted as though they were still coming close to fondle her and rub their grimy hands over her skin. A trail of shivers went down her back.
 


 In the very next moment, warm arms wrapped around her shoulders. 

 


Maybe he can see me after all.
 


It was a private joke for her thoughts only, but she reveled in his closeness and the sanctuary his touch provided. He seemed to erase the blanket of cold that had previously surrounded her body and her mind.
 

 “What happened, Alexis?”
 


Though she really did prefer Lexie, the sound of her name coming from his lips in any form sent her heartbeat into overtime.
 

 “I thought they were okay guys. I mean, they actually were, for a few hours anyway. I ran into them on the road and they didn’t try anything. They looked decent enough and they said they knew where there was a fresh spring around here. Goodness knows I needed to wash up really bad,” she allowed herself to laugh at the thought.
 

 “You smell fine to me,” Gabe whispered in her ear and Alexis closed her eyes when his heavy breath tickled the super sensitive part of her body.
 

 “Well, they actually did know where there was a spring. Once they showed me the place, I really thought they were going further downstream to do their own thing. Against better judgment, I set my outer clothes to the side and dived in. The minute I realized they had been watching me the whole time, is the minute I knew I was in deep shit – excuse my language.”
 

 “You’re excused.”
 


The couple giggled and Gabe pulled her tighter and his full frame engulfed her. If Alexis could have chosen to bring back any part of her former life, it would have been the feel of a man holding her just like how Gabe was now. She had a few boyfriends, some serious, but Gabe seemed to know exactly how to stroke her arms and the sides of her face at the perfect angles and places. It was enough to get a string of gooseflesh flowing all over her.
 

 “I tried to make a run for it, but they were faster and, well, you know the rest.”
 

 “Yes, I do. Bastards,” she heard him mumble to himself.
 


She turned her head and offered up her lips to his. First, she pressed lightly, and then found it was not enough. A deep hunger was filling her stomach. An ache she had forgotten had existed. With all the madness spreading in the world, Alexis had almost forgotten that she was a woman. It was the nearness and hardness of Gabriel’s body, his larger than life male stature and, mostly, the sweetest he displayed to her since the moment they had met that reminded Alexis of her own physical needs. Her tongue pushed through his lips and he gladly accepted it as his swept through hers with a passion that sparked new life into her feminine region.
 


With suddenness she had not expected, he reached under to sweep her legs up and then turned her so that she could straddle his lap. 

 


The palms of his hands felt rough against the lower back. It wasn’t an uncomfortable feeling. Instead, it only drew more of her juices down and sent her head spinning with more need. He caressed her back as he worked his hands upward toward the back of her bra. Once he unclasped the hooks, Alexis felt her heavy breasts spill out from under the binding fabric. In seconds, his large hands came around and molded her responsive flesh between his fingers. With his hard thumbs, he encircled her nipples until they were stiff and poking at his waiting touch.
 


A deep moan slipped from his throat, which caused her to return one of her own in response.
 


His broad lips slipped to her neckline. She felt Gabe’s wide tongue wind its way up, leaving a hot trail, until it reached her earlobe and he tugged tenderly at the small flap held between his teeth.
 


Alexis felt the coarse stubble of his jaw against her own and the stimulation from the bristles sent her heat into overdrive. She reached down and practically ripped off the shirt he had given her to wear. Once she had discarded her own, her small hands went down to the where the hem of his would have been and yanked it up, almost faster than he could raise his long arms. 

 


She was glad for the cloak of darkness that surrounded them. It left her sense of touch and smell heightened and Alexis wanted to use those senses to explore every inch of this man’s body. Pulling away from him slightly, she started her exploration at his face. It was angular and she could feel the clenching and unclenching of his jaw muscles. Her fingers glazed over his eyes, their rapid movement told her that he was just as aroused, if not more, as she was. She smelled the heavy pheromones drifting off of his skin and the flare of his nostrils on his straight nose confirmed that he smelled hers as her entire body instinctively readied itself for him.
 


 Alexis’s hands traveled down and then parted over the wide breadth that was the distance between his shoulders and then down to the large U-shapes that were the well-defined pectorals that she had been waiting to discover. Once there, her index finger and thumb clamped around the spiky tips that were his hardened nipples and then squeezed until a heavy growl erupted from his chest and he sucked in a lungful of thick air.
 


 The strength in his arms grabbed at her middle and sank in deep as Gabe lifted her up and sucked in her bud. He sucked hard at the left nipple and then opened his mouth wider to intake more of her heated flesh. Just as her lower lips had started to quiver, he released his hold only long enough to turn his head and begin to lap hungrily at her right nipple and finished off my showering it with juicy kisses.
 


 “Gabe! Uuhh!”
 


 Alexis felt her body lift up further into the air and then nearly came the moment his wet tongue assaulted her naval area.
 


 “I – I can’t hold on much longer!”
 


 “You won’t have to,” he moaned against her stomach.
 


 Standing her upright onto wobbling legs, Alexis felt Gabe’s strong grip pull down the boxing shorts and panties she wore with one fierce tug. She heard him fumble for a hurried moment with his own bottoms.
 


 With the same force that had propelled her up, he pulled her back down and then all her thoughts and worries floated away as her hole was overtaken by the most powerful thrust she had ever experienced – ever.
 


 The extreme wideness of his dick gave Alexis a sense of elation she had not thought it was possible to feel without actually floating away. Another intense thrust upward and all reality collapsed around her. The delicate tissue of her walls felt the veins of his hardness throbbing intensely and Alexis was sure she would go mad with pleasure.
 


 Her head went back as her hands sprawled themselves across his massive chest and euphoria washed over her very being as Gabe used his well conditioned arms to both thrust himself up further into her dripping wetness, while simultaneously pulling her down against him until she felt the cushion softness of his scrotum against the stretched ring of her opening.
 


 The air surrounding them was filled with their feral lust and it was intoxicating. She sensed the tightening of his body beneath her and knew that this final push was about to send them both into another world – away from the madness and away from the uncertainty of the next moment.
 


 “I – can’t – hold it – anymore!” Gabe sputtered out.
 


 He drove his rock hard falace deep up into her channel and then released an animalistic growl as she felt the explosion of his seed against the lower half of her womb.
 


 At the same time, under her own strength, Alexis pushed down and felt his full length and girth touch the tip of her cervix as she released her own crazed gurgle and came hard all over him. All control was lost and she collapsed against his heaving chest.
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When she awoke, a flicker of sunlight caught her eyes. It was early, but Alexis could tell by the strength of the morning light that it was well past dawn. A quick survey of the surrounding area also told her that she was laying alone on the soft grass wet with morning dew.
 


 Her heart pounded in her chest as she contemplated the thought that she completely alone again.
 


 Sitting up and looking around, she found that someone had dressed her. Her clothing was twisted but Alexis was comforted by the thought that she was not alone and nude in the woods. 

 


 Twisting her legs beneath her, Alexis fought to abate the sinking feeling that was beginning to creep up. The fear of having to start all over again, a solitary soul wandering through the forest toward an unknown destination, was beginning to rear its ugly head. Had she really expected this man to allow her to tag along when he would definitely fair better on his own and without another person to slow him down? 

 


I guess I actually did.
 


 All of these thoughts went around in circles in her head. 

 


Whatever her situation, she needed to handle the basics first. Right now, her first task was to have another cleansing before she started her day and tried to figure out what her next move should be.
 


 As Alexis went to turn on to her knees and push herself up and head back toward the direction of the stream she had bathed in yesterday, a large hand was offered to her. A sensation of happiness surrounded her mind and she silently exhaled as she released some of her worries and accepted the offering.
 


 Gabe helped Alexis to her feet and then kissed her lightly on her cheek.
 


 “Morning,” he smiled down at her, his blues eyes dancing in the brightest of the late morning sun.
 


 Then he held out another prize that made pull in an excited breath.
 


 “My clothes!”
 


 She reached up and snatched them from his grasp and then threw herself against him. He gratefully accepted her gratitude by enfolding her. She felt him smiling against her forehead as well as the sharp tickle of the longer growth of hair along his face.
 


 “Thank you, thank you!”
 


 “I figured you might be happy to see those. I also thought this might make you happy as well,” he said while holding up a string with several fish attached.
 


Alexis allowed the relief to wash over her. He had not left her behind after all.
 


 ****
 


Gabriel Poole turned out to be good catch in more than ways than one. Besides saving her life, filling her with more passion in one night than Alexis had known in her lifetime, and finding her lost garments, he was also an excellent fisherman.
 


 “Me and my dad and my younger brother would go fishing practically every weekend,” he explained to her while he roasted part of his morning catch over a makeshift grill – three sticks fitted together in the shape of a football goal and sat over a small flame surrounded by a circle of stones and fueled by dry grass.
 


 Alexis listened eagerly as she munched on her portion. Gabe had told her what kind of fish they were eating, but she honestly didn’t care. She had eaten little more than candy bars since setting off on her own. This was a buffet compared to what had previously been on the menu.
 


 “He taught me so much about everything, everyday. I still can’t believe I don’t have him or my mom around anymore.”
 


 “What happened to them? How did you end up alone,” she asked without looking up, her eyes were busy scanning the fish she had been nibbling on for any signs of the tiny but deadly bones within.
 


 “I’m not really sure.”
 


 Alexis looked up at him. His eyes were far away from this reality as he recalled the memory.
 


 He picked up a small twig and rolled it in his hands.
 


 “We tried to keep our normal lives going for as long as possible. My brother and I still went to school for a long time after the first announcement. I went to Dauphin County Regional High and my little brother, Tom, went to the middle school.”
 


 “I went to Regional High too,” her lips curved up.
 


 “Wow, get out of here. Really?”
 


 “Uh-huh. I don’t remember seeing you there. I don’t know how I missed a big hunky guy like you,” she replied with a sly smile.
 


 Gabe blushed and ran his fingers nervously over the beginnings of short blond hued beard.
 


 “Well, I looked a lot different back then.”
 


 “I’m sure you still turned heads.”
 


 She winked and he dropped his head to hide the wide Cheshire cat smile.
 


 “So, you were telling me about where your family went.”
 


 “I don’t know what happened to them, not exactly,” his voice trailed off and his smile faded.
 


 Alexis discerned the seriousness of the revelation and put her food down so she could move closer to where Gabe sat. It was her turn to offer some comfort since he had already given her so much already.
 


 “One day, a little bit after the last broadcast that all the reserves had finally went dry and it would be a long wait before any more crude oil showed up, my dad thought we needed to gather up enough supplies to keep us stocked up for at least a more few months. My mom was adamant that we had already enough, but my dad always wanted to play it on the safe side so he insisted on going over to Metro Plaza to get everything all at once.” 

 


 Alexis sucked in air. She remembered hearing about what happened at the plaza on the news. It was the largest shopping complex in their area and people were clamoring to get there once the word went out about the tanks going empty and the probability of all major commerce, including food and gas shipments, being shut down. The newspaper reports had said that in some areas, major power outages and water filtration shutdowns were to be expected within six weeks or less.
 


 “My dad was already taking my brother to help him load up everything. My mom insisted on going with them, as if her being there would make the situation less chaotic. My dad told me to guard the house until they got back,” his eyes were rimmed with red and Alexis saw him internally fighting back the salty flow trying to trickle out. 

 

 “When they all drove off in the truck, it was the last time I saw them,” his voice went hoarse at the end. 

 


 Alexis saw the sadness enter into his eyes as his pupils reacted to the dancing flames before them. She rubbed her fingers through his dark blond hair and then along his ear and watched as his eyes closed and he inhaled in her scent.
 


 Alexis recalled seeing the newscast of a massive riot breaking out at the Plaza. People literally began to attack and claw at one another as they fought for what might very well have been the last supplies shipped to the Arnott area. The announcer said there had also been confirmations of knifings, shootings, and people using pipes, bottles, and whatever other weapon they could lay hold of attack one another. The carnage had been called to a halt by the arrival of several local sheriffs’ departments responding in full riot gear and practically laying a siege of tear gas around the complex. The final count was numerous hospitalizations and over fifty deaths in all, followed by multiple arrests. Sadly, it was the beginning of the end for their once peaceful part of the world that, until that day, had one of the lowest crime rates in the entire region.
 


 Sitting back, she decided to share her own story.
 


 “I lost my family, too. Twice.”
 


 She told him about the death of her parents and then the kidnapping of her adopted family. Gabe sat in silence while she replayed both sets of horrific events. Towards the end, she was overwrought with grief again and the prospect of having to either live the rest of her life devoid of anyone to really hold on to, since every time she became close to anyone they were snatched away, or the fear of being assaulted and left for dead by some post-apocalyptic lunatic. 

 


 Her heart and mind were flooded with sadness and she gave over the raking emotions.
 


 “Lexie, everything will be all right,” Gabe soothed as he tugged at her arm and she willing went into the consolation of his hold, “You have me now. We have each other.”
 


 She allowed her arms to go around his neck as he looped her hair back around her ear. More than anything, she wanted this comfort. Not from just anyone but from this wonderful man who had come along and illuminated her otherwise dim future at a point when she had been right at the cusp of believing all hope for herself would be lost for good. She needed to be reassured that there was still optimism left for her to hang her remaining peace of mind around. In more ways than one, Gabe was becoming her last link to distant memories of what home felt like. 
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 “I have to go into town.”
 


 Gabe knew his words would be a sobering reminder that the outside world still went on even as he and Alexis lived in bliss with the world that they had created at his family’s home estate.
 


 “Why?”
 


 Gabe felt the feathery tickle of her eyelashes against his bare chest as Alexis’s eyes fluttered open. She shifted her weight uneasily next to him and used the hand that had been stationed on her arm to keep her still and calm her motions.
 


 Three months had passed and the sounds of the small explosions coming from the direction of the town center had faded away about a month ago. The dark smoky pillars that had once lined the sky in that direction were gone as well. Whatever had been happening over there seemed to be dissipating. Gabe was sure that now was as good a time as any to get what they needed and get back before the next hoard came this way. There would definitely be more on the way, there would always be more from now until whenever.
 


This house was where Gabe had grown up and he could function with whatever was here, but Alexis needed more. Gabe’s mom’s clothes were too small for her and he was sure that she was probably tired of having only his younger brother’s items to wear. She never complained about the situation but Gabe could see the frustration on her soft face every now and again. Besides that, they were running short on food. That fateful day his family had set off, Gabe had never really expected to be here without refilling the store room in the basement for as many years as he had. He was sure that some solution would come along and that society would find another way of existing and maintain itself without all of the convenience of before. That day was yet to come and now Gabe had not one but two mouths to feed, soon to be three. Lexie had told him earlier that morning that her period had not come since the first month that Gabe had convinced her to stay with him. She wasn’t absolutely sure if she were pregnant, only a stick test or time could confirm that fact, but she was sure she had been late only one other time in her life and that was when she was much younger and her cycle was becoming regular. 

 


She was all he had now and his father had made sure he knew that taking care of home first should always be a top priority. Gabe’s home had always been and would always continue to be where his heart was and Alexis had his heart.
 

 “Gabriel, I’m scared,” she murmured against his tough skin.
 

 “Don’t be. It will be fine. In and out. I won’t be long.”
 

 “Isn’t that what your dad said before he left?”
 


It was a harsh truth that caused his heart to miss a beat, but it was no doubt an absolute truth. Gabe had no idea what would be waiting for him out there. Still, he had to try. Lexie needed clothes and they both needed nourishment and fresh water. Although the stream was convenient, not having to lug all that water back every other day, at least for a while, would be a Godsend. His mind was made up.
 

 “I’m going to have to get it done sooner or later, Lexie.”
 

 “Gabe, please don’t. We can make do with whatever is here.”
 

 “Shh. It’ll work out. You’ll see.”
 


He kissed her warm forehead and then her velvety hair and hoped the affection in his heart would be reflected by the tenderness of his kiss as his lips lingered there longer than needed.
 

 “Get some sleep,” he whispered, “You’ll need it now that you’re taking care of two.”
 

 “I told you, I’m not sure about that.”
 

 “I am. Sleep.”
 


Her body snuggled up closer to fit into his side. After that, Gabe heard her sigh softly once more. Then he fell asleep listening to the rhythmic sound of her heavy breathing.
 


 ****
 


A week later at 7 A.M. sharp, Gabe was ready to head out. He wished he had risen a little earlier but found it hard to move from the comfortable position he had found while dozing next to the woman he loved and would have married, if society was still intact enough for such ceremonies to be carried out.
 


Gabe hadn’t told Alexis how he felt, but would make sure it was the first thing they talked about when he returned from his venture. She was going to be the mother of his child and he wanted to be sure he made her understand how important she and their unborn child were to him. Even if the circumstances were different, he wouldn’t have chosen anyone else to carry his son or daughter.
 


Alexis stood on the porch with her arms hugging herself. A thick red, white, and blue blanket that Gabe’s mom had knitted for him when he was a small boy was wrapped around her shoulders. Her thick curly hair was blowing around her face in the early October wind. Standing there, her face was puffy from all the worry she exuded plus her first round of morning sickness had finally come. She had tried to talk him out going no less than five times in the last hour. Even in her current state of disarray, she was the most beautiful women in the world to him.
 

 “Alexis, it’s cold out here, you should go back inside,” he said as his towering figure hovered over her and tried to shield her from the crisp chill of the air.
 

 “I don’t care. I want you to stay here, with me.”
 

 “I have to go. Winter will be here in no time and we have to get ready as soon as possible.”
 


The oncoming winter was another reason why he needed to get them stocked up as soon as possible. The winters this far into central Pennsylvania could be brutal at best some years and as gentle as a lamb during others. The fact that the temperature had dropped almost twenty degrees since mid-September was a clear indication that this winter was going to come in like a lion this season. Who knows if he would get another chance to do this before the couple became snowed in. With this new reason heavily weighing on his mind, he added another item to his checklist – kerosene , if there were any still to be found, and if not, his muscles would get good a workout from chopping a nice tall pile of wood for the fireplace.
 


Her face was getting redder and Gabe saw the telltale sign of her sadness about to spill out.
 

 “Oh, Gabe, what if you don’t come back?”
 

 “Baby, please don’t cry,” he said as he cupped her face easily into his wide palm.
 


He kissed her lips and delighted in the taste of them. He wanted to capture their essence so if this was the last time he had them against his own, Gabe would always remember their exact flavor. The thought of not returning to her terrified him, but it was a clear possibility. She would be practically helpless out here on her own, especially once she became heavy with child. Gabe had waited an additional week to do this just to be sure there were no more signs to indicate there was any new activity in town. The time had come and it was now or never.
 

 “Please be careful, Gabe.”
 

 “When I leave, double check to make sure all of the doors and windows are bolted. Two days. I’ll be back with everything we’ll need for a long while, I promise.”
 


One last quick kiss for his lover and Gabe turned and bounded down the steps and up toward the main road.
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Gabe’s first mistake was forgetting to tell Alexis to lock the basement door. Halfway into his trip, he remembered that there was exterior door on the side of the house that led straight into the cellar and then up into the kitchen. Gabe had not used that entryway in years and had honestly forgotten about it.
 


 His second mistake was not taking the time to teach her how to use one of the smaller guns that his father had. Tracey Poole did not permit weapons in the house but did allow her husband to keep a small handgun locked under the night table just in case it was ever needed in an emergency situation. Gabe should have shown Alexis where it was and how to handle it before he left. He had been so concerned about what would happen when he went out that Gabe had forgotten about the possibility of someone trying to get in.
 


He had been gone for three days instead of two, and Gabe was sure that had been his final mistake. The walk had taken longer than he had originally thought, and then he had to scavenge for a vehicle that was still running and large enough to carry all of the supplies.
 


Keeping his rifle close to his side and making sure to stay in as much shadowed area as possible, Gabe made sure to survey the shopping district before he came out into the open to start looking around. The business district of Arnott Plains was practically torn apart and abandoned. Most of the stores had been stripped bare. Whatever the vandals had needed, they took and moved on but not before burning or desecrating most of the buildings on this side of town.
 


He should have went straight to the home goods store, but knew he needed to get the items he had promised Alexis he would bring back for her and the baby first since they were now his first priority.
 


He thought it had to be an angel that led him to a delivery van with a half a tank of gas parked in the back of the depot store and partially hidden by an outgrowth near the tree line. It had to be the only truck this big that had not already been siphoned dry. He pulled the vehicle up to the closest docking station and went about loading everything he could carry inside its cargo hold.
 


Gabe was confident that his mission had been a success until he returned home.
 


As he pulled the truck closer to the front of the modest sized farmhouse, the huge grin that had been spread across his face at the thought of reuniting with his love again quickly dissipated. Although it was not a requirement that Alexis wait day and night for him to return, Gabe was positive she would at least be near a window watching for him. When he saw no signs of her near any of the windows, he knew something was wrong. Even if she had been sleeping, the truck’s engine would have roused her from the bed in the front bedroom they now occupied, it was his parents’ old room, to check and see who had arrived.
 


 Upon parking the vehicle and then easing the front door open, Gabe’s ears perked up at the uneasy quietness within. He wanted to call out to the woman he would call his wife, whether or not they had a pastor or a justice of the peace to preside over it, but his instincts told him it would be a bad move. Gabe wanted to know that Alexis was all right and have her run into his embrace and feel her tender lips forming a smile over his while he showered her with loving kisses, yet he sensed that something was off and needed to find out what it was first.
 


 He did his best to step lightly over the thinly carpeted front room as he made his way into and through the living room. His foot stepped into the small dining area where he and his family had once enjoyed Sunday evening feasts and Saturday morning revelry and where Gabe hoped to enjoy the same with his new family. A small whimper floated in from the kitchen beyond and Gabe thought his heart had stopped cold.
 



Alexis!
 


 He didn’t have to wonder long who was in there with her. The voice was eerily familiar.
 


 “Who’s going to save you now, sweetness?”
 


 It was the craggy voice of the dark haired man from a few months back, whom he had saved Alexis from on that first day.
 


 “Yeah, who? Sweetness,” the other man echoed with a mocking tone.
 


 How long had they been in here with her? Had they been waiting out there all this time, watching them, hoping for another chance to get at her?
 


 There was no time to answer any of those questions. All in all, none of them mattered at the moment, what did matter was bringing this showdown to an end – permanently. No more games and no more second chances. They had invaded his home and a man protected his home and his family at all costs.
 


 Gabe gritted his teeth, sucked in a long wind and then blew it out slow and cool. His raw nerves were standing on end and his temple pulsed. He needed all of his senses to be in order so that any decision he made from here on out would be the best one for him and the one he loved. His finger tightened around the trigger of the rifle and he positioned the butt of it under his armpit.
 


 The last frightened whimper from Alexis was the catalyst and then Gabe’s feet were moving.
 


 He stepped into the kitchen, gun drawn at level with the two men. If it were possible, the duo was filthier than the last time he saw them. Dingy shirts were nearly blackened and dirty jeans were caked in grime. The leader had a grimy nail under Alexis’s chin and his dark eyes held Gabe’s own menacing stare.
 


 “Back up. Now!”
 


 “Well, well. The hero has returned,” he smiled and yellow teeth showed themselves.
 


 “Yeah, he thinks he a hero, man,” the other one nodded in agreement.
 


 If he wasn’t before, Gabe was now thoroughly insane with rage. The dirty man was still touching his woman and looked as though he was going to make no moves to step away.
 


 “What are you gonna’ do, hero?”
 


 “Yeah, what?”
 


 Gabe stepped forward and then froze. Something glinted in his eye. A familiar shape stared back at him.
 



No, it couldn’t be.
 


 “Remember this? This big guy nearly ended my days on this earth awhile back.”
 


 The dark-haired one was holding Gabe’s father’s hunting knife inches from Alexis, who kept her hands fastened to her stomach as though she were trying to protect the tiny life growing inside. Her lips trembled as she did her best to hold back a sob.
 


 Gabe had been so concerned about getting Alexis covered up and safe that he had completely forgotten about having left the knife on the ground.
 


 “I waited until I was healed and then went back to find you. I knew you couldn’t be too far from that spot. And then I spotted this treasure,” he smiled as he admired the blade in his hand, “and knew it wouldn’t be long until I had my turn to show you how it felt to be on the receiving end this time.”
 


 Both of the man’s forearms had long and jagged bright pink scars to prove his words that the wounds had probably been near fatal.
 


 “Imagine our surprise when we found this delicious prize waiting for us instead of you,” the man had turned his attention and the tip of the knife back toward Alexis.
 


 “Last warning,” Gabe bought the weapon into line of sight with the intruder’s head.
 


 “Or, what? I’ve got your girl right here and if you miss, you get her too,” the man teased with a twisted smile.
 


 “She’s not my girl, she’s my wife. And I never miss.”
 


 Sound from the rapid succession of two shots crackled off of the tiles in the kitchen.
 


Gabe saw Alexis jump slightly up from her seat as her tormentor slumped forward just missing her lap and landing with a heavy thump onto the hard floor.
 


The intruder grabbed at his bloodied knees and writhed in pain, while his partner’s hands went straight up and the tips of his fingers nearly touched the ceiling.
 


Gabe turned to the man standing stiff as a board. He cocked the rifle again to demonstrate that he would not hesitate to fire again. The other man’s strained face beaded over with sweat.
 

 “Pick him up or drag him, whichever you need to do to get him out. He’s crippled now so get use to pulling him along. If either of you ever come back again, I will end you both. No questions asked. Clear?”
 


The man made an attempt to nod but appeared to be too afraid to move, as Gabe had yet to lower his weapon.
 

 “Are. We. Clear.”
 

 “Uh-huh. Yes, sir. Yes, sir.”
 

 “Do it, now,” Gabe tilted his head toward the man on the floor who still clutched at his ruined lower limbs.
 


Gabe watched closely as the curly haired man moved quickly to where his partner lay sprawled out. Alexis slid her chair further away from the table to allow the man enough room to hook his arms under the injured man’s shoulders. Then he started the slow task of dragging the sagging weight toward the back the door, across the back porch, and down the stairs. 

 


No sooner had the back screen door clicked close than Gabe put the weapon up against the wall and held out his hands to Alexis. She ran to him quick as lightning and nearly knocked him back into the dining room as she dug her hands into his waist.
 


Gabe bent over and placed her face between his two hands and closed his eyes tight as he kissed her hard. For nearly a full minute all he did was breathe in her flowery essence while she clung to him for support.
 


He lifted her face closer to his and their noses touched while their lips continued to brush one another’s.
 

 “Alexis, I love you. You know that, right?”
 

 “Yes, I love you, too, Gabriel,” she returned the sentiment in a weak voice.
 


Gabe heard the weariness in her voice and felt another tinge of anger wash over him as he pondered how much undue stress she had been under since he had left.
 


He lifted her easily into his hold and made his way slowly toward the stairs and up to the second floor. He placed his lover, his sweet bride, down on the bed in the master bedroom and took her hands into his and kissed the back of each one.
 

 “Gabe, I’m sorry. I thought I double checked everything.”
 

 “No, baby, it was fault. I should have never left you here alone without showing you how to protect yourself and it was me who forgot about the outside cellar door. Nothing is your fault,” he said in hushed tones meant to calm her fears.
 


Gabe basked in the chocolate of her eyes and wondered if they had a little girl would she get her mother’s beautiful eyes and tender heart.
 


He kissed her forehead again.
 

 “I love you. Know that from here on out, whatever I need to do to protect you and our little one I will do it without hesitation. We’re a family now and, more than likely, all we will have is each other for a long while to come.”
 


Alexis’s face lit up at Gabe’s confession and his heart swelled at the sight of her faith in his words.
 

 “Is it true?”
 

 “Is what true, Lexie?”
 

 “Do you really consider me as your wife?”
 


Gabe pulled both her hands to his heart and held them there. He made sure that he looked this beautiful woman deep in her eyes so that she would not only know but feel that he meant ever word he would ever say to her from here and until forever.
 

 “Yes, you are. Before God and anyone else who asks.”
 


He swallowed hard before continuing.
 

 “I mean, if that’s what you want, Lexie. Whatever would make you happy.”
 

 “Yes, of course it does. A family. Always.”
 

 “Always,” he repeated and pulled her into another loving embrace to signify the beginning of a lifetime together.
 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Afterward
 

 


 


The tiny toddler stood on short chubby legs and looked up at her smiling daddy who encouraged her to make those first defining steps forward.
 


 No matter what, Gabe would be there to pick up his baby girl.
 


 The cherub shaped face with round milk chocolate colored eyes cooed up at him.
 


 “Come on. Come on,” he called to her with his arms outstretched, “daddy’s got you.”
 


 Her short arms flailed a little while she tried to keep her balance. All the while she smiled a two-toothed grin at her doting father. After a few minutes of teasing him, the girl focused on her legs hard and then slowly, steadily lifted one up and then stamped it down hard only a few inches from its original position. Then she tried it again, and the motion came a little easier to her this time around. She did this several times and thought that she had finally had the action perfected but then found she was quickly falling down hard into the thick mat of grass beneath her bottom.
 


 Tiny tears began to sting her eyes and then strong hands came down and scooped the girl way up into the air. The flying motion was itself enough to drive away her tears and bring a goofy grin back to her face. 

 


 Gabriel saw that his little daughter was quite fine now but gave her tangle of curly brown hair with natural blond highlights a comforting kiss anyway, if only to sooth his own nerves.
 


 “Who’s daddy’s girl? Is it you?” he cooed at her and she squealed at him with the innocent delight and joy that only a child can possess.
 


 “She’s never going to learn to do it on her own if you keep picking her up as soon as she falls over.”
 


 Alexis teased as she watched the loving pair from her station in the back door. “That’s okay, daddy will always be there to get his sweet angel.”
 


 Alexis smiled and tossed the dish towel over her shoulder as she walked over and politely removed her daughter from her father’s arms.
 


 “Thank you,” she said over her shoulder once she had finished the quick exchange.
 


 “Hey! But we weren’t done playing.”
 


 “There will be plenty of time after we eat. Yes there will be, little Tracey.”
 


 The mother took her turn at nuzzling the toddler’s nose and causing her to gurgle with excitement.
 


 “Yes, ma’am,” Gabe came up beside his two girls and kissed each one in turn.
 


 Once the pair had stepping inside the door, he looked out and studied the tree line and shrubbery in the distance. He watched closely for any movement, as was his constant habit.
 


 It had been a long while since he had sent the home invaders off with a constant reminder of the lengths he would go to protect his own. They had been the last hostile visitors that the young couple had received. Most others who wondered by were only looking for a quick meal or maybe a few supplies to aid them on with the rest of their journey, which the two were happy to give.
 


 The televisions and radios had finally started to broadcast sporadic reports again. The latest updates were that the government was trying to restore order to the all of the major cities and would soon be making their way further out into the smaller towns and other isolated areas as fast as they could mobilize more troops. Geologists had managed to locate small pockets of fossil foils throughout the country. It would be only enough to get the essential commerce up and moving again and, hopefully, would last long enough for them to convert the refineries once used specifically to produce oil based products into stations with the ability to convert hydrogen, oxygen, and some organic products into some type of reusable energy. 

 


 Until that day came, here is where Gabriel Poole and his family would stay and here is where they would remain safe under his watchful and loving eye.
 


 After completing his survey of the area to his satisfaction, Gabe stepped inside, closed the screen and then turned the heavy lock. A quick turn of his head to the right confirmed that his rifle was in easy reach, just in case. Then he went over to the kitchen table to sit with his wife and daughter and enjoy their usual evening meal.
 

 


 


THE END
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