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        A YEAR AGO

      

      

      The sharp sounds of Blake and Emma’s bickering reached me before I’d made it to the common area, and I came to a stop with only five steps separating me from the room. It wasn’t enough space. Lately, even with as big as this shelter was, it never seemed like there was enough room to escape the arguing.

      “Do you have to criticize everything I do?” Blake snapped.

      “I’m sorry,” Emma shot back, her words dripping with enough sarcasm to make me cringe. “I guess I should let you walk around mispronouncing words a toddler could say.”

      “No one is around but you, so who cares if I say it wrong?”

      “I think it should be obvious.” Emma’s voice rose a few octaves. “I care.”

      I slumped against the wall and exhaled. If I went in now, one of them would try to drag me into their little tiff—Emma, most likely—and I wasn’t about to get involved, especially when she was using that tone.

      They’d always bickered, but the fighting had gotten worse over the last couple weeks, and the yelling wasn’t even the worst of it. The worst part was that they’d started trying to get the rest of us to take sides, which was making life awkward for everyone. Even Jasper, who was pretty laid back, had very little tolerance for it anymore. His amused comments about how they were starting to sound like an old married couple had stopped months ago, and now he was more likely to leave the room when they started fighting, grumbling under his breath as he did.

      Footsteps pounded up the stairs at my back, and I turned toward the sound, waiting to see who was coming. A few seconds passed before Kellan appeared, already frowning like he, too, could hear the argument. His dark hair was longer than it used to be and now had the annoying habit of falling over his forehead and covering his eyes. He was constantly pushing it back even though it never made a difference, and he was in the process of running his fingers through the dark locks when he stopped in front of me.

      “They’re going at it again?” His hair flopped across his eye.

      “You should get a haircut,” I said instead of answering his question.

      There was no need, not when Emma’s voice had reached the shrill tone Blake liked to refer to as her mom voice. It never failed to make whatever argument they were having even more heated than it had been before. Not that he seemed to care.

      As if on cue, Emma snapped, “Maybe if you didn’t act like a child I wouldn’t have to act like your mom.”

      I exhaled and leaned my head against the wall. “I need a break.”

      “We all do,” Kellan said.

      He kept walking, though, shaking his head as he made his way into the war zone, and I pushed off the wall, either resigning myself to the inevitable or gaining courage now that I had Kellan as backup. I wasn’t sure which one.

      Emma and Blake used to stop fighting when someone walked into the room, but now they didn’t even pause. They kept at it as Kellan hurried by, with me right on his heels, both of us pretending they weren’t there.

      Maybe if we didn’t make eye contact they wouldn’t engage…

      “Can you believe this, Regan?” Emma said as I passed her.

      Ducking my head lower, I took off in a sprint.

      “Coward,” Kellan hissed when I charged past him.

      I didn’t slow until I’d I reached the old computer room, which we now used for storage, allowing him to catch up.

      “This is getting ridiculous,” Kellan said when he fell in next to me.

      Emma’s and Blake’s voices hadn’t faded completely, but once we reached the control room level they’d be out of earshot—I couldn’t wait. Although, leaving the shelter altogether was the only way to escape them completely.

      Once we made it up the stairs, putting more distance between the fight and us, I turned so I was facing Kellan, walking sideways and batting my eyes as I smiled up at him.

      He cocked his head to the side, the corner of his mouth twitching with amusement. “What?”

      “Just thinking about how handsome you look.” I waved to his ratty shirt and worn jeans. “Like the dashing hero of a post-apocalyptic movie.”

      Kellan snorted, letting me know he thought I was full of shit, but his dimples deepened at the same time. “What do you want?”

      “We should take off for the day.” I stopped and grabbed his arm, hopping up and down like a kid begging for sweets. “Pleeeease.”

      “No.” Kellan pulled his arm from my grasp and kept walking. “We have work to do.”

      I rushed to keep up. “Then we’ll make it a work trip. You can take me hunting.”

      He snorted yet again, only this time there was less amusement in the sound and more annoyance. “You’re a shit shot.”

      “Only because you won’t let me go anywhere,” I grumbled and then pasted the smile back on my face. “Fishing, then. It’s nice out.”

      “It’s over a hundred degrees,” was Kellan’s flat reply.

      We had almost reached the control room when he stopped walking, and I knew I’d won. He liked to give me a hard time, but only yesterday he’d said he wanted to head out and do some fishing, and even though I wasn’t the least bit interested in catching fish, doing a little swimming sounded amazing.

      “We could jump in the water, maybe, like we did when we were kids,” I continued. “Cool off a little. It will be nice.”

      I grabbed his hand, and when his gaze moved down, focusing on our entwined fingers, a strange expression crossed his face, one I couldn’t read. It was gone in a second, though, and he jerked his hand out of mine.

      “I don’t know if there’s enough water left in the river.” Kellan shoved his hands in his pockets, his focus not on me, but on the wall at my back. “We can give it a shot, though.”
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        * * *

      

      Kellan had been right about the river. The drought had dragged on for so long that the riverbed was narrow and shallow now, the earth lining it cracked and dry like the lips of a person who’d been wandering the desert for days. What little water remained looked more like a mud puddle than the river I remembered from my childhood, and I wasn’t even a little interested in swimming in it.

      We’d had to park on the side of the road and hike to find an area deep enough for fish, and all the while the June sun had pounded down on us. Sweat had begun to collect under my breasts less than a minute after we started walking, and by the time we reached an area deep enough for fishing, my shirt was clinging to my skin like it was holding on for dear life.

      Kellan stopped under a tree and set the fishing equipment down. “This should be a good spot.”

      The branches above us were sparse, the leaves, withered from lack of water, providing almost no shade from the intense Oklahoma sun. Not that it would have mattered if they had, not when it was this hot. With weather apps a thing of the past, it was impossible to know what the temperature was for sure, but it had to be well into the hundreds, and when it got this hot, there was no escaping it. Shade or no shade.

      “I’m dying,” I said in a dramatic tone as I plopped down on the ground under the tree, allowing the shadows from the branches to dance across my scorched skin.

      Kellan, who was in the middle of preparing his fishing rod, looked up long enough to shoot me a grin. “This was your idea.”

      “What can I say?” I didn’t look his way, instead focusing on untying the laces on my boots. “I’m an idiot.”

      Once I’d successfully untied them, I kicked the boots away and peeled the socks from my sweaty feet, wiggling my moist toes. It did nothing to help cool me off, so I got to my feet and hiked my shirt up as far as I could without exposing my breasts, fanning it up and down in a futile attempt to get the air moving.

      Kellan, still crouched in front of his fishing equipment, stared up at me with an odd expression on his face, frozen in place like he’d forgotten what he was doing. His brown eyes, shadowed under dark hair that had once again fallen over his forehead, moved over my bare stomach, and he swallowed but said nothing. He didn’t even move.

      I stopped fanning myself. “What?”

      The way Kellan’s eyes darted down to his fishing rod reminded me of a startled jackrabbit taking off. “Nothing. Sorry.” He let out a chuckle that sounded forced then cleared his throat. “I was thinking about how different things are now compared to when we were kids.”

      “Wow. Thanks a lot, Debbie Downer.”

      Again, Kellan looked up at me, this time smiling until his dimples deepened in an adorable way, and I found my own thoughts going to the kid he’d been before the apocalypse changed everything.

      “Debbie Downer?” he asked.

      “You know, the person who always has to bring you down when you’re having fun.”

      “Were you having fun? Because from where I’m sitting, you were bitching about the heat.” Kellan dropped the fishing rod and got up, giving me a mischievous smile that reminded me a little too much of when we were kids. “If it’s fun you’re looking for, though, I can make that happen.”

      I backed away, my hands out in front of me and my shirt still hiked up, stuck to my damp stomach like someone had glued it there. “What are you doing?”

      “You said you were hot.” His smile grew as he nodded toward the river and took another step toward me. “There’s a way to fix that.”

      “Kellan,” I said, giving him a warning look that contrasted with the smile on my face. “Don’t.”

      “I thought you were hot?” He grabbed my wrist and pulled me forward, wrapping his arms around me.

      I let out a squeal. “It’s muddy!”

      “This is the apocalypse,” he said, his mouth right up against my ear. “You need to get used to being dirty.”

      My legs flailed when he lifted me, desperate for purchase but unable to find solid ground as Kellan moved toward the river, laughing just like he had when we were kids. I was cracking up, too, but also yelling at him and fighting to get away while he dragged me closer to the muddy river, his own chuckles vibrating through his body, and mine.

      “Here we go,” he said, swinging me around.

      “Kellan!”

      I grabbed onto his arms even though he wasn’t really going to throw me, and my legs swung through the air as he spun in a circle, turning around until we had our backs to the river, where he finally set me down.

      His arms were still around me, though, and he was still cracking up, but something about the moment had changed for me. Maybe it was the comforting warmth of his arms on my bare stomach, or how his muscles had flexed under my hands as I tried to hold on, or possibly even the way his soft stubble had brushed against my face. I had no clue. The only thing I was certain of, was that after twenty years of knowing Kellan, I was aware of him for the first time.

      “Jerk,” I said, pulling out of his grasp and stumbling away.

      My heart pounded in my chest, twice as hard as usual, and my blood was hot, burning through my veins and heating my skin in a way that had nothing to do with the temperature. It was all Kellan.

      He turned back to his discarded fishing rod, still laughing, while I watched him through the curtain of hair that had fallen over my face. His black hair had fallen over his forehead, nearly covering one of his eyes, and when he went to cast his fishing line, his muscles flexed. His skin was several shades darker than mine thanks to his Kiowa heritage, which he’d gotten from his father, and the dark stubble dotting his chin that only a few minutes ago had rubbed against my neck was softer than the stubble Cade and Blake sported—another attribute he’d gotten from his father.

      When had Kellan gotten so good looking, and why had I never noticed the way his eyes sparkled when he smiled, or his dimples? I’d always known he had dimples, but I’d never thought about them before now. Why?

      “You should have seen your face.”

      His focus was on his task, but he was still chuckling, and I was still staring, still thinking about how soft his brown skin had been against mine.

      The sudden fear that he might be able to tell what was going through my head hit, and heat crept up my cheeks as my face grew hotter, and I forced myself to look away before he caught me ogling his muscles.

      “You’re a jerk,” I said, but it came out halfhearted, and too shaky for him to take my words seriously—not that he ever had before.

      Kellan looked over his shoulder, shooting me a grin, and I forced my eyes to stay down, certain that if I looked at him now I wouldn’t be able to hide what I was thinking.

      “I was trying to help you cool off.”

      Cool off? If that had really been his goal, he’d failed, because I felt like I was standing on the surface of the sun.

      “Whatever,” I said.

      I turned away from him, desperate for some space, and pretended to focus on my boots even though I had no idea why I would be staring at my boots right now. I needed to focus on something else. Anything but Kellan.

      He stood and moved to the edge of the river. My head was still down, but my focus was completely on him, watching as he lifted his arm to cast, focused on his biceps and how they flexed. Thinking about his skin against mine, about his soft stubble brushing my neck…

      “Get a grip,” I mumbled under my breath.

      Something scratched against the ground to my right, and I looked up just as a hot gust of air swept over me, bringing with it the scent of death. The bushes rustled, and my pulse quickened. I opened my mouth to call out to Kellan, but the words were cut off when a zombie stumbled into view.

      I was in a crouched position when it lunged, its mouth already open and its decaying hands reaching for me, and I stumbled back, too taken by surprise to do anything other than crawl away. I only succeeded in falling, though, and when I went down, the zombie went, too, dropping on top of me in a tangle of rot and stink, growling and reaching, his mouth open and ready. Somehow through my twisting and struggles, I managed to wiggle out from under him, but I didn’t make it far before his fingers had wrapped around my right ankle. He pulled, and I vaguely registered the sound of Kellan yelling my name, but it all seemed to be happening in slow motion, and I couldn’t do anything but watch in frozen terror as the zombie’s mouth opened and his teeth sank into my flesh.

      Blood burst from the bite, and a scream ripped its way out of my mouth. It should have hurt, and pain did pulse through me, but oddly enough it wasn’t my leg that throbbed. It was in my heart.

      The creature was still gnawing on my ankle when Kellan slammed his knife into the zombie’s skull, freeing me from its bony grasp. I scooted back, away from the dead man, my eyes focused not on the bite for some reason, but on Kellan, while my heart thumped in my ears.

      “Regan.” He took one step before his legs seemed to give out and he dropped to his knees at my side.

      I couldn’t force myself to look at the bite, but it seemed to be the only thing he could focus on, so I stared at him while he stared at my throbbing ankle, and for a few moments neither of us moved.

      It didn’t seem real. I’d thought I’d long ago accepted the reality of what it meant to live in the zombie apocalypse, what could happen if I wasn’t careful. I’d been wrong. This was something no one could prepare for, something that could never feel real. It was the end, and never in my life had such an overwhelming pain shot through me.

      A moan broke through the air, and Kellan’s head snapped up. He looked around before reaching for me, grabbing my hand and yanking me to my feet, yelling, “We have to go!”

      I took a couple throbbing steps before reality sank in and I yanked my hand out of his. “No.”

      Kellan spun to face me, his brown eyes wide and more terrified than I’d ever seen them. “We have to go. Now!”

      “There’s no point.” Tears filled my own eyes, blurring his face, and I fought to hold them back, knowing it would only make things more difficult.

      “Don’t.” Kellan took a step toward me, his hand out, reaching for me. “Don’t say that. Don’t, Regan.”

      “Kellan, I—”

      He grabbed my arm, his fingers digging into my elbow in a punishing grip. “You will come with me. You will come back to the shelter. Do you hear me?”

      Something in his tone made it impossible to argue, and when a group of zombies broke through the trees at our side, I allowed Kellan to pull me forward.

      We charged into the trees, in the opposite direction of our car, while at our backs the horde growled and snarled. I was barefoot, running over jagged rocks and prickly plants that left microscopic stickers in my skin. My ankle throbbed with every step, but even worse was the knowledge that the zombies were still behind us and I was slowing Kellan down. At our backs the dead moaned as they barreled through the brush, either a newer strain or recently turned, because they were faster than they should have been. And I was putting Kellan’s life in danger.

      “Kellan,” I gasped. “You have to leave me.”

      “No.” He moved faster, pulling on me harder, not looking back.

      “I’m dead weight,” I screamed, throwing the words he’d said to me eight years ago in his face. “I’m going to get you killed.”

      “Shut up,” was his only response.

      We kept moving, but I was in too much pain—both physically and emotionally—to register where we were going until we’d burst out of the trees and onto a road. The farmhouse came into view, only the top of the roof visible through the trees and thick weeds, and Kellan finally stopped. He was panting and drenched in sweat when he scooped me into his arms, but when he started running again, he didn’t even seem winded.

      Adrenaline, I realized. This was what adrenaline did to a person.

      The dead were still behind us when we burst into the farmhouse. Kellan set me down and dashed across the room, pushing the couch aside so he could pry the loose floorboards up and retrieve the weapons we’d long ago stashed there. Then he was out the door, gun and knife in hand, and I watched him from where I stood in the middle of the room, gasping and sobbing as a pool of blood collected on the floor at my feet. He was like a wild animal, taking the zombies out one after the other, roaring in either triumph or fury each time his blade sank into a skull.

      By the time he turned back to me, his face and arms were splattered with black blood, and his shirt was dotted with the stuff like he was a canvas instead of a man. Kellan’s shoulders heaved as his eyes met mine, and that was when I collapsed.
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        * * *

      

      “Regan.” A hand moved over my forehead, gentle and as soothing as the voice of the person calling my name. “Wake up.”

      I fought to pull myself from the black abyss, feeling like I was climbing out of a hole deeper than the Grand Canyon. My eyes fluttered, light penetrating the darkness surrounding me, and when I shifted, pain pulsed up my ankle.

      Then I remembered.

      “No.” I bolted upright, reaching for Kellan even though I should have been pushing him away.

      I was on the couch, and he was kneeling next to me, and I only managed to grab his shoulders. I wanted to pull him up with me, to have him wrap his arms around me, but I didn’t dare do it because I was too afraid I would attack him.

      “It’s okay,” he said. “You’re okay.”

      But I wasn’t.

      I forced myself to look at my ankle for the first time. The bite was on the inside of my leg, throbbing, the blood smeared across my skin making it impossible to get a good look at it. Not that it mattered. A scratch from an infected person was a death sentence. There was no coming back from a bite.

      “You need to take care of me,” I said, still looking at the bite, unable to force myself to meet Kellan’s gaze while asking him to do the unthinkable.

      He stood, pulling himself from my grasp, and took two steps back like it would separate him from reality. “No.”

      “Kellan,” I whispered.

      I closed my eyes and took in a deep breath, trying to force myself to be strong. This was the deal. This was what we had to do. He couldn’t take me back to the shelter and risk everyone we loved.

      My eyes were still closed when I said, “You need to end it now. Before I turn.”

      “You could be okay,” he replied.

      A half-laugh, half-sob forced its way out of me. “That’s not how it works.”

      Kellan grabbed my shoulders, forcing me to look at him. “People can be immune. You know that. We all know that.”

      “It’s a one in a million chance.”

      “Well, I’m not doing anything until we know for sure.” The words had to push their way through his clenched teeth. “Understand? I promised your brother I would take care of you, and that’s what I’m going to do.”

      I nodded because talking him out of it would be impossible. Plus, there was a part of me, no matter how small, that couldn’t give up hope. Other people had survived bites. I could be one of the lucky ones. It could happen. It could.

      Kellan released my shoulders and let out a deep breath. “Okay. We need to get it cleaned. That’s the first thing we do.”

      “Then what? We left everything at the river, and the car is who the hell knows where.”

      “We wait. We have supplies here, and in seventy-two hours Jasper will come looking for us. We have protocol for a reason. If we follow it, everything will be okay.”

      I gave him a teary-eyed smile. “Get to it, then, fearless leader.”

      Kellan didn’t return my smile before heading into the kitchen, and once he was out of sight, the shaky smile I’d been clinging to melted away.

      After he cleaned and bandaged the wound, there was nothing for us to do but wait. There was no clock in the farmhouse, but it seemed like I could hear the seconds ticking away as outside the sun sank lower and the sky grew dark, and I waited for the telltale symptoms to show up. It was tough to say what would happen since there were so many different strains now, but most of the time lethargy was the first sign that the virus was working.

      Only…nothing happened.

      “How do you feel?” Kellan asked like he did every ten minutes.

      “Fine.”

      Each time I told him I was still okay, his hope built. I could feel his hope growing. Mine was, too, but I was trying not to cling to it too hard. This virus was unpredictable, and these days hope was as flimsy as a piece of tissue paper that had weathered a storm.

      “I’m tired,” I said through a yawn.

      Kellan, either keeping watch or unable to settle down, had been pacing in front of the window, but moved to my side at my words. “Sit up.”

      I did as I was told, and he took a seat where my head had been before motioning for me to lie back down. Laying my head on his lap wasn’t awkward because we’d been here before, dozens of times. Either like this or with my head leaning against his shoulder while we watched TV, or even using him as a pillow while in the car. It was natural. Normal. Just a part of life for us.

      Still, as his hand moved over my head, his fingers threading through my hair, I found myself replaying that moment by the river. Thinking about how my body had reacted to him, studying his features now as he stared down at me in silence. Did I have feelings for Kellan? If I got out of this alive, would I bring it up?

      It was something I’d have to think about later, because thinking about it now was premature. Dangerous.

      “Sleep,” Kellan whispered. “I’ll keep an eye on things.”

      I allowed my eyes to close, pretending he was only referring to the dangers lurking outside the farmhouse and not the virus working its way through my bloodstream.

      The next day dawned, bringing with it throbbing pain, but no sign that I was in danger of turning. Kellan cleaned the bite and changed my bandages, and we snacked and talked, neither of us daring to mention what was happening. What had started out as a seed of hope had now sprouted and bloomed, but I still couldn’t bring myself to say the words out loud, afraid everything would come falling down around me if I did.

      Again the sun set, and again I rested my head on Kellan’s lap and slept, waking the next morning to pain, but no unquenchable desire to sink my teeth into human flesh.

      Kellan, my head still resting on his lap, was staring down at me when I opened my eyes. “You’re okay?”

      “I’m okay,” I whispered.

      He let out a long breath, and for the first time in two days, laughed. “I can’t believe it.”

      “Me neither.”

      I wanted to say more, but the tears clogging my throat made it impossible, so instead I simply sniffed and returned his smile.
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        * * *

      

      The third morning, I woke to the sound of a car door shutting. Kellan, who was already up, pulled his gun and moved to the door, not relaxing until he’d peered out into the yard.

      He let out a deep sigh. “It’s Jasper and Blake.”

      “Thank God,” I said.

      Kellan didn’t look back at me before pulling the door open. “Are we glad to see you!”

      “Us?” Jasper stomped into the house a second later and looked around, grinning when he saw me on the couch. “I haven’t slept for two days. You know what that does to a man my age?”

      “You’re like an ox.” Kellan was staring past him, out into the yard, when he slapped Jasper on the shoulder. “What’s Blake doing?”

      “Pouting. He and Emma broke up. Can’t say I’m not relieved, but I still feel for the boy.” Jasper was shaking his head when he stopped next to me, and when his gaze moved down, stopping on my bandaged ankle, his smile melted away. “What’d you do?”

      “You aren’t going to believe it, but I was bitten,” I said, smiling so he’d know it was a good outcome.

      Jasper’s body stiffened until he looked like a statue. “Bitten?”

      “Yeah.” I paused, but he didn’t move, and I couldn’t help wondering if he didn’t understand the implications of what I’d just said. “By a zombie.”

      Kellan moved to Jasper’s side. “She’s immune. Can you believe it?”

      Out in the yard, a car door slammed, and Jasper jolted out of whatever trance he’d been in, glancing toward the door like he thought we were about to be ambushed.

      “You listen here.” He grabbed Kellan’s arm and pulled him down so they were both kneeling next to me, and, lowering his voice, said, “It never happened. Got it?”

      “What?” Kellan asked as I said, “Jasper, it’s okay”

      “It. Never. Happened,” he repeated, emphasizing each word to give them weight. “It’s important. Swear to me that you’ll tell no one about this.”

      “Why?” I asked. “What are you worried about?”

      Blake’s footsteps pounded against the porch.

      “Swear,” Jasper hissed. “No one else finds out about this.”

      I couldn’t understand why he was determined to keep it quiet, but something about the wild look in his eyes forced a nod out of me.

      “Okay,” Kellan replied.

      “I won’t tell anyone,” I said.

      Jasper nodded once and hauled himself to his feet as Blake stepped inside.

      “So what kind of dramatic event led you to the farmhouse?” he asked.

      Jasper waved to my bandaged ankle, his face a mask of unconcern. “Sprained ankle.”

      “And a horde,” Kellan piped in. “We got ambushed and made a run for it. Regan sprained her ankle while we were trying to get away.”

      “Luckily, we weren’t far from here,” I added.

      Blake snorted. He had his ratty old hat pulled down low, but it couldn’t hide his puffy eyes. He’d been crying.

      “Well, shit,” he said. “I guess the car’s okay, then?”

      “Yup.” Kellan’s voice was as smooth as butter. “We’ll have to pick it up on the way back.”

      “All right.” Blake was already heading back outside. “Let’s get a move on.”

      When he was gone, Jasper gave Kellan and me another serious look, and dread pooled in my stomach, but it also cemented the promise I’d made. I didn’t know why it was important to Jasper that we keep the bite quiet, I just knew it was. He’d saved my life and been like a second father to me, and if this was what he wanted, I’d give it to him. Even if I didn’t understand.
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      My eyes were still closed when I rolled over and slid my hand across the king size bed in search of Kellan. He was gone, though, his side cold like he’d abandoned it some time ago. I stretched, trying to wake up, but my body was tired and sore, my muscles finding it difficult to uncoil the way they usually did in the morning.

      Why did I feel hung over?

      Memories from the day before came back in a rush, threatening to take my breath away. Saving Kellan, going to the Quartz Mountain settlement, heading to the ruined farmhouse to get the car. The men ambushing us. Andrew’s hands on my body and the harsh reality of having to sacrifice Harper. Jasper’s death.

      All of it, all the horrible, terrifying, heartbreaking moments were overshadowed by what had happened next, though. Kellan and me, here in bed. Naked. Kissing. His whispered confession of love.

      It seemed unreal, but the sweet ache between my legs and the fact that I was naked told me it had really happened. After almost twenty years of knowing each other, nine years of the apocalypse, and a year of me pining for my brother’s annoying best friend, it had finally happened.

      That wasn’t all that had happened, though. Harper was gone, off with a group of men determined to drag her back to Atlanta against her will. What awaited her there was impossible to guess—we only had rumors about the new government to go on—but whatever it was, it wasn’t what she wanted, and we needed to do something before it was too late.

      I rolled out of bed, shivering from the chilly air rushing out of the vents, and flipped on the bedside lamp. Light flooded the room, and I squinted, but by the time I’d crossed to my dresser, my eyes had adjusted enough to allow me to see.

      I pulled out a pair of army green pants that were a little more snug than I liked—beggars couldn’t be choosers, and clothes were hard to come by these days—and a tank top. It was late May now and blisteringly hot, but the pants were a necessity, because not only would they help protect my legs from anything we might run into, but they would also conceal the scar on my ankle.

      As usual, I stared at it as I stepped into the pants, and a flood of memories came rushing back. It looked tiny now, yet at the time it had felt more devastating than the virus itself. My finger brushed the crescent scar as I pulled the pants up, tracing it, and pain throbbed through my chest when I thought about how Kellan had acted that day. How he’d refused to believe I could die, and how he’d clung to hope even though I’d had none. Never before had I been able to see his emotions with as much clarity as I did now, had never realized how much seeing that bite and thinking it might be the end for me had torn him up, because even a year ago, he’d been harboring feelings for me. I couldn’t believe it.

      Suddenly desperate to be near him, I dressed and practically ran from the room. My sock-clad feet sank into the thick carpet as I headed through my condo, only stopping by the front door long enough to pull on my boots. Once in the hallway, I moved faster, the pounding of my feet against the stairs for some reason making my heart beat harder. The hall lights were on, but the shelter seemed abnormally quiet, even more so than it had three years ago after most of our family had been killed by a woman desperate to take over our shelter. I could remember walking around in a daze for weeks, so surrounded by silence that it felt like my hearing had been stolen from me. It felt like that now as I headed up the stairs, the quiet halls seeming to yell out to me with their silence, screaming for relief from the emptiness that had fallen over them.

      It also brought to mind what Jasper had said yesterday as he was dying. He’d said we’d been wrong to shut everyone out. Yes, we’d had good reasons—it was hard trusting people these days, and we hadn’t wanted to put anyone else at risk—but he was right. We had so much more than most people, and the ability to help so many, and yet we’d kept it to ourselves.

      By the time I burst into the common room, the silence was threatening to crush me. I’d been hoping to find someone there—Emma, maybe, curled up on the couch reading, or Blake, recovering from his injury and possible concussion—but it was empty and as cloaked in silence as everything else.

      I headed past the bar to the computer room we now used for storage, and then up to the industrial hallway where the control room sat. The cement walls and floors made it seem colder here, and the exposed pipes and wires only added to the feeling, giving off an impersonal and unwelcoming vibe. At the end of the hall, the door to the holding cell stood open, its interior dark but seeming to call out to me, reminding me that Harper needed our help.

      The door leading into the control room was open as well, but I stopped outside to find it empty. The chair, pulled out but uninhabited, sat in front of the wall of monitors while lights flashed like they were trying to tell me something. My heart sped up again, thumping in tune with their blinking as I moved into the room, scanning the monitors.

      Outside, the sun was up, and the goats milled around the fenced in area as if welcoming the new day, but they weren’t what caught my attention. The gate was.

      It was closed but unlocked, the chain that usually secured it lying discarded on the ground, the lock beside it. I stared at the image for a moment, frozen in place like I had no idea what I was seeing, before searching the other monitors for some sign of what was happening. My heart started beating faster, and my armpits dampened while a million horrible scenarios played through my head, so that when I finally spotted the guys, it took a moment to register what I was seeing.

      What they were doing finally hit me, and I let out a deep breath. My legs wobbled, and I only managed to stop myself from sinking to the ground by holding onto the desk. I should punch Kellan for scaring the shit out of me like this, even if he wasn’t really to blame. He had no way of knowing I’d wake up and assume Andrew and his men had come back to exact their revenge.

      Although, maybe he should have.

      I left the control room and climbed the stairs to the small cement building on the surface. The door, usually closed, was open, and the early morning sun filled the small room, along with the heat from the summer morning. It couldn’t be much later than seven—I hadn’t bothered to check the clock in my condo before leaving—but already it was sweltering, and I stepped outside to find the sky clear of clouds and crystal blue, like images I’d seen of the ocean in the Caribbean.

      In the distance, the wind turbine spun, aided by the Oklahoma wind whipping across the dusty landscape. Here, no storm didn’t mean no wind, and as it roared, it brought dust with it, stinging my eyes until they watered.

      The gritty taste of dirt filled my mouth, but I barely noticed as I lifted my hand to my forehead, trying to shield my eyes from both the sun and the dirt as I watched Cade and Kellan. They worked together, dragging a body toward the truck so they could throw it in with the rest.

      Some of the dead were Andrew’s men, killed yesterday when we tried to stop them from taking Harper, but there were others, too. Zombies who’d wandered in, drawn by the sound of gunfire and had no doubt been taken out by Cade and Kellan this morning.

      I spotted a small pile of random items outside the fence and headed over to check them out. Some leather jackets—always useful—boots, guns, knives, and even a couple pairs of sunglasses. It looked like the guys had freed Andrew’s men of anything we might need before hauling their bodies away. I felt a little like a buzzard when we picked through the belongings of the dead, but these days it was necessary. We couldn’t afford to be squeamish about scavenging anything we could find.

      The metallic thud of a body being tossed into the truck pulled my attention away from the supplies, and I looked up to find Kellan’s brown eyes focused on me. He had a red handkerchief wrapped around his head, covering his nose and mouth and making him look like he was about to hold up a bank in an old western movie. Most of his face was blocked from view, but the glint in his brown eyes was loud and clear as he looked me over, and heat crept up my neck at the expression.

      The blushing was getting old, as was I, but at this point there was nothing I could do about it. It was a chronic problem and had been a constant source of teasing when I was younger—by Kellan, especially—but it was out of my control. I’d thought I’d grow out of it, but unfortunately, I hadn’t, and no matter what I did, my face flushed at the slightest hint of emotion. I could be happy, I could be sad, I could be feeling a million other things, but no matter what I did, my emotions always chose to manifest themselves in the form of a flush spreading across my cheeks.

      Like now, staring at the man I’d slept with last night, remembering how our bodies had fit together, how he’d told me he loved me. How his kiss and touch had made it seem like nothing bad could ever happen to us. I wasn’t embarrassed by the memory—if anything, I was excited and ready for a repeat—but thanks to the red spreading across my cheeks at this very moment, anyone looking at me would think I was mortified.

      “You scared me,” I called.

      Kellan shoved his hand through his dark hair, and for once it stayed off his forehead, which probably had more to do with how sweaty he was than a sign that it had finally decided to obey him. “Scared you?”

      “Yeah.” I put my hands on the metal fence separating us, curling my fingers through the openings. “You were gone when I woke up.”

      “Did you think it was a one-night stand?” Cade called from behind Kellan.

      I rolled my eyes. “No, but no one was in the control room either, and with everything going on…” I shrugged, trying to pretend a lump hadn’t formed in my throat.

      “Sorry.” Kellan looked over his shoulder, back toward the bodies still littered across the dusty ground. “We have a few more to clean up, and then we’ll be coming inside to plan our next move.”

      “You’re not going to drive them somewhere else?”

      Usually when we gathered the dead like this, we drove them far away from the shelter to dump them. Leaving the bodies outside the fence would stink the place up and run the risk of attracting pests like flies and birds who didn’t mind picking rotten meat off the bones of the dead. Burning or burying them would have been the respectful thing to do—zombie or not, they had been people once upon a time—but we’d decided long ago that we couldn’t waste our energy digging holes every time we took out the dead, and starting a fire might draw the attention of people. Which was the last thing we wanted to do.

      “We will,” Kellan said, “but we want to wait. There’s a possibility we could use them as a distraction.”

      When we went to get Harper.

      He didn’t say it, but that was what he meant. We knew where Andrew and his men were most likely holding her because we’d gone there just yesterday to get Kellan, and we had the element of surprise since there had only been two guys there at the time. We’d killed both of them before leaving, meaning they hadn’t gotten the chance to tell their friends we knew where their hideout was.

      Despite the element of surprise, I wasn’t stupid, and neither was anyone else, and we knew it was going to be risky. They had us outnumbered, and Andrew wasn’t above sacrificing his own men. I’d watched him shoot one in the head just yesterday. Still, I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if we didn’t try to save Harper, and I knew Kellan felt the same way, especially since he was the one who’d given her up.

      She hadn’t been with us long, only since spring, but she was a kid. She needed our help, and leaving her would be wrong, more wrong than anything else we’d done since the apocalypse began. I wasn’t about to turn into someone who only thought about myself. There was too much of that already. Too much evil. Too many people who used others and tossed them away once they’d gotten everything they needed out of them.

      Kellan and Cade went back to work, heaving the bodies off the ground so they could lug them toward the truck and toss them in with the others. I stayed where I was inside the gate, knowing Kellan wouldn’t want me out there even though there was nothing dangerous around. After what had almost happened yesterday, I was willing to humor his overprotectiveness—at least for the time being.

      The truck groaned when they threw the last body in, rocking with the weight of the long-dead man, and even as far away as I was, I could hear the buzz of flies as they circled the bodies, anxious for a chance to dive in. My stomach rolled just from thinking about it.

      Cade headed back toward the fence, ripping the handkerchief away from his mouth, while behind him Kellan slammed the tailgate. He left the truck where it was, baking under the hot sun, and jogged after Cade. When he, too, had ripped the red cloth from his face, he smiled, and the dimple in his left cheek that I loved so much deepened.

      I pushed the gate open when they got close. The sun shone off Cade’s white-blond hair when he paused to grab the pile of stuff they’d scavenged from the bodies, and when he passed me, he gave a nod, but Kellan paused at my side.

      “Hey,” I whispered, staring up at him as heat once again crept up my neck. This time, it didn’t stay contained to my face, but spread through me, warming my insides in a way even the sun hadn’t been able to.

      Kellan was dirty and sweaty, and his shirt stuck to his chest like a second layer of skin while the odor of death clung to him, which was unavoidable after what he’d just done, but I didn’t care. Not when he leaned down and brushed his lips against mine.

      I grabbed the hem of his shirt, trying to pull him closer, my lips still inches from his when I said, “I was sad when I woke up alone.”

      “I didn’t want to leave the bed.” He reached up so he could tuck my hair behind my ear. “But Cade and I wanted to head out early so we could get the car and truck.”

      I looked away over my shoulder long enough to see that the car was once again parked in front of the shelter.

      “You walked there?”

      I knew they had. It was the only way they would’ve been able to make the five-mile trip back to the farmhouse to rescue the vehicles, and the thought of Kellan out on the road after everything that had happened yesterday filled me with dread even though he’d made it back okay. I was also irritated that he hadn’t told me he was leaving.

      “It had to happen,” he said.

      “Don’t you think you should’ve let me know you were going?”

      Kellan’s mouth turned down. “I didn’t think about it.”

      “Are you serious?” The euphoria of being in his presence melted away, replaced by annoyance, and I took a step back. “Did Cade tell Emma?”

      “She was on watch, so she was there when we left.” Kellan actually shrugged like it was no big deal.

      “What if I left in the middle of the night and didn’t tell you where I was going?”

      “Regan, we didn’t leave in the middle of the night. It was—”

      “That’s not the point, Kellan!” I threw my hands up in exasperation. “Anything could happen these days. What if you never came back? How do you think that would make me feel? Especially after yesterday!” Once again, heat rushed to my face, but with it came tears I tried to blink back. “You would be furious if I left and didn’t tell you. Admit it.”

      He pressed his lips together before letting out a deep sigh. “Okay, you’re right, I should have told you.” Kellan put his hands on my shoulders. “I’m sorry, okay? I wasn’t thinking about it like that. I was only thinking about how we needed to get the vehicles before the sun came up so we could stay ahead of Andrew, and I definitely didn’t want you there.”

      That was the real reason he hadn’t told me. He’d been afraid I would want to go, and after yesterday, after what had happened at the farmhouse with Andrew and his men, Kellan didn’t want me out there.

      “Forgive me?” he asked.

      “Of course.” I lifted myself up on the tips of my toes so I could press my lips to his. “I understand you want me safe, but that doesn’t mean keeping me in the dark. I hated it before, and now that we’re—” I broke off, unsure of what to say.

      “Now that we’re…” Kellan’s grin returned, deepening his dimple once again until his brown eyes sparkled with the boyish mischief I loved so much. “Are you having a stroke or something?”

      “No.” I rolled my eyes. “We haven’t talked about it much, and I don’t know what we are. I mean, boyfriend and girlfriend? It sounds so stupid when you put it like that.”

      “Shacking up? Doing it?” Kellan said in a teasing voice.

      I shoved him. “Nice.”

      He chuckled as he pulled me against him, and I didn’t resist even if he was sweaty and smelled like he’d wrestled a horde of zombies. “You are too cute.”
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      Back inside the shelter, we found the others gathered in the common area. We were a depressingly small group now, just Emma and Cade, Blake, Kellan and me. That was it. There was a time when we’d had twenty-three survivors living here, and I couldn’t help wondering how we’d gotten to this point. We’d started off with so many people and had been so strong. Plus, living in this luxury shelter, we’d had more advantages than most people these days, and yet here we were, on the brink of disappearing.

      How had we allowed ourselves to get this disconnected from everything happening in the world?

      Emma was standing beside the couch where Blake was sprawled out, her wavy brown hair piled on top of her head, while Cade checked him over. The bump on his head more prominent than yesterday, but I was thankful to see he seemed more alert. He’d been unconscious for so long after Andrew’s goon hit him in the head that I’d started to worry there might be some permanent damage.

      “How are you feeling?” I asked.

      When he turned his hazel green eyes on me, the bright ceiling lights made him squint. For once Blake wasn’t wearing the raggedy red hat he adored so much, and his messy dark hair for some reason reminded me of a little boy who’d just rolled out of bed.

      “Better, for the most part.” Blake’s hand went to the bump on his head, and he winced when his fingers probed it. “Although I have a killer headache.”

      “You can take the next couple days to rest up,” Kellan said.

      Blake’s hand was still on his head when he frowned. “I thought we were going to get Harper?”

      “We are.” Cade didn’t look at our injured friend as he pulled a piece of paper out of his pocket. “You aren’t.”

      He smoothed it out on the coffee table, and the lines Jasper had drawn only yesterday came into view, as well as his slightly tilted letters. It was the map he’d made before we went to rescue Kellan, back when I thought the worst had happened. Now, with the grief over Jasper’s death clawing at my throat, I knew I’d been wrong.

      “I can help,” Blake complained.

      “Forget it,” Kellan snapped, using the tone he typically reserved for bossing me around. “There’s no way in hell you’re going out there.”

      “He’s right.” Cade didn’t look up from the map. “You have a serious head injury.”

      Emma gnawed on her bottom lip, looking between Cade, her new boyfriend, and Blake, her ex.

      After a second, she said, “I think I should stay, too.”

      All eyes snapped her way.

      “Someone has to keep an eye on him,” she began, “and we have the shelter to think about. What if there’s trouble, and Blake’s too injured to do anything about it?”

      “Shit,” Kellan muttered under his breath. “She’s right.”

      Cade was nodding, his mouth pressed together, and when he looked up, he focused on Kellan. “Can we really do this?”

      “We’re doing it,” I snapped.

      “Let’s be realistic for a minute.” Cade lifted his hands, motioning for me to calm down. “There are three of us. Andrew has at least six men, and zombies.”

      “We have the element of surprise.” I lifted my chin like a stubborn child arguing with her parents, but I refused to back down. What kind of people would we be if we did? “I promised Jasper.”

      At my side, Kellan blew out a long breath. “This is bad.”

      “I know,” Cade said. “Even worse, we can’t risk waiting until dark. They could make a move any time, so the sooner we go, the better.”

      Silence followed the statement, only broken when I knelt next to the table and pulled the map toward me. On it, Jasper had written directions to the wildlife refuge, as well as drawn a detailed sketch of the area surrounding the Holy City. There was a big X where we’d parked the first time we went, but I focused on the area surrounding it, studying the mountains and hills and roads.

      “Here.” I tapped my finger against the paper. “We park here this time. We’ll have to hike farther, but the odds of Andrew and his men seeing us will be small. It’s too far away from the chapel they’re using as shelter.”

      “Yeah,” Kellan mumbled.

      He’d come up behind me and was leaning forward so he could look at the map over my shoulder, and he was close enough that the heat from his body seemed to wrap around me. Every time he exhaled, his warm breath brushed my neck, sending tingles shooting through me, and I had to work to keep my eyes on the map and think about the plan. Otherwise, I’d end up replaying last night, and fantasizing about next time.

      “That could work,” Cade said.

      I stayed quiet while the two guys thought it through. It was the best plan of action given our circumstances, but Kellan and Cade were going to have to come to that conclusion on their own. I’d tried forcing my opinions on Kellan before. It had never ended well, and I wasn’t stupid enough to think that would change because we’d slept together.

      At least not while I was actually dressed. If I happened to be naked, maybe he’d listen, but that was an experiment best left for later.

      Once Kellan reached the decision that I was right, he leaned forward and tapped his index finger against the map. “So we come in this way and dump some of the bodies here and set them on fire.” He tapped the paper again, his nail drumming against the wood, then traced the road Jasper had drawn. “And another pile here. That way we have fires going in two different places.”

      “Won’t that make Andrew suspicious?” I looked from Kellan to Cade.

      “It could, but most likely he’ll think someone is in the area and will want to check it out, especially if he’s still interested in finding immune people. It will seem like an easy target,” Kellan said. “Two fires will have them looking in two different directions and split them up.”

      “Yeah.” Cade was nodding in agreement, his eyes still focused on the map. “It’s a solid plan and about the only thing we can do at this point.”

      He blew out a long breath and looked up, his blue eyes focusing on Emma, and although neither of them said anything, we all knew what they were thinking. Cade was happy she wasn’t going, while she was wondering how she would handle having no clue what was going on out there. I couldn’t imagine. Even before Kellan and I admitted our feelings for one another, I never slept well when he was gone, and I’d been out of my mind with worry the time he and Cade got stuck at the farmhouse for three days. More than once I’d begged Jasper to go get him, but we were bound by protocol.

      “When do we leave?” I asked when the silence had dragged out for what I thought was too long.

      Cade sucked in a deep breath like he was gathering his strength. “An hour?”

      “Sounds good.” Kellan stood, pulling me with him. “I know taking a shower is stupid when we’re just going to be dragging the bodies back out of the truck, but I’d still like to.”

      I smiled up at him, ignoring the heat creeping across my cheeks. “Is that an invitation?”

      “Keep it PG-13, people,” Blake moaned, his eyes closed as he massaged his scalp. “My head is pounding enough without having to think about the two of you in the shower.”

      “I find out you’re thinking about Regan in the shower,” Kellan said, “and that head injury will be the least of your worries.”

      Blake, eyes still squeezed shut, lifted his hand so he could give Kellan the finger.

      “Come on.” Kellan pulled me toward the stairs, chuckling.

      He kept my hand in his the whole way down, not pausing until we’d reached level five, where he grasped my hips and pulled me against him, covering my mouth with his and nearly taking my breath away. The kiss went all the way to my toes. It seemed to vibrate through my body and heat my blood and had me pulling at his clothes without even realizing what I was doing.

      We were still kissing when we stumbled into my condo—our condo. He’d been staying with me for weeks already, with no sign that he had any intention of moving out, and thinking about us being together in this condo, day and night, finally embracing our feelings, had me kissing him faster. Harder. Deeper.

      “I love you,” he whispered as he kissed his way down my neck.

      His hands moved up my sides and under my shirt, pulling it up. He stopped kissing me long enough to rip it over my head, and then his mouth was between my breasts as I ran my fingers through his dark hair, still damp with sweat, and held onto his head, savoring the way his lips moved against my skin as he kissed his way down my body.

      “I thought you needed a shower,” I said when he undid the button on my pants.

      Kellan paused so he could smile up at me. “I thought you understood that was an invitation?”

      I laughed, but the sound died on my lips when he yanked my pants down and ran his tongue up the inside of my leg to my inner thigh—and higher.

      Heat flared through me, and I closed my eyes, enjoying the sensations of his mouth on my body, allowing it to push away the thoughts of what we were about to do and how dangerous it was going to be. Forgetting everything we had lost and what else we could possibly lose and only focusing on Kellan.
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      Blake was in the common area when we headed back up, sprawled out on the couch with his eyes closed.

      “You leaving?” He didn’t open his eyes.

      “Yeah,” Kellan said.

      Blake cracked one eye when we stopped next to the couch. “Be careful. I can’t stomach losing anyone else.”

      “Nothing’s going to happen to us,” Kellan assured him.

      I said nothing. The distraction of Kellan’s body and mouth had faded, and now all I could think about were the millions of things that could go wrong.

      Blake closed his eye. “Good.”

      In the control room, Cade was sitting in the chair with Emma on his lap, the two of them making out like teenagers who’d been left alone for the first time. I’d remind them about the promise they’d made to Blake—to play it cool inside the shelter—except he wasn’t here at the moment, and I was the last person who would want to get in the way of a proper goodbye.

      Kellan leaned against the doorframe, crossing his arms over his chest, and cleared his throat.

      Cade waved him away, not bothering to remove his lips from Emma’s.

      “We’ll be at the truck,” Kellan said. “You have five minutes.”

      Neither of them responded.

      We dragged our feet as we climbed the stairs like we were on the way to a firing squad or possibly some form of medieval torture. Thankfully, the stairwell was wide enough that we were able to walk side by side, and Kellan kept my hand in his the whole way up, his grip seeming to tighten the higher we got.

      The heat and bleating of the goats greeted us before we’d even made it outside, but the sun seemed to have lost some of its intensity. At first I thought it was my mood, but we finally made it out to discover clouds had materialized while we were in the shelter. There weren’t a lot, but there were more in the distance where the sky had turned an ugly gray, warning of an incoming storm.

      Hopefully, it was only rain. Having to take shelter in the basement of a crumbling house while a tornado ripped through it was something I only wanted to experience once.

      Then there was hail.

      My gaze moved toward the truck, still parked outside the fence, and memories of the day Blake, Kellan, and I had huddled together in a wrecked airplane while hail as big as golf balls pummeled the earth came rushing back. The events of that day were written in the damaged truck, in the marred body, pockmarked from where dozens of balls of ice had slammed into it, and the missing windshield. The back window, although still intact, bore even more evidence of the violence Mother Nature could bring, this time in the form of holes. The truck didn’t look pretty, but it was still drivable, which was the best we could hope for these days.

      A strong wind swept over us, lifting my damp hair so it blew across my face as Kellan headed for the gate. I followed, and he’d just started working on the chain when footsteps pounded against the ground at my back.

      I looked over my shoulder to find Cade staring at the sky as he headed our way. “Gonna rain.”

      “Might screw with our plans,” Kellan replied, not looking at him.

      Metal clinked against metal as he unwound the chain, and before Cade had reached us, Kellan had the gate shoved open.

      “We’ll make it work,” he said.

      I said nothing as I stared at the darkening sky. It was the direction we had to go, and it looked ominous.
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      Kellan’s hands tightened on the steering wheel until his knuckles were two shades lighter than his normal brown skin tone, while his eyes bounced back and forth so much I started to worry he was going to drive off the road.

      Outside, the Oklahoma landscape whirled past us, the monotonous browns and greens broken up by crumbling buildings and trees long dead from lack of water. For them, it didn’t matter that the sky was dark, signaling more rain was on the way, because they’d already succumbed to the harsh elements of this new world.

      I covered Kellan’s hand with mine, trying to urge him to relax, but only succeeded in making him tense even more, as if my touch reminded him of my presence in the group and what he could lose.

      “Calm down,” I whispered.

      He pried a few fingers from the steering wheel and flexed them, and the muscles in his biceps bulged against the sleeves of his shirt, but the tension didn’t ease.

      “Can’t.” He swallowed, his gaze darting my way before returning to scanning the area as we sped down the road. “Not until we’re back home.”

      “We’ll be back soon enough,” Cade said from behind us.

      Kellan didn’t reply.

      The drive was almost an hour long but seemed to pass in the blink of an eye, even with the wind whipping me in the face and filling the truck’s cab with dust. The lack of windshield was a nuisance, but eyeing the dark clouds, which seemed to grow blacker the closer we got to our destination, I realized how much worse it could get. When the storm finally hit, we were going to get soaked.

      Kellan slowed when we reached the wildlife refuge, and I leaned forward, studying the area for any sign of Andrew and his men. We wound our way past mountains and rocky areas in utter silence, moving deeper into the refuge, but saw nothing. At least no people. There were longhorn cattle in the distance, grazing in the newly green fields, and dozens of other animals. Birds perched in trees, watching us drive by with black, accusatory eyes, and even a little field where prairie dogs scurried into holes at the sound of the truck’s engine, their heads jutting up in curiosity as we drove past.

      The further we went, the larger the mountains got, rising around us in the form of reddish-brown rocks, with green shrubs and gnarled trees bursting from crevices and between boulders. After years of drought, the rain had brought new life to Oklahoma, transforming the once brown landscape into a palette of colors I’d forgotten could exist together in nature. It would have been beautiful if I wasn’t terrified, but at the moment, I was too out of my mind with worry to give the landscape more than a passing thought.

      Kellan pulled to the side of the road when we reached the first area we’d marked on the map, and by then the silence in the cab had grown heavy. Still, no one said a word, and we didn’t move for a few minutes as we studied the surrounding area. The world was utterly still, the only sign of life a lone bird circling the sky above us, and there was nothing to indicate humans had been here anytime over the last nine years. No discarded trash on the side of the road or twisted in the brambles, no footprints or smoke from a nearby fire. Nothing but nature as undisturbed as it had been hundreds of years ago when the first settlers rolled into this area.

      “Looks clear,” Cade said.

      Kellan’s hair, now dry from the wind that had whipped him in the face during the drive, flopped across his forehead when he nodded. When I reached over to push it back, he captured my hand in his and pressed it to his lips.

      “Be careful. Promise me.”

      “I’ll be careful if you will,” I said.

      Behind us, Cade scooted across the seat and shoved the door open. “Let’s all be careful.”

      Kellan released my hand so he could climb out, and I followed, sliding across the seat and pushing the passenger door open.

      Outside, the guys got to work unloading the bodies while I hauled myself onto the roof of the truck to stand lookout. Thick, gray clouds filled the sky, but the sun had managed to break through in a few places, making me squint even after I’d shaded my eyes, but again there was no movement. No sign of zombies or people.

      “Last one,” Kellan said with a grunt.

      The truck rocked beneath me as he pulled the body out, and I braced myself so I wouldn’t fall. The stench of death was thick, magnified by the hot sun, and I swatted at the flies buzzing around my face, knowing it was no use but unable to hold back.

      “Done,” Cade called as he slammed the tailgate.

      I lowered myself to the ground, landing next to the open passenger door with a thud that sent dirt puffing up around me. On the other side of the truck, Kellan was already climbing into the cab, and Cade climbed in back just as I pulled my own door shut.

      “One down.” Kellan shot a quick glance my way as he threw the car into drive, giving me a tight smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “One to go.”

      I looked over my shoulder as we drove away. Through the cracked rear window, I could see the beginnings of flames as they worked to consume the bodies. There were weeds and bushes and trees all around them, and we ran the risk of starting a major wildfire, one that no one would be around to put out. I had to pray it was worth it and we were able to get Harper back and get out of here alive.

      The scene played out in an almost identical manner when we reached the second stopping point. The guys unloaded the truck while I stood watch, once again not spotting a single thing that looked threatening. In the distance, a pillar of smoke rose from where we’d been only a few minutes ago, but at the moment it was still small. We needed it to get big enough to cause alarm, but not too big. I didn’t want to destroy the entire wildlife refuge.

      When the guys had dragged the last body from the bed of the truck, Kellan and I once again climbed into the cab while Cade started the fire, and like before, we were well on our way before it had grown too big.

      “I want to try to park somewhere inconspicuous when we reach the next stopping point,” Kellan said as he drove, raising his voice over the rush of wind. “I don’t want to risk anyone finding the truck before we can get back to it.”

      “No one else is around,” Cade pointed out.

      “Just Andrew and his men,” I said.

      “Yeah.” Kellan wrung the steering wheel again. “Hopefully, if they go out, they head toward the fires.”

      The atmosphere in the truck was silent and tense when Kellan made the turn onto an unpaved road that used to lead to hiking trails—according to Jasper’s notes, anyway. It was pretty overgrown now, and like almost everywhere else in Oklahoma, the weeds were knee to waist high and thick, bending under the truck as we drove. I looked back, curious if they had popped back up or if anyone passing by would immediately be able to tell a car had driven this way. A few weeds were still down, but for the most part the weeds seemed to be as resistant to the truck’s massive frame as they had been to the drought.

      “Not a bad place to park,” Cade said.

      “Yeah.” Kellan was leaning forward as he drove, scanning the area for a good place to stop. “Doesn’t look like anyone’s driven back here in years.”

      “Why would they?” I said. “Sightseeing is about as useful as computers these days.”

      Kellan only snorted in response.

      He turned the wheel to the right when he reached a spot he must have thought looked good, and the scratch of weeds and branches as they clawed at the truck’s already ruined body echoed through the cab. By the time he came to a stop, the weeds had engulfed us.

      “Are we even going to be able to get out?” I asked, eyeing the surrounding greenery.

      Kellan gave me a half-hearted smile. “Are you doubting me?”

      “Never,” I said with as much enthusiasm as I could muster.

      Getting out was easier than I’d thought it would be, assuming it didn’t matter that I got scratched up by branches and stuck with burrs on the way. By the time I stumbled from the mass of weeds, my arms were itchy and irritated, and I had a scratch across my chest from a sharp branch, right above the neckline of my tank top.

      Kellan saw me rubbing at the scratch and gave me a teasing smile, the first one since leaving our condo. “Need me to kiss that?”

      “If you think your saliva has some kind of magical powers, feel free.”

      His smile widened, his dimples growing deeper, and he lifted his eyebrows at me, a playful glint in his eyes. “I guess you’d be the only one who could answer that question.”

      Cade, who was going through supplies at the back of the truck, made a disgusted sound and muttered, “I feel like I’m listening to my brother hit on my sister.”

      “Gross.” I gave him a little shove. “Don’t ever say that again.”

      “That’s sick, man,” Kellan piped in.

      Cade rolled his eyes. “So is this conversation, believe me.”

      “Whatever.” Kellan threw his pack over his shoulder and grabbed a rifle from the bed of the truck. “It’s time to get serious.

      The way he could turn his serious side on and off had always amazed me, like he’d been born with a switch in his body the rest of us didn’t possess. Now was the perfect example. He’d gone from smiling to stoic, from focused on me to scanning the area and on alert, almost like he could put his emotions in neat little boxes inside his head, shelving them when one wasn’t needed and pulling out another more appropriate one.

      I tried to do the same, pushing how I felt about him down and focusing my thoughts on Harper, but no matter what I did, Kellan was still there. He would always be there, a constant nagging thought in my brain that told me I could lose everything today if we weren’t careful.

      “Okay,” Kellan said, once again cutting through my thoughts. “We’ve got a good hike ahead of us, and we’re going to have to stay focused.”

      He passed me a small pack while behind him Cade checked his weapon over, making sure it was loaded and ready to use. The guys both had rifles with sights while I only had a handgun, but I still followed Cade’s example and released the magazine, double checking my ammo.

      While I was doing that, Kellan started grabbing fallen branches and tossing them into the bed of the truck. His rifle slipped forward and banged against the open tailgate, and the sound of metal clanging against metal rang through the air. I looked around, as did Cade, but Kellan didn’t stop scooping long dead branches up off the ground so he could toss them inside. When he finished, the truck’s bed was loaded down with branches. The vehicle was tucked into the brush, half engulfed by weeds in addition to the branches Kellan had tossed in the back, and between its rusty, dented body and the missing windshield, it almost looked like someone had crashed it months—or even years—ago and abandoned it. Good. The last thing we wanted was to get stranded out here with no transportation.

      Happy with the results, Kellan turned his back on the vehicle and started walking, motioning for us to follow. Cade moved after him, as did I, and in no time we’d made it back to the road.

      Once there, Kellan started moving at a swift jog. The cloud-clogged sky had blotted out more of the sun, but it was still hot, and we had too far to go to keep this pace for very long.

      Kellan, as usual, had a plan. He only jogged a short distance before leaving the road, heading into the tall brush where he started moving at a much slower pace. Cade and I walked behind him, the three of us silently picking our way through the vegetation as we headed for a rocky hill. We’d have to climb, then hike a little farther before going down the other side. From there, we’d circle around a body of water that was somewhere between a lake and a pond before finally reaching the mountain we’d climbed the first time we were here. It would probably take us a couple hours.

      “Keep your eyes open,” Kellan said when we’d reached the hill. “We don’t want to surprise a rattlesnake.”

      He didn’t need to say it, we all knew rattlers were bad this time of year, but it was so Kellan that it was impossible to be irritated. Or maybe our new relationship was what made his previously annoying habit of bossing me around less infuriating.

      We didn’t pause to catch our breath until we’d reached the top of the mountain. The sun was now completely obscured by clouds, which had gotten thicker and more ominous, especially in the distance. From our vantage point we were able to get a good look at the surrounding area, and I allowed my gaze to move across the landscape as I took big gulps of water from my canteen.

      There were two pillars of smoke now rising in the distance, the one in the direction of the first fire we’d started twice as big as the other. If Andrew’s men were outside, they wouldn’t be able to miss it. Hopefully, the impending storm held off long enough for them to check it out but swept in just in time to stop it from becoming a full-fledged wildfire.

      “You think he’ll take the bait?” Cade asked, nodding to the largest pillar of smoke.

      “Depends on how injured they are, I guess.” Kellan shoved his hand through his hair as he studied the sky. “I honestly can’t pretend to know how someone like Andrew thinks, though. He’s opportunistic, but how far will he go to get what he wants?”

      “It’s impossible to say,” I muttered.

      “Yeah,” Cade agreed.

      Kellan only nodded before he started walking again.

      The trek down the hill was easier, especially since this side was less rocky than the one we’d climbed up, and we didn’t run into anything dangerous. No zombies, and no snakes—thankfully.

      A flat stretch of land sat at the bottom where a small herd of buffalo stood grazing, forcing us to make a wide arc around them so they didn’t get spooked. They watched us with dark, weary eyes as we passed, some of them chewing mouthfuls of grass while others did nothing but swat their tails at the flies buzzing around them. The animals’ bodies were round and stocky compared to the longhorn cattle prevalent in this area, and up close their heads seemed massive.

      “What’s the difference between a buffalo and a bison?” I huffed.

      Despite the lack of sunshine beating down on us and the wind sweeping across the field, a bead of sweat had begun a slow descent down the side of my face, but I didn’t bother wiping it away. There would be more. Sweat was an unavoidable result of being outside in Oklahoma during the summer months—not that we’d even reached the hottest part of the season yet.

      “I don’t know.” Cade’s shoulders lifted and fell in a quick shrug.

      “Those are bison.” Kellan waved over his shoulder to the animals, and I glanced back as he said, “American bison. People always call them buffalo, but real buffalo live in Africa and Asia. Or at least they did. Who knows what that part of the world is like now.”

      “You’re a walking dictionary, you know that?” Cade said.

      “Encyclopedia,” Kellan corrected.

      I rolled my eyes even though I was smiling. “A smart-ass, you mean.”

      “A smart-ass is someone who thinks they know everything.” Kellan shot a look my way, grinning. “I actually do know everything.”

      Cade snorted while I gave Kellan the finger.

      He chuckled and reached out to grab my hand, pulling me forward until I was walking at his side instead of behind him.

      The pond or lake—I wasn’t sure how big a body of water had to be to earn that title—came almost out of nowhere. We stepped through some trees, and it was in front of us, the surface smooth and undisturbed except where a handful of ducks floated, cutting their way through a group of lily pads and making the water around them ripple. A mass of trees surrounded the right side of the lake, blocking our path, so we moved left where the tree line sat a good eight feet from the water’s edge. Although the grass was tall, it was at least passable.

      The ground surrounding the pond was soft and damp, threatening to suck my boots into its depths with every step I took. Twice a frog jumped from the edge, splashing into the water and scaring the shit out of me with its sudden appearance. The first time I managed to bite back my yelp of surprise, but the second time it broke out before I could stop it, earning me a grin from Kellan. I ignored him and kept moving, pulling my boots from the mud that seemed to want to engulf every inch of me.

      We’d almost reached the other side when the moan broke through the silence, and Kellan dropped my hand so he could step in front of me like a human shield. Every time he did that, I wanted to remind him that I was the one who was immune. If anyone should have been putting themselves on the line, it was me, because I could survive a bite or a scratch, while if something happened to him or Cade, they’d most likely be dead. I mean, what were the odds of two people in our little group being immune? Pretty slim.

      “What do you see?” Cade, who had also moved so he was in front of me, asked.

      “Nothing.” Kellan moved forward, his steps light and his focus on the trees to our left.

      Another moan sounded, closer this time, and the crunch of something followed, like a stick breaking in half. In front of me, Kellan’s body stiffened, and both he and Cade froze.

      I was holding my breath, waiting. My palm was slick against the handle of my knife, but my arms and legs were steady. Immune or not, facing a big horde still scared the shit out of me, but one or two zombies didn’t—a side effect of learning it would take more than one bite to kill me.

      “Where the hell—” Kellan’s words were cut off when the zombie stumbled into view.

      He was fresh, only weeks or even days old. His sickly gray skin had ripped in a few areas, but black blood wasn’t yet oozing from every orifice, and his clothes were miraculously intact—although not clean.

      “He’s going to be fast,” I said.

      Kellan had already stepped forward to meet the man, his knife out and ready. “I’ve got him.”

      Cade and I moved after him as backup, although, after nine years of killing zombies, I doubted Kellan would need it.

      The dead man reached out, his hands swiping at air, and my heart thumped harder when Kellan ducked away from his grasp, spinning so he ended up behind the zombie. The creature let out a moan, either irritated by Kellan’s refusal to allow himself to get caught or frenzied from the fresh meat in front of him.

      At the dead man’s back, Kellan was ready, poised with his weapon up. He grabbed the zombie’s shirt with his free hand and jerked the creature back while thrusting his knife up at the same time, sending the blade into the back of the man’s neck and then up into his brain.

      The zombie dropped to the ground.

      Kellan pulled his knife free and wiped his blade on the dead man’s shirt, his head up and his gaze sweeping the area as he did it. Like him, Cade and I stood ready and waiting in case another zombie or two showed up, but other than the wind, everything was still and quiet.

      “Looks like he was alone.” Kellan shoved his knife back into the sheath on his hip. “Let’s keep moving.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          4

        

      

    

    
      We were halfway up the mountain when a slow rumble  of thunder drew my gaze to the sky. The clouds above us had thickened, becoming gray and menacing, but they were nothing compared to the darkness looming in the distance, threatening not only to rain down on us, but also to destroy our chance of escape.

      “We need the rain to hold off,” Kellan muttered as he pulled himself over a boulder twice as big as he was.

      My feet slipped on the smooth surface of the rock when I tried to scramble up after him, but Kellan had my arm before I could fall. He hauled me up, this time keeping hold of me while he moved on.

      We moved faster after that, spurred forward by the incoming storm. Cade was behind us, expertly climbing from rock to rock as his blond hair was blown around by the wind, while Kellan did the same, somehow still managing to keep a grasp on my arm even as he pulled himself over massive boulders.

      He finally let go when we reached the top, lowering his body to a crouch when the Holy City came into view, and a sense of déjà vu came over me. My heart pounded harder as I followed Kellan, copying his stance so I was sure to stay out of sight, while behind us, Cade did the same as we moved forward, heading for one of the buildings to the right of the chapel. The day was silent other than the occasional rumble of thunder and the howl of the wind, which whipped across the mountains and blew my ponytail into my eyes, forcing me to hold it back as I moved.

      We made it to a set of stairs behind one of the random buildings, and Kellan charged up, motioning for us to follow. When he reached the top, he dropped to his stomach so he was out of view, and I stretched out next to him while Cade did the same on his other side.

      Last time we were here it was the middle of the night, and although it wasn’t pitch black this time, the clouds hovering over us made it feel later than it was. They were thick and gray, puffy and angry-looking, and in the distance, bolts of lightning flashed through the darkness every now and then, and the gray streaked across the sky told me that not too far from us it was already raining. I could smell it in the air, too, the moisture that always preceded a storm, like wet earth or a warm spring day.

      “Look.” I pointed to the pillar of dark smoke in the distance, rising from where we’d set the first fire.

      Next to me, Kellan shifted and brought his rifle forward, using the scope to get a better look. “We’ve got a few guys out front.”

      “What are they doing?” Cade asked while he, too, brought his rifle forward.

      “Talking,” Kellan said. “There’s a truck in the parking lot, along with a couple cars.”

      “The one they keep the zombies in?” I asked.

      “No.” Kellan lowered the rifle but didn’t look my way, his focus instead on the pillar of smoke in the distance. “It’s not there.”

      “Maybe they went to check out the fire?” Cade suggested.

      “Let’s hope,” Kellan muttered.

      We lapsed into silence as we surveyed the area from our hiding spot. We were in a different position than last time, which gave us a decent view of both the parking lot and the area in front of the chapel. Like before, it struck me how strange this place was, like the leftover set of a Biblical movie. The chapel we’d rescued Kellan from sat to our left, and was no doubt where they were keeping Harper, while to our right stood what looked like a stage, as well as a few walls that, although crumbling a little, were still standing despite years of neglect. There were some other small buildings, too, and three crosses, only two of which were still standing.

      Jasper had told us they used to do live Easter performances here, and I was suddenly struck by the frivolousness of it all, by how strange that old world seemed compared to the one we now lived in. These days we didn’t have the luxury of putting on shows or wasting energy building elaborate sets like this one. We couldn’t afford to focus on entertainment, not when there were zombies and evil people lurking around every corner.

      “What do you want to do?” Cade asked.

      Kellan lowered his rifle as he let out a deep breath, his gaze moving across the scene in front of us, slowly taking it in, and then over to where the pillar of smoke still billowed. The sky was darker now, the storm closer, and if we waited too long it would start raining and possibly ruin our only chance of getting Harper out alive.

      “There are three guys outside right now.” Kellan raised his rifle again. “We start with them.”

      “You’re just going to start shooting?”

      It seemed reckless and premature at first, but when I stopped to think about it, I realized it was the best shot we had. The truck was gone, meaning some of the men had left—maybe to check out the smoke—and if the three men standing outside were the only ones here, this might be our only chance.

      Kellan closed one eye and brought the rifle up so he could peer through the scope. “If there are more inside, they’ll come out when they hear the shots.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Cade said.

      He already had his rifle raised when Kellan pulled the trigger, and even though I knew it was coming, I jumped from the crack of the gunshot.

      In the distance, one of Andrew’s men fell to the ground.

      “Got him,” Kellan said, still looking through the scope.

      My hands were over my ears when Cade took a shot, but the faint sound of the cry that followed the bullet ripping its way through the second man’s arm was still audible.

      Cade swore.

      “Thought you were better than that,” Kellan said as he took aim again.

      The comment was light, but the tone wasn’t. He was shooting people, killing them, and bastards or not, Kellan didn’t take murder lightly.

      “Not everyone can be as perfect as you,” Cade mumbled.

      Kellan fired again, and the man Cade shot went down.

      The third man took off, running not for the building, but for the vehicles in the parking lot.

      “He’s on the run!” I said.

      “I’ve got him,” Cade replied.

      No one had come out of the building at the sound of gunfire, telling me they were either too injured or there was no one else inside. Meaning our way to Harper was clear.

      “I’m going.”

      Another gunshot rang out as I got to my feet, and even though I already had my gun drawn, I pulled my knife as well. Behind me, Kellan swore and grumbled something to Cade, but I was already heading down the stairs, already on my way to get Harper, and I didn’t bother pausing to see what he was doing.

      “Son of a bitch, Regan,” Kellan called after me.

      Footsteps pounded on the stairs at my back, but I didn’t stop, not even when I reached the bottom. I kept moving, pausing only when I made it to the corner of the building so I could make sure the coast was clear. Two of the men who’d been in the parking lot were down, but the third one was nowhere in sight.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Kellan said when he caught up with me.

      “Getting Harper.” I scanned the parking lot again but didn’t see him. “Where’s the third guy?”

      “Made it behind the car.”

      As if on cue, the sound of a car door slamming echoed through the night, followed seconds later by an engine roaring to life.

      “Shit,” Kellan said.

      “Who cares? Let him run off like a coward if it means we can get Harper.”

      I waited to see if the car would drive off, but it sat idling in the parking lot like it was waiting for a signal. What that signal was or who it was from, I didn’t know, but I did know we had to move fast. We didn’t know how long the rest of the group had been gone or when they’d return. For all we knew, they were already on their way.

      “We have to go,” I told Kellan.

      Cade scrambled up behind us. “Andrew’s still here.”

      Distracted from my previous plan, I spun to face Kellan, my heart suddenly pounding harder. “Andrew?”

      “The guy in the car. It’s him.”

      Just hearing his name thrust me back to yesterday at the farmhouse, to having my shirt stripped off while that asshole’s calloused hands moved over my skin, and my heart pounded faster while heat moved through me and the world began to sway.

      I closed my eyes and leaned against the wall, willing my body to calm down but unable to force it to obey.

      “Regan.” Kellan’s voice was soft, pain radiating in his tone, but when he touched my arm, I jerked away.

      “Sorry,” I said, my eyes still closed. “I just—” I swallowed. “I need a second.”

      Neither of the guys said a word.

      I inhaled through my nose, blowing it out through my mouth, willing the memory of Andrew’s hands to fade so I could stay in control. It didn’t happen, but somehow I managed to conjure up a sense of determination. We had to get Harper and get the hell out of here. Screw Andrew and his men. They weren’t going to have a say in how we lived or died, and they couldn’t control me now.

      I opened my eyes to find Kellan staring at me, concern twisting his expression into a grimace.

      “I’m okay.” I gave his hand a quick squeeze. “And it’s time for us to get Harper and get the hell out of here.”

      Kellan nodded, and like he had flipped that internal switch again, his focus changed, only this time the worry and pain stayed in his brown eyes. Those emotions were accompanied by others, though. Rage like I had never before seen, and hate, both of them directed at the man who’d threatened to violate me.

      “I’ll go first,” Kellan said, stepping around me. “I’ll keep my focus on Andrew while you two head inside. Stay alert. There could be men who are too scared to come out.”

      “Got it,” Cade said.

      Kellan’s gaze met mine, and I gave a brisk nod. “We’ll be fine.”

      He blew out a long breath. “Okay. Let’s go.”

      He ran out, keeping his body low and his focus on the car Andrew was hiding in, and I hurried from our hiding spot only a few steps behind him, with Cade right on my heels.

      Kellan paused behind one of the crumbling walls, his eyes never once straying from the idling car as we rushed over to join him. Andrew made no move to get out, though, and he obviously wasn’t trying to flee, which said something about his determination. What, though, I wasn’t sure. Maybe he was hoping his men would come back, or maybe he was waiting to see who’d opened fire on him. It was impossible to know for sure.

      Thunder rumbled, and a drop of rain splattered against my forearm. Another hit my head while more pinged against my back, and I looked up, half expecting to find a tornado barreling down on us, but there were only clouds. Dark and thick, they looked like they were trying to warn us that something very bad was about to happen.

      The rain picked up just as the thought entered my head.

      “Go,” Kellan said, raising his voice to be heard over the pounding rain.

      Cade took off. I was a half a step behind him when Andrew revved the car’s engine, causing my heart to jump to my throat, but I kept my focus on the chapel, knowing Kellan was on it. Knowing he would sooner risk his own life than put mine in danger.

      Still, the asshole didn’t drive off.

      “What the hell is he waiting for?” I muttered to myself as I splashed through the rain.

      It didn’t matter when we reached the chapel and Cade pulled the heavy wooden door open, waving for me to move. I ran past him, rushing into the small entryway, where I paused in front of the other set of doors, both so I could catch my breath and so I could listen for any sign of movement. There was nothing, though. No talking or scraping of feet against the floor. No sounds at all.

      “Ready?” I asked Cade.

      All he had to do was give a tiny nod, and I had the door open. I moved quickly but silently, keeping my steps light and my gun up and ready. Like before, I was struck by how musty the room smelled. It wasn’t dark this time, but was instead illuminated by a few lanterns, casting shadows across the images of angels hanging over us, painted on the white walls and ceiling. The old wooden pews were in the same position as yesterday, facing one another so they formed beds, only this time they were all empty. As was the room.

      “No one,” I said, not lowering my gun. Not taking my eyes off the room in front of me. “Go for Harper.”

      Cade moved without a word, and I watched his progress from the corner of my eye as he headed for the back room where they’d kept Kellan. I held my breath, praying they hadn’t changed things up, or worse, that a group had driven off in the missing vehicles, taking Harper with them.

      The second Cade had the door open, the girl stumbled out, and I finally lowered my gun, letting out a sigh of relief as I did.
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      Harper threw herself into Cade’s arms, her shoulders shaking from her sobs. “I didn’t know if you would come. I didn’t know if you would come,” she said over and over, her words barely discernable thanks to her quivering voice.

      Cade tried to comfort the girl, making shushing sounds and patting her back, but she didn’t let up.

      “We’re here.” I shoved my gun into the waistband of my pants as I crossed the room to them, freeing up my hands. “We couldn’t leave you. We wouldn’t.”

      Harper, still clinging to Cade, turned her big, blue eyes on me. “You promised you wouldn’t turn me over to Andrew before, but you did.” Her voice sounded impossibly musical considering the way her bottom lip was trembling. “You did.”

      “I’m sorry.” The words were useless compared to what had happened, but I needed to say them, needed her to understand that we’d had no real choice in the matter, not if we’d wanted to hold onto our sanity. “We didn’t want to do it. We didn’t. Andrew—”

      Too bad explanations were impossible at the moment. The memory of how Andrew had gotten his way came barreling back, threatening to crush me with its magnitude, and I found it impossible to talk. Even swallowing didn’t help, and I lapsed into silence under the weight of what had happened and the accusations in Harper’s eyes.

      “We’re here now.” Cade finally managed to pry himself from her grasp. “And we’re going to make sure you get out of here and never have to come back.”

      Harper swiped the back of her hand across her cheeks, wiping the tears away. “I heard gunshots. Did you kill them?”

      “A couple,” I said, “but not all of them.”

      Cade started walking, pulling Harper with him. “Which means we need to move.”

      He released her when he reached the front of the chapel, shoving her behind him as he pushed the first set of doors open a crack, allowing him the opportunity to peer into the small foyer. Somehow, I found my arm around Harper, and when her small body trembled, I pulled her closer.

      She was only a child, seventeen, and even though I wasn’t much older, I felt like we’d been born in different worlds. Yes, our apocalyptic families had worked hard to protect both of us, but mine had at least taught me how to shoot and allowed me to go out from time to time. Harper’s group, on the other hand, had sheltered her, and it made her seem like a child still, and more innocent than anyone had a right to be these days.

      “Are you okay?” I whispered, keeping my voice low while I followed Cade into the foyer.

      Harper tugged on her blonde braid—which was messier than usual—as she turned her big eyes on me. “I will be if we can get out of here.”

      “We will.”

      I gave her a reassuring squeeze as Cade pushed the front door open a little. Damp air rushed in, as well as the roar of the rain pounding against the ground, blocking out any other sound and making it impossible to know if Andrew was still in the parking lot, still sitting in the idling car.

      After only a second, Cade turned back to face us. “Looks the same. Kellan is keeping an eye on the parking lot, and Andrew still hasn’t moved.”

      “Andrew?” Harper squeaked out.

      “He’s in a car.” I gave her another reassuring squeeze. “He made a run for it when we opened fire, but he didn’t drive away. We’re not sure what he’s doing.”

      Her already large eyes seemed to double in size. “We’re going out there even though Andrew is waiting?”

      “It might be our only chance to get away,” Cade said.

      He didn’t wait for us to respond before shoving the door open and stepping out, motioning for us to follow.

      The rain was coming down harder than before when I dragged Harper from the building, and we were soaked in seconds. It seemed darker than it had when we went in, too, like it was the middle of night even though it was still early evening, and the air was warm despite the heavy rain. Cade led the way through the storm, with me following, pulling on Harper to get her moving, my attention alternating between Kellan and Andrew. In one hand I held my gun while I clutched Harper’s wrist with the other, urging her forward, but she was dragging her feet, hesitant and still crying.

      The car’s engine was still running, but it was impossible to see through the windshield with the rain this heavy. He was there, though, of that I was sure, except I couldn’t figure out what he was waiting for.

      Kellan was still crouched behind the crumbling wall, his focus on Andrew. The storm had drenched him, and every few seconds he reached up and pushed his soaked hair back or ran his hand over his face to wipe the water away. Nothing worked, though, not with how thick it was coming down.

      Not that I was doing any better. I’d pulled my hair into a ponytail before leaving the shelter, but tendrils had broken free during our hike and now hung in my face, dripping and tickling my skin. Cade, too, seemed to be struggling because of the rain, and more than once he had to reach up and shield his eyes like he thought it might help him to see through the deluge.

      We were only halfway to Kellan when Harper’s feet slid through the mud. Somehow, against all odds, I managed to let go of her wrist as she fell, avoiding being taken down with her. She let out a cry of pain when she hit the ground, but through the darkness and rain, I couldn’t tell if she was hurt.

      I crouched beside her, pushing more wet hair out of my face. “Are you okay?”

      “I don’t know.”

      She was holding her knee, clinging to it like a child who’d skinned it falling off a bike, and at that moment, staring up at me as water slid down her face, that was how she looked. Like a frightened child.

      I had to protect her.

      Harper didn’t try to get up, and she was still clinging to her knee, so I pushed her hand away, hoping to get a look at the injury. Her pants were ripped, but it was impossible to know if they’d been that way before she fell—holey knees were all too common these days—and through the tattered remains of the fabric, all I could see was mud. No cut and no blood.

      “Regan!” Kellan grabbed my arm before I could inspect Harper’s knee further. “We need to go. Now!”

      He was trying to pull me to my feet, but Harper was still down, still staring at me with wide, child-like eyes. Kellan tugged again, and I looked over my shoulder to find Cade standing behind him, his blond hair plastered to his head by the rain and his rifle aimed at the parking lot.

      That was when I noticed the headlights in the distance.

      Andrew’s men were coming back.

      “Move!” I screamed at Harper.

      This time when I pulled on her arm, she stood, and even though she was limping, she moved when I tugged harder.

      Cade was already heading back the way we’d come, his focus half on the parking lot as he ran, his gun still aimed in that direction. Kellan had waited for me, and the second both Harper and I were on our feet, he reached for my hand. Only, it was the one I was holding my gun in, and we were moving too fast, too panicked and desperate to get away, and somehow as Kellan’s hand hit mine, he knocked my gun from my grasp. It fell to the ground, right into a huge mud puddle, where it disappeared from sight.

      “Shit!” I shoved Harper in front of me before dropping to my knees. “Keep going. Run!”

      She did, limping after Cade, but Kellan stopped. “Leave it, Regan. We have to go.”

      I ignored him and ran my hands through the muck, searching for my weapon, the muddy water squishing between my fingers but turning up nothing.

      “Shit,” I muttered.

      The screech of tires drew my attention to the parking lot. A second later Andrew threw the driver’s side door open and stepped out. He was on the other side of the car, but his gun was up when he rounded it, and Kellan threw himself over me just as a gunshot rang through the air.

      We hit the ground in a heap of limbs, and my head slammed into the ground. Thankfully, it was soft from the rain, and the impact only left a minor throbbing behind.

      Kellan rolled off me, his gaze flicking over me from head to toe. “You’re okay?”

      “Yes,” I said. “You?”

      “Yeah.” He grabbed my arm and pulled me to my feet. “Run! Don’t look back.”

      We took off through the rain, our feet splashing through puddles while my heart pounded and my head throbbed, and even though Kellan told me not to look back, I couldn’t help it. I glanced over my shoulder to find zombies stumbling from the back of the truck, heading our way.

      They would be fresh.

      We knew that from Andrew’s plan. He and his men raided camps and released zombies but made sure no one died from the attack. Then they waited to see who turned and who was immune. They loaded whoever turned into the truck and kept them locked up until the next camp, where the whole thing started over again. They’d killed dozens of people in the area, and who knew where else they’d been before coming to Oklahoma.

      There was something evil living in Andrew. I’d seen it in his eyes, reflecting back at me like a spotlight. It was the brightest darkness I’d ever seen, bright enough to snuff every one of us out if we let him get hold of us, something I had no intention of doing.

      Kellan and I made it behind the chapel and started climbing. Cade and Harper were already on their way up, pulling themselves over slick boulders, holding onto one another for support, while the rain pounded down on them. It seemed like an impossible task in the downpour. The rocks were smooth, making it easy to slip when they were dry, but now they were soaked. By the time we made it to the top we’d all be covered in bruises, assuming none of us fell and broke something.

      Kellan pulled himself up before turning to give me a hand. We did this to varying degrees as we climbed, our feet slipping, our shins banging against stone, our fingers desperately seeking purchase on smooth surfaces that had none.

      When we were halfway up, I snuck a look behind me. The zombies had reached the mountain and were still trying to get us, but they were uncoordinated, and even during ideal conditions, climbing boulders like these wasn’t an easy thing for them to do. Now, though, it was downright impossible.

      “They can’t get to us,” I said.

      Kellan tugged on my arm, urging me to keep moving. “But Andrew can.”

      I allowed him to pull me forward, part of my focus still on what was happening behind me. It would have made sense for Andrew’s men to come after us, but it didn’t seem like they were. Why? And why weren’t they shooting? It couldn’t be because of Harper. He wanted to take her back to Atlanta, but that shouldn’t have stopped him from trying to kill the rest of us. Except he’d only taken one shot.

      Something else was going on.

      I didn’t know what, but I wasn’t going to wait around to find out.

      We made it up two more boulders before Kellan’s feet slipped. He reached out and somehow managed to catch himself on the smooth surface of the boulder, stopping himself from falling, but in the process his rifle slipped from his shoulder. I watched through the pouring rain as it tumbled down, banging against rocks before finally stopping only an arm’s length from the zombies.

      “Shit,” Kellan muttered before grabbing my hand and pulling me. “We have to go. We’ll be okay without it.”

      I wasn’t sure if he was trying to reassure himself or me.

      Working together, we finally made it to the top of the mountain where Cade and Harper sat waiting, catching their breath while the rain pounded down on them. I knelt at the teenager’s side, taking the opportunity to examine her knee. The rain had washed most of the mud away, revealing a small gash. Thankfully, it didn’t look bad.

      “We’ll clean it when we get home,” I called.

      Kellan crouched at my side, keeping his body low while he stared back down the mountain, and I followed his gaze. The zombies were stumbling away from us, heading back to the truck, lured there by Andrew and his men.

      “He’s collecting them,” Kellan said, “putting them back in the truck.”

      “Why didn’t he try to shoot us?”

      Kellan shook his head, and while the expression on his face told me it bothered him as much as it bothered me, he said nothing.

      After a few minutes, he got to his feet. “We should keep moving. The hike was bad enough when it wasn’t raining. Now it’s going to take twice as long.”

      He was right. From here we had to climb down, and while the slick rocks made it easier in a way—we could slide down one boulder onto another—it also made the journey more treacherous. One wrong step and you risked falling, possibly landing wrong and breaking something. Not to mention the fact that watching out for things like rattlesnakes would be more difficult.

      Cade stood and slung his rifle over his shoulder before offering Harper a hand, who took it while Kellan helped me up.

      When we were all on our feet, Cade looked us over and frowned, his focus on Kellan. “What happened to your gun?”

      Kellan shook his head, his wet hair flopping into his face, which he shoved aside. “Lost it when we fell.”

      Mine was gone too, meaning Cade was the only one armed with anything other than a knife. Not good odds if we ran into a big horde.

      “We’re going to have to be careful,” I said, not caring that I was stating the obvious.

      Kellan and Cade only nodded in response.

      The rain hadn’t eased, and I felt like I was breathing it in. I ran my hand over my head, pushing my wet hair out of my face so I could see better, but it was no use. With the downpour, visibility beyond a few feet was nearly impossible.

      “Take it slow!” Kellan called as he lowered his body and slid down the first rock, making it look easy.

      Cade copied him, and then Harper and me. We repeated the process as we slipped our way down the mountain. The rocks alternated between slick and gritty with dirt, but the muddy earth covering them did nothing to provide traction. If anything, it made finding solid footing even more difficult.

      We were halfway down when my boot slid forward. Kellan turned when I let out a cry, but by the time he reached for me it was too late. I rolled more than fell, banging my arms and legs against the stones jutting out of the mountain, trying to grab hold of something but failing. It wasn’t until my leg made it into a crevice that I was able to stop myself. Thankfully. If my body had kept rolling the way it was, I could have broken my leg. As it was, both elbows and knees throbbed, and my shin ached like someone had kicked me with steel toe boots. My ribs ached a little, too, but it wasn’t bad enough that I thought anything had gotten broken.

      “Regan!” Kellan slid down a rock, landed on his feet, and crawled the rest of the way until he was at my side.

      “I’m okay.” I pulled my leg from the crevice where it was wedged and twisted my body so I was sitting on the boulder my shin had slammed into.

      “Let me look you over.” He ran his hands over my legs like it would somehow help him see my bones.

      “I said I’m okay.” I lifted my right arm and inspected my elbow. It was bleeding, but the cut was small. “Just bumps and bruises. I’ve had worse.”

      Kellan looked like he didn’t believe me.

      “I’m serious.”

      I stood, groaning out loud as Cade hopped down. He made it look easy. Effortless, even. At least I’d almost rolled my way to the bottom of the mountain. Of course, we were going to have to climb down a second one before we reached the truck. My muscles and aching limbs throbbed just thinking about it.
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      We reached our destination without hitting any other bumps and found the truck sitting right where we’d left it. The interior was soaked due to the missing windshield, but when I slid into the passenger seat next to Kellan—after fighting off another attack from the surrounding weeds—I found I didn’t mind sitting in a puddle or having the raindrops pelt me in the face. Not after a couple hours on my feet, and not when my body still throbbed from my fall.

      In the back, Cade pulled the door shut and said, “We made it.”

      Kellan grabbed my hand and gave it a squeeze while I looked over my shoulder. Harper’s hair was flat against her head, accentuating her big eyes and full lips, and next to her, Cade looked like he’d almost drowned, but he was right. We’d made it out of there and with little resistance.

      Which still bothered me. Why hadn’t Andrew shot at us more than once? It made no sense after everything else he’d done, and I couldn’t help wondering—

      Shit. What if he was hoping to beat us back to the shelter?

      Maybe that was why he and his men hadn’t opened fire. They knew where we lived, and their vehicles had been right in front of them while we’d had to hike for more than an hour through a torrential downpour to reach ours. Meaning he might already be at the shelter.

      “I can’t wait to get home and take a shower,” Cade said just as that thought went through my head.

      “We can’t go back.”

      Everyone, even Kellan, looked at me like I was a stranger who’d somehow managed to join up with them on the hike back and they hadn’t noticed until this moment.

      “Why?” Kellan asked.

      I was oddly exasperated at having to explain myself, as if they should’ve been able to read my mind or draw the same conclusions I had. “Don’t you think it’s a little strange that Andrew didn’t try to kill us?”

      “Did you miss the gunshots?” Cade said.

      While Harper added, “He released the zombies.”

      “Which he had to have known wouldn’t have gotten to us in time,” I pointed out. “And he only fired once. His men had to be armed, too, but they never shot at us. Why?”

      “Because he’s going to be waiting for us at the shelter.” Kellan’s shoulders drooped as his head flopped against the headrest, and he blew out a long breath. “Shit. I was so focused on getting back here I didn’t let myself think any further, but you’re right. He probably left the second we were out of sight and is already at the shelter waiting for us to drive up.”

      “Then we’re going back for sure.” I jerked back from the force of Cade’s words. “Emma is there.” Almost as an afterthought he said, “And Blake.”

      “They’re in the shelter,” I said, keeping my voice even and calm. “They’re fine. Andrew and his men can’t get in.”

      Cade blinked three times like he was having a difficult time registering what I was talking about, while at his side, Harper sat quietly, her round eyes brimming with fear.

      “I. Don’t. Care,” Cade finally said. “If that asshole is going there, I want to be there, too. I need to know she’s okay.”

      “No.” Kellan finally lifted his head.

      Although he was the youngest of the three guys, he’d always tended to take the role of leader. Usually, Cade went along with it—he was more of a good time type of guy—but I wasn’t sure if he’d be willing to let it go this time, not when he thought Emma might be in trouble.

      “What then? We never go back?” Cade snorted. “You think Andrew will get tired of waiting for us?”

      “I don’t know,” Kellan said, and like me, he was trying to keep his words soothing. “But right now I know we aren’t ready to go up against them. Regan and I both lost our guns back there, and Harper isn’t armed. We can’t run in there unprepared and with no plan. I’m sorry, but that’s how it has to be.”

      Cade’s blue eyes flashed with anger, but he didn’t argue.

      Getting no resistance this time, Kellan exhaled. “Okay. So where do we go?”

      “Quartz Mountain or Altus,” I said. “We can do some trading and get supplies.”

      Kellan was nodding, his lips pressed together as he thought it through. “Quartz Mountain is closer, but I have more connections in Altus. Even if we don’t have enough to trade right now, Simon will make us a deal. He knows us. He knows we’re good for it.”

      “Will he?” I thought about the grumpy man Kellan usually traded bullets with in the market and frowned.

      He turned to face me. “He will when he finds out this asshole killed Jasper.”

      I closed my eyes as a sudden wave of grief swept over me. Kellan was right, as usual. Simon was going to be furious when he found out Andrew had murdered Jasper.

      “Altus it is,” Kellan said when no one else spoke.

      My eyes were still closed when the truck’s engine turned over. It sputtered and hesitated like an arthritic man first thing in the morning but gave in. Branches scraped against the sides of the truck as we backed out like they were trying to hold onto us, but by the time I finally opened my eyes, Kellan was turning onto the main road.

      The rain had slowed, but once we started driving it was difficult to tell with the way it pounded into the truck, nearly blinding me and forcing Kellan to drive slower than usual. Even in good conditions it took over an hour to get to Altus, and at this rate, it was going to be dark by the time we got there.

      If nothing else, I was at least thankful it wasn’t hailing.

      My body couldn’t decide if it was warm or cold. On one hand, I’d been soaked for hours and couldn’t help shivering, but on the other hand, the incoming storm hadn’t cooled things off that much. The downpour had rinsed away the sweat, but I cringed at the gritty layer it had left on my skin, and I couldn’t wait to shower.

      Too bad that was a luxury we wouldn’t find in Altus.

      We got lucky and the rain finally let up after about an hour of driving. Kellan had to be even more relieved than I was since it had been pummeling him in the face while he tried to keep us on the road, but he said nothing. He wore the same serious expression he got whenever we were out. It had always amused me, but now that I was allowed to embrace my feelings, I had to admit I found it downright sexy, too. When he was a goofball, his dimples could make me swoon, but there was something about this brooding expression that appealed to me as well. Like he was the bad boy hero in one of the romance novels Emma had loaned me, and I was looking forward to letting him corrupt me. Which was ridiculous, because between the two of us, he was definitely the more responsible one.

      Everything was going pretty well until the moment disaster struck. We had a plan, we had a way to stock up on supplies, and then we were going to head back to the shelter and send Andrew to hell where he belonged.

      Nature, however, had other ideas.

      After nine years without the Oklahoma Department of Transportation, the roads were already cracked and covered in potholes, making any drive bumpy, but the hole that opened up in front of us was different. It seemed to materialize out of thin air, the road falling away right before our very eyes, almost like hell was sucking the asphalt into its depths.

      Kellan swore and turned the wheel hard to the right, but he was driving too fast and the hole was right in front of us, making escape impossible. The front tires went in, and a thud vibrated through the cab, and I could have sworn my ass left the seat. Thankfully, the seatbelt did its job, and I didn’t go flying through the missing windshield. Behind me, Harper screamed, and I reached out with both hands, one on the roof and the other on the dashboard, trying to steady myself as I hung, kept in place only by the strap that was now pulled tight across my chest and lap.

      The truck tilted forward even more, and I tightened my grip. What seemed like dozens of shouts rose around me even though there were only four of us, and I couldn’t focus on who said what as we fell forward. I had the sudden manic worry that the earth was going to swallow us up just like it had with the road only a moment earlier, but after what felt like an eternity, the front of the truck hit the bottom of the hole, and we came to a sudden and painful stop.

      “Holy shit,” Cade said.

      “Is everyone okay?” Kellan asked.

      When I nodded, a tight pain shot down my neck, adding to the dozens of other throbs. Whiplash. I remembered hearing about it when I was a kid. My friend’s mom had been in a car accident and had gotten whiplash from the impact. She’d had to wear a neck brace for weeks after.

      “What was that?” Harper asked in a shaky voice.

      “A sinkhole, I think.” Kellan turned toward me. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah.” My own voice was as unsteady as Harper’s.

      “I can’t believe that happened,” Cade said.

      “Me neither. The road just opened up out of nowhere.” Kellan lifted his legs and planted his feet on the dashboard to brace himself before undoing his seatbelt. Tentatively, he moved so he was sticking his head through the opening that had once been the windshield. “Looks like it’s about six feet deep. We should be able to climb out pretty easily, at least.”

      Suddenly, I was very grateful for the missing windshield.

      Kellan waved for us to move. “I don’t know how stable these things are or if it will open up more. We should go. Now.”

      I didn’t argue.

      I copied what he’d done, bracing my feet against the dashboard before releasing my seatbelt, and once it was undone, I took the hand Kellan held out and allowed him to help me up. The truck was at a forty-five-degree angle, so it wasn’t too hard to pull myself out and onto the roof. From there, I turned and helped Harper up, and together we made our way to the back of the truck.

      The rain had washed away most of the zombie guts from earlier, thank God, but the truck’s bed was still slick and difficult to climb. I had to grab hold of the side and pull myself up, ignoring the protests from my bruised body. Once I was on the street, Cade gave Harper a boost, and I helped her up as well, and then the guys pulled themselves up one at a time.

      We took a breather once we were all out of the hole, as well as a moment to look over the massive crater that had swallowed our vehicle. It was fifteen feet wide at least and had engulfed almost the entire front half of the truck, which meant we were walking from here.

      “How far are we from Altus?” I asked Kellan.

      “Ten miles.” He looked around as if searching for a landmark that would tell him exactly where we were and how long it would take us to reach our destination. “Maybe less, but I doubt it.”

      I flopped onto my back, not caring that the road was muddy or that my body screamed in protest when it made impact with the hard ground. “I think someone up there is conspiring against us.”

      “You’ll have to talk to Emma about that,” Kellan said.

      She was the only one of us who still clung to her faith. Hell, with the way The Church was taking over, she might have been the only person left in the world who believed in that old religion. Almost everyone out east was now wrapped up in praying to Angus James, the first immune man to make it to Atlanta. He was the reason there were working vaccines, not that it did us a lot of good here since the new government hadn’t sanctioned any of the settlements out this way. We were outlaws, not even part of the same country, as far as I knew.

      Cade was the first to stand. “We need to get moving.”

      I wanted to argue, but he was right. Ten miles was a long way to go on a normal day, and with very little ammo and only one gun, we needed to get someplace with walls before it got dark. The last thing I wanted was to bump into a horde when it was pitch black.

      Kellan stood and brushed his pants off, and when he offered me his hand, I took it. I practically had to peel myself up off the ground. My entire back was muddy on top of being wet, which was going to make for a fun ten-mile hike.

      I wiped my filthy hands off as best as I could before offering Harper one.

      “Thanks,” she said when she slipped her hand into mine.

      I pulled her up, which took almost no effort because she was so tiny. “You’re welcome.”

      We started walking, making a wide arc around the hole in case more of the ground decided to cave in. Kellan held my hand while Cade trudged on ahead, determined to get back to Emma, no doubt, and Harper walked at my other side in silence.

      Between our mad dash to get out of the Holy City, the hike through the rain, and the long car ride, the teen had said very little, but it seemed like something more than just a someone being overwhelmed by the events of the day, and I couldn’t stop thinking about what had almost happened to me. Andrew had used the threat of rape to get what he wanted, meaning he wasn’t above violating a woman. And Harper had been his captive for nearly an entire day.

      “You doing okay?” I asked as we walked.

      She tugged on her messy braid, which looked crunchy and in desperate need of a good wash. “I think I’m in shock. I didn’t expect you to come for me.”

      She was answering my question but looking at Kellan.

      He hadn’t been thrilled when we let her into the shelter and even less enthusiastic when I decided she could move into the spare room in my condo, which was why he’d started sleeping in my bed—at least that was what he’d said at the time. Harper probably still thought he didn’t like her and that was why he’d turned her over to Andrew, and as much as I didn’t want to relive the horrible events of the day before, I needed to set her straight about what had happened. Even if I wasn’t in love with Kellan, I knew how good he was. How sweet and caring, and desperately protective of his family, and I didn’t want Harper to think he was anything else. I’d spent a lot time with her over the last few weeks, teaching her how to tend to the hydrogarden and how to make soap, and I knew they’d get along if they’d at least try.

      “You have to know we didn’t want to hand you over to Andrew. We really didn’t.” I swallowed when the memory of Andrew’s calloused hands came rushing back, along with the panic of knowing what was about to happen to me.

      It wasn’t just how close I’d come to being raped, though. If Kellan hadn’t spoken up, that would have happened for sure, but it would have been followed by the discovery that I was immune. Andrew might have decided he didn’t need Harper after all. He could have killed Kellan and Blake and hauled me off to Atlanta without ever trying to find out where Harper was.

      Not that I could tell her all that. I’d made a promise to Jasper, and I would keep it. Forever, if I had to.

      But I could tell her part of the truth.

      I let go of Kellan’s hand and stopped walking, grabbing Harper’s arm so she’d stop as well. Behind me, Kellan was silent, but he was listening.

      “Kellan and I tried to hold out. We tried not to tell Andrew anything, but he threatened me. You understand, right?” I held her gaze, and her big eyes seemed to see right through me. “Andrew threatened to let his men rape me. That’s why Kellan made that deal. Not because he wanted to and not because he doesn’t like you, but because it was the only thing he could do to keep me safe.”

      Harper looked toward Kellan, as did I. He was standing behind us, listening, his brown eyes glistening like the memory was enough to make him start bawling again. I thought about how hard he’d cried. How transfixed I’d been by those tears. I’d never seen Kellan cry like that. Never.

      “I’m so sorry.” He swallowed like getting words out was difficult. “I didn’t want to do it. I really didn’t.”

      “It’s okay,” Harper said. “I understand.”

      Kellan squeezed his eyes shut like it would help block out the memories. It wouldn’t, but I could comfort him.

      I wrapped my arms around him, hugging him to me, and he balled his hands in my filthy shirt. His body was like stone, tense and strained, and I couldn’t figure out how he could breathe, let alone move.

      “I want to kill him,” he whispered in my ear.

      “We will. I promise.”

      My arms were still around him when the roar of an engine echoed through the air.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          7

        

      

    

    
      Kellan pulled away, and we both spun toward the sound. Now that it was no longer raining, the clouds had eased, giving way to rays of sunshine, and I had to squint into the distance to see the vehicle. It was coming from the direction of Altus, barreling down the road like it was going to plow us over, and I recognized it the second I laid eyes on the it.

      The thing was old, rusty, and yellow, with massive tires that towered over me, and four lights lined up on the top of the cab. A soft glow came from the one on the far right, but the second one was black, as if the bulb had burst and burned the wires, while the two others looked like someone had shot them out.

      “Bill,” Kellan said before I’d had a chance.

      “Who’s Bill?” Cade called over his shoulder.

      As the only one with a gun, he had it up and ready. Not that it would matter, because even though I’d only had a brief encounter with Bill, I was fairly certain he wasn’t a threat.

      “We met him the other day,” Kellan called out. “On the way back from the farmhouse.”

      “Before Andrew’s goons chased us,” I added.

      “He’s okay?” Cade asked.

      The truck screeched to a halt ten feet away from us.

      “I guess we’re going to find out,” Kellan replied.

      The driver’s side door swung open, and Bill hopped down, grinning from ear to ear. “We going to play cowboys again?”

      Cade shot us a questioning look but didn’t ask.

      “Bill.” Kellan gave him a nod. “Good seeing you.”

      “You too, Kellan.” His gaze moved to me, and his grin widened. “Regan.” He looked past us, back to our truck, and let out a low whistle. “Car trouble?”

      “Something like that,” Kellan replied. “Sinkhole. Opened up right in front of us.”

      “I’ve come across a few in the area,” Bill said. “It’s all the sudden rain.”

      “Maybe it’s the end of the world,” Harper mumbled.

      “That happened about nine years back.” Bill scratched his bald head, still smiling. “Surprised you missed it.”

      I let out a stifled laugh. I couldn’t help it. There was something genuinely nice about this man.

      “You guys are a long way from where I saw you last. You a long way from home now, or were you then?”

      Kellan let out a long sigh as he shoved his hair back out of his face. He wasn’t facing me, but I could picture his expression. The purse his lips got when he was thinking something through, and the way his brows would furrow. He was trying to decide what to do and how much he could tell Bill, and if this man might be able to help us.

      “We could use some help,” he finally said.

      “Must be bad. Last time I offered to help, you pulled a gun on me.”

      “I have trust issues, what can I say?” Kellan gave him a half grin.

      “This world will do that to you.” Bill looked Harper over, his mouth turning down, and then Cade. “This your pilot friend?”

      “No,” I said. “He’s back home. Hurt. This is Cade.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Bill said.

      “And Harper.” I jerked my thumb toward the teenager at my side.

      “You hear about the group going around looking for immune people?” Kellan asked.

      “Heard rumors,” Bill said, his grin pulling down into a frown. “Wasn’t sure if it was true.”

      “It’s true,” Kellan replied. “We rescued Harper from them.”

      Bill’s eyebrows lifted, but his expression said he wasn’t sure if he believed us. “Why don’t you tell me what’s going on? I have a feeling it’s going to be a good story.”

      Without going into detail about where we lived, Kellan told Bill about the day Harper showed up at our door and how she’d escaped from Andrew.

      According to her, the men had held her for days, and she’d only managed to get away by making a run for it when they took her out for a bathroom break. From there, she’d traveled at night to avoid being caught again, hiding during the day.

      That was how she’d found us. Kellan, Blake, and I had been out hunting when we’d heard voices and took cover. The men were talking about looking for a girl when they passed our hiding place, and since we’d already heard the rumor a group of the men in the area were looking for immune people, we were able to connect the dots pretty easily. What we didn’t know was that Harper was also hiding nearby, and after Andrew’s men left, she listened to our conversation and decided she could trust us.

      Bill frowned as Kellan relayed the details about how Andrew and his men worked, and the more he talked, the graver the other man’s expression grew. When Kellan relayed the story of our confrontation at the farmhouse, he glossed over the details, which I was thankful for. It didn’t matter, though, because by the time he stopped talking, I could tell Bill was going to do whatever he could to help us.

      “Which is why we’re here right now.” Kellan waved behind him to the now ruined truck. “We need to load up on weapons and get home to make sure our people are safe.”

      “If you could give us a ride into Altus, we’d appreciate it,” I chimed in.

      Bill nodded, his lips still pressed together in thought. “I can do you one better. I’ll give you a lift back to my place, supply you with some weapons, as well as some backup.”

      “Seriously?” Cade asked.

      He’d finally lowered his rifle, but it was still clutched tightly in his hand and ready just in case, and at Bill’s words, the tension in Cade’s body eased.

      “The end of the world has brought out some pretty disgusting creatures. Unfortunately, men seem to be the worst of them.” Bill turned toward his truck, waving for us to follow. “Come on. A couple of you are going to have to sit in back, but we can make it work.”

      Kellan moved to the back of the truck, and Cade followed, but I dashed past him and managed to haul myself in before he could.

      He gave me a strange look. “I was trying to be a gentleman and give you a seat up front.

      “Gentleman, my ass.” I stuck my tongue out like a child. “More like sexist. As if I can’t rough it just because I have boobs.”

      Cade grinned and shot a pointed look at my flat chest. “Do you?”

      “Careful,” I snapped, “or my boyfriend will beat you up.”

      Kellan, who had already taken a seat and was diligently waiting for Bill to start driving, grabbed my arm and yanked me down.

      “Sit.” He pointed to Cade. “Get in the truck.”

      Cade jogged off, grinning.

      Kellan pulled me against him, slinging his arm over my shoulders. “You can’t ever be serious, can you?”

      “Serious is too scary right now.”

      He pressed his lips against my neck, which calmed me even though I couldn’t help thinking about all the sweat, dirt, and rainwater covering my skin.

      We were a spoiled group. Nine years into the apocalypse, and we had to be one of the few groups in this world who weren’t used to being dirty. Unlike most of the population, our shelter had electricity and running water, and even television—Blu-ray and DVD only, but still. I doubted most people would be able to remember the last time they watched TV.

      The truck started, and Bill did a U-turn so he could head back to Altus. In a few minutes he’d be on his way and the wind would whip around us, making it too loud to talk. It gave me courage.

      “I’m scared.”

      Like Bill was reading my mind, he hit the gas, and we took off down the road, and between the wind and the roar of the engine, Kellan didn’t have a chance to reply.

      He did respond, though, by holding me tighter and kissing my neck again. Having him at my side made it a little better, and it only had a little to do with our new relationship. The rest was Kellan. He’d been with me since the beginning, since the moment Matt died, and without him I would have been alone, might even have been killed. More importantly, I wasn’t sure this world would have been worth it if Kellan wasn’t in my life.

      I clung to him as the truck barreled down the road, and when he twisted my body so he could kiss me, I didn’t care that we were both filthy. Some things were more important than dirt, and this was one.
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        * * *

      

      Bill entered Altus Air Force Base through the back gate, the one that was near the flight line, giving us a perfect view of the long-abandoned planes. The C-17 was a massive cargo plane, with a ramp at the back for loading vehicles, troops, and any cargo they needed to transport, while the KC-135 had at one time been capable of refueling other planes midair.

      I’d been on the base a few times as a child—after making friends with Air Force children—and expected Bill to turn left so he could head to base housing, but he didn’t. Instead, he veered to the right, heading for the flight line.

      Where once they had been majestic, time had taken its toll on the planes. Weather, age, and neglect had worn them away until they looked like artifacts from an ancient world that no longer existed—which was exactly what they were. Still, there was something regal about seeing the aircraft lined up, like getting a glimpse of a king in a nursing home. He’d aged and was more worn than you remembered, but he was still a king. Still regal.

      The once meticulously maintained runway was now as cracked and pitted as every other road in the world. Weeds, grass, and even a few small trees had broken through, making the blacktop resemble a field more than a runway.

      Kellan’s arm was still around me, but we were both up on our knees, straining to get a better look as Bill drove across the base, heading for wherever he called home. The hangars were still intact, for the most part, as were many of the buildings we passed, and except for a couple broken windows and some missing shingles, things on this side of the base seemed to have fared pretty well over the last nine years.

      The truck slowed to a stop outside the closed door of one of the hangars, and Kellan and I climbed to our feet, holding onto the roof while we waited to see what was going to happen. Built to fit the massive cargo planes, the hangar towered over us, the doors as tall as the building itself, the walls steel and seemingly impenetrable.

      A minute passed and Bill did nothing, and I was about to lean over so I could yell at him through the open driver’s side window when the hangar’s doors started to slide open.

      “I’ll be damned,” Kellan muttered.

      When we met Bill only a couple days ago, he’d told us he was alone. I’d believed him, partly because he was alone that day, but also because he had that kind of face. The kind you wanted to trust. The kind that made him seem like the fatherly type who would swoop in and save you if you were in trouble. Only, we were now staring at proof that he’d lied, because the door in front of us was being pulled open by a man and a woman, and behind them more people milled around the interior of the hangar.

      Bill pulled the truck through the open door, driving slowly enough that Kellan and I didn’t need to sit back down. There were at least a dozen people in the building. Children, an old woman, and a handful of people—both male and female—who looked to be between the ages of twenty and forty. Who knew how many others, because the back of the plane was open, and I could tell that was where they’d been living. Inside the C-17.

      “He lied to us,” I said as Bill pulled to a stop.

      “Can you blame him?” Kellan asked.

      “No,” I replied, “not necessarily, but it has to give us pause. Can we trust him?”

      Kellan was nodding and looking around, taking in our surroundings. Four kids sat at a table eating with the old woman, who had to be eighty years old, and talking her ears off. Two people, a man and a woman, were hanging clothes on a line to dry while another man and woman worked to get the door shut, and with each passing second more people seemed to come out of the woodwork and head over to greet us, all smiles and surprised looks, but no weapons. Not the least bit threatening.

      Bill threw the driver’s side door open and hopped out, grinning. “Welcome!”

      “This is a bit of a surprise,” I said.

      “Because I told you I was alone?” Again, more smiling, more shining eyes that made him appear sweet and trustworthy.

      “It makes sense,” Kellan said with hesitation. “But you can understand our concern.”

      Bill’s group now surrounded us, and I had a sudden and terrifying flashback to an episode of The Walking Dead when the survivors encountered a friendly and welcoming group who turned out to be cannibals. My mom had forbidden Matt and me to watch the show, but Kellan’s parents hadn’t cared. Plus, he’d had a TV in his room—complete with a DVR. It was only natural for us to go over to Kellan’s house every Monday after school so we could watch the banned show about the end of the world.

      Never in my wildest dreams had I thought I’d one day have to live it out, though.

      “Terminus,” I whispered out of the corner of my mouth.

      Not quiet enough, because Bill belted out a laugh and lifted his hands in a gesture of surrender. “We’re not going to eat you, I promise.”

      His people joined in the laughter.

      It was like meeting a band of jolly survivors.
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      Bill turned out to be living with a group of twenty-one other survivors, many of them either children or young enough that they would have been children when the world ended nine years ago.

      “Where did they all come from?” I asked in awe, scanning the hangar as Bill showed us around.

      “Here and there.” Bill looked over his shoulder, his eyes twinkling like he had a fun secret to share. “Most of them were military kids. Back in the beginning, after I realized I was immune, it occurred to me that there might be a lot of kids left on their own. Even worse, they weren’t from here. Didn’t have family or maybe even friends in the area who might have survived and could look after them. So, I borrowed my neighbor’s van and headed over to base housing. Went from house to house looking for survivors.”

      He stopped next to the table where the four children sat eating, their voices, high-pitched and energetic, bounced off the metal walls as they giggled and talked between bites. They were young, between nine and eleven years old, meaning they hadn’t been kids when Bill rescued them, but babies and toddlers.

      “These were the youngest.” Bill swept his hand toward the kids. “Jack and Jill were infants. Twins.” He shot me a grin. “That’s what I named them, anyway. I didn’t know their real names, didn’t want to take the time searching the house when there were other people to rescue, so that’s what I decided to call them.”

      The kids, only nine years old, looked up at me with big, brown eyes, their smiles friendly and open and innocent the way only a child’s could be. They had identical wavy, brown hair that went down to their shoulders, but Jill’s cheeks were fuller and her lips more feminine, while her brother had a large, thin-lipped mouth.

      Bill put his hand on the shoulder of the girl next to Jack, who was a little older than the twins. She had mocha skin and brown eyes that slanted slightly in the corners, suggesting one of her parents might have been Asian.

      “This here is Tiana, named for my niece’s favorite movie, The Princess and the Frog. I found her alone in a house with no sign of where her parents had gone. Not sure how old she was, though. Old enough to cry and walk toward me with her arms open when I stepped into the house.”

      Tiana smiled at Bill like he was a superhero but said nothing, and he gave her shoulder a squeeze before turning to the final kid. “Then we have Stephen.” Bill’s eyes twinkled when he shot me another wink. “His real name since he could actually talk. I found Stephen sitting on the floor next to his parents’ bed eating some stale crackers. They had both passed, and I don’t think he knew what to do with himself. He told me he was three.”

      Stephen, who was lanky and tall for a twelve-year-old, had jet black hair and gray eyes that seemed ancient in his unlined face.

      “You saved these kids?” Harper asked, awed.

      Bill’s smile widened. “Not just them. I saved eleven kids in all, only the others aren’t kids anymore.” He turned away from the table, jerking his head to indicate we should follow. “I’ll introduce you.”

      He led us around the room, introducing us to his group, and to me it seemed like the list of people he’d saved was never-ending. There was sixteen-year-old Mason who Bill had found wandering down the street at the age of seven, and sisters Becky and Tracy who’d been only nine and eleven when the rest of their family died. Thomas had been eight, and Michael twelve, then there were two others, James who was now twenty-one, and Diane who was twenty-four.

      Bill kept talking while I focused on Diane. I couldn’t help it. She was gorgeous, with skin bronzed from the sun and a splash of freckles on her nose, as well as across her chest. She had her caramel hair pulled up in a ponytail, but a few tendrils had escaped and hung around her heart-shaped face, and when she smiled at me, her brown eyes sparkled.

      She was twenty-four years old, about the right age for Blake…

      I almost laughed at myself, thinking about playing matchmaker during the apocalypse when we had so many other things to worry about, but I couldn’t help it. He’d been bordering on depressed since things with Emma ended, and now there was a beautiful woman standing right in front of me like Bill had saved her especially for Blake.

      Kellan elbowed me and whispered, “I know what you’re thinking.”

      “No, you don’t,” I muttered while heat moved up my cheeks.

      He chuckled in response.

      Bill left Diane behind so he could introduce us to the rest of the group, still talking as he went. He seemed to always be talking. There was the elderly lady who’d been sitting at the table with the kids—Lilith—and the granddaughter she’d been living with when the apocalypse hit, Janet, who was now in her forties, as well as four other survivors whose ages ranged from early forties to mid-fifties.

      The final two survivors we found on the other side of the hangar where they were busy tending to a couple goats. Two women, one in her early twenties and another who looked to be in her mid-forties. Both women were tall and lean with dark skin and high cheekbones and hair cut close to the scalp, and they were clearly related.

      The older of the two smiled when we approached, beaming not only at us, but at Bill as well.

      “This is my family,” he said when he stopped next to them, his smile as wide as the woman’s. “My wife, Jessica, and my daughter, Christine.”

      The announcement caught me by surprise. For one, Bill must have been older than he looked if he had a daughter Christine’s age, or he’d started really young, but I was also shocked to learn that both his wife and daughter had survived the virus. What were the odds? Probably about as good as being immune to a bite, because I didn’t know anyone whose entire family had survived, not when it had killed almost eighty-five percent of the population.

      I wasn’t the only one shocked by the news, either. Harper’s mouth was hanging open, while next to me Kellan let out a low whistle.

      Cade was the first to find his voice. “All three of you survived?”

      Bill nodded, and his chest puffed out like a proud father. “We did. I don’t know how we got so lucky or why I deserved to be spared the pain everyone else went through nine years ago, but I know I’m grateful for it. That was part of the reason I went searching for kids. I felt like I’d survived for a reason, and while I didn’t know what that reason was, I decided helping others was the first step to paying the big man back.”

      God. After everything that had happened, Bill still believed in God. He and Emma would get along.

      When Harper had recovered from her shock, she threw her arms around Bill. It was an unexpected reaction, considering how introverted and quiet she’d been over the last few weeks, barely opening up about anything even after she and I spent all day together. Then she pulled back, her hands still on Bill’s arms, and I saw the expression on her face and the tears shimmering in her eyes, and it hit me why she’d responded this way. She was seventeen years old, had only been eight when she lost everything, and she could relate to the kids he’d saved more than any of us. She knew how lost they’d felt and what a relief it must have been to find someone good who was willing to help them.

      “You’re an amazing person,” she whispered, her voice ragged with emotion.

      Bill, whose own eyes had filled with tears, cleared his throat. “It wasn’t enough. Not by a long shot. A day doesn’t pass that I don’t wish I could’ve done more. There were houses I went to where—” He voice broke and he looked down. “I couldn’t save everyone.”

      I thought of everything he’d probably witnessed, of the pain his search had most likely brought, and tears filled my eyes.

      Back when the virus swept the country, we had no idea what it was really going to bring us. Death, yes, but zombies? No one could have guessed that. People died by the millions, and we’d all thought that was the worst of it, only it wasn’t, because two days later the dead came back, except now they were the walking dead. Creatures that roamed the earth searching for human flesh. Human themselves, and yet not human at the same time. It was the unthinkable. Something we’d all seen in fiction, but something that none of us could have ever predicted could come true.

      How many children had found themselves trapped inside their homes when their parents came back?

      My stomach turned at the thought.

      “The kids were lucky to have you,” Kellan said.

      He slipped his arm around me, and I leaned into him, knowing I’d had my own stroke of luck back then. Without Kellan, I would have felt lost and alone. Shell-shocked. I don’t know if I would have left my house, or if I would have had the energy to fight my family off when they came back, and I couldn’t even think about it, not after all these years.

      I’d gotten lucky, too.

      Maybe Emma and Bill were on to something with this God thing. Maybe He did have some kind of plan.

      After meeting everyone, Bill took us inside the plane. They’d separated the cargo area into individual living spaces using the kind of dividers that used to be found in offices. There were beds inside the cubicles, some cots and twin beds the survivors had clearly scavenged from houses, as well as personal items. Pictures, faded from time, were tacked to walls, and pages torn from old magazines—several of them making me blush. There were books piled up, and toys, as well as clothes, shoes, and other items that had no meaning to me but probably carried deep value to the owners. An ache moved through me at the intimacy of these small trinkets.

      When Kellan and I left our houses, we’d packed supplies, but I’d never thought to take pictures or grab anything from my room that would help me remember the past. We’d headed out hoping to find a safe place and had gotten so caught up in surviving that by the time Jasper found us, having a picture of my parents and Matt seemed useless. I’d seen horrible things. People getting ripped apart by zombies, humans hurting each other in unimaginable ways, blood and death and hate and rage. What good was a picture?

      Then things settled down, and the idea of going back had hurt too much. Kellan and I had driven by our houses dozens of times, but we never got out of the car, because I ached from just thinking about seeing my house that way. What if my parents were still there? What if Matt was? I wasn’t sure if I would survive it.

      Now, though, passing the pictures of smiling people who were long gone, I ached for what I’d lost. I thought I could remember what my parents looked like, thought I could picture Matt’s grin when he rolled his eyes at me, but what if I was wrong? What if the images in my head weren’t real, but instead something my mind had clung to? Bits and pieces of other people I’d known and loved patched together like some Frankenstein memory of my family.

      “I was sure to take pictures from the home of every kid I found,” Bill said as we passed yet another cubicle with yet another montage of smiling faces. “These kids will never know their parents, but at least they know what they looked like.”

      “That’s nice,” Harper whispered, her eyes once again moist.

      “Most people wouldn’t have thought of that,” Kellan said, and I wondered if he, too, was regretting what we hadn’t done all those years ago.

      “In my former life, I don’t know if I would have thought of it,” Bill replied thoughtfully, “but the virus changed me. Made me appreciate what I had. Before, I’d always been so focused on my career. I was a black man in a white man’s world.” He chuckled and shook his head. “It’s true, but it’s still strange to think what a big role race used to play in this world. Now it’s people and zombies. That’s it.” He shook his head again like he still couldn’t believe it. “Back then I was very career oriented. There weren’t a lot of black pilots in the Air Force, and I was determined to stand out. To be better than the best. I neglected my family more than I should have, and Jessica and I were on the verge of calling it quits. Then the virus came, and it put everything into perspective.” We reached the back of the plane, and he stopped walking, turning to face us. “Now I’m determined to be the best human being possible. That’s it. That’s all I can hope to be in this world, and I’ve come to realize it’s so much bigger than all my former goals combined.”

      This man awed me with his selflessness. Since the world collapsed and started over, I’d met all kinds of people. Assholes, opportunists, and people who were good but still had no problem getting their hands dirty if it meant surviving. But I’d never met anyone like Bill. He was like the Mother Teresa of the apocalypse.

      He waved to a cubicle in front of him, and then to one at his back. “I have two recently vacated rooms, as well as a couple bunks up in the cockpit. You’re welcome to any of those beds. Get something to eat and some rest.” He looked me over and smiled. “Although, you might want to get cleaned up first. We have a shower set up in the far corner of the hangar, and thanks to all the rain, we’re doing good on water. I’m sure we can scrounge up some replacement clothes if you need them, too.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “We can pay you back,” Kellan told Bill. “After we get back to our shelter.”

      “It’s no problem.” The way Bill shook his head told me he was being sincere. “We help out where we can, especially when we come across good people. They’re rare these days, but I can usually tell pretty fast if a person is worth my time.” He grinned at Kellan. “I knew you were the second I pulled up, because you put yourself in front of Regan. That may seem like a small thing, but it isn’t. Trust me.”

      “Thank you,” Kellan said, and the haggard way his voice came out told me that Bill’s words had affected him.

      I couldn’t blame him. They’d affected me, too.
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      After we left the plane, Bill showed us where we could get cleaned up. They’d partitioned off the back corner of the hangar with more cubicle dividers so it was separate from everything else, using a curtain for a makeshift door. It made finding a little privacy easier, and even though the quiet whisper of voices was still audible, they seemed far away. There was soap—some of which I’d actually made and traded in the market at Altus—as well as towels. They were thin and worn but would do the trick, and I even had some clothes donated by the other people in the hangar. Bill’s daughter, Christine, was only a little taller than I was and almost as thin, so it worked out.

      The shower stall was at the back of the partitioned off area and consisted of a square of curtains secured to the walls and a showerhead that was somehow rigged to distribute rainwater. I wasn’t at all sure how it worked, and the water wouldn’t be warm, but I was thankful for it anyway.

      Since I was the only one of my group who’d been foolish enough to lie down in the middle of the street, allowing myself to get covered in mud, my friends were nice enough to let me to go first. Thankfully, because the mud that had been annoying at first was now infuriating. It had dried and was starting to flake, and it made my skin itch. Not to mention the fact that every time I moved it cracked and a little more dropped to the ground so I looked like I was falling apart.

      I was buck naked, all ready to turn on the shower so I could scrub myself down, when the thin plastic curtain surrounding me rustled, and Kellan ducked inside.

      “What are you doing?” I hissed.

      He grinned, his eyes moving over me before he pulled his shirt over his head and tossed it over the curtains. “This will save water.”

      I rolled my eyes at the absurdity of the statement. “No, it will stretch the shower out and make it twice as long.”

      “No, it will make it easier. How else are you going to wash your back?” Not the least bit deterred by my protests, he undid his pants and shoved them down, his eyes focused on me as he tossed them outside the curtain. “Plus, I need to check you thoroughly for ticks.”

      “Ticks?” I asked, lifting my eyebrows at him doubtfully.

      “Yes. We just hiked for hours, and Oklahoma is riddled with ticks. I need to make sure you don’t have any on you.” Kellan’s grin widened. “Turn the water on.”

      “Are you sure this is okay? We’re guests here.”

      “I’m sure.” Kellan was grinning when he reached past me to turn on the water, kissing my nose. “Plus, I asked Bill. He agreed that we can never be too careful when it comes to ticks.”

      When the water hit my head, I almost let out a squeal. It wasn’t freezing because of the hot sun, but it also wasn’t as warm as I was used to. Plus, it wasn’t like a normal shower. The water pressure was shit, making it feel less like a shower and more like someone was drizzling water over us.

      After less than a minute of standing under the stream and trying to get the mud out of my hair, I realized having Kellan with me was actually beneficial. If all I had to do was rinse away a little dirt and sweat it wouldn’t have mattered, but the dirt on my body turned to mud the second it got wet, making it harder to scrub away.

      Letting out an exasperated sigh that told Kellan I wasn’t happy about having to depend on him, I shoved the bar of soap against his chest and turned my back. “You’re going to have to help.”

      From over my shoulder, I saw his grin. “Can I start on the front?”

      “No.” I shot him a look that should have scorched his skin but instead only made his smile widen. “Get the mud off so we don’t waste their water.”

      I turned back around.

      To his credit, Kellan did a good job, only trying to cop a feel once or twice, which I, of course, allowed. I was only human, after all. With him in the shower, I was clean in half the time, which I grudgingly admitted when Kellan pointed it out with a superior smile.

      “Since we got done so fast,” he murmured, grabbing my hips so he could pull me closer.

      This time I didn’t object when his mouth covered mine, didn’t try to stop him when my back hit the cold metal of the hangar wall or bat his hands away when they moved up my body. Not even when he lifted my leg and slid inside me did I protest, because by that point, I wanted him as much as he wanted me.

      “It’s going to be fast,” he said, his mouth pressed against my ear.

      I nodded in response, sinking my teeth into my bottom lip in hopes of stifling any noises, but finding it almost impossible when he started moving.

      Sex was still new to me, still awing in how it made my body hum. The trembling in my legs, the tingling in my stomach, and the way my toes would curl as my body quaked from the inside out. Every time Kellan touched or kissed me, I had a hard time wrapping my brain around the fact that it was him. That all the things I’d been dreaming about for the past year had finally come true. That somehow in the midst of all this horror, I’d found something amazing.

      Kellan was right when he’d said it would be fast. It was over in minutes and ended with him grunting against my neck while I sank my teeth deeper into my lip to stop from crying out. My body hummed—it was the only way to explain it—and for a few seconds we stayed where we were, my back pressed against the wall while Kellan held me up, trying to catch his breath.

      When he finally stepped back, he pulled me under the water so I could rinse off again. He was grinning like he’d won a prize, and even though I wasn’t the least bit embarrassed, heat crept up my cheeks from the expression.
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      Once we’d dried off and gotten dressed, we joined Bill and a handful of his people in the area designated for eating. The kids who’d been sitting at the table when we first arrived had moved on, and the occasional sound of laughter or a childish voice calling out to someone echoed off the metal walls. It was pleasant, but still unnerving after the quiet of our shelter. Years had passed since anything that remotely resembled rowdiness had graced those walls, and while I’d missed it, the unexpected noise still made me jump from time to time.

      There was stew for dinner. Some kind of meat—what it was, I didn’t bother asking—floated in a thin broth next to potatoes, carrots, and even celery. Where they’d gotten these delicacies, I didn’t know. Traded for them, maybe? Or it was even possible they had a garden somewhere, although I couldn’t imagine how difficult getting vegetables to grow would have been during all those years of drought. We had fresh food from our hydrogarden, but I’d only seen the occasional veggies or fruits at the market, and they’d usually been brought in from other areas. Like upstate Oklahoma where it was greener and the drought hadn’t hit as hard, or even from a high-jacked truck carrying supplies from one sanctioned settlement to another.

      That was the only way we were able to get gas in this part of the country. By stealing it. All the gasoline from before had gone bad—gas had an expiration date—but the new government had restarted oil production years ago. But they weren’t very good about sharing it with the likes of unsanctioned areas, which was what we were.

      Bill joined us at the table, as well as Diane, which I was grateful for, wanting to put in a good word in for Blake. Except that every time I mentioned his name, Kellan shot me a look and a grin, making me blush and roll my eyes. He knew me too well.

      “So, you only have two more people back at your shelter?” Bill asked.

      Kellan’s head bobbed as he finished chewing the big hunk of meat he’d just popped into his mouth, and when he’d swallowed, he said, “Yeah. Our group used to be bigger, but we lost people a few years back after taking in someone new. That act of goodwill ended in the death of most of our people.”

      Diane froze with a spoon poised in front of her lips. “Someone killed them?”

      “Slit their throats in their sleep,” I murmured, remembering.

      I’d woken that night to the sound of Kellan shouting. How I’d heard him from across the hall in my own condo was a damn mystery, but I had. I’d rushed to his place to find him in his room, covered in blood and standing over the dead woman. It was strange. She was such a huge part of our lives even though she was only with us for half a day, but I could never remember her name. Laurie, maybe? Yeah, that sounded right.

      She’d been a bull of a woman. Her face had been pockmarked from childhood acne, and she’d had a scowl that could have withered a rosebush. At the time, we’d attributed her hard personality to what she’d been through—the apocalypse could turn the most emotional person hard. She’d also smoked like a chimney, something we’d strictly forbidden in our shelter. That was the only time she’d shown a flash of darkness, and thinking back on how her blue eyes had sizzled with anger, I realized we should have been more on alert. But the anger had been short-lived, and she’d agreed to only smoke outside, so we’d let the moment pass.

      Unfortunately.

      We were fools, naïve considering everything that had happened, and it had cost the lives of thirteen of our people. Family. That was what they’d been. A family we’d built out of the ruins of the old world, and they’d died suddenly and horribly, and the shock of it all still hadn’t worn off.

      After a moment of silence, Kellan cleared his throat. “We’ve kept to ourselves since then, except for Harper.” He nodded to the teen sitting across from him, and she lowered her head.

      “Can’t say I blame you,” Bill replied with a frown.

      “This group of men,” Kellan continued, “isn’t like anything else we’ve come up against over the years, though. They’re ruthless, and as much as we need your help, I want to be sure you know the risks.”

      Bill was nodding, his lips pressed together as he thought it through. “I understand, and believe me when I say I don’t relish the idea of putting my people in danger. Losing someone after all these years would be…” He exhaled. “Well, I can’t even put into words what it would be.”

      “I understand,” Kellan said.

      “But I also don’t feel right about not helping when we have the help to give, because I can tell you’re good people, and that’s something we need to protect. It’s our greatest resource. Without it, there would be no point in allowing the human race to go on. Let the zombies win, I say. If there’s no goodness, no humanity left in the world, we deserve to follow the dinosaurs into extinction.”

      Kellan was nodding, but he said nothing.

      For my own part, I was reeling from the impact of Bill’s words. It made me feel worse about how we’d behaved since Laurie killed our family, because Bill was right. We needed to do everything we could to ensure the good people left in this world not only survived but flourished as well. Without them, there would be nothing but more Lauries and Andrews, and then where would we be? Surrounded by a darkness so intense and bright it would take over the world.

      “Okay, then,” Kellan said.

      “What’s the plan?” Diane asked.

      So, she wasn’t just pretty, but brave as well. Good. Blake would need someone strong. He and Emma hadn’t been right for each other, but there was no way he’d be happy with a weak woman after seven years with Emma.

      “We need numbers more than anything,” Kellan said. “Andrew has maybe six men, but he has zombies, too, and we have to make sure we’re prepared to defend and conquer.”

      “We can do that,” Bill said. “We’ve made sure everyone knows how to defend themselves from a young age. Can’t take risks in this world, and if one of my people gets separated from the group somehow, I want to know they’re okay.”

      “Good.” Kellan was nodding.

      “Smart,” I chimed in, thinking about Harper and chastising myself for not doing the same thing with her. After everything settled down, we needed to make sure she could shoot a gun and actually hit something.

      “I’ll ask around and see who wants to go,” Bill said, hauling himself to his feet. “We can head out after breakfast.”

      “Thank you.” Kellan stood, too, and extended his hand.

      Bill clasped it between both of his and smiled. “No need to thank me. Just know that if I ever need help, you’ll be the one I come to.”

      “Deal,” Kellan responded.

      It was late by the time Bill and Kellan worked out all the details, and when we dragged ourselves into the C-17 to claim a bed, I was more than thrilled at the thought of getting some rest. Cade climbed the ladder into the cockpit to the bunks while Kellan and I took one of the open cubicles. Harper took the second one.

      I kept my clothes on, removing only my boots before sliding onto the cot. It was narrow and not soft, not to mention the fact that the air inside the plane was hot and stuffy, but with as tired as I was, I didn’t think falling asleep would be a problem.

      Kellan slid onto the small bed at my side, and I cuddled up to him despite my already sticky skin. The soft stubble on his face brushed my neck as he ran his lips up and over my chin to my mouth. The kiss was deep, his tongue sliding over mine as his hands moved up my sides.

      “I can’t wait until this is over,” I whispered. “I’m tired of being scared.”

      “Tomorrow,” he said against my lips. “Tomorrow, Andrew will be dead, and we’ll be in our own bed.”

      His hand covered my breast while his mouth moved over mine, cutting off my response. Not that I cared. All I cared about was making sure we kept our people safe, but right now there was nothing I could do, and the wait was gnawing at me. This, though, Kellan’s lips on mine, was a good distraction.
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      The first thing my groggy brain registered as I struggled to pull myself from a deep sleep was the way my shirt clung to my body and my hair was stuck to the back of my neck. Kellan had his body pressed up against mine, and I was moist with sweat. It shouldn’t have been a new revelation. Oklahoma was stifling both day and night during the summer, and we weren’t in the shelter—which meant we didn’t have the luxury of air conditioning. Only, something about this heat didn’t feel right.

      When I opened my eyes, I was met with blackness, but even so, I could tell something was different and very, very wrong.

      I inhaled, and the air seemed to scratch my nostrils and throat before settling in my lungs where it burned. A cough followed, and then I bolted upright, my heart beating faster.

      Smoke.

      I shook Kellan, my mind snapping to attention and finally registering the coughs echoing through the plane. The air was thick with smoke, which was heavy and suffocating, but there were no panicked voices, and as far as I could tell, no one was else moving around. They were still asleep. Everyone was still asleep.

      We had to move.

      “Kellan,” I said, shaking him harder.

      He groaned, but only a second passed before he was on his feet, almost knocking me over in his hurry to get up. Through the thick darkness and smoke filling the plane, his wide eyes were barely visible, but the stiff panic settling over him told me he understood what was happening.

      “We need to go,” he said, and the words had hardly had time to pass his lips before someone else yelled, “Fire! Everyone up!”

      It was Bill.

      People cried out, their voices rising through the darkness and bouncing off the metal walls as the world exploded in activity. Somewhere, a lantern was lit, and light flooded the room. Shadows danced across the ceiling of the plane as people moved, running to help others, to gather things, to see where the smoke was coming from.

      Kellan and I were up, pulling on shoes and grabbing the few belongings we had, but my thoughts were on other things. The kids. The children Bill had worked hard to save and raised as his own were now in danger. How bad was the fire? There were no flames visible, but smoke had filled the plane, and my eyes were watering, my throat burning with every breath I sucked in, and with each passing second it became more difficult to see. The fire had to be inside the hangar, close to the plane. There wouldn’t be this much smoke in the air, otherwise.

      Harper came rushing into our cubicle, shoving the curtain aside just as I stood. “Fire!”

      Had I not been panicked, I might have laughed or pointed out that she was stating the obvious, but I couldn’t, not when I was as terrified as I’d been after Andrew’s men took Kellan. Everything was at risk. All the people, all the lives.

      “We need to help the kids,” I said.

      Harper nodded, her big eyes rounder than ever.

      Kellan grabbed my hand and motioned for us to move, and together we pushed our way out of the cubicle.

      The plane was in chaos. Sobs echoed through the air, and panicked adults ran past the rows of cubicles with their arms loaded down with supplies they were trying to save. The smoke was thick, but not thick enough to block out the light at the other end of the plane, in the direction of the open ramp, as it flickered across the darkness. Flames. I instinctively knew the light was from the fire, and it filled me with dread.

      Twelve-year-old Stephen, who was almost as tall as Harper, stumbled from the cubicle in front of us, Jack and Jill on either side of him. He started to run for the back of the plane, pulling the twins with him, but Kellan grabbed his arm before he could get far.

      “The other way!” he yelled over the chaos, his voice strained and slightly gravelly from the smoke. “We need to go this way.”

      Stephen, whose gray eyes now seemed even more serious than they had during the light of day, didn’t ask questions before pulling the twins toward the door at the front of the cargo bay.

      Janet moved past us, helping her elderly grandmother, followed by two teenage boys, and behind them Bill had Tiana cradled in his arms like she was still the baby he’d discovered all those years ago. He was calling out orders, directing his people to hurry to the front of the plane while the little girl clutched at him like he was the only thing separating her from a horrible death.

      Christine and Jessica ran past him, pausing briefly so the older woman could try to pry little Tiana from her husband’s arms, but the girl refused, instead clinging tighter to the only father she could remember.

      A rush of people moved to the front of the plane, pulling Kellan, Harper, and me with them. My feet couldn’t keep up with the swell of people propelling me forward, and I stumbled, but the tight hold Kellan had on my arm made it impossible to fall. With each passing moment the burning in my eyes intensified, and around me the coughing grew more insistent, so that by the time we reached the little door leading out into the hangar, they were the only sounds I could register.

      We made it to the front of the plane, and Kellan tried to shove me toward the door, but I resisted, my mind suddenly snapping to attention. I scanned the people surrounding me but didn’t spot the blond head I was searching for no matter how hard I tried. He was nowhere in sight.

      When it was my turn, Kellan shoved me forward, toward the stairs that would lead out of the plane, but once again I resisted. “Cade!”

      “He must have gone out.” Kellan gave me another push.

      I stumbled down the first step but grabbed hold of the railing and held on, refusing to move. “We can’t leave him!”

      “Go, Regan,” he said. “There are people behind us. You’re putting everyone at risk.”

      I wanted to argue, but I couldn’t because Kellan was right. Even through the thick smoke, the people gathered at his back were visible, Harper among them, and I was blocking them all. Still, how could we leave? What if Cade was still asleep?

      “You can’t leave him!” I screamed.

      Kellan nodded three times, and as if trying to reassure me that nothing in our lives was going to change, his hair flopped across his forehead. “You go out, and I swear I’ll find him.”

      I didn’t like it, didn’t want to even think about Kellan going back into the plane, but it was the best I was going to get at the moment.

      “Okay,” I said, and when Kellan took a step back, I held my hand out to Harper. “Come on!”

      She took it, and I pulled her forward while Kellan turned around and shoved his way through the crowd behind him so he could head back into the plane. Back into the smoke.

      When the crowd swallowed him up, I wanted to scream, but I kept moving.

      The smoke in the hangar was three times as thick as it had been in the plane, making visibility difficult, both because it was clouding my vision and because my eyes wouldn’t stop watering. Even worse, it had a strange smell to it, like burning rubber or chemicals, and it didn’t just make my eyes, nose, and throat burn, it made my stomach twist and my head ache. This was no natural fire.

      Every breath took effort now, like nails scraping against the inside of my throat. I couldn’t stop coughing, and I wasn’t alone. Between terrified questions about where to go and what to do, coughs rang through the air. Harper’s hand was still in mine, and her body shuddered every few seconds from her own coughing fits.

      We stopped only a few steps from the plane, unsure of where to go. The huge hangar door was still closed tight, and I wasn’t familiar enough with the area to know what I should do. Bright light flickered through the darkness in that direction, telling me it was the location of the fire, but I still couldn’t imagine what in this metal and cement building could have caught fire.

      Just as I was thinking that, a voice boomed through the chaos. “To the front! The small door is open.”

      When the crowd shifted and started to move, I went with them, taking off running, pulling Harper with me, coughing and gagging from the smoke now, but refusing to give up. Figures surrounded me, too swallowed up by smoke for me to make any of them out. Tears streamed down my cheeks, and my chest ached with the effort of breathing, but I kept moving, kept pulling Harper forward.

      We reached the back of the building, and a small opening came into view. The closer we got, the better the air became. It reminded me of when I was young, of staying under a blanket so long that when I finally pulled it down, the air I sucked in was fresh and cool.

      I reached the door with a mass of others and had to force myself not to shove them aside. It was an instinct I hadn’t expected, wanting to throttle people for the chance to breathe, but it was undeniable, because I thought for sure I was on the verge of suffocating, and it wasn’t in my nature to go down without a fight.

      When we finally burst outside, it was like coming up for air after hours of being stuck underwater. I gasped, filling my lungs until they threatened to burst, and released Harper’s hand without realizing it as I stumbled forward, falling to my hands and knees on the pavement. The weeds were high and thick, tickling my face and arms, but I didn’t care, couldn’t care about anything when the need for air was this intense.

      At least not right away. After a minute, after the oxygen had reached my brain and it started functioning a little better, my thoughts turned to Kellan and Cade. I pushed myself up to my knees, still unable to trust my legs to hold me up without giving out, but unable to stay down when I had no idea where they were.

      All around me, people were on the ground, coughing and gasping. I scanned the group and found Harper, the four kids, the teenagers, Janet and Lilith, Jessica and Christine—somehow, they had managed to pry Tiana from Bill’s grasp—but that was it. No Kellan, no Cade, no Bill, and none of the other people from their group. Seven people were missing, and no one else was coming through the still open door.

      Where were they?

      I pulled myself to my feet, struggling to stand, but had only taken a couple stumbling steps toward the hangar when the large doors began to groan. Still, I kept going, stepping over people, desperate to get to Kellan, to know he was okay.

      Why had I left him? Why hadn’t I insisted he come with me?

      Cade. That was why. He had to check on Cade.

      Still, I wanted to scream as the huge hangar doors were pulled open at a turtle’s pace, groaning in protest, more smoke pouring from the building with each passing second, thick and black and unnatural.

      The doors were only a quarter of the way open when they stopped, but the gap was wide, big enough for a car, and less than a minute later a pair of headlights broke through the black smoke. Bill’s truck drove out, followed by two more vehicles, and then a handful of people stumbling from the dark hangar. With them came even more smoke, thick and black and seemingly never-ending.

      The smoke clogging the night air made distinguishing the newly emerged survivors difficult, but I finally caught sight of a shock of blond hair among the group. Cade. He was on his feet, but supported by another, taller man.

      Kellan.

      “Thank God,” I gasped as I ran for them.

      When my body slammed into Kellan’s, I almost knocked both my friends over. Cade was coughing, his face streaked with soot from the smoke, and Kellan didn’t look much better. He hugged me back when I threw my arms around him, but his breath was wheezy, shallow and terrifying.

      “Over here.” I pulled on Kellan’s arm to get him moving, and after only a few steps, put my arm around his waist, hoping it would help both of them stay on their feet. “Farther away from the building.”

      Once we were far enough away that the air was clearer, we collapsed, but even here the smoke was thick. Whatever was burning, it was still going, and it had more of a chemical smell to it than ever. Even where we were sitting, visibility had been reduced to less than six feet, and the world appeared hazy. Not that I cared. All I needed right now was to see Kellan. To look him over and make sure he was in one piece.

      “You’re okay?” My hands were on his face, trying to wipe the black from his cheeks.

      “I’m okay.” He coughed. “We’re okay.”

      “Seems like bad luck has been following us lately,” Cade wheezed out.

      As if his words were prophetic, a cry rang through the air.

      I was on my knees in an instant, my hand on my knife while I scanned the area. It was hard to see much of anything through the thick smoke, but it was impossible to miss it when the people around me started moving. They were all still in shock, still coughing, still struggling to breathe, but that didn’t stop them from getting up and running.

      “Something’s wrong,” I said as I stood.

      Kellan got to his feet, as did Cade. They both looked like they could hardly catch their breath, but like me, they must have been able to sense that our ordeal wasn’t over yet.

      People rushed past us, running away from the hangar, and I had just opened my mouth to ask what was going on when the first zombie materialized from the smoke less than ten feet in front of me.

      “Zombies!” I screamed.

      The one closest to me lunged, and Kellan cut him off by shoving me out of the way. Cade had moved forward, too, and was busy ushering some of the younger people behind him, and frantically I searched the crowd for Harper, realizing I’d forgotten about her in my panic to find Kellan. It only took a moment to find her, standing behind us with the other teens and children, Tiana in her arms.

      Someone grunted, and I spun back to face the incoming dead. A few were already on the ground, but the smoke still billowing out of the hangar made it was impossible to tell how many more there were. Out of the entire group, no more than ten of us were up and ready to fight, and I realized that in the panic to get to safety, very few people had grabbed weapons. Bill may have taught them to defend themselves, but he must not have had a disaster plan in place, and no one had been prepared for this. They’d relied too much on the idea that they were safe in their metal hangar, thinking nothing could drive them from it.

      A growl to my right grabbed my attention, and I spun toward the sound, my knife up and ready when a zombie, skinny and decayed, lunged, hands out and mouth open. He was old, and dodging him was easy, and I didn’t even need to use all my strength to shove him to the ground. He landed on his stomach, and I pounced the second he was down, slamming my knife into the back of his head.

      I was panting when I pulled my blade free, my gaze already searching the chaos. To my left, Kellan and Cade were fighting off more of the dead, and to my right, other people struggled to take out the incoming zombies. Bill, Diane, James, and others whose names I couldn’t remember took the creatures down one by one, but still more came. It was like the fire had set off an alarm living people couldn’t hear, and every zombie in the area had come running at the sound.

      A decayed woman made it past Kellan, who was in the middle of wrestling another zombie to the ground, and a shudder shook my body when her milky eyes focused on me. Her gray hair was a stringy mess that barely clung to her head, and she opened her mouth to reveal teeth that, although brown and decaying, were still set firmly in her blackened gums.

      I kicked her in the stomach, sending her stumbling back a few steps. She didn’t fall, but she was off balance enough to give me the advantage so that when I jumped on her, she went down with no problem. The second she hit the ground, I slammed my knife into her eye socket, sending my blade into her brain and putting her down once and for all.

      I had just enough time to pull my knife free before another zombie was on me. He lunged, knocking me to the ground, but my knife was ready. I jabbed it at him, but only managed to get him in the cheek—nothing that would kill him for good—so I pulled my blade free and gave it a second try, this time managing to get him in the eye. The knife sank in, piercing his milky eye and lodging deep in his brain, and he dropped on top of me. Dead.

      He was heavy even though he was little more than skin and bones, and he rolled off me when I gave his motionless body a shove, but not completely. My hand—the one holding my knife—was still trapped under his body, and I had no time to yank it free before another zombie was on me.

      This one was newer, faster, its reflexes more intact. It snapped its barely decayed teeth at me, but I managed to get my free hand around its neck and hold it back, my muscles straining from the effort. When it snapped its teeth at me again, I screamed and tried to jerk away, but I was flat against the ground and there was nowhere to go, and my other hand was still under the dead zombie. With this one on top of me, it was impossible to pull my arm free.

      The skin on his neck was soft and thin, and the zombie was strong, fighting against me harder with each passing second. His skin tore, and my fingers sank into his flesh as black blood oozed from the wound, running down my hand and wrist, down my arm to my elbow. That was when my hand slipped. I felt it happening, felt my fingers sliding across his now damp flesh and him coming toward me. Then his body slammed against mine, crushing me, and I screamed. I twisted and writhed, trying to get away, but it was no use. I knew what was going to happen before it did, but that didn’t stop me from letting out an agonizing wail when his teeth sank into my forearm.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          11

        

      

    

    
      It wasn’t my first zombie bite, but the pain pulsing through my body when those teeth sank in still took my breath away. My scream echoed in my ears, and adrenaline shot through my veins like a bolt of electricity, giving me the strength to finally yank my arm out from under the dead man at my side. The second I was free, I slammed my knife into the skull of the zombie trying to use me as a chew toy.

      He released my arm and went still, but my blood was pumping too hard to register either of those things. I was too furious, too hurt and too bloody, and I wanted to make him pay. I yanked my knife from his skull and thrust it in again, then again, and then a fourth time, and with each plunge of my knife I let out another shout until my throat was raw and my voice hoarse. Still, I couldn’t stop. Tears clouded my vision. The dead zombie still weighed me down and his black blood covered me, but I couldn’t think, couldn’t do anything but stab him.

      “Regan!” Kellan’s panicked voice pulled me back to the present, and a second later the zombie was yanked off me, my knife still in its head. Then he had me in his arms, hugging me against him as he whispered in my ear, “It’s going be okay. You’re okay. Everything will be okay.”

      I wasn’t dumb. His hug was about more than comfort. He was trying to cover the bite, trying to prevent anyone else from seeing it.

      As he whispered in my ear, my focus began to return, and my brain registered how silent the night had become. There were no more moans, no more screams, and none of the normal sounds I usually associated with fighting off the dead. The battle had ended, and the zombies were gone, but now I was the one in danger.

      “Relax,” Kellan said, his lips pressed against my ear, tickling the lobe. He pulled back but kept his body curled around mine, covering my throbbing arm. “She’s okay. How is everyone else?”

      The night air was still thick with smoke. Whatever was burning inside the hangar hadn’t let up, and I gave a silent prayer of thanks for the camouflage. Maybe we could conceal the bite. Maybe Kellan would be able to use his charming personality to distract everyone, and we could keep it a secret.

      “She’s not bitten or scratched?” someone asked.

      “No.” Kellan gave me a squeeze, indicating I should speak up.

      “I’m fine.” I cleared my throat. “It was a close one, but I’m okay.”

      Bill stood in front of us, and I couldn’t comprehend the expression in his eyes. It was different, and it looked out of place on him. It was colder. Harder. Terrifying.

      He pulled his gun and pointed it at me. “She’s been bitten.”

      “No.” Kellan shifted again, putting his body in front of me like a human shield. “She hasn’t.”

      “Bullshit. I saw it happen.”

      Bill took a menacing step forward, and another man moved to his side and lifted his gun. He was shorter and squat, in his forties, and wore glasses that had been taped together, but the threat in his eyes was as ominous as the expression on Bill’s face.

      Silence fell over the group. My heart was pounding, and the promise I’d made to Jasper a year ago rang in my ears even as I registered the fact that I was going to have to break it if I wanted to get out of this. There was no other option. This was it. We’d kept it a secret as long as we could.

      “She’s not,” Kellan said, lifting his arms, his torso blocking me from view.

      “Step away from her or I’ll shoot you both,” the man at Bill’s side said, and his cold tone made it clear he wouldn’t hesitate.

      “Calm down, Ernie,” the leader said. “Let us get a look at it first. Make sure.”

      Kellan shifted so he was blocking me more. “Bill, you don’t—” he began, but I cut him off.

      “Stop.”

      I moved to stand, but he stopped me, turning to face me again, his hands on my arms. “Regan.”

      Kellan’s brown eyes pleaded with me, but more than that, there was fear in their depths, and I knew where it stemmed from. Andrew. He was still thinking about Andrew and what might happen if my secret got out.

      But there was nothing we could do to stop it now.

      “There’s no other option, and you know it.”

      This time when I moved to untangle myself from his grasp, he let me. My arm throbbed, but seeing the damage was worse than the pain. People gasped and stepped back like I was contagious, even Bill—his expression now one of regret even as he kept his gun aimed at my head—while Ernie moved his finger to the trigger. He would fire, and I knew it. I had to tell the truth.

      “It’s okay.” I swallowed, preparing myself to reveal the secret I’d kept for more than a year. “I was bitten, but it’s okay. I’m immune.” Gasps and murmurs rippled through the group, but I kept my focus on Bill and Ernie, knowing they were the people I had to convince. “This isn’t my first bite.”

      “Bullshit,” Ernie said.

      Next to him, Bill blinked like he wasn’t sure what to believe and looked past me to Cade. “Is this true?”

      Cade’s mouth was hanging open, and the conflicting emotions swirling through him were as clear as day. He didn’t think it was true, but he also didn’t want to say what he was thinking when the consequences could be disastrous.

      “He doesn’t know,” I said, drawing Bill’s attention back to me. “Only Kellan knows.” I gave Cade an apologetic look. “And Jasper. He made me promise not to tell.”

      “What?” Cade shook his head like he didn’t understand. “Jasper made you promise?”

      I nodded as I took a deep breath, ready to bare the secret I’d hoped to never tell another living soul. “I’m going to show you the scar, okay?” I lifted my hands to let Bill know I wasn’t a threat, waiting until he nodded, and then knelt so I could remove my boot and sock, talking as I did. “It was about a year ago. Kellan and I went out fishing, and while we were there, a horde surprised us. A zombie bit me before Kellan could come to my rescue. Afterward, we managed to make it to a farmhouse.” I glanced back at Cade as I slipped my boot off and saw him nodding as he remembered the day I was referring to. “I told Kellan to kill me, but he wouldn’t. He said we had to wait. I guess I would have said the same thing if the situation had been reversed, but at the time, I didn’t dream I could be immune. What are the odds, right?” I dropped my boot and used Kellan as support so I could pull my sock off. “Anyway, nothing happened. When Jasper came to get us and found out, he made me promise I’d never tell anyone.” Once again, I looked at Cade. “Not even you guys.”

      Bill had moved forward so he could get a look at my ankle, but Ernie didn’t take a step. He still had his gun aimed at my head, but Bill had lowered his a little, and the expression on his face told me he wanted it to be true. It helped me relax. This man didn’t want to kill me. It wasn’t in him to murder someone in cold blood.

      “I’ll be damned,” Bill said when he saw the scar.

      “It’s true?” one of his people called out.

      “It’s true.” He lowered his gun the rest of the way. “Put your gun down, Ernie, it’s okay.”

      The other man stared at the bite for a few seconds longer before finally lowering his gun, and Kellan let out a sigh of relief.

      Like Kellan, the group seemed to let out a collective exhale, as if they had all been holding their breath. The tension eased, and my heart rate slowed. Anyone else might have shot me right away instead of waiting for an explanation, and it was a testament to how good these people were.

      Having decided I wasn’t a threat, Bill switched gears fast, shoving his gun in the holster on his hip and turning to face the hangar. Black smoke still billowed out, thick and noxious, and it was clear to everyone around that whatever was burning wasn’t going to let up anytime soon. We weren’t going to be able to go back inside right now. Maybe never.

      Bill’s gaze moved from the hangar to his people, crowded together on the weed-choked pavement, and almost to himself, he muttered, “We need to find cover.”

      At his side, Ernie pushed his glasses back with his middle finger and nodded. “We get hit by another horde now and we’re going to be in trouble.”

      I sat down next to Kellan so I could put my sock and boot back on and gave him a knowing look. “You know we have space, and you know we can trust these people.”

      He nodded thoughtfully, his gaze moving past me to Cade, who had come over to join us. “I was thinking the same thing.”

      When I looked up, Cade was nodding in agreement, and when Kellan got to his feet, I found myself absorbing the fact that we were about to go from six to twenty-eight. A smile broke out of me at the realization.

      Kellan joined Bill and Ernie, and in a quiet voice began telling them about our shelter.

      While they talked, Cade moved to my side, kneeling so we were at eye level.

      “You’re immune?” He lifted his eyebrows questioningly.

      I swallowed, once again finding it hard to voice the secret I’d guarded so carefully. “I am.”

      “Emma is going to be…” He trailed off.

      “Hurt,” I murmured.

      “Yeah.” Cade let out a deep breath and shook his head like he didn’t understand what was happening.

      I gave him an apologetic smile. “At the time, I didn’t understand why Jasper wanted me to keep it quiet, but I think I know now. He didn’t want you guys to ever find yourselves in a position where you had to betray me. I think he understood a lot more about human nature than most of us, and even if he didn’t see this exact scenario playing out, he suspected that one day the new government might start searching for people like me.”

      “Yeah. That makes sense.” Cade nodded in understanding. “Jasper always did know best.”

      “He did, didn’t he?” Tears filled my eyes as I thought about the man I’d leaned on over the last nine years, and I had to blink them away. “I don’t know what we’re going to do without him.”

      Cade smiled and lifted his eyes to where Kellan stood talking to Bill and Ernie. “I think we’re going to have quite a few distractions.”

      “More than a few,” I said with a tear-choked laugh.

      It was the middle of the night, and Bill’s group was huddled together in front of the old hangar, dispersed among the weeds that had forced themselves up through the cracks and grooves. Many of them were still coughing. All of them were covered in soot from the fire, their arms and legs streaked in black, their faces coated in the stuff. Tears had made trails through the black on quite a few cheeks, either caused by watering eyes or the emotional night, and nearly everyone’s eyes were red and irritated.

      My own eyes burned, as did my throat, and my mouth tasted like I’d sucked on a piece of charcoal. On top of that, my skin was gritty both from the fire and sweat, and I couldn’t wait to get home and take a shower. More than that, though, I couldn’t wait to share what we had with these people. The hangar had been a nice place and was more than a lot of people had these days, but it was nothing compared to the shelter we called home. Luxury was a word no one but us used anymore, and it was about time we shared our good fortune.

      Bill was nodding as he turned toward his group, and the expression in his eyes reminded me of a father. That was what he was to most of these people, I realized. He’d saved them, kept them safe, and now everything had been ripped away, and all he wanted to do was take care of them.

      At his side, Kellan and Ernie stood in silence, but it was the smaller man I focused on. He and Bill had both pulled guns on me, but there was something about Ernie’s reaction that bothered me. Still, he’d been trying to protect his people, trying to keep them safe, and I got that. A zombie bite was a scary thing, and it was normal to overreact. Hadn’t I begged Kellan to shoot me the first time I was bitten? Wasn’t it normal to assume there was no coming back from a bite?

      “Listen up.” Bill raised his voice so it echoed across the smoky night. “We can’t stay here, and odds are we won’t be able to come back for a long time. Maybe never.” Around me, people sniffed and a few even began to cry, and Bill held his hands up as if trying to reassure everyone. “Kellan and his people have graciously offered to give us shelter.”

      All eyes turned to Kellan, and he cleared his throat. “It’s a drive, but we have enough space for everyone.”

      I waited to find out if he would tell them more, but he didn’t. I wasn’t sure if he’d even filled Bill and Ernie in completely, but even if he tried telling everyone gathered here about our shelter, they wouldn’t be able to grasp it completely until they saw it with their own eyes.

      “Okay.” To my surprise, Ernie was the one who called out to the group. “It’s late, and everyone is beat. The sooner we get loaded up, the sooner we can get somewhere safe.”

      All around us, people started pulling themselves to their feet. I was already up, but when Kellan moved to my side, his focus on the throbbing bite, I didn’t move. He studied it, his expression dark and intense, but I couldn’t look at it. The ache was bad enough without studying the damage.

      “It’s going to be a lot more difficult to hide this scar than the one on your ankle,” he said.

      “Yeah,” was the only response I could manage.

      “We’ll have to clean it when we get back.”

      He used his knife to cut a sliver of fabric from the bottom of his shirt, which he then twisted around my arm. The contact with the open wound stung, and I let out a low hiss of pain.

      “Sorry,” he said, giving me an apologetic smile as he tied it tight. “This will have to do for now.”

      I grunted, but he didn’t apologize again.

      When he’d finished, he pulled me against him, wrapping his arms around me. “I’m glad you’re okay. When I saw that zombie on you…” He held me tighter. “It was like that day all over again.”

      “I’m fine,” I said even as the painful memory throbbed through me, twice as intense as the aching bite on my arm.

      “Remember,” Kellan whispered in my ear, “if something ever happened to you, it would kill me.”

      “Nothing is going to happen to me,” I assured him.
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      The group had a total of three vehicles, and in case we ran into trouble, we decided it was best if Cade, Kellan, and I each rode in a different car. There was a beat-up old minivan with sheets of metal welded to the sides like something ripped right out of Mad Max—we had the movie in the shelter, and I couldn’t help feeling like it was a comedy now that we lived in an actual apocalypse—that we were able to squeeze eight people into. A sedan with a faded, black paint job and more metal sheets attached to the sides sat five people, and then there was Bill’s truck, which was where I ended up. The cab only sat three, but there was enough room in the back for the remaining five survivors and the few supplies we’d been able to grab on our way out of the hangar.

      Loading up took no time at all, and once everyone had gotten settled in, the sedan—where Kellan sat shotgun—took off, leading the way.

      Bill’s truck took up the rear, while the van carrying the kids and Lilith drove in the middle. In the bed of the truck, Bill’s people had armed themselves, and as we left the Air Force base and headed through Altus, they stayed on their feet, ready in case we ran into trouble—living or otherwise. The night was dark, but the moon high and bright. Lights were visible to the south, in the direction of the downtown settlement, but beyond that was only blackness upon blackness.

      It was nearly an hour drive to the shelter from Altus. We’d filled Bill and Ernie in on everything we’d been through with Andrew and what we might face once we reached home, and everyone was ready, in case. I wasn’t sure if Andrew would be there waiting for us, though. Part of me thought there was no chance in hell—how many times could you lose something and still want it back—but another part of me felt sure he wasn’t going to give up until he’d gotten revenge for his injured pride.

      The sedan pulled over when we were still a good mile from the shelter, signaling to the van it was time to hang back. Cade was behind the wheel while Ernie sat in the passenger seat, gun loaded and ready. The car started driving again, and Bill followed, nodding to Ernie as we drove by, who dipped his head in return. Once we knew for sure the coast was clear, someone in the sedan would radio back and let them know.

      The closer we got to the shelter, the more my stomach clenched. I leaned forward, hoping to get a better look even though everything was pitch black. We had no lights on the surface—it would have attracted too much attention—but we did have solar panels, and the light from the moon glinting off them was the first thing I noticed when the shelter finally came into view.

      I blinked, trying to get my eyes to focus, and then did it again to be sure what I was seeing was really there. Or not there. The fence stood as it always did, the gate closed tight and the chain in place, and beyond it a few mounds of fur told me the goats were sleeping for the night, while the small cement building sat waiting for us, untouched. Unchanged. As small and insignificant looking as usual.

      “No one’s here,” I said, the words coming out like a sigh of relief.

      “That’s good.” Bill was nodding, but his hands still clenched the steering wheel.

      Beside me sat his wife, Jessica, who gave my knee a motherly pat that made me like her more than I already did. “We’re all going to be okay now.”

      The sedan slowed to a stop in front of us, and Kellan jumped out. Even though no one was in sight, my heart still pounded like a drum in my chest as he worked to get the lock open and chain undone. It took less than a minute, and then he was pushing the gate open and waving for the car to drive through, and when it did, Bill followed. I turned to look out the window, craning my neck to see through the legs of Bill’s people standing in the back, and after only a few seconds, I was rewarded by the sight of the van’s headlights.

      By the time I turned back around, the sedan had parked next to our beat-up old car, and Bill pulled the truck up beside it. By the time Jessica shoved her door open, people were already jumping from the back of the truck and climbing from the car, and the van had pulled to a stop just as I was climbing from the car.

      “Doesn’t look like much,” twenty-one-year-old James said doubtfully as he scanned the small fenced-in area.

      Kellan jogged up, heading for me instead of the door. “You’ll change your tune when you get underground.”

      Ernie, who had just climbed out of the van, gave him a cynical look, but said nothing.

      No one else spoke as the group unloaded the few belongings they’d managed to scavenge from the hangar. The hope was that they’d be able to go back in a day or two and find more supplies and personal items untouched by the fire, but with the way the smoke had been rolling out when we left, it didn’t seem likely.

      Kellan moved to the shelter door, my hand gripped in his. Everyone was out of the vehicles now, but Cade and Harper practically had to herd them toward the building. They were scared. Unsure. We were little more than strangers and we’d dragged them into the middle of nowhere. It wasn’t a surprise that no one had put away their weapons, and I said nothing about it, trusting that our instincts about these people were right and knowing they’d relax as soon as we were underground and they saw we weren’t full of shit.

      The door opened with a creak, and Cade led the way in, waving for the others to follow. Harper gave them a reassuring smile as she ushered the kids forward, but Bill and Ernie cut them off and headed down first.

      Kellan and I were at the back, and the pounding of feet against the stairs bounced off the cement walls as he pulled the door closed, shutting out the rest of the world. Hand in hand, we followed the group, reaching the industrial level to find everyone crowded together in a clump outside the control room. This hall had seemed huge before, but now it was cramped and loud. Only it wasn’t unwelcome. It was nice.

      “Is that air conditioning?” Jessica murmured, lifting her hand so it was closer to the vent on the ceiling.

      “Lights,” Ernie muttered as he looked up, peering at the ceiling over his damaged frames. “How do they have lights?”

      “What is this place?” someone else asked.

      Blake stood in the doorway of the control room, a shocked expression on his face as he looked the group over. “I’m happy to see you guys, but this wasn’t quite the return I was expecting.”

      “We ran into some trouble,” Cade said.

      Kellan and I pushed our way through the crowd—people were still murmuring quiet questions to one another about what was going on—to where Cade and Harper already stood.

      When Blake saw us, he grinned.

      He looked better, more alert than he had before, and he was once again wearing the ratty, red hat he loved so much. When I reached him, I hugged him, more reassured than ever that things were going to be okay thanks to the familiarity of the shelter and my friends.

      “Guess we have company?” Blake asked when I pulled away.

      “Looks to be that way,” Kellan replied.

      “Emma,” Cade cut in. “Where is she?”

      “She’d barely left the control room since you guys headed out and was beat. Since I was feeling better, I made her go to bed about an hour ago.” Blake gave him a genuine smile. “She’s going to be relieved to see you.”

      Cade exhaled slowly, and the tension in his shoulders eased.

      “It’s late, and I know everyone is tired,” Kellan said, turning to face Bill’s group. “We have a pretty long tour ahead of us tomorrow and a lot to go over, but for now I’ll give you a brief overview on our way down. Then you can all get some rest.”

      Around us people nodded as they looked around, studying the exposed pipes and wires above their heads with questioning expressions. Kellan started walking, pulling me with him, and the others followed. I slipped my hand out of his after only a few steps, though, and walked almost sideways, facing the group. Bill and Ernie were at the front, making it easy for them to hear me, but I spoke loud enough that even the people at the back could make out what I was saying.

      “We have plenty of space, so you’ll have to divide up however you think best. Most of the condos have two bedrooms, but a couple even have three.” I shrugged, letting Bill know it was up to him how he divided his people.

      “Condos?” Diane, the woman I’d picked out for Blake, asked.

      “This is going to be a lot to take in,” I said as we reached the end of the hall and descended the first set of stairs, which led into the now useless computer room.

      Just like when I gave Harper a tour a few weeks ago, Bill’s group became progressively more shocked the deeper we moved into the shelter. The common area blew them away, with the bar and pool table, and the working television. The next level held the clinic, as well as the classroom, and for the first time it occurred to me that we’d actually have some students to teach. It made the future seem full of hope and joy the way it hadn’t since Laurie killed most of our family three years ago.

      There were two condos on the next level, one of which was inhabited by Cade and Emma. The other one had belonged to Jasper, so it was empty now, but with as hectic as things had been, we hadn’t had a chance to clean it out yet, and it felt wrong to let someone disturb Jasper’s things. Disrespectful, even.

      Kellan must have agreed, because he kept walking.

      Cade stopped outside his door and gave us a quick nod before slipping into his condo.

      When we reached level four, I finally started talking again. “There are two condos on this level. Blake, who you met upstairs, is in one, but the other is empty.” I faced the group, looking them over. “Any takers? There will be two rooms, both with king size beds, most likely, and anything you find inside is fair game. There should be clothes and things in the closets and drawers. If they don’t fit, we can go through other condos tomorrow and find what works.”

      For a moment, Bill’s people said nothing. They were exhausted and dirty and had lost everything they’d managed to build over the last nine years, but they were also in a state of utter shock at what stood in front of them. Comfort and luxury. Electricity. Hot water. I couldn’t imagine taking all this in after the hell of a night they’d gone through.

      Finally, Bill cleared his throat. “Janet and Lilith, why don’t you take this one?”

      The old woman looked ready to keel over when she and her granddaughter pushed their way through the crowd. They smiled gratefully as they moved to the door but opened it with hesitation. When Janet flipped the switch just inside the door, light flooded the condo, and everyone in the hall leaned forward to get a better view. The living room stood in front of us, sleek and pristine and comfortable, and a round of gasps and murmurs rippled through the crowd.

      “It’s been a while since anyone lived there,” Kellan said, “so let us know if you need any light bulbs or anything. We have a pretty big stash of them.” He gave a modest smile. “These days, we’re pretty much the only people who scavenge them.”

      When the women disappeared into the condo, we moved on, stopping on the next level. For years, Kellan and I had been the only people living on level five, only in separate condos. He’d moved into mine some time ago, though, so I wasn’t the least bit surprised when he offered his old place to the newcomers.

      The sisters, Tracy and Becky, took it, and when we reached the next level, the three guys who’d been only kids when Bill found them decided to occupy the three bedroom condo there, while Ernie and a man in his fifties whose name I couldn’t remember claimed the other one—although Ernie stuck with us instead of heading inside, establishing himself as a major part of the group. I’d already suspected it since he’d inserted himself in most of the serious discussions, so I wasn’t surprised, but after the way he’d looked at me when he thought I was infected, I was keeping an eye on him. On level seven, Jessica grabbed a three-bedroom condo, taking the twins and Tiana with her.

      She ushered the filthy and exhausted children inside, pausing to give her husband a peck on the cheek. “See you in a bit.”

      “Warm that bed up for me, will you?” Bill said, grinning.

      Jessica returned the smile, but also shook her head. “You’re insatiable.”

      No wonder he didn’t care that Kellan and I showered together.

      Bill’s daughter grabbed the other condo on that level, along with Diana, Blake’s future girlfriend if I had anything to say about it. I was happy to see that she’d chosen to bunk with Christine rather than someone else, because there were a few men in the group who weren’t that much older than she was, and I’d worried she was already in a relationship with someone.

      When we reached level eight, I learned that there were, in fact, a couple relationships in the group. A man and woman in their thirties—Scott and Ellie—claimed one condo, taking twelve-year-old Stephen with them, while the last two people, another man and woman, grabbed the other one.

      With those two condos claimed, we’d gotten everyone settled, and considering the size of Bill’s group, I was shocked to realize we still had three empty levels, which meant six empty condos.

      “This is quite the setup you have here,” Ernie said once the four of us were alone in the hallway. He looked around appraisingly, his mouth pressed together in thought. “There are just six of you?”

      I didn’t care for the accusatory way he said it, but Kellan only nodded. “It wasn’t always that way.”

      “They met with some bad luck a while back,” Bill piped in.

      “Shame,” Ernie said, although he didn’t sound like he cared about our bad luck even a little.

      Bill let out a breath and slapped Kellan on the arm. “We’re thankful you were willing to take a risk on us.”

      “No more of a risk than you took,” Kellan replied.

      We started walking, heading back up so we could turn in for the night.

      “He’s got you there,” Ernie said.

      “Life is full of risks, but without them, we wouldn’t be able to reap the rewards,” Bill said as we reached the next level and he moved to the condo he and his wife would now share. “For now, I’m going to turn in. I’ll see you folks in the morning.”

      “Goodnight,” I said, and Kellan nodded, while next to us Ernie didn’t respond.

      Bill gave one more nod before slipping into his new home.

      We continued up, not talking until we reached the level where Ernie would now live.

      Once there, he paused and looked us over, his eyes narrowed behind his glasses. “Looks like you have an awfully young set of people here.”

      “It wasn’t always that way,” Kellan said. “Jasper was in charge for most our lives, but we lost him after an altercation with the same men we rescued Harper from.”

      “Shame,” Ernie said for the second time, and just like before, there was no sincerity in his words. “At least you have us now.” He nodded like it somehow sealed the deal. “We’re happy to pick up the slack.”

      Kellan didn’t respond right away, instead studying Ernie in silence. I wasn’t sure if the guy was implying that they would help out around the shelter—which would be more than welcome—or if he was insinuating that he and Bill would be taking over. If that was the case, we might have a problem, because regardless of age, Kellan wasn’t the type to sit back and do nothing.

      “We’ll appreciate any help you can give,” Kellan finally said, obviously deciding now was the time for diplomacy. “In the meantime, let’s get some rest.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Ernie replied.

      He nodded twice, once to me and then to Kellan, before heading into his condo.

      Now alone, Kellan took my hand and we started walking.

      “You think that was Ernie’s attempt at grabbing power?” I asked.

      “Not sure,” Kellan said. “I trust Bill, and he trusts Ernie, so I’m going to give him the benefit of the doubt for now.”

      “Good, because I’m too tired to do anything else right now.”

      With everything important taken care of, I registered the weariness in my body for the first time. My legs seemed twice as heavy on the way up as they had on the way down, and even though we only had to climb two flights of stairs, it felt like the climb of a lifetime.

      The condo was quiet when we arrived, telling me Harper had already turned in for the night. I was dying to do the same, but first I had to strip off my filthy clothes and get clean.

      Kellan joined me in the shower, and even though we kissed, we were both too exhausted and anxious for sleep to do anything else. The water was gray as it slid off our bodies and swirled down the drain, but it was almost symbolic. After all this time of allowing the grief over our lost loved ones to control us, we’d finally decided to move forward. To allow the past to be washed away so we could start fresh with a new group, a new future. New hope.

      Gingerly, Kellan helped me remove the scrap of shirt he’d wrapped around my arm. It stung when the warm water ran over it, and I let out a hiss of pain, but it was necessary. The bite wouldn’t turn me into a zombie, but it could still get infected. The human mouth was riddled with germs when the person was living and healthy, and I couldn’t imagine the bacteria living in a zombie’s mouth. I shuddered just thinking about it.

      “Does it hurt?” Kellan asked, eyeing the deep indents the zombie’s teeth had left in my skin.

      “No more than the last time,” I said.

      He ran a bar of soap over the bite, and I had to grit my teeth when the sting intensified. Soap would do for now, but later, after we’d gotten some sleep, I wanted to get something stronger. Alcohol over an open wound hurt like a bitch, but I didn’t want to run any risks.

      After we’d scrubbed the bite until tears were rolling down my cheeks, mixing with the hot water, Kellan turned the shower off, and we stepped out. I was dragging, desperate for sleep, but my mind was swirling with the events of the past couple days and the fact that we had new people living in the shelter for the first time in years.

      “I’m glad we met Bill,” I told Kellan as we dried off. “I think this will be good for us.”

      “And not only because Blake and Diane are already together in your mind?”

      I laughed but shook my head. “No, because I think we shut ourselves off from the rest of the world for too long. We weren’t living, you know? It was only survival. Just getting through one more day. Now, we can actually have a life.”

      He gave me a slightly sad smile but nodded.

      Kellan helped me wrap my arm in a clean bandage, and once the fresh bite was covered, took my hand.

      “Let’s get some rest so we can start that life,” he said as he led me from the bathroom, flipping the lights off as we went, and over to the bed.

      We were both naked, but when we slid under the warm sheets, all Kellan did was pull my body against his and whisper, “I love you.”

      I murmured my response, the words barely more than a whisper of breath in the dark room. Already, I could feel sleep was tugging at my consciousness, and Kellan’s warm body wrapped around mine was a comfort as I drifted off.
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      When I stepped into the common room the next morning, I was greeted by the twinkling laughter of children, freezing me in my tracks. The sound was so foreign to the shelter I thought I might be hearing things, then I remembered Jack and Jill, and little Tiana, and a smile broke out across my face. Not only did we have kids living with us again, there were more than a dozen other people as well. It was like facing a new beginning.

      Blake and Kellan sat on the couches with Bill, Ernie, and a handful of others, already deep in discussion despite the early hour. I wasn’t surprised when I woke to find Kellan’s side of the bed empty and cold, but it still annoyed me to learn he’d started filling the new people in without me. I hated when he left me in the dark, and he knew it.

      “Morning,” I said when I walked up.

      Kellan stopped in the middle of telling everyone how we came to be at the shelter and looked up, smiling until the dimple in his left cheek deepened. “Morning.”

      “I wish you’d gotten me up.”

      “I tried. You don’t think I did?” His grin morphed into the smirk I was more than familiar with, both from childhood and from living with him for the last nine years. “When I shook you, you rolled over long enough to call me a couple names and tell me to get the hell out of your room.”

      Blake chuckled, and even Bill and his people smiled, while my face warmed the way it usually did in the face of any emotional change.

      “For real?”

      Kellan grabbed my hand and pulled me down so I was sitting on the arm of his chair. “Would I lie about that?”

      “Well,” I said, shrugging almost bashfully, “I guess it’s a side effect of all those years when you were nothing more than my brother’s annoying best friend.”

      “I guess,” Kellan said, still grinning.

      Ernie cleared his throat, drawing our attention back to him, and said, “So Jasper pretty much called all the shots?”

      The question had me thinking about how he’d acted last night, and as Kellan started talking, I focused on Ernie, trying to get a better read on him.

      “Yes and no,” Kellan replied, flipping that internal switch of his and once again turning serious. “We were all so young when we got here, and no one was as prepared as he was. I mean, even the survivors who’d bought a condo were only rich people who thought all they had to do was show up and hide out. Not like Jasper, who’d been a prepper. We deferred to his opinion in the beginning because he seemed to know what he was doing more than anyone else, but over the years he handed more and more responsibility over to others. It just all came crashing down three years ago when that woman killed most of our group.”

      “Exactly what happened?” Ernie asked.

      Around him, the new people sat in silence, waiting. They were clean and changed, some of them wearing clothes I recognized but hadn’t seen since Laurie killed our family. It was both heartbreaking and welcome at the same time.

      “We found someone, a woman, and brought her back. We didn’t think one person could be a real threat.” Kellan paused and swallowed like the words were hard to get out, and I put a hand on his shoulder. “She killed most of our people in their sleep. Went from condo to condo slitting throats.”

      Jessica’s hand flew to her mouth when she gasped. “Oh my God.”

      “Yeah.” Kellan turned his eyes to the table, focusing on it like it was the most interesting thing in the room.

      “After that,” Blake said, taking over, “we were afraid to trust anyone, so we didn’t.”

      “I can imagine,” Bill replied, his words laced with sympathy.

      He looked his group over, and I did as well. They were nodding, their expressions ranging from sadness to rage, and most likely thinking about their own people. About how devastating it would be if the same thing had happened to them.

      “I know bringing us here is a big risk, and I want to tell you how much we appreciate it,” Bill said.

      “We’re happy to do it,” Kellan replied.

      “I’m glad, but I need to know what your expectations are. Is this a temporary solution? Because, I have to be honest, we thought we had a good setup at the hangar,” Bill looked around, shaking his head like he still couldn’t believe this place existed, “but it’s nothing compared to this.”

      “No shit,” Ernie said. “Electricity, running water, real beds. It’s like going back in time.”

      “It’s better than we could have ever dreamed,” Bill murmured.

      Behind him, a gale of laughter floated from the room, followed by the high-pitched voice of SpongeBob SquarePants, and everyone turned to look toward the theater. The door was open, and the silhouettes of the children were visible, illuminated by the glow from the TV.

      “Amazing,” Jessica murmured.

      “We’re not going to kick you out,” I said, drawing everyone’s attention away from the kids. “We have plenty of room, and you’re welcome to it.”

      Bill looked from me to Kellan, who was nodding, and then to Blake. His head was bobbing as well, and it seemed to me that a collective sigh of relief followed the announcement.

      “Thank you,” Bill replied, his voice low and choked with emotion. “Thank you.”

      “We do have a few rules.” Kellan’s tone was measured and slow, but the change was subtle, something I might not have noticed if I didn’t know him so well.

      “What kind of rules?” Not surprisingly, Ernie was the one who spoke up, and behind his damaged frames, his eyes narrowed.

      “Nothing major.” Kellan lifted his hands. “Just precautions.”

      “Necessary ones, I’m sure,” Bill said, almost like he was defusing a situation before it had a chance to get out of control.

      “It’s a way to protect ourselves,” Kellan replied. “For one, you need a code to open the door on the surface, and for the time being, we’re going to keep that to ourselves.”

      “You mean we’re locked down here?” Jessica asked in alarm.

      “Not really,” I jumped in. “You can get out, it’s just that once you shut the door, you’re locked out unless you have the code.”

      “As much as we want to be able to trust you,” Kellan said, drawing the words out, “trust is something that has to be earned, and right now we’re practically strangers. A stranger killed most of us a few years ago, and we can’t run the risk of that happening again. Of someone heading out and bringing people back who might try to hurt us.”

      “Sounds reasonable.” Again, Ernie’s tone was less convincing than I would have liked.

      “Sounds smart,” Bill said pointedly. “I have no doubt that we can earn your trust. And fast.”

      “I hope so.” Kellan focused on Ernie, who didn’t miss it.

      “Everyone is also going to have to pull their weight,” Cade said. “We’ve been busting our asses to keep this place going with only six of us, and we’ve done it, but adding this many more people means we need to produce more of everything. More food, especially.”

      “We don’t have a problem with hard work,” Jessica said.

      Bill chuckled. “If we did, we would have died years ago.”

      “Good.” Kellan returned his smile. “Then I don’t think we’ll have any major problems.”

      Bill nodded, but Ernie didn’t say or do anything to indicate that he agreed. Like Kellan, though, I was willing to give him the benefit of the doubt for the time being. No one else in the group seemed anything but friendly—with the exception of Scott, but he came across as more reserved than anything. Not like Ernie, who was obviously used to calling at least some of the shots. Hopefully, he would be satisfied with the routine we already had, which mostly meant discussing major decisions as a group. Kellan had always taken on more of the leader role, but that was mostly because he was more of a planner than Cade and Blake. He wasn’t going to hand everything over to someone we’d only just met. Ernie was going to have to prove himself like everyone else.

      After we’d nailed down some of the details about daily life, we showed the new people around the shelter, starting with the clinic and classroom, and then going all the way down to the storage space on level fourteen. There, Blake showed Bill how he made bullets—a job that would rest solely on his shoulders now that Jasper was gone—and I found myself explaining to some of the others how I made soap.

      Diane, who I was dying to introduce Blake to, picked up one of the bars and smiled. “We always trade for this soap in Altus.”

      “I noticed yesterday when I took a shower in the hangar.”

      She and Christine were studying my ingredients when Blake finally came over to join us, already smiling like he might have had some of the same thoughts going through my head. “You going to introduce me?”

      Behind him, Kellan shot me a wink, and I had to stifle the urge to roll my eyes because I didn’t want any of the new people thinking it was directed at them.

      “Blake, this is Christine,” I motioned to Bill’s daughter, “and Diane.”

      “Nice to meet you.” Blake beamed, but to my surprise, he wasn’t looking at Diane. He was looking at Christine.

      She was a good deal younger than him—twelve years, I’d guess—which was why the two of them together hadn’t even occurred to me. Plus, there was something about the limited interaction I’d had with Diane that reminded me of Emma. They had similar no-nonsense, outspoken personalities, while Christine was more reserved. Maybe that was what Blake needed, though. Maybe he and Emma had butted heads because they were both so outspoken.

      Back upstairs, a small group of us headed to the control room where Cade and Emma were keeping watch so we could talk the Andrew situation over. Bill joined us—I could already feel him fitting into our group nicely—as well as Ernie and few others. James, Jessica, Diane, and the quiet man, Scott.

      “There was no sign of Andrew while we were gone?” Kellan asked, his gaze moving from Blake to Emma.

      “None.” Emma, who was sitting on Cade’s lap, apparently forgetting all about her promise to make things easier on her ex, was the one who answered. “I barely took my eyes off those screens, and the only thing that moved were the animals and a few tumbleweeds.”

      “He must have given up,” Kellan mumbled, but his frown said he didn’t believe it.

      “If he still wanted to get his hands on Harper, he would have shown up by now, right?” I looked around.

      Others nodded, but like Kellan, Bill was frowning. “I don’t know the guy, but based on what you’ve said, I don’t think you should let your guard down yet.”

      “He might have decided to try to regroup,” Ernie added. “Maybe recruit some new people?”

      “Yeah,” Kellan mumbled, his eyes on the cement floor.

      “So what do we do?” Blake asked.

      “Lay low.” Kellan looked up, focusing on the screens once again. “We go out only when necessary and always in a group. Stay armed. Keep an eye out. If he’s going to make a move, it won’t take him long, but I think Bill’s right.” The statement earned him a frown from Ernie, but he didn’t acknowledge it. “Andrew’s not the type to give up.”

      “So we just hang out inside the shelter?” Scott asked, speaking up for the first time.

      Unlike our group, who hated being cooped up, Bill’s people seemed thrilled by the idea, and it made sense. A few days of relaxing inside an air-conditioned shelter, watching television and playing pool, probably sounded like a dream come true after nine years of apocalyptic horror.

      “That’s what we do,” Kellan said.

      Bill chuckled and shook his head like he couldn’t believe their luck. “I don’t know if we’re going to be able to figure out what to do with ourselves, but we’ll give it a shot.”

      The bite on my arm, still covered by the bandage, throbbed, reminding me I had something else to take care of. As the group began filing out of the room, I caught Cade’s eye and lifted my brows in a silent question, knowing he’d get what I was asking. He gave a slight shake of his head, and I let out a sigh. He hadn’t told Emma I was immune, which left it up to me. Blake, too, had no idea, and I couldn’t let it go any longer or someone in Bill’s group would let it slip. They needed to hear it from me.

      Blake was turning to leave when I called out, “Can you hang back for a minute? There’s something I need to talk to you and Emma about.”

      Both Blake and Emma froze, and Kellan, knowing what I was going to say, leaned against the wall and crossed his arms. He was close to me, ready to show support, but staying back so I could take the lead, and I appreciated it. This was my story to tell, even if Emma was going to be as angry with him for keeping it from her as she would be at me.

      With my friends’ eyes focused on me, I found it difficult to think, and I lowered my gaze to the cement floor.

      “What is it?” Emma asked. “You’re scaring me.”

      “Regan.” Kellan’s calm voice made it easier to look up, and when I did, he nodded. “It’s okay.”

      It’s okay. It’s okay.

      I repeated the words a few times, clinging to them, knowing he was right. Jasper made me promise, and if there was anyone in this world I would have kept a promise for, it was him.

      I swallowed and forced my mouth to open. “Yesterday, after the fire started and we fled the hangar, a horde moved in. It was chaos because there was so much smoke, and during the commotion, a zombie managed to get a bite out of me.”

      I pulled the bandage from my arm to prove I was telling the truth. Not because they would think I was lying, but because I felt like they needed the visual proof or the reality of the whole thing wouldn’t sink in.

      Emma let out a gasp, her hand flying to her mouth. “Oh my God.”

      “But you’re okay?” Blake asked.

      “I’m okay,” I assured him, and then took a moment to swallow my fear. “It wasn’t my first bite.”

      Blake’s mouth dropped open, but he said nothing, as if words were impossible to grasp at the moment.

      At his side, though, Emma shook her head like she didn’t believe me. “What are you saying?”

      The story poured out of me then, and I told them all about the day Kellan and I went fishing, how I was bitten, and how Jasper swore me to secrecy. Blake’s expression was thoughtful as I spoke, but Emma’s eyebrows pulled together more with each word out of my mouth until she didn’t look a thing like herself.

      When I stopped talking, she got to her feet. “I can’t believe you never told me.”

      “Jasper made us promise,” Kellan said before I could respond.

      “But why? Did he think we would put you in danger?”

      Cade took Emma’s hand. “It was to protect us all. To keep Regan safe, but also so none of us could ever be forced to use the information against her.”

      “That’s ridiculous.” Emma jerked her hand out of his. “Why would we use the information against her? Why would we put her at risk?”

      “Sometimes,” Kellan said, “you can’t control the situation you find yourself in.”

      He was talking about what had happened with Harper. How Andrew’s men had ambushed us, stripped me, threatened to use my body unless Kellan told them everything. He’d given in, and he wasn’t the only one who would respond that way. If I had been in the shelter and Cade and Emma out there, he would have turned me in to save her. I knew it as surely as I knew I would have done the same to protect Kellan.

      “I can’t believe you’re immune and you never told me,” Emma said softly, the hurt radiating from her words.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, “but it was what Jasper wanted.”

      Silence fell over us. Emma stared at me like I was a stranger while Kellan rubbed my back. Cade shook his head, and Blake stared at the floor, his ratty old hat pulled down to cover his face so it was impossible to guess what he was thinking.

      Finally, after no one spoke for a long time, he looked up. “Well, I guess you’re about the luckiest person alive.”

      “How so?” I asked, not feeling the least bit lucky with Emma staring at me like I had betrayed her.

      “You survived the virus, the love of your life survived the apocalypse, you stumbled across a luxury shelter, and now we find out you can’t be killed by a bite. It’s like you won the end of the world lottery.”

      “You forgot the fact that I managed to make the best friends a person could ever have,” I murmured, still looking at Emma.

      She pushed past me and left the room without uttering a word.

      Cade sighed as he stared at the door she’d just disappeared through. “She’ll get over it. She’s just hurt.”

      I nodded, understanding, but also thinking she was being unfair. She felt like we had no secrets, like we were something more than sisters, but it was an impossible standard to live up to. No matter how close we were, both physically and emotionally, we would eventually have secrets. It was inevitable.
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      With a whole new group of people living in the shelter, we were going to be able to reduce how long each of us had to be on lookout, cutting it down from five-hour shifts to two-hour shifts. Before we could do that, though, we had to train Bill’s group on how to pan the cameras around, turn on the audio in case they saw something outside, and how to sound the alarm if anything did happen on the surface. To expedite the process, we each had a few people join us on our regular shifts, and when it was my turn, I found myself in the control room with Christine, Diane, Tracy, and Becky.

      Since I’d decided to play matchmaker, I’d already spent a good amount of time talking to Diane back at the hangar, and Christine always seemed to pop up whenever we were talking to her dad, but this was my first chance to really interact with the sisters, Tracy and Becky. So, after showing the four other women the basics, we spent the shift sitting in front of the monitors on chairs we’d dragged up from the computer room, talking.

      The sisters, who were twenty and eighteen, could have passed for twins. They had identical blue eyes, creamy white skin, and thick, black hair. The only difference was that Becky, the younger of the two, was shorter and not quite as thin, and they had different hairstyles. Even more striking than their appearance, though, was how similar their personalities were. They were bubbly and giggly, and talked more than anyone I’d ever met, making it difficult for anyone else to get a word in. Diane smiled fondly at them and rolled her eyes when she caught my gaze, while Christine made no indication that she even noticed their incessant chatter. She seemed content to sit back and listen without saying a single word.

      “I need to know about Blake,” Tracy said about halfway through our shift. “Single, I’m guessing?”

      For the first time, Christine’s expression changed, and curiosity shimmered in her dark brown eyes. She really was a striking person, with high cheekbones and full lips that were accentuated by her short hair. I had to bite back a smile when I thought about her and Blake. They might have seemed like an odd couple to me, but there had obviously been an instant attraction. Good. He deserved some happiness.

      “Ummm…” I gnawed on my bottom lip while I tried to decide what to say. “He’s single. I mean, he and Emma were together for a long time, but not anymore.”

      “Really?” Diane said, somehow managing to jump in before the sisters. “That must be awkward.”

      “It’s had its moments, but they’ve worked it out.”

      I started to shrug to let them know it wasn’t a big deal but turned when movement on one of the screens caught my attention. Becky had started gushing about how cute Blake was, but I barely noticed, too distracted by my pounding heart as my mind shifted gears, my fingers itching to sound the alarm as I imagined Andrew and his men on the other side of the fence. Only, it wasn’t them. It was a zombie.

      We got them from time to time, drawn here by the animals, probably. They would slam their bodies against the fence, trying to figure out how to get to the goats, and eventually a couple more would join them. Once there was a handful, we’d go out and get rid of them. Not only did we not want to draw attention to the shelter, but we also wanted to make sure the fence stayed sturdy, and a mass of the dead could weaken it and put us at risk.

      “Zombies,” Christine said, cutting through the sisters’ chatter.

      The room fell silent as I panned the camera around. She was right. More than one of the dead had found its way to the fence. Three, from what I could see.

      “It’s okay for now since there aren’t many. We can take care of it in the morning.”

      Becky frowned, her drooling over Blake forgotten. “We?”

      “Whoever.” My focus was still on the surface when I shrugged, but I turned to her as I said, “We take turns.”

      “I’m not going out there.” Her dark hair was piled on top of her head in a messy bun, and it bobbed a little when she shook her head. “The guys can do that.”

      Tracy nodded in agreement, her chin length hair swishing as she did.

      I looked at her, and then over to Diane—who rolled her eyes—then Christine—who shook her head to indicate that she didn’t agree with the sisters. Apparently, Becky and Tracy were the type of women who liked to hide in the shelter and let big, strong men take care of them.

      No, thanks.

      “Emma and I go out plenty,” I said.

      It was only kind of a lie. Yes, I wanted to go out and help, but Kellan had always been too protective to let it happen often, although, now that my secret was out, I was determined to overcome that. How many times over the past year had I wanted to scream at him that I was immune when he stepped in front of me, determined to shield me from danger? Hundreds. I’d always kept my mouth shut, though, the promise I’d made to Jasper keeping me quiet. But that was over now, thank God.

      By the time Kellan and a few of the new people—James, Ernie, Scott, and Bill—came to relieve us, my head was pounding from Becky and Tracy’s constant chatter. Christine hurried out, only pausing to exchange a few quiet words with her dad, and Diane followed. The sisters trailed after them, still talking.

      When they were gone, I exhaled and slumped against the wall. “I feel like I spent three hours with the Gilmore Girls.”

      Kellan winced. “Ouch.”

      I’d forced him to watch the show with me a few times, and he’d hated every minute of it, saying all they did was talk and it made his head hurt. Until now, I hadn’t understood what he meant, but the pounding in my temples made it clear why he’d refused to continue watching it after only four episodes.

      “They’re talkers,” Bill said with a chuckle.

      “They also mentioned something about killing zombies being the guys’ responsibility. Do the women not go out on runs?”

      Bill shrugged but nodded at the same time, his head bobbing slowly. “They do if they want to.”

      “Don’t you think everyone should know how to defend themselves?” Kellan asked.

      Behind Bill, Ernie rolled his eyes, but I wasn’t sure if it was because he agreed or because he thought we were idiots for thinking Becky and Tracy would be helpful.

      “They’re trained in the basics. We made sure of that,” he said.

      “I’m not going to push them,” Bill added. “We have plenty of people willing to put themselves on the line, and I hate the idea of forcing anyone to do something they aren’t comfortable with.”

      This was the first time since we’d met that I disagreed with him. This world was about doing things you weren’t comfortable with; there was no way around it if you wanted to survive.

      “I think it would benefit them to know how to kill a zombie,” I said.

      “If you can get them to agree, I’m all for it.” Bill had walked toward the monitors and was no longer looking at me, obviously unconcerned about Tracy and Becky not knowing how to really defend themselves.

      Kellan put his hand on my back and leaned over to kiss me on the cheek, whispering in my ear, “I’ll talk to him about it.”

      I nodded when he pulled away.

      “How was it?” he asked as he turned to look at the monitors, taking a place beside Bill and Ernie.

      I moved as well, going to stand next to the two men.

      “Fine. Not much happening except zombies showing up.” More had straggled in while we were on watch, and there were now seven outside the fence. “We’ll have to go out in the morning.”

      Kellan nodded as he panned the camera around, taking in the scene. “It’s odd to have so many show up this close to one another.”

      “Maybe they were traveling together?” My gaze was focused on the monitor Kellan was looking at, but I found myself distracted when a yawn broke out of me, and I covered my mouth. “I don’t know for sure, but I do know I’m tired.”

      “Get some sleep.” Kellan glanced my way long enough to shoot me a smile, and the dimple in his left cheek deepened. “I’ll wake you when I come to bed.”

      Heat flooded my body, only this time it wasn’t just my face that warmed. “I’ll be looking forward to it.”

      His grin stretched wider. “Goodnight.”

      I left them, heading back through the industrial hallway to the common room where, to my surprise, Christine and Blake were deep in conversation. She was talking more now than she had the whole time we were on watch—although the sisters might have had something to do with that—and Blake’s face was lit up like the sky on the Fourth of July. Before the apocalypse.

      When they looked my way, I had to bite back a smile. “Night, you two.”

      Christine didn’t even blink, but Blake shot me a wink like we were in on a secret no one else knew. Maybe we were, but I doubted it.
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        * * *

      

      I was sound asleep when a warm hand brushed down my arm. “Regan.”

      Kellan’s face was close to mine, his breath warm as it caressed my cheek, and his lips followed, down my face to my neck, then to my shoulder. He pushed the strap of my tank top aside and kissed me again, and when I twisted toward him, his lips moved across my chest. His hands were already traveling up my stomach when he finally closed his mouth over mine, and I clasped his head between my hands, running my fingers through his hair and pulling him closer. He was already naked when he rolled over so he was on top of me, settling between my legs. Naked and ready.

      The kiss deepened, and he started moving, the thin fabric of my underwear separating us even though it felt like nothing at all as his hard body rubbed against me. I pulled him closer, kissed him deeper, gasped when he hit a spot that made my body jerk in pleasure.

      His mouth stayed on mine as he shifted, his hands running down my body so he could pull my underwear off. Then he was back and sliding inside, not even waiting for me to take off my shirt, which was already pushed up, my breasts bared to him. He cupped them, his thumbs brushing over my nipples and forcing a gasp out of me while he moved faster, our gasps and moans mixing together as I pulled him closer, clinging to him. Desperate to be as close as possible.

      Every time we touched or kissed, I got more used to the idea that it was Kellan, the boy I’d known forever, but it still seemed magical. Still seemed like a dream that had come true. Now was no different, and as his kisses grew deeper, as he moved faster and the pleasure inside me built, I clung to him harder, wanting to keep him with me forever. If we were ever apart, I was pretty sure the world would stop spinning, and I would die.

      Afterward, Kellan pulled me against him, and I rested my head on his chest, his skin sticky with sweat but cozy because it was familiar and warm and comforting.

      “Emma is still upset with me.”

      “She’ll cool off and talk to you about it.” He pressed his lips to the top of my head.

      “Blake and Christine seemed to have hit it off.”

      Kellan let out a chuckle that vibrated through my head. “You think?”

      “You’re not surprised.” I twisted so I could look up at him even though the room was dark, and he brushed my hair behind my ear.

      “Not in the least. I know you had Diane picked out for him, but she’s too much like Emma. He needed someone calmer to balance him out.”

      So, Kellan was a better matchmaker than I was. It shouldn’t have come as a surprise, he was more sensitive, more observant, and much more in tune with other people than I was, but it did because I hadn’t thought about it before now.

      “I’m happy for him,” I said as I settled back against his chest.

      “Me too.” He kissed me again, and then let out a breath. “More zombies showed up while I was on watch. There are at least twenty out there right now.”

      “That’s more than usual.” I was starting to relax, sleep pulling me down, and only half paying attention.

      “Yeah.”

      His response sounded far away, but I didn’t care. I’d only been asleep for three hours when he woke me, and it hadn’t been enough rest. I needed more.

      “I love you, Regan.” It was the last thing I heard before I drifted off.
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      A group went out in the morning to take care of the dead, but it was before Kellan and I were able to rouse ourselves from sleep, and by the time we made it to the control room, the fence was once again zombie-free.

      “That’s different,” Kellan said as he leaned against the doorframe, his arms crossed and his focus on the screens. “I’m not used to having other people around to help.”

      Blake turned, his hand over his mouth to stifle a yawn as he said, “I know, right? Bill had some guys out there at first light. They took the zombies out, then loaded them into the truck so they could ditch the bodies.” He yawned again and shook his head. “Shit, I’m beat.”

      “Late night?” I asked, lifting an eyebrow.

      For the first time in the nine years I’d known him, a flush spread across Blake’s cheeks, and he pulled his hat lower like he was trying to hide. “Nothing exciting.”

      Kellan stood up straight, dropping his arms to his sides. “Please tell me you didn’t sleep with her.”

      “What’s it to you?” Blake shot back.

      Kellan pinned him with a look he usually reserved for the lectures he gave me. “It matters because we just met them, and Bill is her dad. We’re still trying to make this thing work, and I don’t want any bad feelings while things are still new.”

      “She’s an adult,” Blake replied, but some of his bravado had worn off, and even with his hat pulled down low over his face, his expression looked guilty.

      “Blake,” Kellan said with a sigh.

      He sighed, too, and even though it was exaggerated and he rolled his eyes like a teenage girl who wanted her parents to know how lame she thought they were, he looked resigned as well. “I didn’t sleep with her, okay?”

      “Okay.” Kellan’s body relaxed, and he once again leaned on the doorframe and crossed his arms. “Look, I don’t mean to be a hard ass about this, I just don’t want any drama. Let us get to know them a little better, okay?”

      Blake turned back to face the monitors and pulled his hat even lower, but it couldn’t hide his scowl. “I won’t make a move on her, but I’m not promising I’ll say no if she makes a move on me. I haven’t had sex in nearly a year.” The brim of his hat shadowed his eyes when he looked back at Kellan. “Things are turning blue, man.”

      Kellan rolled his eyes. “I went four years. Trust me, you’ll survive.”

      When I stiffened, he shot me an apologetic look, but said nothing.

      Great, now I was thinking about Kellan and buxom Chelsea from the Altus settlement. Gross.

      I was about to turn away when movement on one of the screens caught my eye, and just as I turned back, another zombie stumbled up to the fence.

      “Look.” I pointed to the newly arrived dead man.

      “Holy shit,” Blake muttered.

      “Why are we getting so many?” Kellan murmured as he moved to stand in front of the screens.

      The three of us stood in a line, watching in silence as the zombie grasped the fence and pulled, his mouth open and moans no doubt emanating from him as he tried to figure out how to get the goats. Seconds passed, and still we said nothing, and then another zombie appeared, followed by another shortly after. Before long, there were five out there.

      “Something isn’t right,” Kellan muttered, almost under his breath.

      “You think this has something to do with Andrew?” I asked.

      He shook his head, but his frown said he wasn’t positive. “I don’t know how it could.”

      I thought about the truck filled with zombies Andrew and his men drove around and shuddered, but I said nothing because Kellan had to be thinking the same thing. Still, I didn’t get why Andrew would waste time rounding up zombies to release on the shelter, because it made no sense. Even before Bill’s people joined us, we could take out a few zombies with no problem.

      Unless he was keeping an eye on the place.

      If Andrew had come by after we got back, he would have noticed the extra vehicles. Maybe he was doing this so he could see what he was up against.

      “He’s watching us,” I said.

      Kellan and Blake turned to face me.

      “Don’t you think it makes sense that he’d be watching us? Andrew, I mean. He’s releasing the zombies so we have to come out, that way he can see what’s going on inside. How many people are here and how well we work together.”

      The expression on Kellan’s face said the same thoughts had been going through his head, but the worry in his brown eyes was all about me.

      “No.” Blake shook his head twice before his shoulders drooped and he exhaled. “Shit.”

      “The question is,” Kellan began, “what do we do about it?”

      “We don’t show him our hand,” I replied.

      “Yeah.” He nodded, agreeing, and turned his gaze on Blake. “Who did Bill take out today?”

      “Ummm….” Blake chewed on his lip as he thought about it. “You’d have to ask him for sure, but I think Cade was with him. Ernie, the nerdy looking guy with the tape on his glasses. The young one, too. James? Maybe one more, but I’m not sure.”

      Kellan was off without another word.

      I hurried after him, having to run to catch up. “What are you thinking?”

      “No one else goes out.” Kellan didn’t look my way as we charged down the industrial hall, our footsteps thudding against the cement floor like a stampede of horses was on the way to the common area. “We only send out our original group and the few people Bill took with him this morning. That way, Andrew won’t know how many of us there are.”

      “Okay,” I said. “Then what?”

      “I don’t know,” he admitted. “But it’s something we need to discuss. We have to be ready. Have a plan.” Kellan shook his head like he didn’t agree with himself. “No, more than one plan. We need to consider every possible scenario so there’s no way Andrew can get the upper hand.”

      Since I couldn’t even begin to imagine how a mind as twisted as Andrew’s worked, I wasn’t sure how we would prepare for an ambush from him.

      We found Bill in the common area with his wife, in the middle of a game of chess, of all things. They looked up when we walked in, and the tension must have been obvious, because not only did Bill stand, but everyone in the room stopped what they were doing and stared at us. Ernie, who’d been standing in the doorway of the theater, headed our way.

      “We need to talk,” Kellan said.

      “I’m all ears,” Bill said.

      Behind him, Ernie nodded to indicate that he, too, was listening.

      Kellan laid out what we’d discussed and how the zombies had once again gathered outside the fence, as well as our concerns about Andrew, and with each word, Bill’s expression became graver.

      “Who did you take out this morning?” Kellan asked when he’d finished.

      “Scott, Ernie, James, and Cade,” Bill said.

      “Okay.” Kellan’s hair fell across his forehead when he nodded, but he was too focused on planning to even try to push it back. “From here on out, no one but our original group, you, Scott, Ernie, and James goes outside for any reason. Not to help with the animals, not to kill zombies. Nothing. Got it?”

      Ernie looked skeptical. “Is that really the smart thing to do? Isn’t it better to let him know how big our group is? Let him know we can defend ourselves. You beat him before with only a few people, and now we have three times as many.”

      “If we do that, he could come back with twice as many people as we have. You’re the one who suggested he might be recruiting new people, after all,” Kellan pointed out. “We all know there are assholes around every corner.”

      Ernie’s back stiffened like he thought the jab was aimed at him.

      “He has a point,” Bill said. “If you look at this like a game of poker, then everyone knows you don’t show your hand.”

      “Exactly,” Kellan said.

      “It’s a good plan,” Bill said.

      Behind him, Ernie said nothing, but he did press his lips together, making him look like he’d taken a bite out of something sour.

      “Andrew is most likely watching the shelter, and even though we don’t want to give away how many people we have,” Kellan continued, “we want to be ready, so whenever we send people out, no matter what the reason is, we’ll have a group of armed people inside the surface shelter waiting. Just in case.”

      “Nice,” Bill said. “That way, if Andrew decides to make a move, we’re ready for him.”

      “Sounds like a solid plan,” Ernie said, almost begrudgingly.

      It was hard really getting a handle on what he was upset about. He clearly hadn’t minded letting Bill take the lead in the hangar, but something about Kellan was really rubbing him the wrong way. Maybe it was age. Ernie had a good twenty years on Kellan. It was possible he just didn’t like deferring to someone so much younger. If that was all, maybe once he realized Kellan knew what he was talking about, Ernie would settle down.

      “What do you think?” As if sensing the same thing, Kellan chose not to focus on Ernie, but on Bill.

      “I think it’s the best plan we can come up with.” He paused, thinking something through, and then said, “There’s no way Andrew and his men can get in here?”

      “I can’t imagine how,” Kellan answered. “This place has state of the art security. You can’t get in without that code we talked about. Plus, the surface doors were made to withstand a nuclear explosion. Andrew could try, but he wouldn’t succeed.”

      Bill exhaled like the news was a relief. “Okay, then. We go with your plan and keep an eye out.”

      He’d just stopped talking when Emma made it up the stairs. She stopped when she saw me, and a second later Cade made an appearance. He looked around as if trying to figure out what she was staring at and gave her a little shove in my direction when he saw me standing here.

      I was anxious to clear things up between us, so I headed over before she’d taken another step. Seeing me coming, Emma looked away. It almost made me stop, but I refused to give in. I got why this upset her. She felt betrayed, and there was a chance I would feel the same way if the situation were reversed, but she was taking it too far. She had to know I would do anything Jasper asked me. He’d saved me and kept us afloat through so much that questioning him would never have occurred to me.

      “We’re going to talk,” I said when I stopped in front of her.

      She tore her gaze from the floor and nodded, her wavy brown hair falling over her eyes so she had to shove it back. The movement was almost violent, but it was the expression in her eyes that I focused on. She felt guilty, I could tell, and it was a relief.

      Emma looked past me to the crowded common area, something none of us were quite used to yet, then turned back toward the stairs. “Let’s go to the clinic.”

      I followed her down without comment, and then into the dark clinic when we reached the next level. She flipped on the lights but didn’t turn right away, and I remained quiet, shifting from foot to foot as I waited for her to speak.

      Finally, she turned to face me. “I’m sorry. I know I’m being unreasonable. I just can’t believe you’ve known you’re immune for a year and never mentioned it. When I think about being outside the fence either on runs or killing zombies and how often my worry went to you, it blows my mind.” I opened my mouth to protest, but she held her hand up to stop me. “I know. You made Jasper a promise, and if there’s anything none of us go back on, it’s a promise to Jasper.”

      She looked down, either thinking about how I had broken that promise or how none of us would ever make a promise to him again.

      When she didn’t say anything else, I finally spoke up. “You know I would have told you if it had been up to me.”

      “I know.” Her eyes were still down. “I keep thinking about how much we’ve shared, all the moments I helped you through, and the times something happened and you were the first person I told. It feels like someone stole something from me, no matter how stupid that is.” When she lifted her gaze, there were tears in her brown eyes. “You’re my best friend, and it isn’t because it’s only been the six of us for so long. It’s because we have this connection I’ve never experienced before.”

      “I know,” I said, tears coming to my own eyes. “Don’t you think I know?”

      Emma gave me a teary smile. “I’m sorry for being a bitch.”

      “Now or every time?” I asked.

      She rolled her eyes. “Every time.”

      We both laughed, and I reached out, grabbing her arm so I could pull her against me, hugging her tight.

      “You’ve never been a bitch, Emma.”

      She snorted in my ear. “Ask Blake about that, and he might disagree.”

      I laughed, and when she pulled away, I sucked my bottom lip into my mouth, thinking about Blake and Christine and what might happen there.

      “Have you noticed all the time he’s been spending with Bill’s daughter since they got here?”

      Emma’s eyebrows pulled together. “No. Has he?”

      “He has. I know he likes her, and I think the feeling is mutual.”

      Emma nodded slowly, thoughtfully, her gaze moving past me like she was looking at them even though neither of the people we were talking about was in the room. “Oh.”

      “I wanted to give you some warning.”

      She said nothing, still staring past me, and I couldn’t read the expression in her eyes.

      “Emma?”

      “Wow, I really am a bitch, because I’m jealous.” She snorted again, but this time it was at herself. “All these months of Cade and me flaunting our relationship, and I have to begrudge Blake the first chance he’s had to move on.”

      “It’s only natural,” I assured her. “You were together for a long time. That’s why I wanted to warn you.”

      She nodded, but she didn’t look convinced. “Well, I’m going to be happy for him. I’m determined to be. He deserves it. We weren’t right for each other, but Blake is a good guy.”

      As much as Emma wanted to think she was a bitch, that statement proved she wasn’t.

      We headed back up to the common area, which to me seemed to be throbbing with activity. Bill and his wife had returned to their game of chess, and little Tiana had joined them while I was gone. She was perched on her adoptive father’s lap, listening attentively as he explained the game to her. Across the room, a handful of people, the sisters included, were playing pool, while the thud of music flowed from the TV in the theater.

      Cade and Kellan were leaning against the bar talking, and Emma and I went over to join them. She sidled up to Cade, giving him a slight nod to let him know we’d talked things out, and when he put his arm around her, he kissed her on the side of her head. When I stopped at Kellan’s side, he smiled and took my hand, giving it a squeeze.

      The guys were discussing Andrew and what this new development might mean, but I was focused on the people in the room. There were so many new faces, some of them whose names I couldn’t even remember, and it was nice. Familiar, even though the noise was shocking as well. It reminded me of all those years ago, before we’d let Laurie into our lives and she’d destroyed the security we’d built.

      Harper had come into the room while I was gone and stood at the end of the bar not too far from us, but her focus was on Bill and Tiana as they talked. Her eyes brimmed with curiosity as she watched the interaction, but there was something else there, as well. Sadness. Grief, even.

      Slipping my hand out of Kellan’s, I moved over to join her. “You doing okay?”

      We’d only spoken a little about what had happened while Andrew was holding her, just enough for me to reassure myself that she hadn’t been violated. Now that things had settled down for the time being, I was reminded that not only was she just a kid, but she was still new here as well. Not part of Bill’s group, but not really part of ours yet, either. She had no one to lean on if she was struggling. Not the way the rest of us did.

      Harper tore her gaze from Bill and focused on me. “I’m okay,” she said quietly and once again looked back toward the game of chess. “It’s just…” She shook her head, and her blonde braid slipped from her shoulder. “I’ve never had that, you know? Not that I really remember, anyway.”

      At first I didn’t understand what she meant—they were only playing a game—but then I watched Bill, and even Jessica, interacting with Tiana for a moment, and it hit me what Harper was referring to. Parents.

      “I don’t really remember much about my mom and dad,” she said, still watching the family interact.

      “Didn’t you have someone in your group who looked out for you? Someone who filled that role?”

      Harper shrugged and absentmindedly reached back for her braid, tugging on it the way she so often did. “Not one person, not really. We all kind of looked out for one another.”

      A pang vibrated through me. I couldn’t imagine not having anyone to look up to. I’d had Jasper, we all had, and Emma, and I’d always known that no matter what, one of them would be there to answer my questions and teach me what I needed to know. Jasper had taken on the responsibility of making sure I had the life skills necessary to make it in this world. Surviving, teaching me a skill—making soap—that would help me earn my place in this new world, and teaching me to shoot and fish. Emma had been there to answer all the awkward questions life brought. My first period, sex, both the good and bad things men could do. My family hadn’t been conventional, but it had been clear-cut.

      “That’s nice, when you think about it,” I said, trying to make Harper feel better. “It means you had more than one dad, more than one mom. You had more than a lot of people.”

      She shrugged, but nodded, too. “I did, I know, but when I see that, I remember what I’m missing.” Harper tore her gaze from Bill and focused on me. “Do you remember your parents?”

      I swallowed when a lump formed in my throat. “Yes and no. I sometimes wonder if the memories I have of them are real or if they’re something I saw on TV. Like when I think about a day we spent at the lake. I know it happened, but it’s so fuzzy now I have to wonder if the images in my head were from my life or from something else.”

      “Exactly,” Harper said. “I can remember things, mostly just images. My bedroom. A big clock at my grandma’s house that chimed every hour. A dog I think was mine at some point. But none of it feels real, and there’s always this grain of doubt in my mind, like I’m not sure if any of it really existed. I can’t imagine a world before this one where you could walk down the street and not be afraid for your life. It doesn’t seem like it ever existed.”

      “It did,” I assured her. “What’s more, you had parents who loved you. I know you did.”

      “Yeah,” she said, looking back toward Bill, but she didn’t sound convinced.
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      Throughout the day, zombies continued to find their way to us, and that evening, as the sun was moving toward the horizon, nearly twenty had gathered outside the fence. It was something we couldn’t ignore, not with how rusty the metal had gotten over the last nine years or the way it bowed under their weight, threatening to give, and not when there would no doubt be more by morning.

      So, we gathered in the industrial hallway, ready to go out and take care of the horde doing their best to break down the fence. Kellan and me, Bill, Ernie, James, Cade, Blake, Scott, and Emma. Nine of us against twenty zombies. Whether the odds were good depended on how old the creatures were. If they’d been around for a few years, they would be more decayed and slower, but if Andrew had just created them or they were infected with one of the newer strains of the virus, it could be rough. Only time would tell.

      Behind us, another group waited with weapons, ready to provide backup if Andrew decided now was the time to make his move. The woman who lived with Scott, Ellie, the man Ernie lived with whose name I hadn’t yet learned, Diane, Jessica, Christine, seventeen-year-old Thomas, and sixteen-year-old Mason. Everyone looked tense and unsure about what we were facing, but they were here, and they were armed, and it was all we could ask for as we headed up the stairs.

      “Stick close to me,” Kellan said when we reached the surface.

      For the first time, I was able to roll my eyes when faced with his overprotectiveness. “I’m immune.” I waved to the bandage covering the still throbbing bite. “If anyone should be worrying about anyone, it’s me about you.”

      Kellan, who had flipped that internal switch of his, only shook his head in response.

      Outside, the Oklahoma air was stifling even though the sun was now half hidden by the horizon. The sky, painted in oranges and pinks and purples, would be black soon, but there was more than enough daylight left for us to take care of the current crisis.

      The zombies went crazy at the sight of us, and we started out the way we usually did. At the fence, careful to keep our distance from the fingers, and even a few hands, that managed to make it through the chain link, poking long blades into the eye sockets of the dead through the holes. It was the safest way to take care of them and something Kellan and I had learned from watching episodes of The Walking Dead back before the virus. At the time, it had been for entertainment, but more than a few tricks the pretend survivors had used to stay alive ended up helping us over the years.

      The dead dropped one by one as the nine of us went to work. Flies buzzed around the bodies and my face, and more than once I had to swat them away when they tried to land on my eye or cheek. The stench of decay was overpowering, and the handkerchief I’d tied over my nose and mouth did nothing to block it out. My eyes watered and my stomach convulsed. Nine years, and I still hadn’t gotten used to it. I hoped to God I never did.

      There were five zombies left standing when a dead man slammed against the fence, shaking the whole thing. He was right in front of me, his mouth open as he chomped, revealing brown teeth and gray gums, and a dry tongue that had turned black. He shoved his hand through a hole, cutting away layers of decaying flesh in the process, and black blood oozed from the torn skin, dripping down the chain link fence. A moan broke out of him, and he pressed himself against the fence harder, his mouth right in front of a hole, and the metal cut into his face in a way that reminded me of the Play-Doh factory I’d had as a kid. I imagined the zombie forcing his way through the fence the same way I’d forced the Play-Doh through tiny holes in the toy, creating spaghetti-like tendrils that would fall to the ground at my feet in a rotten heap.

      I swallowed at the repulsive image and slammed my knife into the zombie’s eye. His hand was still reaching for me, and as he dropped, it ripped free and fell to the ground. I jumped back like I thought it would still be able to grab me.

      “Looks like the rest aren’t interested in taking the bait,” Kellan said, drawing my attention from the motionless hand to the zombies still standing.

      There were only five, but he was right. They were keeping a distance, their milky gazes more calculating and focused than the ones we’d already managed to kill. This always happened. Somehow, there were always a few zombies that had managed to hold onto more of their mental faculties, forcing us to leave the safety of the fence if we wanted to take them out.

      “Let’s get this done, then,” Ernie said.

      No one else uttered a word, but a few of the others nodded in agreement.

      While Kellan worked to get the gate open, I switched my knife to my other hand and flexed my fingers, trying to ease some of the tension in my joints. Before switching back, I wiped my moist palm on my pants.

      “Here we go,” Cade said, nodding to the dead.

      Kellan was the first to step out, and the second he did, the zombies were on the move. This was always the most unnerving part, seeing them respond exactly how people would, biding their time and waiting until we were vulnerable. They shouldn’t have been able to do it. They were dead. They weren’t people, and they shouldn’t still have the ability to reason like this. Yet, they did.

      Kellan had one of them down before I’d even made it out, sending his blade deep into the zombie’s brain and letting out a grunt when the impact vibrated up his arm. The thing dropped, pulling his knife free, and he spun to face the next zombie.

      Cade went up against another one while Bill and Scott each took one as well. Ernie headed for the final zombie, grabbing it around its throat, his fingers sinking into the decaying flesh as he worked to keep it at a safe distance. The zombie snapped its teeth, biting at the air, and Ernie’s face grew red from exertion while his glasses slowly slid down his nose, barely clinging to the tip, but he made very little progress.

      I went to his aid, jumping over a couple bodies, almost tripping over an arm, and ducking around the zombie when I got close so I could pop up behind him. Ernie’s hand was now covered in black blood, his fingers deep in the zombie’s throat, and his grunts were all but drowned out by moans and growls coming from the dead man.

      I grabbed the zombie’s shirt to hold him still and slammed my knife into his skull. Four inches sank in before coming to a stop, my blade lodged in his brain, and the zombie went down, taking Ernie with him.

      The man landed on top of the zombie, his hand still on the creature’s neck, but he released the thing and scrambled back, panting.

      “What the hell was that?” he growled when he looked up.

      The violent way he shoved his glasses back into place made me blink. I’d been expecting a thank you, not the anger flashing in his brown eyes.

      “You looked like you were having some trouble, so I helped.”

      “I was fine.” Ernie dragged himself up off the ground, shaking his hand as he did and sending bits of rotten flesh and black blood flying through the air. “I’ve killed plenty of zombies. I could handle it.”

      “Are you serious?” I snapped. “You should be thanking me!”

      “I was fine,” he said again, this time through clenched teeth.

      He didn’t like having a girl save his ass. Nice.

      “Whatever,” I said, rolling my eyes and turning away.

      The other zombies were all down, and Bill had already headed off to get the truck, and only five feet away, Kellan stood staring at me, an amused expression on his face.

      I rolled my eyes again, which earned me a wink.

      Bill pulled the truck through the open gate and put it in park, and we worked together to load the dead into the back, Ernie glaring at me the whole time. It wasn’t as easy as it had been with our old truck thanks to the huge tires, and a couple guys had to climb into the back while the rest of us hoisted the dead above our heads, handing the bodies off to be dragged in.

      When the last zombie had been loaded, people headed back, hurrying for the safety of the fence, but Ernie didn’t follow. He still looked like he wanted to strangle me, but I decided ignoring him was the best solution. If I didn’t, I was liable to kick the sexist asshole in the balls.

      Cade had hung back, too, and when Ernie talked, he addressed him, not Kellan. “Where do you usually dump the bodies?”

      “There’s a spot not too far from here. There’s nothing really special about it. We just make sure to drive them far enough away that they don’t stink up the place,” Kellan responded, earning him a glare that was nearly as hot as the one Ernie had given me when I saved his ass.

      Bill slammed the tailgate shut. “You can show me.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Kellan responded.

      Ernie frowned and looked between the two but said nothing. I got the impression he was waiting for an invitation to tag along, but since the cab only fit three people, I had no intention of letting him get the last spot.

      “I want to go.”

      I expected resistance, but all Kellan did was sigh. “I thought you might.”

      “We’ll secure the gate until you get back.” Cade nodded to Ernie, whose frown deepened.

      “We won’t be long,” Bill said as he headed for the driver’s side.

      Kellan and I stayed where we were, watching as Ernie followed Cade back toward the fence. The older man still didn’t look happy about the situation, but he hadn’t argued, which was something.

      “Come on,” Kellan said when they’d gotten the gate shut.

      I followed him to the passenger side, where he opened the door and motioned for me to get in.

      “No argument?” I asked as I hauled myself into the high cab.

      He looked up, giving me a half smile. “Is there a point?”

      “Nope.”

      I scooted over until I was next to Bill, and Kellan climbed in behind me. Inside the fence, Ernie and Cade were heading for the shelter.

      “What’s Ernie’s deal?” I asked as Bill started the engine.

      He threw the truck in gear and said, “I noticed he wasn’t too thrilled with you.”

      “I helped him,” I snapped. “Plus, I wasn’t just talking about that. He doesn’t seem to like Kellan very much.”

      Bill turned the wheel and headed away from the shelter. “He’s a bit of a control freak. That’s all. I know it comes across poorly sometimes, but he’s a good guy. Been helpful over the years.”

      “Well, he could work on being grateful,” I grumbled.

      Bill only chuckled in response.

      At my side, Kellan was silent, his gaze focused on the Oklahoma landscape as we drove, searching for any sign of Andrew and his men. There was nothing, though.

      The sun had disappeared completely, and above us the sky was well on its way to turning black. When that happened, any nearby lights would be clearly visible. If Andrew was around and decided to turn on his headlights, we’d spot him from a mile—or more—away.

      Bill drove for about five minutes before stopping. It was far enough away from the shelter that we were safe dumping the bodies, but not too far that we had a long drive back in case we did run into trouble. Kellan, who liked to be able to keep an eye out, climbed into the truck and hauled the bodies out while Bill and I worked together on the ground, darkness descending a little more with each passing second. Insects came out in force, singing to one another, and the howl of a coyote sounded in the distance, but otherwise, the world was silent.

      “Looks pretty deserted,” I said. “If he’s out there, he’s laying low.”

      “Yeah.” Kellan tossed a body down and paused to look around. “He’s smart. He won’t show his hand until he’s sure he knows what he’s up against.”

      Bill dragged the body away from the truck, grunting at the effort, and tossed it aside, where it landed on top of the others. “We’ll have to make sure we’re smarter.”

      “That’s the plan,” Kellan mumbled, moving deeper into the truck so he could grab another body.

      “While I have the two of you alone,” Bill began, and right away I knew what he was going to say, “I feel like I need to bring up the subject of my daughter and your friend, Blake.”

      Kellan froze with a body hanging half off the tailgate. “What about them?”

      Bill, to my surprise, chuckled. “Nothing major, just wanting some reassurance that he’s a good guy. Christine is an adult, and living the way we are, I imagine things can get pretty lonely. For a while I thought she and James might hit it off, but I’m pretty sure he’s gay.” Bill grabbed the body from Kellan and tossed it aside with a groan. “She seems to like your friend, though, and I’m happy for her. We all deserve to have the chance at a real life. If you tell me he’s a good guy, I’ll take your word for it and not worry too much. Although, she is my oldest child, so I can’t stop worrying completely.”

      Kellan, reassured by Bill’s words, went back to lugging bodies from the truck.

      “Blake is the best,” I said. “He and Emma were together for seven years, so you know he’s committed.”

      “Huh,” Bill said thoughtfully. “Why’d they split up?”

      “They fought a lot and decided that even though they loved each other, they weren’t good together. So, they’re just friends now.”

      Kellan hopped down, pulling the final body with him, and dragged it off toward the others.

      “And she’s with Cade,” Bill said to himself. “Couldn’t be an easy thing to watch. It’s to Blake’s credit that he stuck around.” He nodded a few times and, seeing that the back of the truck was now empty, slammed the tailgate shut. “Okay, then, I’m sold.”

      I didn’t tell him that Blake had left for a while because I didn’t think it was important. He was a good guy, and once Bill got to know him, he’d see that for himself.
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      Bill and his people eased into our group over the next  few days, and before long, the added noise no longer startled me and it began to feel like they’d always been here. The shock at discovering how much we had started to wear off as well and was soon replaced by gratitude at the newfound luxury of living in the shelter.

      The extra people helped ease our workload. Even though we couldn’t go out to hunt or fish right now, once the danger passed and we were able to, Bill and Ernie, as well as a few others, would be here to help. In the meantime, there were plenty of jobs inside the shelter. Everyone ages eighteen and up took turns in the control room, and the sisters, Becky and Tracy, were learning how to make soap, while Jessica and some of the others took over the garden, and the kids spent their days in the movie theater, devouring a form of entertainment many of them had never had the chance to enjoy.

      School was on the horizon. Jessica, it turned out, had been a third grade teacher before the apocalypse and she enthusiastically threw herself—with the help of Christine and Diane—into planning a curriculum. She’d taught the kids in the hangar, using books she’d managed to gather from the elementary school on base, but the existence of an actual classroom seemed to thrill her, and even the kids a little, much to my surprise.

      A week went by with more and more zombies finding their way to our fence, and every day the same group of us had to go out to take care of them. Still, there was no sign of Andrew. Not while we were outside the fence killing the dead, and not when we drove away from the shelter to dump the bodies.

      Two weeks passed and then three, and slowly the number of zombies finding their way to the fence began to ease. Why there had been so many in the area after all this time, we didn’t know, but with their numbers now dwindling, we relaxed a little more with each passing day, and I was able to convince myself it had been a fluke. Andrew was gone, either because he’d given up and moved on, or because he’d gotten himself killed trying to gather the dead at the Holy City. He wasn’t watching us, wasn’t waiting for his chance to pounce. I was sure of it.

      By the time a month had gone by since our last encounter with Andrew, the bite on my arm had healed until it was nothing but an angry red scar. The location meant it would be more difficult to hide, but not impossible, and I was okay with it, because I was alive, and we were healing. And I had Kellan.

      Another month passed, and our worries about Andrew dwindled even more, making it easier to take care of the few zombies that did find their way to the fence since we were no longer worried about who went out. We still hadn’t ventured farther than the fenced-in area on the surface yet, but that wasn’t far off. The kids had taken over caring for the animals, and the idea of going out to hunt or fish, or taking a trip into Altus, was becoming less scary, which was good. It wouldn’t be long before we’d need supplies, and we’d also promised Bill that we’d go back to the hangar so they could see what had survived the fire. The sooner things returned to normal, the better.

      A routine formed that seemed easy and natural, with one major exception. Ernie. The more I got to know him, the more evident it became that he and not Bill had called most of the shots in the hangar, and there was something about Kellan that really rubbed the older man the wrong way. It wasn’t until the new people had been with us for more than eight weeks that we finally learned why.

      To make the task of watching the surface a little more enjoyable, we took our shifts in groups of two now. It was late, and Kellan and I were in the control room together. I was on his lap, and we were kissing—between watching the monitors, of course—and we were so engrossed in one another that we didn’t hear Cade come into the room.

      “Sorry to interrupt,” he said from the doorway.

      Kellan broke the kiss and yanked my shirt down even though only my lower back was exposed. Cade’s slightly amused expression couldn’t mask the worry in his eyes, and I slid off Kellan’s lap. Something was wrong.

      “What’s up?” Kellan asked as he, too, got to his feet.

      Cade blew out a long breath. “Ernie.”

      Kellan shoved his hand through his hair, which of course didn’t obey him. “Talk.”

      “He approached me a little bit ago, in the common room,” Cade began, crossing his arms over his chest and leaning against the doorframe. “Wanted to know why I was okay letting a kid call all the shots.”

      Kellan’s smirk was a mixture of amusement and annoyance. “Kid?”

      “Yeah.” Cade snorted to let us know how absurd he thought it was.

      I ran my fingers through my hair, smoothing it down, and shook my head. “I knew he had a problem with you.”

      Kellan’s gaze moved to the screens, and he gave them each a quick once-over before looking back at Cade. “He hasn’t really tried to hide it.”

      I looked, too, but just like before, the surface was clear.

      “I noticed,” Cade said. “But I think it may be more of an issue than we originally thought.”

      I tore my focus from the monitors and found Cade frowning. The worry in his eyes bothered me. Not much shook him, but his conversation with Ernie clearly had. Great. Just when things were calming down and I was starting to feel sure the danger had passed, we were going to have a problem with one of our own people.

      “What kind of a problem?” Kellan asked.

      “Ernie acted really mad about the whole thing. Resentful, even. And he made a big deal about how you were too young to be in charge, saying people like him and Bill had more life experience and would make better decisions.” Cade tapped his fingers on his bicep as he talked. “Apparently, he had a boss before the apocalypse that was younger than him, and it really rubbed him the wrong way. He said the ‘kid’ was an idiot who only got promoted because he knew the right people. He even implied that you must have been Jasper’s favorite, and that’s why you’re in charge now.”

      “Well, of course I was Jasper’s favorite,” Kellan said, his serious expression easing just a little. “But that’s only because I’m smarter.”

      Cade rolled his eyes, but the worry in them didn’t fade. “Which one of us was in medical school?”

      “I was fifteen,” Kellan shot back.

      “Forget that.” I waved my hand in the air. “Do you think he’s going to be a problem?”

      Cade tapped his fingers harder as he thought it through. “It’s hard to say. On one hand, he didn’t tell me he was going to do anything about it, but I also think he was feeling me out. Trying to get an idea of how loyal I am.”

      “He clearly doesn’t understand that we’re a family,” I muttered.

      The idea of this asshole coming in here and trying to drive us apart was even more annoying than how pissed off he’d been when I helped him.

      Cade gave a half shrug. “Obviously.”

      “So what do we do about it?” I asked, looking between the two.

      “Talk to him, or talk to Bill,” Kellan replied, focusing on Cade. “What do you think? Would Ernie listen to anything I have to say?”

      “I think,” Cade began, “he would resent it.”

      “You talk to Bill, then,” I said.

      “I’ll talk to Bill,” Kellan agreed with a sigh. “I was really hoping Ernie would just get used to the change and let this go.”

      “I don’t think that’s going to happen.” Cade pushed himself off the wall and uncrossed his arms. “If I hear anything else, I’ll let you know, but for now I’m going to get some rest.”

      “Night,” Kellan murmured.

      “Goodnight,” I said.

      Cade waved over his shoulder before stepping out of sight.

      I turned to Kellan. “What are you thinking?”

      “I’m thinking Bill isn’t as much of a leader as we originally thought.”

      “Ernie was calling most of the shots?”

      “That’s the impression I’m getting now.” Kellan rubbed his eyes like the whole thing was making him tired—or giving him a headache. “It was Bill’s deal. He found most of the kids and brought them together, so he kept up the charade of being in charge, but I’m thinking he let Ernie make most of the big decisions.”

      “That’s not how we do things here,” I said. “We work together.”

      “And Ernie’s going to have to learn to do the same.”

      I lifted my eyebrows. “Or?”

      Kellan exhaled. “That’s a question for another time.”
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      It was nearly noon by the time Kellan and I left our condo the next day—we’d slept in since we had a late shift—but being underground made it impossible to feel like we’d overslept. During this time of the day, most people would be in the common area or deeper in the shelter, either tending to the gardens or working on other items, so the halls were quiet when we made our way up. That changed when we reached level two. Here, the lights were bright and the classroom doors wide open, and the chatter of children seemed almost loud in the small space.

      Instead of continuing up, we paused at the door. Jessica, who’d been in the middle of teaching the kids a rhyme, saw us and smiled.

      “Class is in session, I see,” Kellan said.

      “In session and very active,” she replied, her face breaking out into an even wider smile. “There are some great resources here.”

      “It’s nice to finally be able to use them,” I said.

      She looked the kids over fondly. “You have no idea how grateful we are to be here. To feel this safe is like a miracle after all these years, and to say nothing about the comfort. We owe you a debt we can never repay.”

      Instead of saying what I was thinking—that not everyone in her group necessarily felt that way—I said, “We’re more than happy to have you here.”

      “But we’re going to leave you to your lessons.” Kellan took my hand and stepped back.

      Jessica smiled in response, and before we’d even turned away, she was back to teaching. The kids’ voices followed us up the stairs as they mimicked the silly rhyme, making my own smile stretch wider. This would be the first of several groups of children to grow up here. I hoped so, anyway.

      Just like I’d thought, the common room was bustling with activity. There was a big pot of something steaming and delicious smelling on the bar, with a pile of bowls and spoons beside it, and Becky and seventeen-year-old Thomas—who I’d come to suspect were a couple even though they hadn’t yet shared it with the group—were sitting next to each other on the couch, eating.

      The television was on in the theater, and a gale of studio laughter floated from the room. From where we stood, I could see Lilith on the couch, smiling at the television, a shirt in one hand and a needle and thread in the other. Beside her sat a few other articles of clothing.

      “How’s it going, Lilith?” I called to the old woman.

      She paused in the middle of her sewing and smiled. “Just fixing some shirts that have seen better days.”

      “We appreciate it,” Kellan said.

      “I appreciate being useful.” Lilith nodded to the TV. “And it’s nice to have something to occupy my mind while I work. Makes the time go by faster.”

      “I can imagine,” I said.

      “I tell you what, though. I never was much of a TV person before all this started. Didn’t find much use for it.” Lilith looked down at the shirt in her hand and poked the needle through the fabric, pulling it out the other side with deft hands that seemed to defy her age. “But after all these years of silence, it’s nice having the noise. That’s something you don’t realize you’re going to miss until it’s gone.”

      “You’re right about that,” Kellan agreed.

      Lilith looked up at the TV again and smiled, but this time it was a little sad. “Of course, I guess that can be said of a lot of things we lost nine years ago.”

      “Very true,” I murmured.

      “Have you seen Bill, by any chance?” Kellan asked.

      She looked our way, shaking her head. “Not this morning, sorry.”

      “No problem.” He nodded to the TV. “Enjoy your show.”

      We headed across the room, pausing next to the pot. Inside, vegetables floated in a creamy broth, along with a few bits of chicken. Not much—we had to be careful how often we killed the birds, and when we did, the meat had to be stretched out—but enough to give us some protein.

      “Tracy and I made it this morning,” Becky called from the couch. “It’s Tommy’s favorite.”

      Beside her, the boy smiled, and when their eyes met, I made a mental note to ask Jessica if someone had talked to Becky about being safe. We wanted more kids in the shelter, but that didn’t mean I was advocating teen pregnancy.

      “Looks good,” Kellan said.

      “Help yourself,” Becky replied, but she was still making googly eyes at Thomas.

      “Maybe in a little bit,” I said. “Right now, though, we’re looking for Bill.”

      “Haven’t seen him,” Thomas said.

      Somehow, Becky managed to tear her eyes from the boy at her side so she could focus on us. “Maybe in the control room?”

      “We’ll check,” Kellan said. “Thanks.”

      We left the common room behind and headed upstairs, moving through the computer room to the industrial hall. Here, our footsteps echoed off the cement walls and ceiling, bouncing back to us. At the end of the hall, the door to the holding cell was closed, as well as the door to the left where the small decontamination shower sat. To the right, though, the control room door stood wide open, and the faint sound of voices was audible even before we’d reached it.

      “I’m just saying he’s pretty young to be making all the decisions.” I would have recognized Ernie’s voice even if he hadn’t been talking about Kellan.

      “I didn’t think he was making all the rules,” another man said. “I got the impression it was more of a group thing.”

      “That’s what he wants you to think,” Ernie replied.

      “Son of a bitch,” Kellan muttered and slowed to a stop.

      I stopped, too. “It’s not Bill. Do you want to keep going?”

      “No.” Kellan roughly shoved his hand through his hair. “I don’t want to have to deal with this power play bullshit either.”

      “Then put a stop to it. Go in there right now and tell Ernie to cut the bullshit out.”

      “If I do that, I’m just proving him right. That this is some kind of dictatorship.” Kellan brushed his disobedient hair off his forehead and turned away from the room. “No. We stick with the original plan and find Bill. He knows Ernie better, and hopefully he’ll be able to talk some sense into him.”

      We headed back down, through the common area, then lower. Jessica was still teaching when we passed the classroom, and she gave us a little wave as we went by, but the other levels were empty of people, and we didn’t see anyone else until we’d reached the hydrogarden. Through the open door, people were visible tending to the plants. Emma and Cade were laughing as they loaded a basket with leafy greens, and Diane was on her knees in front of a row of plump, red tomatoes, while beyond her Janet, Ellie, and a few others were also hard at work.

      “It’s nice having so much help,” I said as we descended the final set of stairs.

      Kellan gave my hand a squeeze. “Despite the problems with Ernie, I’m glad we met Bill. Glad we brought his people here.”

      “Good,” I said, smiling up at him. “Because I am, too.”

      The lower level wasn’t nearly as busy as I’d expected, though. Harper was busy making soap, with Tracy at her side, but they were the only ones there. I’d expected to find Blake making bullets, but he was nowhere in sight, and since we knew he wasn’t in the control or in the common area, I had no clue where he could be. Not outside tending the animals, that was for sure. First of all, we’d given the kids part of that job, and secondly because no one went out alone anymore.

      “Wonder where Blake is,” Kellan muttered.

      “I was thinking the same thing.”

      Footsteps pounded down the stairs, and we turned just as Bill stepped through the doorway. Like us, he seemed to not be able to find what—or who—he was looking for, because he frowned when he looked around.

      “Just the person I wanted to see,” Kellan said.

      “Wish I could say the same.” Bill pressed his lips together in a thoughtful expression. “I’ve been up and down these stairs looking for Christine but can’t seem to find her. You haven’t seen her anywhere, have you?”

      Kellan and I exchanged a knowing look. Christine was missing and so was Blake…

      “Not this morning,” Kellan replied, a little too fast to go unnoticed.

      “Blake was here a little bit ago,” Harper called out. “He and Christine left together.”

      Bill’s eyebrows lifted. “That so?”

      Harper’s round eyes widened, and a blush spread across her cheeks, and beside her Tracey smirked.

      “I don’t think it means anything,” the teen said, tugging at her braid the way she so often did.

      “It’s not a big deal.” Bill waved his hand then turned to us. “You wanted to see me?”

      “I did.” Kellan looked around. “Let’s walk back up.”

      Curiosity shone in Bill’s brown eyes. “Is this a conversation I’m going to like?”

      “Not sure about that.” Kellan started walking, nodding for Bill to follow, and I did as well. “But it’s something we need to address before it turns into something neither of us likes.”
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      Kellan didn’t start talking until we’d reached the level above the hydrogarden. “I think there might be an issue with Ernie.”

      “How’s that?” Bill asked.

      “He said some stuff to Cade about me being too young to be a leader, and I’m sure you’ve noticed he’s been less than friendly toward me.”

      Bill waved his hand like he was trying to brush Kellan’s concern away. “He’s hard to get a read on sometimes. I’m sure you’re just imagining things.”

      “Not to contradict you,” Kellan said, “but I think he’s very easy to get a read on.”

      “He doesn’t like Kellan,” I added. “It’s obvious.”

      We’d just reached level nine when Bill stopped walking. “Even if this is true, what do you expect me to do about it? He’s a grown man. He’s going to have to get over it or live with it. Those are the only two options.”

      “From what I hear,” Kellan said slowly, “he’s considering a third option.”

      Bill’s eyebrows shot up. “You mean he wants to take over?”

      “It seems that way to me.” Kellan paused, waiting, and when Bill said nothing, he continued. “How involved in the decision-making process was he back in the hangar?”

      Bill look down. “A good deal.”

      “So you can see why he’d feel threatened.”

      “I can.” The other man lifted his gaze from the floor, frowning like he didn’t want anything to do with any of this. “And I understand why you feel threatened, too, but I think you’re overreacting. This is your place, and Ernie knows that. He’s just trying to figure out where he fits in. That’s all.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Kellan said. “And for the record, I don’t feel threatened, but I do think it’s important Ernie understands how we work here. We’re a team. That’s how we make decisions. I don’t want him thinking if he pushes hard enough, we’ll all fall in line behind him. That’s not how it works.”

      “He’ll be okay.” Bill slapped Kellan on the arm. “But just to put your mind at ease, I’ll talk to him. Let him know this is a democracy. He has just as much of a say as everyone else.”

      “Good,” Kellan said. “I appreciate it.”

      “Any time.” Bill looked back the way we’d just come, and then to the stairs in front of us. “If you happen to see my daughter, let her know I’m looking for her, will you?”

      “I will,” Kellan said.

      “Good. In the meantime, I’ll head on up and have a talk with Ernie.”

      “Thanks, Bill.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      We stood side by side, watching Bill disappear up the stairs. When he was gone, Kellan took my hand and started walking.

      “You think Blake and Christine are together?” I asked.

      “Seems like they might be,” he replied. “At least Bill didn’t act too upset by it.”

      “Assuming he knows.”

      Kellan looked my way and grinned. “He knows.”

      “Yeah.” I laughed and shook my head. “What do you think about Ernie?”

      “I think Bill might be a little too optimistic, but I’m hopeful that he’ll fall in line once he sees I’m not actually calling all the shots.”

      “How are you going to show him that?”

      “A group meeting, maybe? We can get all the adults together and talk about whether it’s safe enough to send people out to hunt or fish. We could use some meat.”

      The very idea of leaving the condo put a skip in my step.

      Kellan grinned my way. “I take it you like that idea?”

      “I’m dying to get out of here,” I said, “and I know you have to be, too.”

      We’d just reached level four when he stopped suddenly and pushed me up against the wall. “Actually, I’ve been rather enjoying our time. No distractions.” He kissed me, slow and deep, then his lips traveled down over my chin to my neck. “As much alone time as we want.”

      “You have provided quite the distraction.” I threaded my fingers through his hair and closed my eyes, loving the feel of his lips on my skin.

      He kissed his way back up my neck, but when he reached my lips, he allowed his mouth to hover over mine as he said, “Maybe I can distract you a little more.”

      “Maybe,” I said, grinning.

      The smile was wiped from my face when he kissed me again, hungrily this time, almost desperate. Yes, being cooped up had its benefits.
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      The next morning, we gathered in the common area so we could talk. We’d told everyone in the shelter about the meeting, and all five of us from our original group were gathered around the couches, but most of the newcomers had chosen not to be involved. The only people who’d shown up were Bill, Ernie, and Christine—and I had a feeling she was only here because of Blake. It seemed this group had been less of a democracy than we’d thought. I only hoped Ernie didn’t try to derail our meeting with demands.

      “We’ve asked everyone to join us so we could discuss what our next step will be,” Bill said, looking everyone gathered in the common area over.

      Ernie sat across from him, his expression unreadable behind his taped glasses, while Kellan sat to Bill’s right. He was sitting back, though, letting the older man start the meeting so he could show Ernie how we liked to do things.

      “What exactly does that mean?” Ernie was the first to speak up. Of course.

      “Simple.” Kellan leaned forward a little so he was more front and center. “We need to decide if it’s safe to go out yet, or if we should wait a little longer to make sure Andrew is gone.”

      “It’s been two months,” Emma said. “I think he’s moved on.”

      “The hordes have stopped,” Blake added. “If we were still getting them, I’d worry Andrew was still around and playing with us, but things have returned to normal. A few zombies here and there, but that’s it.”

      Kellan looked at Cade. “What do you think?”

      “I’m with Blake and Emma,” he said.

      Kellan exhaled, but nodded like he thought they might be right. “It does seem like a long time to just hang around.”

      “Are you serious?” Ernie threw his hands in the air. “This guy ambushed you, killed your friend, kidnapped another one, and you really think he just gave up and ran off.”

      “Maybe he found someone else who’s immune,” I said.

      “Right. They’re hanging out on every corner.” Ernie snorted, and when his glasses slid down his nose, pushed them back with his middle finger. I had a feeling the gesture was directed at me.

      Emma pointed at me. “We have two immune people in our group, so it stands to reason there are more around.”

      “I think you’re all being insanely naïve, and it’s likely to get us all killed,” Ernie snapped.

      “What do you suggest?” Kellan’s voice was calm, even and measured. “That’s why we’re here, so we can talk it through and make a group decision.”

      “I suggest sitting tight for a little longer. We have supplies. We’re not going hungry. It only makes sense.” Ernie crossed his arms and his mouth scrunched up, reminding me of an angry child.

      Kellan looked toward Bill, as did Ernie, but the other man only stared at the floor and remained silent. Looked like we weren’t going to get any help from him.

      “If no one else has anything to add,” Kellan said after a tense minute of silence, “I guess we’ll just put it to a vote.”

      “I’m all for getting the hell out of this shelter,” Blake said.

      Christine, who stood at his side, beamed up at him. “Me, too.”

      “You know I’m ready to get out,” I said.

      Emma raised her hand like a child in a classroom. “It’s safe. It has to be.”

      “I think so, too.” Cade slipped his arm around her shoulder, nodding.

      “You’re a bunch of kids.” Ernie looked at us like he thought we’d lost our minds. “You have no business making decisions for the rest of us.”

      “Kids or not.” Kellan’s voice took on a cooler tone that didn’t faze Ernie in the least. “This is how we do things. How we’ve always done things.

      “No one is going to make you leave the shelter,” Cade pointed out. “You can stay here if you want.”

      “But you’re making the decision for everyone else,” Ernie shot back.

      “We voted,” I said. “That’s how it works here.”

      “Well, maybe it shouldn’t,” he grumbled.

      “That’s enough.” Bill finally tore his gaze from the floor. “We talked about this already, Ernie. This is how things are done here. Understand? You got a chance to say your piece, and you did. It’s over. They voted, and you lost. Don’t make it a bigger issue than it is.”

      Ernie got to his feet, shaking his head. “I understand that you’re letting a group of kids put all of us at risk.”

      “Call me a kid one more time,” Cade said, “and I’ll knock you on your ass. I’m thirty-four years old. I’ve experienced all the same shit over the last nine years as you. We all have. None of us are children.”

      Ernie shook his head again, but instead of continuing the argument, he stormed off.

      “That could have gone better,” Kellan said when he was gone.

      I looked at Bill. “I thought you were going to talk to him.”

      “I did, right after our earlier conversation.” He let out a deep sigh. “In fact, he was even talking about how he couldn’t wait to get out of the shelter.”

      Kellan’s back stiffened. “Are you telling me he only threw that tantrum because he wanted to contradict me?”

      Bill’s frown deepened, making the lines of his face more pronounced and adding years to him. “I don’t want to think that’s true.”

      “But it is,” I said.

      “If you’d just let him talk first.” Bill ran his hand over his smooth head. He looked agitated, but it seemed to stem more from the conflict than from the fact that Ernie had just acted like a five-year-old. “If you’d let him take the lead and go from there, none of this would have happened.”

      “Are you kidding me?” Kellan let out a bitter laugh. “I’m not going to massage the guy’s ego every time we need to make a decision.”

      “That’s bullshit,” Blake muttered.

      “Sometimes,” Bill said, “if it makes things easier, it’s worth it.”

      “No.” Kellan got to his feet, indicating that he was done with the conversation. “It’s not, and I won’t do it. Ernie can toe the line or—”

      He stopped and frowned.

      “Or what?” Bill asked.

      The five of us from our original group said nothing, but the silence was awkward. Strained, and heavy with possibilities none of us wanted to face.

      “That’s something we won’t be discussing.” Bill stood, and for the first time in a couple weeks, he looked like the leader we’d once thought him to be. “Ever.”

      Kellan nodded, but like me, he had to know that wasn’t a guarantee he could make.

      Bill nodded once before taking his leave.

      “Shit,” Kellan said and slumped back in the chair, letting out a deep sigh.

      “I’m ready to get out of here now more than ever,” Blake muttered and tugged on the brim of his ratty red hat.

      “I’m in.” Christine, who’d been silent for most of the discussion and ensuing argument, looked bright-eyed at the prospect of heading out.

      “You better believe I’m going.” I looked around. “Anyone else?”

      “We have our shift in the control room,” Emma said, taking Cade’s hand and pulling him toward the stairs. “Next time, though. For sure.”

      “Have fun!” I called after them.

      Emma waved over her shoulder.
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      I ripped my goggles off when Kellan pulled the car to a stop on the side of the road and put it in park. In the back, Blake and Christine were talking quietly, sitting close but not touching. Not that I was under the delusion that there was no touching going on in private.

      “Water’s too high for swimming,” Blake said, sounding disappointed.

      “Not a surprise,” Kellan responded, not looking over his shoulder, but instead focusing on the river, just visible through the brush.

      It was the same place we usually came to fish, but now, due to the recent rain, the water level was higher than it had been in years, meaning the current was stronger. We hadn’t been here in a while, though, not since before opening the gate to Harper. Being here now, after everything that had happened between Kellan and me, I suddenly realized this place had new meaning for me.

      In the back, Blake threw the door open and climbed out, and Christine followed, but when Kellan moved to open the door, I grabbed his hand to stop him.

      He turned my way, his eyebrows raised and questions shimmering in his brown eyes. “What’s up?”

      “Remember the day I was bitten?” I asked. “The first time, I mean.”

      He grimaced and laced his fingers through mine. “Do you think I could forget?”

      I gave his hand a squeeze. “I know it was an awful day, but I’m talking about what happened before that. Do you remember?”

      Kellan’s eyebrows pulled together as he turned to look out the window, his focus on Blake and Christine, who were standing at the edge of the river talking but not yet fishing.

      “I remember Blake and Emma fighting, and how you begged me to go out,” he murmured, his voice low. “I also remember when I thought you were going to die, how I blamed myself for giving in to you.”

      I grabbed his chin with the hand he wasn’t holding and forced him to look at me, giving him a smile. “As if you could have said no to me.”

      “I can’t, you know that,” he said, his voice quiet and full of pain. “That was why I blamed myself.”

      “Forget about the bite and the farmhouse. That’s not what I’m talking about,” I said, wanting to lighten the mood, wanting him to know what I was thinking so we could share this moment. “Remember when you picked me up and pretended you were going to throw me in the water?” He nodded, and his expression eased, a small smile pulling at his lips. “That was the moment I realized I had feelings for you.”

      Kellan’s eyebrows shot up, and for a moment he didn’t react. Then he started chuckling quietly to himself, his shoulders shaking with the force of his laughter. “Seriously?”

      “Yes.” I gave him a little swat, smiling even though heat had rushed to my face. “Why are you laughing? Tell me what you’re thinking.”

      He shoved his hand through his hair, pushing it off his forehead as he shook his head, and to my surprise, his cheeks reddened. “My ego just took a big hit.”

      “What?” I said, laughing harder. “In what way?”

      “Call me an egomaniac, but I thought it was earlier than that. A lot earlier.” He shook his head again as he pulled his hand from mine and turned for the door. Right before he shoved it open, he said, “I guess I misread a lot of moments.”

      “Wait,” I called after him, “tell me what you’re talking about!”

      He ignored me and ducked out the door, and I jumped out as well, hurrying to meet him at the back of the car. The trunk was open, the fishing gear waiting to be retrieved, and Kellan was focused on it when I reached him. He moved to get the rods, but I grabbed his arm to stop him.

      “Hey,” I said, urging him to turn my way.

      When he grinned, the adorable dimple in his left cheek deepened. “What?”

      “Tell me what you mean.”

      Again, Kellan laughed and shook his head, and his cheeks got redder. “There have been a lot of moments over the years when I thought you had ulterior motives, that’s all.”

      “Such as?”

      “Well,” he leaned his hip against the car and crossed his arms, “like when we were watching TV and you rested your head on my shoulder, or when you teased me.”

      “We’ve always teased each other,” I pointed out.

      Kellan’s eyebrows lifted in surprise. “Regan, I’ve always liked you.”

      “No.”

      I suddenly found myself speechless. He’d told me that before, when we first admitted our feelings for one another, but I hadn’t thought he meant always. Not really.

      “Yes.” He uncrossed his arms and grabbed my hips, pulling me against him, his hands holding me in place so I couldn’t wiggle away and his gaze boring into mine. “Even when we were kids. You’d follow Matt and me around, and he’d get so irritated. I’d pretend I was irritated, too, but I wasn’t.”

      “I was so much younger than you,” I said, my voice barely over a whisper as the memories from all those years ago came rushing back. All the teasing comments and looks. Kellan had liked me all the way back then?

      “Three years,” he said. “Not that young. Plus, I used to think about asking you out for real when we were older. Where we’d go on our first date.”

      It had been a while since I’d taken the time to really think about everything I’d lost, but standing with Kellan now, I did, and I also found myself thinking about what would have happened if the virus had never hit. I imagined him picking me up for a date, opening the door for me, getting brave enough to hold my hand. Or kiss me goodnight.

      If that reality had happened instead of this one, we would have gone to the prom together, walked down the halls of our old high school holding hands. We would have had make out sessions in the back seat of his car on weekends, and I could even imagine what our first time sleeping together would have been like in that world. It would have been in his room after school during those few hours of freedom before his parents got home from work. It probably would have been rushed and maybe a little awkward, but it would have been sweet, too, because it was Kellan.

      Maybe we would have gone to the same college, and even gotten married. Maybe one day we would have had a house of our own in Altus and kids. If not for the virus, there would have been a world of opportunity for us, opportunities I couldn’t begin to envision, moments even my imagination couldn’t conjure up. But no matter what, it would still have been Kellan and me. A different world and a different place, but still us, and that was what mattered. Despite everything that had happened and everything we’d lost, one thing hadn’t changed. We’d still ended up together. Almost like it had been written in the stars.

      “What are you thinking?” he asked when I didn’t say anything.

      I pressed my lips against his, and his arms slid around me, holding my body tight against his like he understood exactly what I was trying to say.

      After a few seconds, I broke the kiss and said, “I was thinking that it doesn’t matter how this started or where we end up. The important thing is that we’re together.”

      “We’ll always be together,” he said.

      I closed my eyes and rested my head against his chest, reveling in that reality. Yes, we would always be together.
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      We spent hours fishing. The sun was hot, but there was a shallow area close to where we set up, making it possible to wade into the water and even cool off a little. It was relaxing, being out of the shelter and in nature again, enjoying the sun and friends, and making a new one.

      Christine had been reserved with pretty much everyone but Blake over the last two months—the sparks were undeniable—but I was determined to get to know her.

      “So, your dad was a C-17 pilot?” I asked as I cast my line.

      “He was.” Christine’s already big smile widened. “Just like Blake.”

      “Funny, right?” he said. “Even if this whole thing hadn’t happened, we could have still ended up together.”

      “You are together, then?” I asked even though they didn’t seem to be trying very hard to deny, or hide, anything.

      Blake looked at Christine, who shrugged.

      “We haven’t exactly put a label on it,” she said, “but I think we’re both enjoying one another’s company.”

      “Couldn’t have said it better,” Blake replied.

      His smile was infectious, and my cheeks were aching when I said, “Good for you.”

      “It’s not like the dating pool is very big.” Christine elbowed him playfully. “But I think I got lucky.”

      Blake gave her a little wink. “You might still get lucky if you play your cards right.”

      “I think we can all agree that you’re the lucky one,” Kellan called from where he stood a few feet away, dutifully watching his line for any sign of a bite.

      Blake laughed. “Can’t deny that.”

      It was the first time since he and Emma split up that I could see some of the old Blake. His smile reached his eyes, and his laugh was as carefree as it had been in the early years, before the fighting between him and Emma got bad. It was nice, seeing him on the way to being happy again, and it had me thinking about the vision I’d had of an alternate future where Kellan and I had gotten married and had kids.

      Some of that could still happen, I realized. Marriage wasn’t necessarily a thing of the past—a piece of paper wasn’t essential to commit yourself to someone—and who said we couldn’t have kids? We could have children and a life, and we could build something real, and our kids wouldn’t be alone. There were Emma and Cade, and now Blake and Christine. Then there was Becky and Thomas, and who knew what other couples would pop up one day.

      Kellan reeled in his line and moved closer to where I stood, watching Blake and Christine, my smile practically cutting my face in half.

      “What are you grinning about?” Kellan asked after a moment.

      I shrugged, and as usual, my cheeks warmed. “Nothing.”

      “Something has your brain working.” He looked toward the others, who were laughing as they tried to free a fish from their line so it could join the others we’d caught in the cooler. “Is it them?”

      “And us.”

      “You’re not going to suggest we become swingers, are you? Because I’m not going to lie, I’m not interested in sleeping with anyone but you.”

      I snorted and gave him a playful shove. “No, gross. Blake is like a brother.”

      “Okay, good.” Kellan let out a laugh that shook his shoulders. “What, then?”

      “I was just thinking about the future and what it might be like.”

      He looked from Blake to me like he was trying to decipher my meaning. “You lost me.”

      “Don’t you ever think about what comes next? I mean—”

      I looked to where my fishing line disappeared in the water, suddenly nervous about bringing this up. We’d never talked about the future for real, not like this, and bringing up kids… Was it too soon? We’d been together for less than two months, but it was Kellan and me. We weren’t the same as Blake and Christine. They’d just met. I’d known Kellan forever.

      “Regan,” he said when I didn’t speak again, “tell me what you’re thinking.”

      I ventured a look up and found his intense brown eyes focused on me. “Do you want kids?”

      He blinked, and his expression was unreadable when he said, “That wasn’t what I expected you to say at all.”

      “I mean—” Heat rushed to my face, and I shook my head. “Forget it. It’s stupid.”

      I started to turn away, but he grabbed my arm with his free hand. “It’s not stupid, it’s just not what I expected.”

      “What did you expect?” I couldn’t look at him, so I once again focused on the water.

      “I thought you were going to ask if I wanted to get married.”

      My head jerked up. “You thought I was going to propose to you?”

      “No.” He chuckled again. “I just thought you were thinking about the two of us getting married.”

      I gnawed on my lip, trying to figure out what he was thinking, but he was impossible to get a read on. “It seems kind of silly now, doesn’t it?”

      “Not to me.” Kellan only had one free hand since the other one was holding a fishing rod, but he used it to grab one of my belt loops and pull me closer to him. “I plan on marrying you, Regan. I’ve planned on marrying you since I was fourteen years old.”

      This time when heat flooded my cheeks, it was because his mouth had closed over mine.
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      It had to be getting close to dinnertime when we packed up the fishing gear and headed back to the car. We were laughing and relaxed, even Kellan, who carried the cooler stuffed with fish—something everyone back in the shelter would be thrilled to see. The brush tickled my legs even through my pants as we walked, reminding me of our last hike—the day we’d rescued Harper from Andrew’s men—and how adamant Kellan had been afterward about scouring my body for ticks.

      “We’ll have to do another tick check when we get home,” I said, shooting him a wink.

      “Oh, I know.” His dimples deepened, and his brown eyes flashed with the mischievous look I knew so well. “I’ve been thinking about it all day.”

      “What have I told you two about keeping it PG-13?” Blake grumbled.

      “Hey,” Kellan said, trying to sound innocent and failing miserably, “I’m just looking out for her health. Ticks are serious.”

      At Blake’s side, Christine laughed and elbowed him lightly. “He has a point. I might need some help later, if you’re available.”

      Blake cleared his throat as he pulled his hat lower. “I’ll have to see if I can clear up my schedule.”

      I snorted. “I’m sure you’re just swamped.”

      The brim of his hat cast a shadow across his face, but it couldn’t hide his smile.

      We reached the car and loaded up, putting the fishing gear in the trunk but the cooler in the back. Christine and Blake were going to have to get up close and personal on the ride home, but something told me they weren’t going to care. They hadn’t been overly touchy-feely during the day, but the sidelong glances said it all. There would be lots of touching later.

      Kellan had just slammed the trunk when footsteps scraped against the ground, and on instinct, I pulled my gun as I turned toward the sound. Beside me, Kellan did the same, and even though they were behind me and I couldn’t see them, I had no doubt that Christine and Blake were as ready as we were.

      There was a figure in the distance, a good twenty feet off. Not a zombie, but a man. He was walking toward us—alone, as far as I could tell—heading down the road from who knew where, but I couldn’t imagine where he was coming from or where he’d been since there wasn’t much out this way. Plus, he wasn’t exactly put together.

      His gray hair was long and scraggily, knotted in places and matted like it hadn’t been washed in months. His beard, too, was long, reaching the middle of his chest, and streaked in brown—it was hard to tell if it was dirt or dried blood, but whatever it was, it was thick and had been there for a while. Under the layer of dust, his skin was burnt, blistered in places and peeling away, especially on his scalp, which was visible through the thin fibers still clinging to his head. He looked like he’d been traveling under the hot sun for months—or longer.

      Kellan stepped in front of me, his gun out and ready, and unlike the other times he’d shielded me from zombies, I didn’t try to talk him out of it.

      “You okay?” he called out hesitantly.

      Behind me, Blake whispered to Christine, “Stay back.”

      “Hello?” Kellan called when there was no response.

      The man kept moving, barely lifting his feet when he walked, the bottoms of his worn boots scraping against the pavement and making a scratching sound that seemed louder than a gunshot amidst the silence surrounding us.

      “What the hell?” Blake muttered.

      “I don’t know.” Kellan took a step toward the man. “Sir, are you okay?”

      “Okay,” the man repeated in a raspy voice. “Okay.”

      He was still a good five feet away from us when he stopped and crouched, reminding me of an animal on alert. His knees were wide apart, and his right hand rested on the ground between them, keeping him balanced, while his other hand went to his beard. He pulled at it until wisps of wiry hair broke free and dropped to the ground, all the while staring at us with bloodshot eyes that could only be described as feral. They crackled, and his pupils dilated until the gray irises were barely visible.

      “Do you understand me?” Kellan took a hesitant step.

      His gun was out, as was mine, but neither of us had them up. Blake, too, was armed, but not in a defensive stance, and behind him, Christine looked more confused than scared. I understood, because despite the wild look in the man’s eyes, he didn’t seem like a threat. He was too small, too malnourished, too bony to be a danger to anyone except possibly himself.

      “He’s out of his mind,” Blake murmured behind me.

      At his words, the man tilted his head the way animals did when they were studying you, and the hair on my scalp prickled.

      There was something very wrong with this man.

      “Kellan,” I said, reaching for him, “maybe you should stay back.”

      He ignored me and took another step. “Are you hurt? Is there something we can do to help you?”

      The man bared his teeth seconds before making a move, and when he jumped, Kellan was only three feet away. It caught him off guard, and his gun was still down when the man’s body slammed into his. They went down, the man on top of Kellan when they hit the ground, almost like he really was a wild animal. I let out a scream, and behind me Blake swore, and Christine gasped. I had my gun up, but Kellan and the man were struggling, moving around too much, and the bright rays from the sun were blinding, making getting a good shot impossible. I could hit Kellan.

      “Shit,” Kellan muttered.

      In no time, he managed to gain the upper hand and flipped the man over so he was now on the ground and Kellan was on top. Relief washed over me, but this thing—whatever it was—wasn’t over yet. The crazy man was on his back, being held down, but he was still thrashing. He was also growling like a zombie or an animal, or even a crazy person. That was what he was, I realized. He was mad. Out of his mind. Insane from the sun or starvation, or something else.

      “Stop fighting,” Kellan grunted as he tried to subdue the man. “I don’t want to hurt you. I’m just trying to help.”

      The man growled again, and his head snapped up, and I watched in helpless horror as his teeth sank into Kellan’s forearm.

      He let out a howl of pain and ripped his arm from the man’s jaws. His face and beard were covered in dark red blood, mixing with the brown already streaked through the wiry hair. Kellan had stumbled back, away from the man, and held his arm against his chest, his brown eyes wide with shock as blood dripped onto the sandy ground.

      It all happened so fast—in the blink of an eye—but at the same time seemed to be happening in slow motion, so by the time I moved, I wasn’t sure if a second or an hour had passed.

      “Kellan!” I rushed forward, my free hand reaching for him while the other held my gun. “Are you okay? Blake, help!”

      Behind me Blake said, “Son of a bitch.”

      Before either of us could reach him, the man was on the move, pushing himself up and lunging once again. He didn’t make it far before Kellan’s fist made contact with the crazy guy’s nose, sending him flying back. The crunch of breaking bone was loud, but the guy seemed impervious to pain. He was up again in a second, growling as he moved for Kellan, snapping his teeth like he was trying to get another bite out of him.

      Kellan stumbled farther back, giving me a clear shot, but I hesitated, unsure if killing him was necessary. He was crazy, he’d taken a bite out of Kellan, but did that mean putting a bullet in his head was justified? How dangerous was he, really?

      I was still trying to decide what to do when the man turned on me. He was crawling, scrambling to get to his feet, growling like a wild dog, but he only made it a foot before a gunshot rang through the air. My entire body jerked like I was the one who’d been shot, and in front of me, the man dropped to the ground.

      “Holy shit,” Blake said.

      Behind the now lifeless man, Kellan stood with his gun still raised and his eyes focused on the motionless body. His shoulders heaved as blood ran down his arm and dripped onto the ground. It was the sight of the blood that finally snapped me out of it.

      “Kellan!” I rushed to his side and urged the gun from his hand. “Let me see it.”

      He swore under his breath when I touched the bite. “Bastard. I didn’t think he was a threat.”

      “Neither did I,” I said as I studied the wound.

      “Man, he got you good,” Blake said, coming up beside me.

      The bite was on Kellan’s forearm and it was deep, as deep as my own bite had been. Thankfully, the man had just been crazy and not—

      A chill shot down my spine, and I looked up, my gaze moving from Kellan to Blake. “You don’t think he was infected, do you?”

      “What?” Blake asked.

      Kellan shook his head. “No. He was just nuts.”

      “But, I mean—” I stammered over my words because my heart was pounding harder than it had even when the man lunged. “There are so many strains now. Maybe he was infected. Maybe he just hadn’t died yet. It’s possible, right?”

      “Look at him, Regan.” Kellan nodded to the body. “He wasn’t.”

      “He talked to us,” Blake piped in. “He didn’t have any of the other symptoms. He was just out of his mind.”

      I tried to cling to their words, but the bite on Kellan’s arm was too fresh and the fear clawing at me too huge.

      I looked back to where Christine stood, staring at us with wide, unblinking eyes.

      “He wasn’t infected,” she said, as if knowing I was looking for reassurance. “He was just nuts.”

      It didn’t help.

      Kellan, on the other hand, didn’t act the least bit concerned. If anything, he just looked pissed off as he ripped his shirt over his head. “Help me tie this around the bite.”

      I obeyed, taking the shirt and wrapping it around his arm while Blake went to check on Christine. She probably needed it even if she wasn’t the one who’d been attacked. She acted like she was in shock.

      “We can’t do stupid stuff like this again,” I told Kellan. “Got it? Just because we decided we need to open ourselves to the world more, doesn’t mean we take stupid risks.”

      “You’re preaching to the choir.” Kellan winced when I wrapped the shirt around his arm, tying it as best as I could. “Shit, that hurts.”

      I gave him a crooked smile. “You’re preaching to the choir.”

      Kellan ran his thumb over the bite on my arm. “It’s healed pretty nicely.”

      “Thankfully.” My gaze moved to the man, and when the fear hit me again, I threw my arms around Kellan. “Don’t scare me like that again.”

      “I won’t,” he said against the side of my head. “I promise.”
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      When the shelter came into view, Kellan slowed the sedan and let out a low whistle. For the first time in weeks, a decent size horde had gathered outside the fence. There weren’t as many as there were right after the new people moved into the shelter, but it was still more than we’d been seeing lately.

      “What the hell?” I said.

      “I thought we were over this,” Kellan muttered.

      “We’re not going to be able to get that gate open without resistance,” Blake said from the back.

      He was right. There were at least fourteen zombies and just four of us—and Kellan wasn’t exactly at his best right now. The second one of us got out of the car, the zombies would be on us. Already, a handful were staggering our way, the goats and other animals forgotten.

      Realizing he was drawing them toward us, Kellan killed the engine.

      “What do we do?” I asked, keeping my voice low since the windows were open.

      In the driver’s seat, Kellan was rolling his window up, leaving only a crack. With as hot as it was and no air conditioner, we couldn’t shut it completely, not that the dead couldn’t get to us through my window. It had broken in the open position years ago, and now more than ever I found myself wishing I could roll it up.

      “We’re going to have to fight,” Kellan said, answering my question.

      He was nuts.

      I turned to face him, feeling like my eyes were about to pop out of my head. “The four of us against all those zombies?”

      “Nope.” Kellan nodded to the shelter and I turned to find the door open and our friends spilling out.

      Cade and Bill led the way, but Ernie and Diane were right behind them, followed by Emma and Scott, as well as a few others. They were all armed and ready, all heading for the gate.

      Kellan put his hand through the small crack he’d left when he rolled up his window and gave our friends a thumbs up.

      “Get ready,” he said, pulling his knife.

      I let out a deep breath as I slid my own weapon from its resting place on my hip.

      The fence rattled when our friends slammed their hands and knives against it, drawing the attention of the dead who’d started heading our way. My open window made me utterly exposed, and seeing the zombies head back was a relief.

      We watched from the car, holding our breath and not moving while the people inside the fence got to work on the horde, stabbing them through the chain link. This was the first time I’d seen our normal routine from the outside, and it struck me how slow the process was as I watched Emma beat her palm against the fence and call out to the dead, trying to grab their attention.

      Whether it was the four of us in the car or the bodies littering the ground, or even the fact that these zombies were infected with a newer strain, giving them the ability to process thought better, most of the dead weren’t taking the bait. They were keeping their distance, standing at least six feet from the fence, growling and pacing, but refusing to get too close.

      “It’s not working this time,” Kellan muttered.

      I said nothing but watched as the group inside the fence gave up and moved to the gate.

      “You ready?” Blake asked, and I didn’t respond because I instinctively knew he was talking to Christine.

      “I’m good,” she responded.

      I turned to face Kellan. “How’s that arm?”

      “Hurts like hell, but it isn’t anything that’s going to stop me from kicking some zombie ass.”

      Blake slapped him on the shoulder. “Good man.”

      “Just be careful,” I said. “If you think you can’t handle it, ask for help. Got it?”

      “I promise,” he said, his tone solemn.

      “The gate’s open.” Blake shoved the back door open. “Let’s do this!”

      We scurried out of the car and moved to join our friends. There were still six zombies up and more than enough of us to take care of them, but with Kellan’s injury, I felt like we were facing a much bigger threat, and it made me sweat even more than the sun pounding down on us.

      I kept close to his side instead of going for a zombie myself, ready to help if he needed it. It wasn’t a surprise that the injury didn’t hold him back. When he slammed his foot into the leg of the first zombie he reached, it gave with a crack, sending the creature to the ground. The thing reached up, trying to get Kellan while also struggling to get to his feet, but his efforts were cut short when a blade found its home in the zombie’s skull, and the creature went still.

      The thing had barely stopped moving when Cade slammed his knife into the skull of the last zombie, and it went down, putting an end to the fight. Thankfully. The shirt wrapped around Kellan’s arm had come loose during his fight with the dead man, and blood was now dripping down his arm. We needed to get it taken care of as soon as possible.

      “Cade,” I called, “we’re going to need you.”

      He shoved his knife in its sheath and headed our way, his focus already on Kellan’s arm. “Let me get a look at it.”

      Bill moved to Christine’s side, an expression of concern on his face. “Are you okay?”

      “Fine,” his daughter said, nodding her head in our direction. “It’s not me. It’s Kellan.”

      “It’s nothing.” He waved her off with his uninjured arm.

      “It’s not nothing.” I gave him a stern look as I untied the shirt. “It could get infected.”

      When I removed the shirt, revealing the bite, Cade took a step back. “Holy shit.”

      Before anyone had time to react, Ernie raised his gun and aimed it at Kellan’s head. “He’s been bitten.”
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      Cade was the first to move, putting himself between Kellan and the gun. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “Are you blind? He’s infected!” Ernie took a step closer to Cade, his gun still up and the same cold expression I’d seen in his eyes the day he held a gun on me.

      I moved to Cade’s side, my hands out in front of me, trying to calm the other man. “Put the gun down. It’s not a zombie bite.”

      “You think I’m a fool?” Ernie spit the words out like he was trying to expel a mouthful of poison.

      “I was there,” Blake called. “The guy wasn’t infected. He was just out of his mind.”

      Christine was clinging to her dad’s arm. “It’s true! I saw him, too.”

      “You all may be willing to take a chance like that,” Ernie said, “but I’m not.”

      “Son of a bitch.” Bill swiped his hand over his bald head, his gaze sweeping from person to person like he was trying to figure out how to defuse the situation. “Put the damn gun down.”

      “What are you thinking?” Diane chimed in.

      “I’m thinking about keeping everyone safe. If he’s infected and he goes into the shelter, he could kill everyone.”

      “First of all,” Kellan pushed his way past Cade and me, ignoring my attempt to grab his arm, “it wasn’t a zombie. It was some crazy guy. Secondly,” he took a step closer to Ernie, his hands up in a gesture that indicated he wasn’t a threat, “even if it was, we all know people can be immune. Shooting me would be premature.”

      “The odds are against you, my friend,” Ernie said.

      Behind his taped glasses, his eyes flashed, but it wasn’t fear. It was more like…satisfaction. Like he was happy to find Kellan in this position.

      “Put the gun down,” I snapped.

      Ernie didn’t look my way when he moved, and this time when he stopped, the gun was less than six inches from Kellan’s head.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Bill growled.

      “Ernie!” Christine cried, while behind her, Diane called out, “That’s enough!”

      “He could kill us all!”

      I moved, shoving my way between Kellan and the gun so the cold steel was pressed against my forehead. “We have a holding cell!”

      Ernie blinked, but said nothing.

      My hands were still out in front of me, and slowly I reached up. “You don’t need to worry because we have a holding cell. Kellan can stay there until we know for sure he isn’t infected.”

      Ernie’s gaze moved past me, but the hard light in his eyes didn’t fade. He wanted to shoot Kellan, I realized. Maybe not murder him, necessarily, but he wanted a reason to get rid of Kellan for good.

      He wasn’t going to get the chance.

      Ernie’s focus was still on Kellan when I snatched the gun from his hand, and he stumbled back like I’d hit him. His mouth fell open in shock, but he’d barely had time to do or say anything when Kellan stepped around me and slammed his fist into Ernie’s face.

      The guy dropped to the ground, and his glasses went flying. The tape was apparently no match for Kellan’s punch, because they were now in two pieces, lying nearly a foot from one another. Hopefully, for his sake, we had more tape.

      “Shit.” Ernie grabbed the side of his face, which was red and already starting to swell.

      Kellan knelt in front of him, getting close enough that Ernie was able to hear his words even though they were low. “The next time you pull a gun on someone in this group, the consequences are going to be a lot worse.” His tone was menacing. “We have enough bullshit going on without having to worry about our own people. Do you understand?”

      Ernie looked up, his gaze moving from Bill to Diane, and then over everyone else standing around him. The dead we’d just taken out were slowly baking in the sun as flies buzzed in circles over their bodies, and everyone was staring at Ernie like he was the enemy. That was how it felt, too. Like he was against us. Maybe he’d always been against us, and Bill was just too blind to see him for what he really was.

      I grabbed Kellan’s arm and urged him to stand. “Let’s get you inside so Cade can look at that bite.”

      He stood with little resistance, but he didn’t look away from Ernie, who was still sitting on the ground. I couldn’t read the other man’s expression, but it sure as hell wasn’t friendly.

      “I’ll take care of the bodies,” Bill said as we passed him.

      Kellan paused long enough to nod. “Thank you.”

      Bill patted him on the shoulder. “Just take care of yourself.”

      My heart was pounding as hard as the thump of our feet against the stairs when Cade, Kellan, and I headed inside. I wanted to go back up there and kick Ernie in the balls, but that would only make things worse. Hopefully, after this, Bill would be willing to step in and take care of the situation before things really got out of hand.

      When we reached the industrial level, Kellan headed for the holding cell.

      I stopped walking. “What are you doing?”

      “We told Ernie we had a holding cell.”

      He stopped outside the closed door and typed the code into the keypad. The red light went out and a green light flashed on, and the door clicked open.

      At my side, Cade looked as unsure as I felt.

      “This isn’t really necessary, man,” he said. “I know you wouldn’t put anyone at risk. Plus, you have three people backing you up. If you say it was a crazy guy, I believe you.”

      “This isn’t just about you.” Kellan pulled the door open and went in.

      He flipped a switch, and light flooded the small room, and I watched in silence as he took a seat on the bed, remembering the day Harper showed up and how we’d locked her in here. Kellan hadn’t wanted her here, and I’d known it, but we’d taken a vote, and he’d lost. But he’d insisted we lock her up until we knew if we could trust her, and even though I’d agreed, I’d hated the idea of leaving her in this tiny cell overnight. Even worse, she’d stayed here for almost a week, sleeping in the locked room even after we’d come to realize she wasn’t a threat.

      I’d hated having to do that to her, but seeing Kellan here felt even more ominous, and so wrong. Kellan was more than our leader; he was the glue holding us together.

      Cade shook his head like he didn’t agree, but he moved to Kellan’s side anyway. “I still don’t think this is necessary, but if you’re sure.”

      “I’m sure.” Kellan held his arm out.

      “Damn,” Cade said in a low voice as he inspected the bite. “He really sank his teeth into you.”

      “No shit,” Kellan muttered.

      I moved then, heading into the room so I could take a seat at Kellan’s side, and almost absentmindedly, he put his free hand on my knee.

      “It looks bad,” I said, studying the bite again.

      “Well,” Cade got to his feet, “the good news is you won’t become a flesh-eating monster from it. The not so great news is that it could get really infected if you’re not careful. I’ll head down to the clinic and grab some supplies, but you’re going to have to make sure to keep it clean.”

      “No worries.” Kellan gave my knee a little squeeze. “I have my own private nurse.”

      Cade shook his head as he turned away. “I don’t need to hear about your sex life, man.”

      Kellan only chuckled.

      When we were alone, I turned to face him. “What are we going to do about Ernie?”

      “Let Bill take care of it.”

      “Seriously? He hasn’t been very willing to do anything so far.”

      “I could step in, but it would only make things worse right now. The guy doesn’t like me. Maybe it really is the age thing, or maybe has to do with the color of my skin. I don’t know.”

      I hadn’t thought about the guy being a racist ass, but maybe Kellan was on to something. Although, Bill wasn’t white…

      “Bill’s black.”

      Kellan gave a small shrug. “He could just hate Indians. Either way, I’m staying out of it until absolutely necessary. The harder I push, the harder he’s going to push back.”

      “I was terrified when he pulled that gun on you.” I moved closer so I could kiss him.

      He leaned his forehead against mine. “I was terrified when you decided to be a moron and step between me and the gun.”

      “You think I’d just stand back and do nothing while he shot you?”

      “So the alternative is getting shot yourself?” Kellan asked, and even though he was working hard to keep his voice light, there was a slight tremor behind his words.

      “I just knew I couldn’t watch that happen and do nothing.”

      “Just don’t ever do anything like that again. Understand?”

      “I’m not promising anything,” I said.

      Kellan was shaking his head, but the sound of feet pounding on the stairs stopped him from saying anything else.

      We turned toward the door as people filed past. Christine had the cooler, and she was talking quietly to Diane as they passed, not even seeming to notice us, but Emma and Blake stopped just outside the open door.

      Emma frowned when she looked at the bite. “You okay?”

      “Yeah,” Kellan said. “It’ll be fine as long as I keep it clean.”

      “What happened to Ernie?” I asked.

      “Went with Bill to get rid of the bodies.” Blake crossed his arms, shaking his head as he did. “That was messed up. What the hell was that guy thinking?”

      “He was thinking he finally had an excuse to get rid of me,” Kellan said.

      “We might have another Laurie on our hands,” Blake said.

      He and Emma moved aside when Cade came back, and we all watched in silence as he cleaned the wound and bandaged it. Kellan hissed a few times and his lips scrunched up, but for the most part he stayed silent during the whole thing. I knew firsthand how much it had to hurt, though. I’d been here. Twice.

      When he was done, Cade sat back but didn’t stand. “How long do you intend to stay in here?”

      “Overnight should do it.” Kellan rubbed the area above the now bandaged wound. “Just until I can prove to everyone I’m not showing symptoms.”

      “This is idiotic,” Blake muttered. “I was there. I saw the asshole. He wasn’t infected.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” Kellan said. “If it puts everyone at ease, it’s worth it.”

      “Don’t do this just to satisfy that prick,” Emma said. “He doesn’t speak for everyone.”

      “Just because he was the only to speak up doesn’t mean other people wouldn’t be thinking the same thing. I want to show them I’m a team player.” Kellan pressed his lips together, hesitating before saying, “Especially because I have a feeling Ernie isn’t going to settle down any time soon.”

      “You really think he’s going to try to push you after what just happened?” Cade asked. “No one seemed to be on his side.”

      “I think he believes he’s better suited to give orders. Hell, from what I’ve seen this past week, he was definitely the one calling most of the shots back in the hangar. Bill’s a laid-back guy, and despite the fact that he brought everyone together, I don’t think he would have cared in the least if someone else stepped up and made the decisions.”

      “Yeah,” I said, “I think you’re right.”

      “What happens if it comes down to that?” Emma looked from Kellan to me to Blake, and then to Cade. “We all know we can’t kick someone out of the shelter, especially someone who might hold a grudge. Even if he doesn’t have the code, there’s nothing stopping him from coming back. Maybe even with reinforcements.”

      Silence settled over the room.

      She was right. It would be like Laurie all over again, and that was a risk we couldn’t take. But the alternative was killing Ernie, and just because he didn’t want to play nice didn’t mean he deserved to be put to death.

      Kellan exhaled. “That’s something we’ll have to work out if the time comes. For now, I’m just going to hope Bill is willing to step up and lay down the law.”

      Everyone nodded, but I could tell that, like me, the weight of what could happen was already weighing on them. I didn’t like the idea of having to be judge, jury, and executioner, but I also knew the reality of this new world. There was a chance Ernie wouldn’t give us a choice, and when that time came, we were going to have to make some very hard decisions.

      The others left, leaving Kellan and me alone in the holding cell. The door wasn’t shut, and I wasn’t about to bring it up, because in my mind there was no reason for this to happen. Three other people had witnessed the attack, and we all knew that man had been crazy, not infected. Still, I got why Kellan was doing this, and if he was determined, then I was going to support him.

      I also had no intention of leaving him alone in this cold cell.

      “Kind of feels like karma after locking Harper in here,” Kellan said.

      “You did what you thought was right, just like you always do.” I laced my fingers through his, staring out our entwined hands. Compared to his brown skin, my looked pale, especially under the harsh lights in the cell. “That’s why you’re a good leader. You don’t just think about yourself when you make decisions.”

      “No.” He lifted my hand to his lips and kissed it, grinning at me over our entwined fingers. “I think about you, and then I think about everyone else. I’m not nearly as selfless as you want to believe I am.”

      “You’re more selfless than most people. I know that.”

      “If you say so,” he replied.

      We stopped talking when the pounding of feet on the stairs echoed through the cement hall. I held my breath, knowing it was going to be Bill and Ernie and anticipating a confrontation. I still wanted to punch the asshole. My blood boiled just thinking about the way he’d pulled a gun on Kellan.

      The men appeared at the bottom of the stairs, just visible through the open doorway. They were talking quietly, Bill’s expression serious. I could only see the back of Ernie’s head, but he was nodding. Hopefully, he was agreeing to stop being such a prick.

      They stood there for a second before Bill looked up, and when his eyes met mine, he startled. “Hey.”

      “Hey, yourself,” Kellan said.

      Ernie turned—he’d managed to piece his glasses back together somehow—and like Bill, he seemed shocked to find us sitting there. “You’re in the holding cell.”

      I had to bite back a smart-ass comment about how observant he was.

      “I want to do whatever’s best for the group,” Kellan said. “If it eases everyone’s worry for me to spend the night in here, I’m okay with it.”

      Ernie frowned, but only for a second, and then his expression eased. “Look, about what happened up there. I may have gotten carried away. I just—” His gaze moved to the floor. “I got scared, okay?”

      “That’s a totally normal reaction,” Kellan said, but his voice was cold. Like me, he wasn’t buying Ernie’s penitent attitude. “Next time, though, you should take a couple deep breaths before you decide to pull a gun.”

      The other man’s mouth scrunched up, and he didn’t lift his gaze from the floor when he nodded.

      “I hope there are no hard feelings,” Bill said.

      “No real harm done,” Kellan replied.

      I said nothing.

      Ernie looked up, and when his eyes narrowed on me, he frowned. “You’re not planning to stay here with him, are you?”

      “I’m not leaving him alone in a cell just because you’re scared,” I snapped.

      Behind his taped—and now crooked—frames, his eyes rolled. “Don’t you think that’s a big risk to take?”

      “First of all, no, because I was there and saw the guy. Secondly, I’m immune, so if he turns, I’m going to be okay.”

      “Assuming you can fight him off,” Ernie grumbled under his breath.

      Bill exhaled, and the next words out of his mouth pushed away any hope I’d had about him laying down the law. “I’m going to head down and see if Jessica needs any help cooking up that fish. I’ll be sure you two get some when it’s ready.”

      “Thanks, Bill,” Kellan said.

      “Sure thing.”

      Bill headed down the hall with Ernie trailing after him.

      Kellan and I stayed silent until they were out of sight.

      “You didn’t buy that, did you?” I asked.

      “No,” Kellan said, “but it could mean he’s decided to try to get along with everyone.”

      I thought he was being overly optimistic but said nothing. Only time would tell.
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      It was early when Cade showed up at the holding cell to let us out, and the industrial hall was quiet, the lights dimmed the way they usually were overnight. Behind him stood Ernie and Scott, silently watching as he checked Kellan’s wound, took his temperature, and looked him over for any other symptoms. There were none, of course.

      “You feeling okay?” Cade asked once he’d done his exam.

      “The bite hurts like hell, and my neck is a little sore thanks to this bed hog,” Kellan jerked his head toward me, “but that’s it.”

      Cade got to his feet, turning to face the two men in the hall. “He looks good. His fever is normal, not too high and not too low, and he isn’t showing any signs of lethargy. He ate everything we brought him.” Cade motioned to the plate from last night, sitting on the floor beside the bed. “His appetite hasn’t changed. He doesn’t check any of the boxes, so in my medical opinion, I’d say he’s okay.”

      Scott nodded, his expression unreadable. “Sounds good.”

      Next to him, Ernie’s mouth pressed into a frown.

      “So I’m okay to get out of here?” Kellan asked.

      Cade didn’t look at the other men when he said, “Yup.”

      “Good.” Kellan stood, pulling me with him.

      Ernie’s cold eyes followed us as we passed, and my scalp prickled despite myself. The guy wasn’t happy with the outcome, but we’d have to wait and see what he’d do about it. Hopefully, he decided to embrace the comfort we’d given him by allowing him into the shelter and fall in line.

      It was still early, so it wasn’t a surprise to find the common area nearly empty. Only Bill was present, reading a book with little Tiana curled up at his side, her head resting on his shoulder.

      He lowered the book when he saw us and smiled. “Glad to see you.”

      “Glad to be out of that room,” Kellan replied.

      “Sorry that had to happen, but you’re a good man for putting up with it.”

      Kellan paused, my hand still in his, before saying, “I get it, I do, and I want everyone to be comfortable, but that means we shouldn’t have to worry about someone pulling a gun on us.”

      “Ernie and I talked, and he knows he overreacted.” Bill’s voice was level and unconcerned. “He’s just used to calling most of the shots, and this is going to take some adjustment, but he’s a team player. I promise. You’ll see.”

      “I’m trusting you on this, Bill,” Kellan replied. “The last thing I want is for any of us to be in danger.”

      “I know.” Bill looked at Tiana, his expression serious. “If he causes more problems, we’ll talk about it again. But for now, I have to take him at his word, and he’s assured me it won’t happen again.”

      Kellan let out a long sigh. “Okay.”

      Bill gave us a tight smile before turning back to the book.

      We moved on, heading down the stairs side by side, our steps pounding through the empty halls.

      “You think it’s going to be okay?” I asked as we passed the clinic and classroom.

      “No.”

      Kellan’s bluntness surprised me, which was something that rarely happened.

      “Really?”

      “It could be weeks, maybe months, but I think eventually Ernie is going to cross a line, and we’re going to have a tough decision to make. But I doubt Bill will be in on it.”

      “You really think he’ll bow out and leave it up to us?”

      “I do.” When we reached our floor, Kellan paused outside our door and turned to face me. “I don’t blame him for not wanting to be the bad guy, I even get it. I don’t like having to kill people, and I sure as hell never thought I’d have to do it, but I’d rather be involved in the process than have to live with a decision I didn’t agree with. You know what I mean?”

      “I do,” I said quietly.

      Kellan’s expression was serious, reminding me of how he acted when we left the shelter, almost like he’d flipped that little switch in his head so he could deal with this Ernie situation.

      I lifted myself up on my toes and kissed him. “Let’s take a shower.”

      Like magic, the switch flipped again, and his brown eyes lit up. “That’s an offer I’d never refuse.”

      He kissed my neck while fumbling with the doorknob, and I let out a giggle. Seconds later, we were stumbling into our condo, our lips locked, our hands already working on our clothes.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I was in the process of pulling my damp hair back into a ponytail, my fingers moving through it to work out any knots and smooth it down, when Kellan and I stepped into the hallway later that morning. Cade was coming down the stairs, his steps fast and the serious expression on his face telling us something wasn’t right before he’d even opened his mouth.

      He came to a stop a foot in front of us, panting. “There are at least twice as many as there were earlier.”

      “Zombies?” Kellan was already moving for the stairs.

      “Yeah,” Cade huffed out, turning so he could head back up.

      No longer caring about how it looked, I slid the ponytail holder over the chunk of hair in my hand and twisted it, making sure it was secure before taking off after them.

      The three of us charged up the stairs like a pack of wild dogs was hot on our trail. When we passed through the common room, the tension was palpable, but I didn’t let it slow me down. Up in the industrial hall, several people had gathered outside the control room. They moved aside at our approach, and inside, we found Bill and Blake staring at the screens, while behind them Emma stood gnawing on her bottom lip, her brown eyes swimming with worry.

      “How many?” Kellan asked when he stopped next to Blake.

      “Forty.” Blake panned the camera around, giving us a better look at what was happening on the surface. “Maybe more. They’ve been stumbling in every few minutes. It’s crazy, man. Scott and Ernie went out this morning to do some hunting, and there was only one. This has all been in the last few hours.”

      Behind the horde, a good distance from the fence, sat the yellow truck. There were a few zombies surrounding it, but most were still trying to get to the goats. Scott and Ernie must have turned the engine off as soon as they saw the horde.

      “Damn.” Kellan blew out a long breath, his body as tense as it had been those first few days after Bill’s people arrived. “This makes me nervous.”

      “As it should.” Bill tapped his index finger against one of the bottom screens. “Especially with the way that fence is wobbling.”

      He was right. The onslaught of zombies two months ago had taken a toll on the fence, and under the weight of this new horde, the metal looked like it was struggling to stay up.

      “We can’t wait,” I said. “We need to get out there right now and take care of it before that fence gives.”

      “You don’t think it’s Andrew, do you?” Cade asked, looking back and forth between Kellan and Bill. “We let our guard down when the zombies stopped coming, but this new horde… Maybe he hasn’t forgotten us. Maybe he dragged them here hoping they’ll destroy the fence.”

      “I don’t see what that would do.” Kellan shook his head, frowning. “He still wouldn’t get into the shelter, and if he wanted to destroy the fence, he could drive a truck through it. Plus, it’s been two months. We’ve been up there nearly every day taking care of the goats, and we’ve gone out to hunt and fish. He could have hit us other times. This has to be something else.”

      “Either way,” Bill turned his back to the screens and looked the group over, “we need to get people armed and up there before that fence gives. The sooner, the better.”

      “I’ll get the others,” Diane, who was in the hall, called before running off.

      It didn’t take long for everyone to gather in the hallway outside the control room, and once we were all there, we headed up. Despite the hordes from weeks ago, nothing about this felt routine, and on the plus side, I was getting plenty of practice killing zombies, which was something I’d been pushing for years. Even better, Kellan had stopped nagging me to stay behind.

      When we reached the surface, the combined sounds of the goats bleating, the dead moaning, and the rattle of the fence greeted us. The morning was sweltering and bright, the sun beating down like it was trying to scorch the very ground we stood on. It was days like this that made me feel bad for everyone living in the nearby settlements. With no electricity, there was no way for them to cool off, and when the temperature exceeded a hundred degrees, it wasn’t uncommon for people to die of heatstroke. The elderly, especially, were susceptible.

      The truck was still sitting a good thirty feet away, and the doors stayed shut as we headed for the fence. We started our normal routine of stabbing the zombies through the holes in the chain link, but it wasn’t long before I realized we were going to have go out sooner than usual. Not only were more of the dead hanging back, but the bodies soon began to pile up, making it difficult for the remaining zombies to get close.

      “We need to go out,” I called over the frenzied moans of the dead.

      Kellan swore and shook his head even though he was already moving to the gate, and the rest of our group—panting from exertion—looked even less enthusiastic at the prospect.

      My clothes clung to my slick skin as if holding on for dear life, and I lifted my shirt, peeling the fabric from my stomach in a futile attempt to cool off. It did nothing, though, because the air was too hot and the sun too bright. There would be no relief until we were back inside and wrapped in the cool, manufactured air of the shelter.

      “Get ready,” Kellan called.

      The rattle of metal on metal clinked through the air as he pulled the chain free, and outside the fence, the dead were already on the move. Kellan shoved the gate open and rushed out, with Bill and Cade and Blake right on his heels, and the rest of us followed, armed and ready.

      Finally, the men in the truck climbed out, and to my relief—and a little surprise—they jogged over to join us. The sun glinted off Ernie’s lenses, making it impossible to see his eyes, but I remembered the cold way he’d stared at us this morning, and the animosity I felt toward him bubbled up. I worked hard to push it down, though, and focused instead on the dead.

      Kellan slammed his knife into the head of a zombie, while all around me people grunted and the dead moaned. A few dots of red showed through the bandage on his forearm, and my heart beat harder when I thought about the bite. It wasn’t the type of bite that would kill him, but it was an all too real reminder of the danger he was facing right now.

      These zombies were fresh, and fast, and they had reflexes that allowed them to respond better, to move out of the way, and even charge faster. Their milky eyes seemed to study our movements, analyzing the situation and searching for a way to take us out, and it was unnerving enough to have me rattled.

      “This is a pretty advanced strain!” I called as I ducked under the swinging arm of a zombie, moving so I was behind him.

      He growled and tried to turn, but I slammed my shoulder into his back, sending him stumbling forward. His feet tripped over a body, and he fell, landing on his stomach and giving me the perfect chance to pounce. I threw myself on top of his decaying back, sitting on my knees as he squirmed, and shoved the blade of my knife through the back of his neck and up into his brain.

      “Yeah,” Kellan replied between pants.

      He ripped his blade out of a zombie’s head as I did the same with the one under me, and we both turned to face the rest of our group. Only three zombies were still on their feet, but before we’d even had a chance to move to help, they were down and we were left standing amongst the rotting corpses, gasping for breath and drenched in sweat.

      Behind me, Bill let out a low whistle. “That’s not good.”

      I turned to find the fence bowed in, a huge section of it leaning at a forty-five-degree angle.

      “Shit,” Kellan muttered. “Even a few zombies could destroy the fence now.”

      “We’re going to have to fix it,” Cade said.

      “Which means making a run into Altus as soon as possible.” Kellan turned his back to the fence and scanned the bodies littering the ground. “This could buy us some time.”

      “How’s that?” Ernie asked in a tone that dripped with both doubt and bitterness.

      “In Altus, they line the bodies up outside the gate to deter hordes, and it seems to be working,” Kellan replied without even looking the other man’s way. “So, in theory, if we leave these bodies here until we can get the supplies to reinforce the fence, it could keep the dead away.”

      “Or at least encourage them to go to another part of the fence,” I piped in. “A section that’s not quite as weak.”

      “Yeah.” Bill was nodding, his gaze moving over the dead as well. “Wouldn’t want to keep them here for long, though. It could attract other animals.”

      Kellan’s gaze moved back to the fence, or more specifically, to the gap under it. “Yeah.”

      With the chain link bowed forward, the bottom had lifted several inches off the ground, leaving an opening. It wasn’t big enough to worry about the goats getting out, but it was possible an animal could sneak under. A coyote, especially, which would leave our animals vulnerable, and us in turn.

      “We’ll need to take the truck.” Kellan looked around before focusing on Bill. “And we should get a decent sized group together in case we run into trouble.”

      Bill nodded as he studied the fence. “If we’re headed out anyway, I’d like to swing by the base.”

      “I understand,” Kellan said, “but with that fence leaning the way it is, I’d hate to be out too long.”

      “I get that,” Bill said in a slow, calculated tone, his gaze moving from the fence to the shelter. “This is important, Kellan. It’s been two months since the fire, and we need to see what’s left. My people lost everything that night.”

      I thought about the pictures and other memorabilia I’d seen in the C-17. Pictures of long-dead loved ones, parents some of these kids couldn’t even remember, and it pulled at my heart, especially when I tried to conjure up an image of my own family, because I wasn’t sure if what I came up with was accurate. Bill was right. If some of the pictures had managed to survive the fire, we needed to do everything in our power to get them back before it was too late. There was so little left to cling to in this world.

      Bill pressed his mouth into a tight line, and I could tell he was trying to figure out a way to convince Kellan. Thankfully, I knew exactly what to say.

      “If we’re going out, we should hit up the Altus settlement, too. See if anyone has any news about Andrew and his men. Find out if people are still going missing or if there are any other rumors.” I pinned Kellan with a serious look. “That’s where we heard about him the first time, and if he’s still around, odds are we’ll find out in Altus. If we’re already going that way, it makes sense to stop by the base, too.”

      Kellan’s mouth turned down. “You’re talking about a two-day trip. I don’t know if the fence has that long.”

      “We just have to reinforce it temporarily until we get back.” I waved to the cars parked next to the small surface shelter. “If we pull the sedan right up against the fence, it won’t bow anymore while we’re gone. That should buy us some time.”

      Kellan let out a deep breath, his focus on the fence as he thought it through. Beside him, Bill shot me a grateful look, and I returned it with a smile.

      Finally, Kellan nodded. “Okay. Although I don’t know where we’re going to sleep in Altus. You know how that place is.”

      “I have a buddy.” Bill slapped Kellan on the shoulder as he headed for the gate. “He has a place we can crash in. We’ll have to sleep on the floor, but it’s better than nothing.”

      “Okay, then,” Kellan said as he followed Bill.

      “Where do we look for supplies to repair the fence?” I asked, hurrying after him.

      The others had begun retreating to the relative safety of the fence, ready to get cleaned up, no doubt. Scott and Ernie were the only ones walking away from the shelter, instead heading to where they’d left the truck.

      Ernie paused before getting far, though, and turned. “We can try Atwoods. I worked there once upon a time, and they had all the supplies necessary for something like this,” he said, referring to the old farm and ranch supply store.

      That must have been where he had the “kid” boss he disliked so much.

      Kellan’s frown deepened as he met the other man’s gaze. “The store’s pretty beat up, but odds are, the stuff is still sitting there.”

      “It’s a good bet,” Bill said, “but if that doesn’t turn up anything, we can probably find some stuff on base.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Kellan said slowly, as if choosing his words carefully. “Who do we take?”

      “Scott and I are happy to tag along,” Ernie said before Bill could reply.

      I cringed, not even trying to hide it, and Ernie frowned. Behind him, Scott stood silently, his expression as unreadable as ever.

      “That’s a thought.” Kellan nodded to the truck. “Why don’t you pull the truck in and we can talk it through?”

      Ernie’s expression said he knew Kellan was trying to put him off, but he didn’t say anything before turning away. The three of us watched in silence as he and Scott continued their trek to the truck.

      Once they were safely out of earshot, Kellan turned to Bill. “I don’t know if that’s such a good idea.”

      Bill lifted his hands. “He’s my go-to guy. Always has been. I know you have doubts about Ernie, but I’m telling you we talked this out. Plus, I want to give him a chance to prove himself. To show you he can be a team player.”

      Kellan blew out a long breath, and all three of us watched as the truck pulled through the still open gate and parked next to the other vehicles.

      “Okay, but I want Blake with us, too,” Kellan said, relenting. “I know you trust Ernie, but I’d be more comfortable knowing I have someone else to watch my back.”

      “Point taken.” Bill paused for a moment before saying, “I think I’ll bring Christine along, too.”

      Despite my irritation at the idea of Ernie joining us, I had to bite back a smile.

      Kellan, as usual, had a one-track mind and didn’t seem to remember the sparks between Bill’s daughter and Blake. “Can you get the sedan moved to the fence?”

      “I’ll get on it and talk to Scott and Ernie,” Bill said, veering away from the shelter and heading for the cars.

      The rest of our group had already disappeared into the shelter, but I grabbed Kellan’s arm before he could follow them. “You know I want to go.”

      “I thought you might.” He gave me a crooked smile, and despite nearly two months of us being together, my heart beat faster. “And I suppose I can’t talk you out of it?”

      “Have you ever been able to?”

      “Nope.” He grabbed my hips and pulled me against him. “I wish you’d listen to reason, though.”

      “There’s no reason for me to stay here, and you know it. Andrew is long gone, and I’m tired of being cooped up.” I looked down at the fresh bite on his arm. “Plus, you’re as vulnerable as I am now. You think anyone is going to see that bite and believe some crazy guy attacked you?”

      I had to push down the anger threating to bubble up when I thought about Ernie pulling a gun on Kellan. Hopefully, Bill was right, and this trip proved that Ernie was in fact a good guy, because right now, he felt more like an enemy.

      Kellan chuckled, his fingers tightening on my hips in a way that made me wish we were heading inside to shower instead of to Altus. “Okay, you’ve got me. You can come.”

      “As if I was asking permission,” I said with a snort.

      His grin widened, deepening his dimple, and he kissed my nose. “Let’s get ready to head out.”
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      I was wedged between Bill and Kellan in the cab of the huge yellow truck, the windows rolled down—according to Bill, the air conditioner hadn’t worked in years—allowing the warm Oklahoma air to whip through the cab, bringing dust with it. It was a good thing I had my goggles, because within ten minutes my bare skin was coated in a fine layer of dirt and my mouth tasted like I’d eaten a spoonful of the stuff. Gritty particles crunched between my teeth, and my nostrils tickled, threatening to expel the invading dust with a sneeze.

      At my side, Kellan was a statue of concentration, his own goggles unable to hide the way his eyes swept the landscape. Even though there’d been no sign of Andrew for weeks, Kellan was on the lookout, refusing to relax no matter how slim the chances were that the asshole would pop back up after all this time.

      I glanced over my shoulder and out the back window to the sedan. The glare from the bright afternoon sun made it impossible to see inside, but I knew Ernie was behind the wheel—probably still scowling over the fact that Bill had allowed Kellan to sit in the truck. Scott was in the passenger seat while Blake and Christine had claimed the back seat.

      The last time we were in Altus, Blake was back in the shelter due to the bump on his head. Two months had passed, and it was all healed up now, and like me, he seemed thrilled to be out. Even our little fishing trip hadn’t felt like enough after all that time of being cooped up.

      Unlike Kellan and me, Bill wasn’t wearing goggles, but the grin on his face said he didn’t mind the wind or dust. If anything, he looked as happy to be out as I was. His lips were pursed, whistling a tune that got drowned out by the wind, while he tapped his hand against the steering wheel as we sped down the road, the bright sun shining on us like it was trying to burn us alive.

      There were no signs of life—or death—on the drive to Altus, and we didn’t see a single zombie until we’d reached the first few buildings that signaled the outskirts of the city. A lone decaying man stumbled across the overgrown parking lot of the old movie theater, his pants little more than tattered remains that flapped behind him as he walked.

      As if the sight was new to him, Bill slowed the truck. The happy tune he’d been whistling for most of the drive became audible only seconds before it died away completely. His gaze stayed glued to the zombie as he drove past, watching as the creature began stumbling toward us, drawn by the sound of the truck’s engine. I watched, too, feeling oddly mesmerized by the way his tattered pant legs flapped in the breeze.

      He faded away, left in our dust as we drove further into town and more and more buildings came into view. A few months ago, they’d been little more than crumbling shells, but after the recent influx of bad weather, they looked twice as worn. The parking lot of the old college, now overgrown with waist-high weeds, was littered with debris, and pieces of the roof that had been blown off during a storm lay scattered amidst the greenery. The Wal-Mart, too, had taken more damage and was now barely distinguishable as a building. Every structure we passed was crumbling, and it wouldn’t be long before nature reclaimed the town completely and the people who had once lived, loved, and laughed here were forgotten. Remnants of a past that seemed unreal compared to this terrifying reality we now lived in.

      Bill, who wasn’t from Altus, didn’t seem affected by the sight, and even though Kellan said nothing as he pulled his goggles off and tossed them on the dashboard, I knew the sight of the crumbling town squeezed his heart as much as it did mine. His dark hair was windblown and his face streaked with dust, but he didn’t seem to notice because he was too focused on the houses to our right. Like me, he was probably thinking about our own homes, only a few streets over and no doubt not faring any better than the ones in front of us.

      I slipped my hand into his. “Before long, Altus will be nothing but a memory.”

      “The settlement will still be there,” he said but squeezed my hand to let me know he understood.

      Yes, the small downtown square that had been walled in would still be around, but it wasn’t the same because it didn’t look anything like it had before the virus. The stores and restaurants had long ago been cleaned out and repurposed into living spaces, making that little part of the city unrecognizable despite the fact that the buildings still stood tall and proud.

      Bill said nothing as he turned into the dilapidated parking lot of Atwoods, and behind us the sedan followed. Like everywhere else, the blacktop had cracked and fissured, opening itself to nature, and where once there had been parking spaces, weeds, small trees, and bushes now grew, bright green and flourishing from the recent rain. The building hadn’t withstood the passing of time much better than the others had, but at least the roof was intact. Mostly, anyway. A section had been ripped off a few years ago, meaning the inside of the store wasn’t going to be untouched, but if we were lucky, we’d be able to find a few useful things.

      Bill pulled to a stop in front of the store, and wordlessly we climbed out. I was studying the decrepit building when the thud of a car door shutting bounced off the store’s walls and echoed through the empty parking lot, making me turn.

      “We’re going to need some kind of support beams,” Kellan said as Scott, Ernie, Blake, and Christine walked over to join us, the last two walking hand in hand.

      That was a new development, but not a surprise. Bill had given his blessing, after all, and had even brought his daughter along once he knew Blake was coming, so it made sense. And while Kellan hadn’t asked and Blake hadn’t confirmed it, I’d suspected for weeks that the two were sleeping together, and our fishing outing had pretty much solidified the idea.

      “Are we going to need a blowtorch?” Scott asked.

      “Got one.” Kellan shoved his hand through his hair, which as usual disobeyed him and flopped back over his forehead. “Jasper had everything. I’m not even joking.”

      Bill nodded approvingly. “He sounded like a smart man.”

      “The smartest,” I said.

      Bill and Kellan led the way, and the Oklahoma sun burned down on my scalp as we headed for the store while weeds tickled my legs, a few even managing to poke through the fabric of my pants to prick my skin. I ignored them, though, keeping my eyes and ears open. Scott, Ernie, Blake, and Christine walked behind me, as quiet and focused as I was.

      The building’s front door was gone, the glass scattered across the ground and sparkling up at me from between the weeds like stars twinkling in the night sky. They crunched under our boots as we walked, pausing when we stepped into the store so we could look around. The interior was cloaked in shadows and musty, the scent of earth and mildew mixing with other smells, like rot and neglect, to create an aroma that was all too familiar these days. Rays of sunlight made their way into the store where the roof had been torn away, shining down on the useless items below. Bags of animal food, moldy from years of rain and heat, and every other item a person could possibly need to keep a ranch or farm going. Everything was covered in a layer of dirt, and the metal items still sitting on the shelves were dotted with rust. Like everything else, the past nine years had taken a toll on the inventory that hadn’t been scavenged.

      “Back corner,” Ernie said, nodding to the darkest part of the store. “The fence supplies were back there.”

      Before moving any further, Kellan’s gaze moved to me. “Stay alert.”

      At my side, Scott and Ernie stood tall, their weapons out and ready as they looked around. They didn’t move when Kellan started walking, but like me, Blake and Christine—their hands now occupied by weapons—followed. I looked back when footsteps thudded against the floor and found Bill headed after us, and the other two men finally on their way.

      Scott was a tough person to get a read on. While Ernie wasn’t shy about letting everyone know he didn’t care for Kellan’s leadership—in addition to our little encounter outside the fence when he’d been so appreciative of me saving his ass—Scott had been mostly helpful and non-antagonistic since he moved into the shelter. But he and Ernie were entirely too buddy-buddy for my taste, and there had even been times when I got the impression Scott wasn’t too thrilled with the idea of someone as young as Kellan being in a position of authority. Scott was in his thirties, and I’d heard him tell Emma that before the apocalypse he’d been a newlywed and had worked at the hospital as an x-ray technician. Now he lived with a woman named Ellie, who was several years older than he was, and Stephen. He’d created a new family in this new world, but was no doubt still mourning the loss of what he’d had before. We all were.

      Kellan led the way through the dusty store with Blake only a step behind him. The farther in we got, the more Christine hung back until she was eventually walking next to her dad, who was behind me, while Ernie and Scott had taken up the rear.

      As we walked, I found myself marveling at how secure Kellan looked, and how easily he wore the role of leader. Even men like Bill, who was older and had been the leader of his own group for nine years, didn’t bat an eye when Kellan spoke, and watching him now, I found my gaze moving over his broad shoulders, taking in the way his muscles flexed beneath his black t-shirt, and how thick his biceps were. How strong he looked. It was enough to drive me to distraction, which was a bad thing when I was supposed to be keeping an eye out.

      “Keep it together,” I muttered under my breath as I tore my gaze from Kellan’s broad shoulders.

      After that, I made sure to focus on my surroundings instead of Kellan’s firm body. There would be time enough for that when we got back to the shelter—or maybe even in Altus if we got lucky.

      We found metal fence posts piled in the back corner just like Ernie said we would, a layer of dirt and filth covering them. They were rusty, too, but it wasn’t anything that would prevent them from serving their purpose. They were still straight and strong, and there was no reason to think we couldn’t use them to reinforce the fence. Plus, these days, we’d be hard pressed to find fence posts that weren’t rusty.

      “We’ll take them all,” Kellan said.

      He took a quick look around before slipping his gun in its holster, then bent and started separating the metal posts. Blake and Bill moved to help him while I stayed where I was, my gun in one hand and a knife in the other, my focus not once straying to Kellan’s biceps even though I was sure they were getting a pretty good workout at the moment. Christine stood at my side, and behind us, Ernie and Scott were on alert, their own gazes moving about the darkness in search of trouble.

      Kellan and Blake worked together to haul some of the long posts through the store while Bill carried some of the small pieces we’d need to repair the fence. Christine and I walked behind them with our guns out while Ernie and Scott led the way. Our boots had left footprints in the dust, and we followed them to the front of the store like it was necessary to find our way out.

      Stepping outside blinded me even though the store hadn’t been pitch black, and I lifted my free hand to my forehead, hoping to shade my eyes from the burst of sunshine. The two men who’d led the way reached the truck, and Scott was already climbing in while Ernie stood next to the large front tire, his eyes scanning the area. Kellan hoisted himself up after Scott, and Bill and Blake worked together to hand off the large pieces of fence. It was tedious since the truck was so high off the ground, and as I watched, I couldn’t help thinking we’d do well to find another, smaller truck. This thing was useful for crushing the dead, but it was a pain in the ass whenever we needed to load something into the back.

      “Keep your eyes open down there,” Kellan called.

      He didn’t specifically direct the comment at Ernie, but since the man had just crossed his arms and leaned against the tire, it was pretty obvious who he was talking to. Behind his taped frames, Ernie’s eyes flashed, and the scowl he’d been wearing over the last two months deepened. He glared up at Kellan, who was too busy loading the supplies to either notice or care, and then shot me a fiery look.

      I ignored him and continued scanning the area, and when Christine caught my gaze, she rolled her eyes.

      Like me, she had her gun out and her eyes open, focusing on the distance where anything could be lurking. Beyond the crumbling Wal-Mart, a cluster of roofs were visible, many of them missing shingles. The neighborhood used to be the most affluent one in town, full mansions that looked out-of-place among the other more modest neighborhoods throughout Altus, but money hadn’t done a thing to stop those people from suffering the same fate as the less fortunate, and now the houses were crumbling just like everything else.

      Once the supplies were loaded, Scott and Kellan hopped down, and we all headed back into the store. We moved as a group this time, clumped together instead of spread out. Even Ernie, who looked like he wanted to spit every time he glanced Kellan’s way.

      Back inside, the store seemed dark and oppressive compared to the hot afternoon. Here and there, beams of sunlight broke through the darkness, coming from holes in the ceiling, and dust motes danced across them like they were putting on a show. The deeper we got into the store, though, the darker it got. Back here, the roof was still mostly intact, and the shadows were black and thick after the brightness of the day.

      “You four keep a lookout while we get more supplies,” Kellan said, his gaze moving from Christine and me to Scott and Ernie. “This store is big, and I wouldn’t be surprised if a zombie or two was hiding somewhere.”

      I nodded while at my side Ernie let out a low grunt of annoyance. Scott, as usual, was too difficult to read to know what he was thinking, and Christine was already looking around.

      Bill, Blake, and Kellan went back to digging through the fence posts piled up in the corner. With every move they made, the clang of metal against metal echoed through the store, and my heart beat faster. I had my knife out and ready, but when the hair on my scalp prickled and the dread in my stomach grew, I pulled my gun as well. I couldn’t pinpoint why—the store was quiet except the noise from the men—but I suddenly had a bad feeling, and I couldn’t shake it.

      As if trying to fulfill a prophecy, the zombie came out of nowhere only seconds after I pulled my gun. Bill, Blake, and Kellan were loaded down with posts when it stumbled from the shadowy recesses of the store, tripping over debris but not falling. His arms were out, reaching for us before he’d even gotten close, but with the darkness hanging over us, I couldn’t tell if he was old or new, or how fast I could expect him to be.

      “Incoming!” Scott, who stood to my right, called.

      Just as the words passed his lips, two more zombies appeared.

      “Shit,” Kellan muttered.

      “We’ve got this,” I said as I shoved my gun in the waistband of my jeans.

      We were four on three, making the gun more of a liability than an asset—we didn’t want to risk drawing more of the dead by firing a gun unnecessarily—and I was confident I could take one zombie out using my knife without a problem. Even if he was fast.

      Scott was already going head to head with the first zombie, with the help of Christine—the thing must have been fast—and Ernie had moved to meet the second—a woman whose gray skin hung on her, giving off the impression that she’d been a few hundred pounds heavier in life. That left zombie number three for me. I gripped my knife harder as I moved forward, ignoring the way my heart pounded, my focus solely on the creature in front of me.

      The thing lunged, faster than I’d anticipated, and I barely made it out of the way before he got a grip on me. He looked old and rotten, his skin ripped in multiple places and oozing enough black blood that the stench seemed to waft off him in waves. Even so, he was fast, much faster than any other zombie I’d ever gone up against, and every time I tried to dodge his advances, he seemed to be able to predict what I was going to do, cutting me off over and over again.

      “Regan,” Kellan called.

      I ignored him, too focused on the zombie.

      The creature lunged, and I stumbled back, moving from the shadowy corner and into a beam of light that had broken through a hole in the ceiling. Now I could see how decayed the thing was. His skin was ripped and completely missing in places, revealing meaty insides and, in a few instances, bone. In one particularly deep wound on his head, a few maggots wiggled through the rotten flesh, making me gag. The sights and smells of zombies, I was almost used to, but my stomach twisted at the idea of flies using the dead to procreate.

      Still, he didn’t slow, and the calculating look in his eyes turned my blood cold.

      I looked past him long enough to see Kellan, separated from me by Christine and Scott—who were still struggling with the other zombie—and Ernie who, thankfully, seemed to have the upper hand in his fight with the dead. Bill and Blake, too, were in the back corner of the store, separated from us by the beams they’d already moved in preparation for hauling them outside, and like Kellan, they were unable to come to my aid.

      The zombie growled and charged, and I managed to duck away from his outstretched hands by moving behind a rotten pile of animal feed. The paper bags had disintegrated, leaving piles of moldy pellets behind. Bugs crawled over the mounds, scurrying away as the zombie threw himself on the pile, trying to pull himself over it so he could get to me. He was dragging himself forward when I brought my knife down, but once again he was too fast, and my blade only made contact with his shoulder. It got stuck, and when the creature twisted away, the knife slipped from my grip and remained lodged in the zombie.

      He crawled across the rotten pile of animal feed, and in desperation I tried to pull my gun, but it got caught on a belt loop, and when the zombie once again lunged, I found myself stumbling back, tripping over debris that sent me to the ground.

      Behind him, Ernie had managed to get his zombie down, and even though the guy made me crazy, I found myself calling out to him. “Ernie!”

      He looked my way but didn’t move, and although the sun reflecting off his lenses made it impossible to see his eyes, the hard line of his mouth told me he wouldn’t be coming to my rescue.

      The zombie growled, hovering over me, and I kicked up. My boot slammed into his nose, which broke with a sickening crunch, but the thing still kept coming. It made no sense. I’d never seen a zombie this rotten that still had the ability to reason like this. He shouldn’t have been able to dodge all of my advances, shouldn’t have been able to keep going like this. Something was very, very wrong.

      The zombie lunged again just as I managed to get my gun free. I whipped it up, hitting the creature in the nose, and a burst of black blood sprayed from his deformed nostrils. The creature’s head jerked back long enough for me to take aim, and when I pulled the trigger, his head exploded in a burst of black blood, rotten brains, decaying flesh, and bone.

      I was panting and my ears were ringing, and every inch of me was covered in zombie pieces, but I was alive, and for that, I was grateful.

      On the other side of the store, Kellan was pushing his way past Ernie, who hadn’t moved an inch since I called out to him. When Kellan shoved him, he stumbled, banging into a nearly empty shelving unit.

      I’d just managed to get to my feet when Kellan reached me. “You’re okay?” His hands moved down my arms like he needed to touch me to reassure himself I was still in one piece.

      “I’m okay.”

      When I pulled my knife from the zombie’s shoulder, it slid out with a sickening sucking sound, and my gaze was once again drawn to the maggots wiggling through its head.

      I turned away, focusing on Kellan. “Ernie.”

      It was all I needed to say. He’d been there, he saw what that asshole had done—or hadn’t done, actually. Kellan’s jaw tightened as he turned his back on me and charged across the store, and seeing him coming, Ernie took a step back, but there was nowhere to go.

      “What the hell, man?” Kellan slammed his hands into the other man’s chest, and he banged against the nearly empty shelf for the second time. “You couldn’t give her a hand?”

      “She’s fine. She’s immune, for God’s sake! It’s not like she was in any real danger.”

      Ernie tried to shake him off, but Kellan had a handful of his shirt, and he couldn’t break free.

      “I don’t know what your problem is, but this is the only time we’re going to have this conversation.” Kellan’s grip tightened. “If you’re going to be a part of our group, you better be a part of it. Do you understand?”

      “Or what?” Ernie spit back. “You going to toss me out?”

      Kellan’s expression was as cold as a wintry Oklahoma afternoon. “Don’t think I won’t.”

      “Okay, now,” Bill said, pushing between the two men.

      Kellan let go, but it seemed to take a lot of effort for him to step back.

      He didn’t say a word, and he was still glaring when Bill gave Ernie a hard stare. “I’ve said it once, and I’ll say it one more time. That’s it. We’re a group now. Understand? I can’t have you not being a team player. Not in the shelter and not out here. Period.”

      Ernie’s mouth tightened. “Nine years together, and you’re going to take his side?”

      “I’m taking the side of the person in the right. This stops here. Now. You may not like taking orders from Kellan, but this is his deal. His shelter and his group. We’re along for the ride now, and it’s time for you to get used to that.”

      “He’s a kid.” Ernie jerked his head toward Kellan.

      “He’s a survivor,” Bill replied.

      Ernie’s mouth scrunched up like he wanted to say more, but instead he shook his head and turned away. We all stood in silence as he picked his way through the crumbling store, heading for the door.

      Bill exhaled, and at his side, Christine put a hand on his shoulder. “I thought he understood that I was serious. He promised me.”

      “He’s a liability out here,” Kellan said.

      “I know.” Bill nodded twice, his gaze moving to his daughter as he thought about the lives Ernie had just risked. “This is the last time he comes with us.”

      “Good.” Kellan turned away from Bill and headed back into the shadowy corner of the store.

      He passed Scott, who said nothing. Once again, he was wearing an expression that was not only unreadable, but totally devoid of emotion. It concerned me more than ever. We’d taken this group in, and for the most part things had been going well, but Ernie was definitely a problem, and there was a chance Scott might be too if things came to blows.

      Blake was still standing beside the discarded fence posts, and when Kellan reached him, they wordlessly worked together to gather the supplies. Bill, too, went back to what he’d been doing before the zombies interrupted us, while Christine moved to my side.

      “You okay?” she asked.

      “Yeah.” I looked over my shoulder, toward the door Ernie had disappeared through, then to Scott, who stood a good eight feet from us. In a low voice, I said, “How well do you know Scott?”

      Christine shrugged and shook her head at the same time, which didn’t give me a boost of confidence. “As well as you can know someone so quiet, I guess. He’s with Ellie, though, and I know her. She’s a good person.”

      That was something, at least.

      “Why?” Christine asked.

      “Just wondering who will take Ernie’s side if he decides to challenge Kellan.”

      Christine frowned but said nothing, and like me, she turned to look at Scott.

      I glanced toward the door again, thinking about Ernie. Kellan was right. In the shelter, he was a nuisance. When we were out fighting the dead, he was a major liability.
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      Ernie was nowhere in sight when we made it out of the store, but no one commented on it. It was evening, meaning we only had a good two hours of sunlight left, and right now all we wanted to do was get the rest of the supplies loaded so we could get to the hangar. We needed to make it to the Altus settlement before it got dark.

      Kellan, Blake, Bill, and Scott loaded the truck while Christine and I kept watch, and we’d nearly gotten everything loaded by the time Ernie finally showed up. He came from the side of the store, but wherever he’d gone hadn’t seemed to help him cool off at all. Not only did he not say a word to anyone, but the glare we were greeted with reminded me of a sullen child, and it wasn’t becoming for a man his age, not to mention the fact that it was downright annoying.

      Bill’s mood had taken a downhill turn after the confrontation in the store, and the continued glares Ernie gave the rest of us only made it worse. By the time we climbed back into the truck, Bill’s expression was even graver than it had been the day the fire ripped through the hangar. He was rarely without a smile for long, and the serious attitude surrounding him now was almost as unsettling as Scott’s stoicism.

      We said nothing on the drive to base, which took less than ten minutes, and this time Bill entered through the front gate instead of the back one. On the left, just inside the gate, sat the commissary, which was now missing a roof and one entire wall, leaving a gap that revealed dusty shelves long ago relieved of their contents. Beyond that, the other buildings hadn’t fared much better. Roofs had been ripped off and windows were broken, glass littering the ground and shimmering under the evening sun. The base was a shell, just like the rest of the city, its barbed wire fences and former status as a military facility unable to save it from the destruction the apocalypse had brought.

      Weeks had passed since the fire, but the charred metal walls of the hangar were a reminder of how devastating that night had been. The door was still open, exactly how we’d left it, and the C-17 Bill and his people had been living in for more than nine years was visible through the gap. Like the metal walls, it was clear where the flames had licked at the side of the plane, leaving black lines behind, and even more disturbing were the pieces of twisted metal that had once been walls and beds, and who knew what else since they were now unidentifiable.

      Bill parked outside the door and climbed from the truck before the sedan had even come to a stop. Kellan and I got out as well but hung back, wanting to give the others some space.

      I was sitting on the hood of the car when Blake came over to join us, and the three of us watched in silence as Bill, Christine, Scott, and Ernie headed into the hangar. They were quiet, picking their way first through the hangar and then the plane. Now and then someone would kick at something on the ground, sending puffs of ash into the air. Even from here I could tell there wouldn’t be much, if anything, to salvage.

      “Looks like pretty much everything was destroyed,” Kellan said.

      I nodded but looked past the plane to the opposite side of the hangar. The outline of the table was visible through the shadows, seemingly whole, and beyond that more items stood undisturbed, but they weren’t the personal items these people had hoped to retrieve. Those had been in the plane, tacked to walls and sitting next to beds, treasured items that had faded over time but weathered the apocalypse with their owners. It was doubtful many had survived.

      The corner with the shower was beyond the table and looked as undisturbed as the eating area. It seemed almost irreverent at a time like this, but thanks to my altercation with the zombie inside Atwoods, I was covered in black goo and anxious to get clean. There might not be a real opportunity in Altus. If we ended up in the hotel, all we’d get was a shared bathroom with a sink and toilet, but no shower, and if we stayed with Bill’s friend, I had no idea what the setup was going to be like. Now seemed like the best chance I would get.

      “I’m going to clean up really fast,” I said, sliding off the hood of the sedan.

      Kellan took one step after me when I started moving. “Need a hand?”

      I shot him a look, but the expression on his face was sincere, and I thought about how difficult the poor water pressure had made getting clean the last time we were here, and nodded. “Come on.”

      We headed into the hangar side by side, passing the ramp at the back of the plane where a few items sat waiting to be loaded into the vehicles. A couple pictures in blackened frames, some books that had only suffered minimal smoke damage, a half dozen pairs of shoes, but not much else.

      Bill came out, and we stopped as he set a purple stuffed bunny on top of the pile.

      “I’m sorry,” Kellan said.

      The other man nodded, but his expression wasn’t one of sadness. It was confusion.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      Bill ran his hand over his smooth head. “All the weapons we left behind are gone.”

      “Someone probably saw the smoke and came to see what was on fire,” Kellan said. “Maybe they searched the place once the blaze settled down.”

      “Maybe,” Bill said, but he didn’t seem convinced. “It still bothers me, though, how the fire started. How fast it spread and how big it was. It doesn’t make sense.” He looked over his shoulder into the plane. “Most of the stuff in the hangar was metal and cement.”

      “Fires can start anywhere,” Kellan assured him.

      “Yeah.” Bill blew out a long breath as he turned to head back into the plane, but he didn’t seem convinced. “I’m going to keep looking.”

      We watched him walk away in silence, heading back into the ashes of the life he’d struggled to build.

      At the back of the plane, the top of Christine’s head was just visible over a slightly warped divider, and beyond her, Ernie and Scott were in the middle of what looked like a very animated conversation, bringing all my worries back to the surface. Were they going to be an issue down the road, and what would we do about it if they were? We could kick them out, but that would leave us vulnerable.

      I nodded their way, and Kellan exhaled before grabbing my hand.

      He started walking again. “I see it.”

      “Scott’s a tough person to read,” I said.

      “I know. He’s been on my radar for a while. I thought he was just quiet until the last couple days, but now I’m not so sure.”

      “You think he’ll back Ernie if there’s trouble?”

      “Probably,” Kellan mumbled, keeping his voice low as the sound of footsteps pounded down the ramp at our backs.

      We reached the partitioned area at the back of the hangar and pushed the curtain aside so we could step in. The changing area and shower in the corner were thankfully untouched by the fire. I wasn’t interested in stripping down and showering, but I needed to get cleaned up enough that I didn’t stink. I pulled my shirt over my head before turning the water on, then held a towel under the flow, allowing it to get wet.

      “Get as much of the blood off as you can.” I passed the towel to Kellan and turned my back.

      He wordlessly started wiping me down, and I looked over my shoulder to find his expression clouded with worry. It was a testament to how concerned he was by our current situation, because I was standing in front of him without a shirt on and he didn’t even seem to notice.

      “It’s going to be okay,” I said. “Bill is on your side.”

      “I know he is, but I can’t help thinking about what happened with Laurie. We know the damage one person can do, Regan. We’ve been through it.”

      I twisted so I was facing him, and Kellan’s hand dropped to his side, the towel forgotten. “That won’t happen to us again.”

      “You can’t know that.”

      “I have faith,” I said.

      His mouth twitched with a ghost of a smile. “Is Emma rubbing off on you?”

      “Maybe.” I took the forgotten towel from his hand and started cleaning my arms off. “Or maybe I just choose to be hopeful.”

      Kellan’s mouth opened, but his words were cut off by a scream that echoed through the hangar.

      I froze mid-wipe, and for a split second all we could do was stare at one another. Then Kellan moved.

      He grabbed my shirt and tossed it my way as he headed for the curtain, yelling over his shoulder, “Weapons!”

      I put on my shirt as I ran and hadn’t even pulled it down to cover my chest completely before pulling my knife. When I shoved the curtain aside, it ripped from the rings holding it in place and fell, twisting around my legs. I stumbled and was forced to stop so I could untangle myself, and by the time I was free and moving again, the first zombie had stumbled into the hangar.

      No one was in sight except Kellan, but the telltale sounds of a battle echoed through the air, the metal walls amplifying them until they were swirling around me as I ran to help my friends.

      I reached Kellan, who had just slammed his knife into the head of the zombie, and skittered to a stop. The open hangar doors stood in front of me, and beyond that sat the vehicles and the rest of our group, as well as a couple dozen zombies.

      A bead of sweat rolled down my back while another made a slow descent through the valley between my breasts, and I tightened my grip on my knife. In my other hand, my gun seemed to have doubled in weight. Using it was risky. It could draw more of the dead or even people, but with a horde this size and only seven of us, it might be unavoidable.

      “Gun or knife?” I asked.

      Kellan blew out a long breath as he scanned the incoming dead, many of them still five to six feet away from the entrance but already surrounding the vehicles. As we watched, Blake slammed his knife into the skull of one, while at his side Christine shoved another zombie to the ground before pouncing. She landed on top of him and stabbed him in the head. Ernie, Bill, and Scott were also wrestling with zombies, and seemed to be doing okay for the time being, but we all knew how quickly things like this could turn.

      “Knives for now,” Kellan finally said. “If you feel like you need to use your gun, don’t hesitate.” He looked my way and I nodded. “You ready?”

      “As much as I always am,” I said.

      “That will have to do.”

      Together, we rushed out of the hangar.

      Two zombies caught sight of me before I’d made it far and stumbled my way. They were fresh, only a few days old, maybe, and fast, but I was faster. I moved forward to meet them, my knife in the air so that when I was close enough, I was able to slam the blade into the eye of the first one. He dropped, and I spun, ready for a second kill, but the other zombie seemed to know I was coming and actually ducked out of my way. It stunned me so much that I ended up stumbling forward but somehow still managed to escape his grasp. From the corner of my eye, I saw Kellan watching me as he fought, his hair plastered against his sweaty forehead. My heart beat faster at every grunt he let out, but I forced myself to stay focused, to keep my attention on the zombie in front of me.

      The thing charged again, and this time it was my turn to duck. I dodged his arm, spinning so I was behind him, and grabbed the back of his shirt. As if sensing my vulnerability, a couple more zombies stumbled my way, and Kellan yelled my name, but there was little he could do because there were now five zombies separating us.

      I was okay, though. I had the zombie in front of me firmly in my grasp, and with one turn I was able to put him in front of me. Using him as a shield, I managed to deflect the zombies that had decided to zero in on me while I figured out a plan. There were five of them stumbling my way, for some strange reason their focus completely on me instead of the handful of other living people at their backs. Behind them, more zombies lurched around the corner of the hangar, drawn by the sound of fighting, and my pulse quickened. Where were they coming from?

      The dead in front of me were growling and reaching out, snarling like I’d somehow provoked them. If I had, I didn’t know what I’d done, but I could take them. All I had to do was put a little more space between us so I could come up with a plan that didn’t involve me getting even more flesh ripped from my body.

      I walked backward, pulling my zombie shield with me, and ended up behind Bill’s truck. Like I’d hoped, the zombies heading my way all moved at different speeds and were now staggered instead of in one big clump, giving me a chance.

      I slammed the blade of my knife into the head of the zombie I was holding, and he went down, taking my weapon with him. Not that it mattered. With the fresh rush of dead, Kellan had pulled his gun and was now firing, and he wasn’t the only one. Trying to stay quiet would be stupid in the face of so many. A death sentence, even for someone immune. No, we had to use everything at our disposal and worry about the outcome later.

      Whipping my gun out, I took aim at the closest zombie, lining his head up with my sights. When I pulled the trigger, his head exploded, sending a burst of black blood and dark, gray brain into the air. Already I’d moved on to the second zombie, taking aim.

      Around me, the air was full of the sounds of battle. Grunts and gunshots, thuds as zombies fell to the ground, growls and moans, and so many other sounds that I didn’t notice the new one right away. I pulled the trigger, and another zombie went down, and Kellan came into view. He was holding a zombie back, but his eyes were focused on something behind me. They were big and round, and filled with terror, and it was the expression on his face that finally made me register the roar of an approaching engine.

      I looked over my shoulder just as another zombie lunged. Dodging his advance sent me stumbling back, but even with my focus on the dead man desperately trying to get his hands on me, I spotted the truck heading our way. It was coming fast.

      At first, I thought it was going to plow into us, but when it was less than fifteen feet away it made a sharp turn, the tires squealing against the remaining blacktop and even kicking up a little dust as it came to a sudden stop. A man dressed in leather was clinging to the back, and he hopped down the second the truck had stopped so he could yank the back door open. He took off running just as the zombies began pouring out.

      “Shit,” I said and fired of another shot at the zombie I’d been struggling with.

      I barely noticed when his head exploded because I was too focused on the new hoard. These zombies were a lot faster than the ones we’d been dealing with. Newer. Their clothes weren’t in tatters and most of them had barely started to decompose. They tripped over one another in their rush to get outside, fixated completely on us, growling and snarling. Practically running.

      “No!” Kellan’s focus was half on me when he slammed his knife into the head of the zombie in front of him. “Regan, run!”

      He shoved the motionless zombie away and turned, ready to run for me, but was waylaid by another creature before he’d made it two steps. Bill, like Kellan, was wrestling with a zombie and unable to come to my aid, and behind him a group of ten still stood, separating us from the rest of our people. I told myself I was okay, though, silently and desperately praying that it was true. But there were so many of them, and they were so fast, and I was on my own.

      I started firing, barely pausing between shots. The head of one zombie exploded, a bullet ripped through the skull of another, the dead woman next to him fell, and behind her went another and another. There seemed to be no end in sight, though, and each time a gunshot rang through the air and a creature fell, another took its place.

      Movement behind the horde caught my eye, and I ventured a glance toward the truck. Andrew. A car had pulled up, and men had climbed out, all of them dressed in leather and armed, and they stood watching as our group fought the horde.

      Somehow, Andrew had managed to recruit new people. That asshole. No doubt he’d promised them something huge. Either that they could have our shelter after we were dead or that they’d get a life of ease back in Atlanta. Whatever it was, I was determined to make sure none of them got out of here alive. People like this didn’t deserve to live.

      And, even if he tortured me, I wouldn’t give Harper up this time.

      “Regan!”

      Kellan’s shout drew my attention his way. We were separated by seven or eight of the dead, each desperate to take a bite out of anyone they could get their hands on, and like me, Kellan had his gun raised and was firing at the zombies, but between each shot he looked my way. His eyes were huge. Scared. More terrified than I’d ever seen them.

      The words he’d whispered to me during our first confrontation with Andrew came rushing back. I was wrong, Regan. It wouldn’t devastate me. It would kill me.

      My heart pounding like crazy, I turned back to the dead in front of me and continued firing.

      No. This wasn’t the end for us. This asshole wasn’t going to get the best of us. We could stop him. We would stop him.

      I was still firing when I caught sight of Andrew pushing his way through the horde, and I had to do a double take. He was walking through them like Moses and the Red Sea, but not a single zombie seemed to detect his presence. It was like he was invisible, and it made no sense.

      Then he got closer, and I noticed the way his leather shimmered in the sunlight—like it was wet—and it hit me why the zombies didn’t care about him. He’d covered his clothes in blood and guts. It was smeared all over his leather jacket and pants, probably even soaked into the hat covering his head. He smelled just like one of the dead, and in the presence of the much more alluring smell of fresh meat—our group—the zombies didn’t give Andrew a second thought.

      A shiver went down my spine when I realized he was heading my way with a sadistic smile on his face. Why? Was he going to try a repeat of what had happened last time, hoping Kellan would once again sacrifice Harper for me?

      I wasn’t sure what Andrew was thinking, but it didn’t matter. I wasn’t about to let him get close.

      I turned my gun on Andrew, aiming for his head, but just as I pulled the trigger, a zombie lurched, slamming into me, and I stumbled back. My shot was wide, hitting another zombie—which didn’t even react—in the arm, and thanks to the creature clawing at me, I didn’t get a chance to try again. He was strong, and I had to put everything I had into keeping him at arm’s length, using my free hand while aiming my gun at his head. He was close, but wild and strong, and when I fired again, the bullet got him in the side of the head, ripping away half his face but missing the brain.

      He slammed into me, this time sending me to the ground where he landed on top of me. He was big, over six feet tall, and heavy, weighing me down. My arm was pinned between us, the gun still clutched in my hand, and my free hand was occupied with holding him back, pushing at him with all my might as he snapped his teeth in my direction. He was too heavy, though, too strong, and I found myself screaming in frustration as he squirmed and fought, barely able to hold him back.

      The sudden force of the zombie’s body dropping on top of me drove the air from my lungs. Now no longer moving, he seemed twice as heavy, and twice as difficult to move when I shoved my free hand against him.

      Thankfully, someone came to my rescue, and within a few seconds his body was ripped away. I looked up, expecting to find Kellan standing over me and all ready to offer a thank you and a smile, but his wasn’t the face that greeted me. It was Andrew.

      I raised the hand still clutching my gun, but he yanked it from my grasp and tossed it aside before I could pull the trigger. Then he had me by the ponytail and was hauling me to my feet, threatening to rip my hair out at the roots. I screamed and took a swing at him but made no progress, and in seconds he’d twisted me around so my back was against his chest.

      The cold barrel of a gun pressed against my temple.

      “Stand down.”

      Most of the fighting had stopped. Bill was still wrestling with a zombie, but it was over when Scott came to his aid, and then they joined the others, who were standing in a line with their guns pointed at Andrew.

      “Let her go,” Kellan said, his voice as cold as the metal pressed against my head.

      Andrew pushed the barrel harder into my temple, and I winced. “If I die, she dies. Think about that for a minute.”

      Kellan took a menacing step toward him. “I’m going to rip you to pieces with my bare hands.”

      Andrew’s grip on me tightened. “That would be more threatening if your hand wasn’t shaking.”

      It was. I hadn’t noticed until Andrew pointed it out, but it was true. Kellan’s hand was trembling ever so slightly. His eye also twitched like he was fighting to keep his emotions in check, and for the first time ever, he looked like he hadn’t been able to flip that internal switch and stash his feelings away. They were written plainly on his face and shimmering in his eyes. The fear, the hate, the rage as he remembered how Andrew had stripped me down and threatened me. I remembered it, too, but for once I wasn’t thinking about Andrew’s hands on my body, I was thinking about how much it had hurt Kellan to watch.

      It would happen again, and we all knew it, but I wouldn’t give Harper up a second time. No matter what.

      “We won’t give her to you,” I spit out.

      “Who? Harper?” Behind me, Andrew laughed, and it vibrated through my chest, emphasizing how little space there was between us. “I don’t need her, not anymore.” He leaned forward until his mouth was pressed against my ear. “I only need one immune person.”

      My blood turned to ice.

      He knew.

      I didn’t have a clue how he’d found out, but somehow, Andrew knew I was immune.
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      An engine roared to life, and Andrew began walking backward, pulling me with him, the cold metal of the gun’s barrel biting into my skin every step of the way.

      “Stay back, and I won’t hurt her.” He dragged me farther from Kellan. “She’ll be fine. They need people like her in Atlanta. It’s for humanity.”

      Kellan took a step toward us, his gun still raised and aimed at Andrew, his eyes cold and harder than the steel pressed against my head. “You son of a bitch. Don’t act like you’re doing this for humanity.”

      Andrew chuckled again, and I cringed away from his hot breath on my cheek. “I’m no fool. In this world, you have to look out for yourself.”

      Kellan’s eyes darted from me to the man holding me, back and forth, like a tennis ball. Everything about him was panicked and desperate, and my already pounding heart thumped harder at the sight of his usual calm exterior cracking. Then he took yet another step, ignoring Andrew’s warning.

      “I said not to move,” the man behind me snarled.

      He pulled the gun away from my head so fast I barely noticed it, and then a crack cut through the air, making my entire body jerk. Before my brain even had the chance to register that it was a gunshot, the barrel was back against my head. Kellan froze, his own weapon still up, and I waited for him to drop to the ground, waited for blood to spread across his chest or stomach, but nothing happened.

      A scream followed, and my focus turned to Christine. She was on the ground now, kneeling beside her father. Crying. Her hands pressed against his chest while blood seeped from a wound, spreading out until it was a bright red dot on his blue shirt.

      “No,” I gasped.

      Andrew pressed the gun harder against my temple. “I told you to stay back.”

      “You son of a bitch,” Kellan growled.

      “What did you do?” Ernie grabbed my attention this time. He was standing behind Christine, looking down at the scene in front of him with wide eyes. “This wasn’t the deal! This wasn’t what we agreed on. You told me you would shoot him.” He pointed a shaky finger at Kellan. “I told you to kill him.”

      What? What did Ernie mean?

      I looked from the hysterical man to Kellan, whose eyes had widened, and it hit me. He’d made a deal with Andrew. How, I didn’t know, but somehow, somewhere, he’d made a deal that involved Kellan getting shot and Andrew getting his hands on me.

      Behind me, my captor snorted and said, “I don’t take orders.”

      The whistle he let out was right in my ear, and I jerked away from it, forcing the barrel against my temple until it felt like it was burrowing its way inside my head. A gunshot broke through the air a second later, and it caught me so off guard that I jumped and let out a squeak.

      Ernie’s head jerked back, and his body dropped to the ground.

      “Oh my God!” Christine sobbed. “Oh my God!”

      Blake was at her side, trying to help her staunch the blood flowing from her father’s chest. Behind them, Scott rushed to check on Ernie, but it only took one look to know nothing could be done. Andrew’s goon had shot him in the head.

      Between the blood and sobs, the zombies and the dead man who’d betrayed us, the situation had spiraled out of control, so that as Andrew dragged me farther from my friends, the only person still paying attention was Kellan. He was the only one focused on me when Andrew reached the car, the only one who was still watching when the back door was pulled open and Andrew started to push me inside.

      I was half in when Kellan yelled, “Stop!”

      He tossed his gun to the ground and lifted his hands, and to my shock, Andrew listened and stopped moving.

      Kellan took another step toward us, his hands still up. “Take me, too. Take me with you to Atlanta.”

      “No!” I tried to climb back out of the car, tried to fight against Andrew’s grip, but he wouldn’t give an inch. “Kellan, stop!”

      Andrew didn’t look my way when he snarled, “You think I’m an idiot?”

      “I’m immune, too.” Kellan flipped his hands over a couple times to show he wasn’t a threat, then reached for the bandage on his arm. “I can prove it.”

      “Kellan, you can’t be—” Blake, suddenly aware of what was going on, called out, but he was cut off when Kellan said, “Shut the hell up.”

      He ripped the bandage off and held his arm out for Andrew to inspect, putting the other one back up as he moved closer. “Look. See for yourself.”

      The fresh bite was bright red against his brown flesh, and there was no way to pass it off as anything but a human bite.

      But I knew the truth and so did our friends. I could tell Andrew, I should tell Andrew. I couldn’t let him drag Kellan into this, too. It wasn’t fair.

      My eyes met Kellan’s, which were silently pleading with me to remain quiet. Behind him, Blake had slammed his mouth shut. He was still kneeling beside a sobbing Christine, but his gun was now up. He didn’t move, though, and I could tell by his expression that he wasn’t going to.

      Scott, too, stood silently, waiting to find out what Andrew was going to do, and I couldn’t for the life of me figure out why someone wasn’t screaming the truth. Why wasn’t I? I mean, I couldn’t let Kellan do this. Could I? If Andrew found out he was lying, he’d kill Kellan in a heartbeat.

      Then again, how would he ever know? Maybe once we got to Atlanta he’d find out, but until then Kellan and I would be together, and together we had a better chance of getting away. Together we had a better shot at surviving this.

      Andrew still had my arm in a punishing grip when he pressed his lips together, studying Kellan for a tense moment before finally calling out, “Tie him up.”

      Kellan put his wrists together and held them out, his eyes focused on me as one of Andrew’s men ran forward with a zip tie. When he bound Kellan’s wrists, the zip of the plastic sounded loud, even over the blood pounding in my ears.

      It was done now. Kellan was a prisoner, too, and I hadn’t stopped it.

      Andrew shoved the barrel of the gun harder against my temple, and Kellan let out a growl.

      “You cause problems, and you’re dead, hear me? Two immune people is good, but I really only need one of you.” His eyes stayed focused on Kellan when he said, “And remember what I’ll do to her.”

      Rage flashed in Kellan’s eyes, but he managed to keep his emotions in check when he nodded. “I’ll cooperate. I’ll do whatever you want as long as I know she’s alive and okay.”

      “I’m not going to kill her.” He nodded to the man at Kellan’s side. “Put him in the back of the truck.”

      “No!” Kellan shouted, but he was already being pulled away.

      Blake watched all this play out in stunned silence, his gun up even though he didn’t make a move. Andrew still had the barrel pressed against my head, and now Kellan was tied up and being shoved into the back of the truck, and Blake had to know doing anything was too risky. One wrong move and he would get Kellan killed.

      Andrew’s gaze moved to my friends. “Don’t follow us or he’s dead.” Then he shoved me into the car and dove in behind me, yelling, “Drive!”

      The tires squealed on the blacktop, and the back end of the car fishtailed, tossing me aside before finally lurching forward, the door still open. It slammed shut after only a second, but I barely noticed because I had spun around and was looking out through the back window. Behind us, a cloud of dust had risen, but even through the haze I could see Bill, still lying on the ground. Christine was kneeling next to him, and Scott had moved to help her, but Blake was on his feet. He took a few steps as the truck sped after us, but he wasn’t shooting. He wasn’t charging after us. Like me, he knew there was nothing he could do.

      I wasn’t even sure if Bill was alive or dead, and as the yellow truck faded from view, I realized I might never find out.

      I tried to comfort myself with the knowledge that Kellan was okay, but with our situation so precarious, it was impossible. His safety was only temporary, because if Andrew thought he was too much trouble, or if he found out the truth, I would lose everything.

      Andrew chuckled, and I lunged at him without thinking, raking my fingernails across his face and breaking the skin, leaving three trails of red on his cheek. He let out a hiss of pain seconds before he lashed out, his hand open, his palm stinging across my face and sending me slamming against the door.

      “Bitch.” Andrew pressed his hand against his cheek, and when he pulled it away and saw the blood on his palm, he let out a low growl that reminded me of the dead. “You’re damn lucky I have to keep you in one piece.”

      He mumbled something under his breath as he reached down and rooted around for something on the floor. When he turned back, he slapped me again, and this time my head banged against the door. The world went fuzzy and out of focus, but I registered Andrew yanking my hands forward and wrapping something around my wrists. He pulled it tight and plastic bit into my skin, and I thought about how the other man had done the same thing to Kellan.

      “If you can’t be a good girl,” Andrew said when he released me, “you get time out.”

      “Fuck you,” I spit at him.

      I blinked, trying to clear my vision.

      Andrew’s grinning face came into view. “Since the offer’s on the table…”

      My stomach dropped faster than a rock sinking to the bottom of a lake, and I scooted farther away from him.

      Andrew laughed again, the sound loud and deep in the silence of the car. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to touch you unless your little friend forces my hand.” Andrew’s gaze moved to my chest. “I like my women with tits.”

      My face warmed under the reminder that he’d seen me naked already, had touched me, had even been moments from raping me before Kellan stepped in. His assurances that he wasn’t going to do that now weren’t enough to calm me down, because if Kellan stepped out of line at all, Andrew would take it out on me, and when he was done, he would kill the man I loved.

      I looked over my shoulder, out the back window, hoping to see the yellow truck speeding after us, but all I could see was the big white one driven by Andrew’s men. Blake had to be back there, though. He wouldn’t let Andrew drag Kellan and me away without coming after us. He’d catch up with Andrew and save us. He had to, because we all knew we weren’t headed back to the Holy City this time.

      At my side, Andrew ripped his leather jacket off and shoved it on the floor at my feet, smearing zombie guts all over my pants in the process.

      “Don’t bother looking for your friends,” he said as he ripped his hat off and tossed it on top of the jacket. “They’re not back there.”

      He didn’t look at me as he fished a cigarette out of his shirt pocket. The thing was smashed, the paper crinkled from being jammed in his pocket, and he had to roll it against the seat in front of him to smooth it out. Once he had, he slipped it between his lips and pulled a lighter from his pocket, his gaze finally moving to me as he flicked his thumb over the top. One side of his mouth turned up as his cheeks hollowed, his eyes staying on me while he sucked in and the cigarette flared to life. After a few seconds, he pulled it away and slowly blew the smoke out.

      He shoved the lighter back in his pocket and said, “We made sure they can’t come after us.”

      Fear gripped me in a tight grasp, squeezing my throat. “How?”

      “Your tires have been slit,” Andrew said. “You guys have been careful, but you underestimated me. You had no idea I followed your trail after you rescued your little blonde friend. No idea I was the one who set the hangar on fire.”

      “What?”

      I thought back to that night and the chaos that had ensued, as well as, just today, when Bill had voiced his doubts about how the fire started. He’d been right. It was no accident. Andrew had done it.

      “See,” Andrew paused and sucked in another mouthful of chemicals, and when he started talking again, it puffed out like smoke from a chimney, “I don’t like losing, and I’m patient. I underestimated you when I took the girl, and I wasn’t going to let it happen again. So I kept my distance and studied you. I started the fire and observed how you worked together, then I released the zombies and watched you fight them. I also saw that son of a bitch take a bite out of you. That’s how I learned you were immune, and that’s when I changed tactics. If I could get you, I didn’t need Harper.

      “So I started bringing zombies to the shelter, releasing them to draw you guys out.” He quirked one eyebrow. “That part, you did figure out, though, didn’t you?” He didn’t wait for me to answer, but instead nodded as he took another long drag off his cigarette. “You were smarter than I thought you were, and more organized, and I knew I needed more men, so I took my time and recruited some people. It wasn’t hard. A lot of lowlifes out there these days, and a lot of men desperate for a chance to head east and join a sanctioned town where they have the promise of safety, food, and electricity.”

      In front, the driver shifted, his gaze darting back to Andrew, a grim smile on his lips, while the man in the passenger seat turned to look directly at me. I shrank away from his cold stare, which only made him grin. There was something very threatening about that man.

      “When I saw the way the fence gave under the weight of the dead today, I knew some of you would have to go out and get supplies, and I also knew you would be with them.” Andrew pinned me with an intense look as he put the cigarette to his lips again, this time drawing the silence out for longer. “You do love being in the thick of things, don’t you?”

      Even though I didn’t want to dignify him with an answer, I found myself mumbling, “I don’t like being useless.”

      “Whatever.” Andrew shrugged as if he didn’t understand. “I just know it worked to my advantage.”

      He lapsed into silence, concentrating on smoking, but my mind was spinning from all this new information, and from what had happened at the hangar. Ernie had been in on this somehow, but how? How had he made a deal with Andrew, and when had he seen him?

      “How was Ernie involved?”

      Andrew’s eyebrows lifted at my question. “I saw him, at Atwoods. I’d also noticed on more than one occasion that he and your friend weren’t exactly on good terms.” Andrew chuckled quietly, shaking his head. “It really was a stroke of luck when he stormed out of the store. I thought I could use him as a pawn to give me the upper hand, but I didn’t even need to. He spilled the beans without even having to be pressed, even offered to hand you over to me if things got bad.”

      “And he asked you to kill Kellan?”

      “He made a deal with me. He’d make sure the vehicles’ tires were cut before we got there, and I’d shoot your friend,” Andrew said. “Too bad for him, I have a strong dislike for people who aren’t loyal. It’s a very important trait to have.”

      He went back to smoking, and this time I didn’t break the silence. All I could think about was everything that had happened over the last two months. All the hordes we’d taken out and how they had finally stopped—that must have been when he decided to recruit new people. We’d been naive to think Andrew would give up so easily. He’d played us. I couldn’t believe we’d let our guard down, couldn’t believe how thoroughly we’d underestimated him, but I knew one thing. I wasn’t going to let that happen again.
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      Time stretched out, and despite what Andrew had said about Ernie slashing our tires, I couldn’t stop myself from turning to look out the back window every few minutes, praying I’d see the yellow truck. Maybe Ernie had played Andrew the way he’d played us. Maybe he’d realized that replacing the tires would be too difficult and had decided against it. Anything was possible.

      No matter how many times I looked out the back window, though, there was no sign of the yellow truck.

      The sight of the other vehicle gave me some comfort even though another part of me was terrified at the thought of what might happen to Kellan. If Andrew found out he was lying, everything would come crashing down on us. Maybe I’d been stupid not to tell Andrew the truth, or maybe if I had, he would have killed Kellan right then and there. It was impossible to say for certain, but what I knew now was that I had to make sure Andrew didn’t learn the truth, and we had to do everything they said no matter what. It was the only way for both of us to get out of this alive.

      The sun got lower in the sky, dragging the color with it until all that was left in front of us was an abyss of never-ending blackness. Not even the stars were visible tonight because of the overcast sky, and with no other cars in the area and no electricity, it almost seemed like we’d reached the end of the world.

      I felt that way, too. Every time the hard plastic of the zip tie bit into my wrists or Andrew blew out another stream of smoke, I was reminded of how desperate things had gotten. Kellan and I were his prisoners, at his mercy with no chance of escape unless we wanted to be the cause of the other person’s destruction. Kellan wouldn’t risk it, and there was no way I would either, meaning unless someone came to our rescue, this was it for us. We were going to Atlanta where Andrew would hand us over to the CDC, and right now all I could do was pray they only wanted some of my blood—and that they’d let Kellan live once they learned he’d lied. Based on the rumors we’d heard about the new government, I wasn’t optimistic.

      “Find a place to stop for the night,” Andrew said out of nowhere.

      For hours, the only sound had been the deep, throaty voice of Johnny Cash floating from the speakers, filling the silence in the car, and I jumped at the sudden words. Andrew had been smoking this entire time, and the air in the car now tasted like chemicals. The smoke was thick, reminding me of fog rising from the ground on a spring morning. My eyes stung, and I felt like I’d smoked a pack of cigarettes myself, but I wasn’t about to ask him to put the thing out. I wasn’t going to give this asshole the satisfaction of asking for anything.

      We’d been in the car for hours—exactly how long I wasn’t sure—but we’d passed what remained of Lawton, which was an hour from Altus, some time ago. After that, we drove through miles of nothingness until the sun finally went down and the world turned black, making it impossible to even guess where we were. Not that I would have been able to. I hadn’t ventured farther than Altus in nine years, and I couldn’t remember how long it had taken to get to Oklahoma City or Tulsa—or even if that was the direction we were headed. Those cities were hours away, though. That was all I knew for sure.

      It wasn’t long before the car slowed, thirty minutes, maybe less, and I bounced in my seat when we pulled into an overgrown parking lot, the tires rolling over holes and debris hidden beneath weeds. In front of us, a run-down motel that hadn’t seen life in years sat illuminated by the headlights. Surprisingly, despite nearly a decade of neglect, the doors were shut tight, most of the windows were still intact, and the roof hadn’t yet begun to sag under the weight of time.

      “Check it out,” Andrew said, smoke once again coming out with his words.

      Without reply and without looking back, the two goons in front climbed out and lumbered toward the motel. Beside me, Andrew pulled yet another cigarette from his pocket and lit up, the flickering flame playing across the dark interior of the car and creating shadows on his face that made him look even more evil than he already did.

      “We’ll get a good night’s sleep and head out at first light,” he said after he’d exhaled. “I’ll even be nice and let you curl up with your buddy.”

      I stayed quiet, which only seemed to amuse him, because he grinned like I’d told a joke.

      The men came back once they were sure the place was zombie-free and got to work unloading supplies. Andrew climbed out, the cigarette still dangling from his lips, and dragged me from the back of the car and through the now open door of the motel.

      Inside, the room was musty from disuse, the odor of mildew and dirt heavy in the air, and when Andrew shoved me onto the bed, a puff of dust rose up around me, filling my nostrils until they itched even more than they had in the car. I sniffed the sneeze back but could do nothing to stop my eyes from watering. I was wiping the tears away when Andrew lit a lantern, sending a soft glow over the room. He smiled when he saw me, and even though I wanted to tell him I wasn’t crying, I kept my mouth shut.

      “You want this one in here?” someone called from outside.

      “Yeah, bring him in,” Andrew said around his cigarette, his eyes still on me as they grew darker, harder. “Remember what I said. You give me any trouble, and you’ll both regret it.” He ripped the cigarette from his mouth as Kellan was dragged into the room. “I’ll strip you down and your boyfriend will have to watch, and when I’m done with you, I’ll slit his throat. Understand?”

      “We won’t do anything,” I promised hastily, lifting my hands like I was reaching for Kellan even though they were bound and it was impossible to do much of anything.

      The goon who’d dragged Kellan in shoved him onto the bed next to me, and without the use of his hands, he had no way to stop himself from landing on his side. I reached for him, doing my best to help him sit up, and once he was, he turned to me.

      “Are you okay?” he asked, lifting his bound hands so he could touch my face.

      “I’m fine.” I looked him over, taking stock of his condition, but other than the bite, which was now uncovered, there were only a few minor bumps and scratches.

      Andrew stood in front of the door, watching us as he sucked in a mouthful of smoke. His dark eyes bored into mine, filled with silent threats, and the hair on my head prickled. When he was sure I’d gotten the message, he turned, a sadistic little smile on his lips, and went outside. He didn’t close the door behind him, though, and the quiet rumble of voices floating into the room served as a reminder that we weren’t alone.

      I grabbed Kellan’s arm once Andrew had disappeared and pulled him closer so I could whisper and still be heard. “What were you thinking? What do you think he’s going to do with you if he finds out you lied?”

      “He’s not going to find out,” Kellan hissed. “I knew if they drove off, I’d never be able to find you. At least this way we’re together.”

      He held my face between his bound hands and pressed a kiss on my forehead. His skin was warm and soft against mine, and I closed my eyes, holding on to his wrist as I tried to let his presence calm me the way it usually did. This time, it didn’t work.

      “It was all I could think to do at the time,” Kellan said, his lips still against my forehead. “The idea of him pulling you into that car and taking you out of my life for good almost killed me.”

      “But you have to know what you’re risking. Andrew could decide you’re too much work, and then he’ll kill you.” I tightened my grip on his wrist. “You’re risking your life.”

      “My life would be worthless without you in it.”

      “A touching thought.”

      Kellan pulled back but his hands remained on my face, and we both turned to find Andrew once again standing in the doorway, smoking and grinning like we were putting on a show.

      “Just remember that, and we’ll all get through this in one piece,” he said.

      Andrew stepped into the room, and another man followed—the same one who’d driven the car. When he pulled the door shut behind him, he was as silent as he had been during the long hours of driving, and not even when he dragged a chair across the room so it was in front of the door did he say a word. He sat, not making a noise, and I curled into Kellan when the realization that we were going to have to share this room hit me.

      Andrew noticed my discomfort and chuckled. “Don’t flatter yourself.” He took a drag from his cigarette—he’d have to run out soon; he’d been smoking all day—before saying, “I may find certain tactics useful when it comes to getting my way, but that doesn’t mean I partake in them unless absolutely necessary.”

      He moved to the other bed, his eyes on us the whole time and the cigarette still hanging from his mouth. Not for the first time, I was struck by how startlingly bright the evil seemed to shine in his dark eyes. Like a lone fire blazing on an otherwise black night. It was brilliant, unmistakable, and it made me shiver.

      Andrew took a seat on the edge of the bed and sucked in a mouthful of chemicals before speaking again. “I was with a group years ago, not too long after all this started, in Vegas. That’s where I’m from. Ve-gas.” He over pronounced the syllables, spitting them out like it was the most detestable city in the world. “I hated it. It was always crowded and hotter than hell in the summer. A cesspool.” He shrugged. “But it was home.

      “When the virus hit, thousands of tourists were stuck, and most of them died. Overnight, Sin City became a ghost town, and it was during those first few days of quiet that I met the boss.” Andrew chuckled like he was relaying a fond childhood memory, and I shivered. “The boss. That’s actually what he wanted us to call him. I didn’t care, though, because he was smart and motivated, and when the dead started coming back, I knew I was going to have to join forces with someone like him or die. Those were the only options.

      “We recruited survivors as we found them, men and women, and worked together to clean out and fortify the Monte Carlo, but it wasn’t until it was safe that the boss’s true plan came out.” The corner of Andrew’s mouth curled up. “Like I said, he was a smart son of a bitch. He knew how to motivate people. Knew that the currency of the old world had vanished for good, and if he wanted to succeed, he was going to have to create his own. So he did. He used the women as currency.”

      At my side, Kellan’s entire body stiffened so it felt like I was leaning against a stone wall. “Currency?”

      Andrew leaned forward as if to emphasize his story, his eyes shining with an evil light. “You see, he was the one who taught me how to motivate people. We needed supplies if we were going to make it, but the city was overrun, and the men needed a reward for risking their lives.”

      What he was saying sank in. My stomach lurched and my fingers dug into Kellan’s arm, and somehow against the bile rising in my throat I managed to spit out, “That’s sick.”

      Andrew gave an unconcerned shrug. “But effective.”

      He’d mentioned Vegas before, that day outside our shelter when we’d handed Harper over to him, and he’d also said there had been another shelter like ours. We’d always known there were more, but the company had been secretive, and not even Jasper had known their locations.

      “You said something before, about another shelter. Was that outside Vegas?”

      Andrew blew out a long trail of smoke, lifting his chin like he was trying to keep it away from us even though he didn’t care one way or another. The gray cloud floated to the ceiling where it joined the rest of the smoke gathered there, hovering just under the yellowed ceiling.

      “In the Mojave Desert,” he finally said, “out in the middle of nowhere just like yours. Some of our men snatched a couple women who were with the group—Hadley Lucas was one of them, if you can believe it.”

      The name sounded vaguely familiar, but before I’d had a chance to remember why, Kellan said, “The actress?”

      Andrew’s grin stretched wider, suddenly reminding me of a cartoon cat from my childhood that had scared the shit out of me. “The very same.”

      Right. Hadley Lucas the actress. I remembered her now. Strawberry blonde hair, thin. Pretty. She’d been in some zombie movie—we actually had it at the shelter—Zombieworld or something like that. It was a comedy, but I’d never really been able to see the humor in it.

      “She was popular,” Andrew said, and when Kellan swore under his breath, he waved his hand dismissively. “Doesn’t matter now. Their friends got them out, somehow, killed a couple of our people in the process. The boss was pissed, so we broke into their shelter and—”

      “You couldn’t have.” Kellan sat up straighter, and like him, alarm pulsed through me at the thought of someone being able to break into the shelter. “There’s no way.”

      “There is if someone runs off and betrays you.” Andrew pressed his mouth into a tight line and shook his head, looking less amused than he had before. “We should have let sleeping dogs lie, but the boss was determined. He wanted Hadley Lucas back—and the blonde who was with her was a hot piece of ass, too.” He waved his cigarette-wielding hand in the air as if to wipe his words away. “Anyway, we destroyed their shelter, but they made it out and came back to Vegas. They broke the rest of the women out and set zombies loose in the hotel, and that was the end of the Monte Carlo. I was one of the few people who made it out alive.” He let out a snort that I couldn’t interpret. “Barely.”

      “What happened to the other group?” I asked. “To the people from the shelter?”

      “Don’t know, don’t care. Died, probably. Nearly everyone does.” Andrew took another drag before leaning down, blowing the smoke out as he snuffed his cigarette on the carpet at his feet, not looking up when he started talking again. “I only tell you this so you understand how resourceful I am. Being together the way you are, I know you’re going to be tempted to try to get away, but it won’t happen.” He sat up, leaving the cigarette butt on the carpet, and focused his cold eyes on us. “There’s nothing I won’t do to get what I want. I captured and delivered dozens of women to my boss and didn’t miss a second of sleep, and if I have to do the same thing to keep you in line, I will.” He nodded to the armed goon sitting in front of the door, and the man smiled. “And believe me, my men will enjoy every second of it. Understand?”

      I clung to Kellan harder. “We won’t cause problems.”

      “Good.” Andrew scooted back so he was lying down, not even bothering to take his boots off. “Now I need to get some shuteye.”

      Kellan and I scooted back on the bed as well, doing our best to get comfortable. It wasn’t an easy task with our hands tied, but after some careful shifting, we managed.

      Andrew’s goon dimmed the light, but didn’t turn it out completely, and I was grateful for the soft glow illuminating the room because it made it possible for me to see Kellan. After hours of being apart, I wanted to soak him in, wanted to cling to him so I could convince myself everything was going to be okay. We’d been together since the beginning, and as long as that remained, we could make it. We would survive this.

      “You should try to sleep,” Kellan said, his voice soft and low so only I could hear it.

      “I don’t know if I can.”

      I tried to look over my shoulder, but he clasped my chin and held it, forcing me to focus on him. He was so close, and his brown eyes were swimming with more emotions than I could identify.

      “Don’t look at them,” he whispered, and I almost closed my eyes when his warm breath swept over me, but his gaze held me captive. “Just concentrate on me. Just focus on me.”

      “I’m scared.”

      “I know, so am I, but we’re going to get through this. I swear.”

      “How?” I asked in a shaky voice. “How can we possibly get out of this?”

      Kellan swallowed, and when he hesitated, my heart pounded faster. “I don’t know if we can get out of it. I’m not going to lie about that. But we will get through this together. We’ll be together until the moment they deliver us to Atlanta. Understand?”

      “What then?” I lowered my voice. “What happens then, Kellan?”

      “We survive. It’s all we can do.”

      He kissed me then, a feather light brush of his lips against mine, and I sank into him, my bound hands clinging to his shirt like it was a life vest and I was on the verge of drowning. More than anything, I wished our hands were untied so I could feel his strong arms around me, but I didn’t have a prayer that Andrew would actually allow that. Instead, I scooted closer to him, nestling my head under his chin, burrowing my face against his neck.

      “I love you,” I whispered.

      “I love you,” he said, “more than anything.”
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      I’d thought for sure that sleep would evade me, but Kellan’s comforting presence helped me drift into a deep—if somewhat what restless—sleep, within minutes of shutting my eyes. In the darkness of my dreams, I found myself in the wilderness, surrounded by sand and mountains, trying to find my way back to Kellan. He was somewhere nearby, I knew, but I couldn’t find him. Andrew was there as well, and he seemed to be dozens of people at once, all of them surrounding me, trapping me. Their eyes bright, shining with the darkness living inside him.

      I woke with a start when something jabbed into my back, gasping from the shock of being ripped from the unsettling dream. Light flooded the room, streaming in through the motel’s window and wide-open door, and Andrew stood at my back, holding a gun, which he’d used to wake me. At my side, Kellan was already awake, his dark eyes focused on our captor and shimmering with groggy rage.

      “Get up,” Andrew said. “It’s time to move.”

      Kellan pushed himself up, his hands never leaving me, and helped me sit as well.

      Andrew allowed us to walk out together, side by side, but I had little hope he’d let Kellan stay with me once we were ready to leave. I squinted when we stepped out, lifting my bound hands to shield my face. It was early, probably not even seven in the morning, but the day was already sweltering. The motel had been stuffy and hot from being sealed up all night, but the sun’s rays were twice as scorching, and I felt a little bit like I’d stepped into an oven.

      Andrew’s men were gathered around the parking lot, eating from opened cans of various food. Most of the silver cylinders no longer had labels, but among the slightly deteriorating paper covers that remained, I spotted peaches, beans, and even potatoes. It was the first real chance I’d had to count the men Andrew had recruited for this mission—things had been too hectic back at the hangar and too dark last night when we got to the motel—and I was surprised to learn there were only six of them. It was a much smaller group than he’d had before, but not so small that they hadn’t been able to overtake us.

      We only made it a few steps when Andrew grabbed my arm and started pulling me toward the car. The goon who’d stood watch in the room mumbled something I couldn’t hear, and Kellan lowered himself to the ground as I was dragged away, his gaze still on me. I wanted to fight, and the expression in Kellan’s brown eyes told me he did as well, but neither of us resisted. There was too much at risk.

      My stomach growled at the sight of the canned food, but even worse was the pressure in my bladder. I’d been escorted to the bathroom—which reeked of things I couldn’t name—in the middle of the night, but that had been hours ago.

      “I have to pee,” I said as Andrew tried to pull me toward the already open door of the sedan.

      He stopped and turned, frowning like he didn’t believe me.

      “I’m not lying,” I snapped. “It’s a normal bodily function that I have no control over.”

      “Didn’t think you were lying.” He was already smoking, and the cigarette bobbed as he talked. “There. You can squat on the other side.”

      Heat moved up my face when he nodded to the truck, parked only a few feet from where we stood. There was no privacy, and half his men would be able to see me.

      “Take me back to the room,” I said, “or behind the motel.”

      Andrew rolled his eyes and tightened his grip as he changed course, now dragging me toward the truck. “This isn’t a democracy. You pee where I tell you, when I tell you.” He shoved me toward the truck, and I stumbled a few steps. “And I’m telling you to piss here.”

      His men had stopped eating and were watching, and behind Andrew, Kellan sat watching as well.

      “Now,” Andrew snapped. “Or I’ll have Reyes break one of his fingers.”

      The man standing over Kellan—Reyes—grinned.

      “Okay. I’m going.”

      I swallowed, my gaze moving over the people gathered in the overgrown parking lot as more heat moved up my face. I didn’t have a choice, and it wasn’t that big of a deal, anyway. I could do this.

      I turned my back to the side of the truck when I reached it, thinking the position would give me the most cover. Even with my eyes straight ahead, I could feel the gazes of Andrew and his men on me, and not only did it make my face burn with shame, it also made my hands tremble as I worked to undo my pants. I had to twist my hands to get the button undone and the zipper down, and the whole time the hard plastic of the zip tie bit into my skin. Getting my pants and underwear down turned out to be the easiest part. Squatting so no pee splashed on my legs or feet ended up being impossible, and once I was finished, getting my clothes back in place proved to be a challenge. I had to stand in the parking lot with my pants around my knees while I worked to pull up my underwear, completely exposed while heat licked at my cheeks and tears filled my eyes. I tried to tell myself it was no big deal, Andrew had already seen me like this at the farmhouse, and no real harm was coming to me, but the longer it took to get my pants back in place, the less I believed it, so that by the time I’d finished and turned to face Andrew, tears were streaming down my cheeks.

      I couldn’t meet anyone’s gaze as Andrew dragged me across the parking lot to the sedan, his grip punishing and sure to leave a bruise.

      When we reached the car, he didn’t shove me inside, but instead snapped, “Sit.”

      I did as I was told and took a seat, keeping my legs out. Andrew stood in front of me with a cigarette hanging out of his mouth. The sun was behind him, casting his shadow over me, and his hulking frame made it impossible to see Kellan from where I sat. It also made me feel impossibly alone and vulnerable.

      Andrew had a canvas bag in his hands, and he didn’t look at me as he dug through it. I wasn’t sure what to expect—a torture device, maybe—but he pulled out a can and handed to me, and then a canteen.

      “We need to keep you healthy.” Ash fluttered from the cigarette between his lips, falling to the ground. “The CDC needs you alive.”

      When I didn’t make a move to either eat or drink, he ripped the cigarette out of his mouth and blew smoke into the air.

      “Eat.” He pointed the cigarette at the can in my hands. “And make sure you drink every drop of water. It’s hot, and the last thing I need is for you to get dehydrated.”

      I still didn’t move. “What about Kellan? You’re going to make sure he stays healthy, too. Right? You need him to be healthy when we get there.”

      “He doesn’t eat until you do.” Andrew gave me a smirk that looked evil. “Remember, I’m no fool. I’m not going to have you starving yourself in some idiotic form of protest. You eat what I give you and drink all that water, and your little boyfriend will get his share.”

      I scowled up at Andrew, but he only smiled in response. I’d had no intention of trying to starve myself, but I still didn’t like being put in a corner like this.

      He smoked as he watched me lift the canteen to my lips and take a big gulp. The water was warm and had a slight metallic taste, but I sucked it down anyway, not stopping until it was half empty. Andrew’s eyes stayed on me as I set it down and pried the lid off the can—thankfully, it was a pop-top, making it easy. Like most of the cans I’d seen his men eating from, there was no label, so I wasn’t sure what I was going to get. Not that it mattered. Even if it was a can of condensed milk, I’d choke it down for Kellan.

      It turned out to be baked beans. They floated in their brown sauce, surrounded by bits of bacon and congealed grease. My stomach would have turned at the sight of them even if Andrew wasn’t watching me like a hawk, because I’d never been a fan of baked beans, but his eyes were on me, and he kept watching as I bent the lid and used it to scoop up a big glop of the food. I shoveled it in my mouth, barely tasting the cold sweetness of the beans as I chewed, taking a second bite as soon as I’d swallowed the first.

      My empty stomach tried to protest, but I forced the food to stay down by piling more on top of it, bite after bite, consuming the contents until there wasn’t a single bean or piece of bacon left.

      When I set the empty can aside, Andrew nodded. “Good. Now the water.”

      I finally looked away when I picked up the canteen. Andrew was still hovering over me, but he’d shifted so he was leaning against the open door, his arms crossed as he smoked, and I was now able to get a good look around. His men were packing up, loading the cars with the supplies they’d dragged into the motel last night, and Kellan was still sitting on the ground, the same goon standing over him. My stomach threatened to expel the beans at the sight of the gun pointed at Kellan’s head, so I gulped the water faster, hoping to keep them down.

      When the canteen was finally empty, I turned it upside down and glared at Andrew. “Now give Kellan some food.”

      Andrew pulled the cigarette from his mouth and yelled over his shoulder. “Feed the other one.”

      The goon standing over Kellan pulled something out of his pocket and tossed it on the ground. It landed at Kellan’s feet, and through the thick tangle of weeds I caught sight of something orange.

      “Crackers?” The fiery look I shot Andrew didn’t faze him in the least.

      “We have to prioritize our rations.” He shrugged as if Kellan’s life meant less to him than a blade of grass. “We didn’t plan for your friend.”

      “Give him something else,” I said.

      “You’re not in a position to give orders.”

      He was right, but I still got to my feet. “He at least needs water!”

      Andrew tossed his cigarette on the ground and shoved me so that I plopped back down on the seat. Then he was in my face. “Watch yourself.”

      I was seething, my blood and face hot, but I took his warning seriously. They’d given Kellan something, at least, and that would have to do for now.

      I stayed where I was while the men finished packing up. By then, Kellan had finished his meager meal, and when Andrew told everyone that it was time to head out, the goon standing over him yanked him to his feet. I watched in silence as he was dragged to the back of the truck and disappeared from sight.
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      I dozed in the car, lulled to sleep by the persistent rocking even though it terrified me to close my eyes for even a second. Last night I’d been able to relax a little with Kellan at my side, but now I was alone, and taking my eyes off Andrew was the last thing I wanted to do, but I couldn’t help it.

      Between naps, I stared out the window, watching the Oklahoma landscape fly by. Eventually, it changed from the dry, brown world I was used to, to something greener. There were more trees lining the roads, more forests in the distance, and the ruins of old cities and neighborhoods became more frequent. I wasn’t positive since most of the road signs were gone, covered by debris, or rusty, but I had a feeling we’d passed out of Oklahoma and were now in Arkansas. Or what used to be Arkansas, anyway. I wasn’t sure what states still existed. I wasn’t even sure if this was still considered the United States of America.

      The idea of talking to Andrew was repulsive, but being in the dark wasn’t fun either, so after hours of silence, I finally turned to him. “Are we in Arkansas?”

      He seemed to have a never-ending supply of cigarettes, and his life-goals seemed to include turning his lungs black, because he was still smoking.

      “Almost to Tennessee,” he said through a haze of smoke.

      “I haven’t left Oklahoma in more than ten years,” I mumbled.

      “I don’t know why the hell not,” Andrew replied. “The place is a pit, and hotter than hell. You know there are better areas out there, right? And there are cities with walls.” He snorted as he sucked in another mouthful of chemicals. “You should have come east and joined a sanctioned settlement. They’d give you a place to live and a job, you’d get credits. You wouldn’t have to fight for everything you have.”

      “We also wouldn’t be free,” I said.

      “Freedom is overrated when it means you could get your face chewed off at any moment,” Andrew shot back. “Believe me. I’m going to get you to Atlanta, collect my reward, and live out a life of ease. Mark my words.”

      “What are they giving you?”

      It was something I’d been wondering ever since we learned about Andrew and his men. The money we’d used before the virus was a thing of the past, but the new government had credits, only I couldn’t for the life of me figure out what Andrew would do with them. They could hand him a million credits, but what did it matter? We got the National Newspaper from time to time, usually brought in by traders who’d raided a supply truck, and Andrew was right. If you joined a sanctioned settlement, the new government gave you some credits to get you back on your feet and made sure you had a place to live and a job. Yes, you had to pay rent and buy food and clothes, but there were very few luxuries these days. No one worried about expensive cars or the latest electronics; there were no exclusive resorts to visit, or any vacations at all anymore. Life was simpler now, consisting of a small list of things people needed to survive.

      Andrew waved his hand as if swatting away my words. “That’s my business. All you need to worry about is doing as you’re told so your boyfriend gets out of this alive. Understand?”

      “Yeah,” I mumbled then turned back to the window, once again watching as the world flew by.
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      What had once been Memphis loomed in the distance. The city was deserted now, the skyscrapers dark silhouettes against the swiftly darkening sky as the car came to a stop in front of a moderately-sized office building.

      Like yesterday, Andrew’s men went inside while we stayed in the car, returning only a few minutes later to give the all clear. After that, Andrew once again dragged me into the building, only this time he shoved me onto a couch in the lobby instead of a bed. It was hard, unforgiving when my body landed on it, but that didn’t stop a puff of dust from once again floating into the air around me. When I inhaled the dirt, the air tickled my nose, and I sneezed.

      A few minutes passed before the rest of the men walked in, bringing Kellan with them.

      Like yesterday, I reached for him when he was shoved down at my side, but this time when my hands made contact with his skin, I was struck by how warm it was. This wasn’t from being stuck in the back of the truck all day. No, this was unnaturally hot. Scorching, even.

      Kellan had a fever.

      I had to force myself not to react, not wanting Andrew and his men to suspect anything was wrong. They were occupied right now, securing the door and going through the rations, and it gave me a chance to sneak a glance at Kellan’s face. His eyes were red, bloodshot and tired looking, and even in the limited light from the lantern his face looked flushed. My heart rate sped up as I snuck a peek at the bite on his forearm. It was redder than yesterday, I was sure of it, and the skin around it was shiny and swollen. Irritated.

      It was infected.

      Andrew wasn’t facing us, wasn’t looking our way, I took the opportunity to press the back of my hand against Kellan’s cheek, and then his forehead. He was hot. Burning up, really.

      “You’re sick,” I whispered, keeping my voice low.

      “I’m okay,” he said, but his voice sounded strained. Tired. Nothing like him.

      He was lying.

      Andrew, still not paying attention to us, addressed his men. “We’re a little more than halfway there, which means if all goes well, we have two days of driving left. Maybe one if we don’t run into trouble tomorrow. Take shifts watching the prisoners, and in between I want everyone to rest up. The closer we get to the sanctioned areas, the more on the lookout we need to be. There could be raiders—people who steal from the government and will have no problem trying to steal from us as well. There could also be hordes. They’re thicker out here where there’s more human life, and some of the newer strains are nasty. Understand?”

      Around the room, his men nodded.

      Satisfied that they’d taken him seriously, Andrew turned to face Kellan and me. “You two will not get up from that couch unless we tell you to. Got it?”

      “Yes.” I scooted closer to Kellan even though the heat radiating from his skin was making me sweat.

      I wanted to drape myself over him so I could shield him from Andrew’s penetrating gaze, but I was afraid to move. Afraid I might draw more attention to Kellan if I looked the wrong way or didn’t say the right words. If anyone realized he was sick, they might decide to kill him now. Andrew didn’t want any extra work, and dragging a sick man to Atlanta would be nothing but work.

      Andrew turned his back on us. “Get them some rations.”

      He didn’t focus on anyone in particular when he spoke, but the men must have been familiar enough with his demands to know who he was talking to, because one of them immediately moved to do his bidding.

      At my side, Kellan’s body shook, and I scooted closer. He was cold. It had to be ninety degrees in this building—at least—and he was shivering.

      “Hang in there,” I whispered as I ran my bound hands up his arm. “It’s going to be okay.”

      Kellan nodded, but his head bobbed faster than usual, and I knew it was because he was shivering.

      One of Andrew’s goons brought us two cans—neither of which had labels on them—and one canteen of water before going back across the room to where the rest of the men were stretched out on the floor.

      Andrew alone stood. A cloud of smoke floated above him as he stared out the front window into the black night, his back was to us. I wasn’t sure what he was looking at, but I was thankful for the break from his piercing eyes.

      I opened the canteen and forced it into Kellan’s hands. “Drink as much as you can.”

      My own mouth was dryer than Oklahoma at the height of the drought, but Kellan needed the water more than I did. We had no medicine that I knew of, and even if Andrew happened to have some antibiotics lying around, I doubted he would share them with Kellan. I had to do everything I could to keep him hydrated and fed. He needed to stay strong until we reached Atlanta, and then hopefully they would be willing to help him even though he’d lied. They were people, after all, human beings just like us. They had to want humanity to survive. That was what all this was about, wasn’t it? They were out looking for people who were immune so they could save the human race. It only stood to reason that whoever was in charge valued human life. Right?

      All I could do was pray they did.

      Kellan only took one gulp from the canteen before trying to pass it to me. “You need some.”

      “No.” I pushed it back to his lips, my gaze darting toward the men on the other side of the room. No one was paying attention to us, thank God. “Drink it, Kellan. You need to.”

      He obeyed, sucking down more than he had the first time, but still passing it back to me before I was happy. I let it go for the time being and focused on the cans we’d been given. The first one I opened was green beans, so I set it aside and moved to the next one. Kellan needed something with protein.

      I peeled the lid of the second can back to reveal more baked beans, and almost let out a sigh of relief. I may not have been a fan, but I was more grateful to see those disgusting brown beans than I had been for anything in a long time.

      When I tried to offer him a scoop, Kellan shook his head.

      “You need to eat,” I insisted. “You need to keep your strength up.”

      “You eat it,” he replied.

      He was shivering harder now. I could tell he was fighting it, but it wasn’t working. His teeth were practically chattering when his gaze met mine, and my blood turned cold at the expression in his eyes. They were bloodshot and sickly, but there was something else there, too. Resignation. He thought he was going to die.

      “Don’t you dare give up.” I had to work to keep my voice low, because it was shaking with emotion. My eyes had filled with tears, too, which I desperately tried to blink back, not wanting Andrew or his men to see me crying and get suspicious. “You listen to me, Kellan. Listen hard. I will not let you die. I won’t.”

      “My arm is killing me,” he said. “It’s hot and so is my face, but I’m freezing. I’m not an idiot, Regan. The bite is infected, and as soon as Andrew finds out—”

      “No,” I hissed. “No.”

      I grabbed his shirt and pressed my face against his chest when the tears wouldn’t stay down. I was pretty sure my tears evaporated from his hot skin before his shirt even had a chance to absorb them. He was on fire.

      “Shhh, Regan.” Kellan stroked the back of my head. “It’s okay.”

      “How can you say that?” I wiped the tears from my face with his shirt so I could look up. “How can you even think I would be okay without you?”

      Kellan shook his head, and when tears filled his eyes, a sob threatened to break out of me. “You don’t have a choice.”

      “I do,” I hissed. “And I choose for you to fight. Remember when I was bitten? Remember how I wanted you to leave me or shoot me? You made me wait, you made me fight, and I did. For you. That’s what you have to do now. Do you understand? You have to stay strong and fight, because if you don’t live, I don’t want to either.”

      He nodded in agreement. “Okay. I’ll fight, Regan. I promise.”

      I was on the verge of hysteria, and even though I knew I needed to keep it under control, I wasn’t sure if I could. The sadness in Kellan’s eyes was sharper than a knife, and it threatened to cut me in half. I’d known him almost my entire life, and I could tell when he was lying. He was humoring me, lying to keep me calm.

      Which was fine, at least for the time being, because it meant he wouldn’t refuse the food and he’d drink the water to make me happy, and right now that was all I could do for him.

      I swallowed down my tears and wiped my face with my arm. “Good. Now you’re going to eat.”

      Like a dutiful child, Kellan swallowed every bite of the baked beans and drank half the water.

      After that, there was nothing to do. It was as black as hell outside, as black as Andrew’s soul, and around the room the men had begun settling down for the night. Andrew, too, had finally moved away from the door. He took the only other couch in the room, which was right across from us, and as he smoked, he watched us, his dark eyes making it feel like he could see inside me. I hoped not.

      At my side, Kellan shivered from time to time, but he was doing everything he could to hide it. He had to be miserable. Had to be struggling, but he somehow managed to look almost relaxed. If they still had Academy Awards, he deserved one. In perfect contrast, I felt completely transparent.

      It wasn’t until Andrew put his cigarette out—on the floor again—and closed his eyes that I was finally able to relax. By then, the lantern had been turned down and everyone but the man on watch was either asleep or on their way. Kellan’s eyes had been closed for some time, but I knew that, like me, he was still wide awake.

      “Kellan,” I whispered his name as I shifted, lifting my bound hands. “Come here.”

      He scooted closer and rested his head on my chest, and I lowered my arms so they were around him. The couch was small, and getting comfortable was going to be difficult, if not impossible, due to the fever raging through him, but he stretched out as much as he could.

      “Sleep,” I whispered as I pressed my lips against his head.
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      I woke drenched in sweat. Kellan’s head was still resting against my chest, and the heat radiating off him seemed twice as intense as it had earlier. He was still asleep, his breathing heavy, and from what I could tell, so was everyone else in the room with the exception of the man on guard duty. He sat by the front door and seemed totally oblivious to everything else surrounding him. The lantern was at his side, turned down so the light only illuminated a small area around him, and in his hands was a paperback that was missing its cover and had the dog-eared pages of a book read dozens of times.

      I scanned the area, not moving an inch even though I was burning up. The other men were stretched out across the room on sleeping bags, their heads resting on backpacks or balled up clothes, Andrew among them. They were out cold, but still armed, something their leader had unfortunately drilled into them.

      There wasn’t much to the place. The lobby we were sleeping in was small, only the two couches, a few tables, and a narrow hallway that led deeper into the building. I had no idea what kind of businesses this building used to house, but whatever they’d been, they hadn’t required much of a lobby.

      To my right there was nothing, not even an emergency exit or door that led to a stairwell, but to my left there was a long hall that stretched into a black abyss. Beyond that there were probably dozens of offices we could hide in. If only we could get away.

      Too bad making a break for it would be a death sentence. The guard was reading, but he was only six feet away and would immediately notice if we got up. No, we couldn’t just run off; we’d need a distraction. Something for the men to focus on so they weren’t watching us, giving us a chance to make a run for it.

      Kellan shifted and started shivering, and I tightened my arms around him. His skin blazed against mine, and without thinking, I moved my hand to his face. God, he was hot.

      “What are you doing?”

      I jumped, caught off guard by the question, and looked up to find Andrew’s eyes open and focused on me.

      “Nothing,” I mumbled and dropped my hands so they were once again around him.

      Andrew pushed himself up, his gaze no longer on me, but on Kellan. “Bullshit. You touched his head like you were checking for a fever.”

      “I didn’t!”

      My heart thudded out a beat that felt ominous, and next to me Kellan shifted. His eyes were open and redder than they had been when we first got here, and he was visibly shivering now.

      “Move,” Andrew headed our way. “Back away from him.”

      “He’s fine,” I argued, desperate now, trying to think of a way out of this. “He’s okay.”

      “Regan.” Kellan’s haggard voice brought tears to my eyes.

      When he twisted so he could duck out from under my arms, I desperately tried to hold on, but he wouldn’t let me, and then it was too late because Andrew was standing in front of us.

      He shoved me back, away from Kellan, and a sob burst out of me. I wanted to throw myself over him, to shield his body with mine, but I couldn’t. It was too late. Andrew was already reaching out, already touching his face, and I felt certain that my world was about to explode.

      “Shit,” Andrew growled.

      On the other side of the couch, Kellan barely moved. His body was slumped, riddled with fever and exhaustion. He was shivering harder now, so that his teeth were actually chattering.

      “What’s going on?” The man who’d been on guard stood, his hand on the gun at his waist, and around the room a few other men had also roused from sleep and were looking at us.

      “He’s sick.” Andrew grabbed Kellan’s arm and turned it over, swearing when he saw the bite. “The fucking bite is infected.”

      “No!” I finally found my voice. “It’s not. He’s okay.”

      “He’s not okay.” Andrew dropped Kellan’s arm and it thumped against his chest. “He’s sick, and I’m not dragging a sick man across the country.”

      This time when Andrew reached for Kellan, he grabbed his forearm and started to pull him to his feet.

      “Stop!” I threw myself on top of him, desperate to stop Andrew, knowing what would happen if he managed to drag Kellan out of here. “Don’t, please.”

      To my horror, I was sobbing. I couldn’t stop it, but I also knew it wouldn’t do anything to convince Andrew. He wasn’t the type of person who was susceptible to emotion. No, he’d only see it as weakness, and that wasn’t going to save Kellan.

      Although I wasn’t sure if anything could save him at this point.

      “Back off.” Andrew backhanded me.

      It sent me flying, and I slammed into the arm of the couch and dropped to the ground. My ears rang, and I shook my head, trying to clear them, but it didn’t work. Instead, the noise in my head grew louder, drowning everything else out, but it made no sense. Nothing made sense, especially not when a sudden light burst through the room.

      I closed my eyes as all around me a chorus of voices rose above the ringing and other sounds, and I opened them to find the room flooded not only with light, but with chaos. Andrew had turned away from us, Kellan forgotten, and all his men were up. They were yelling, but their words were incoherent, and all their attention was on the front windows, which seemed to be the source of the bright light.

      What the hell was going on?

      “Regan.” Warm hands touched my arm, and I turned to find Kellan at my side, his dark, sickly eyes focused on me and filled with worry. “Are you okay?”

      “What’s happening?” I felt like I was yelling, but my voice seemed to make very little impact on the surrounding noise.

      “I don’t know.” His hands, still bound, were resting on my arm when he looked around, and despite the heat, I was so thankful to have him next to me that I almost burst into tears again. “They’re fighting.”

      “Who?” I asked. “Zombies?”

      “No.” Kellan scooted closer to me. “There’s another group. We’re under attack.”

      Figures darted through the brightness, running back and forth, and I finally registered the pop of gunfire. There was another sound, though, but I couldn’t place it. It roared, like a train or like…

      The tornado. It reminded me of being huddled in the basement of the farmhouse while the tornado tore through the house above us. But that couldn’t be what it was. It had to be an engine. A vehicle or tank. A helicopter? No, that was crazy. But it was deafening.

      The light streaming in through the windows faded long enough for me to get a good look around, and I realized Kellan was right.  There was another group outside, in the parking lot, and they were attacking us. I wasn’t sure who to root for, though. If Andrew won, Kellan was dead, but we knew nothing about this other group. They might not care that I was immune. They might put a bullet in both our heads without even batting an eye.

      Our chance!

      Only a little bit ago I’d been thinking about what might need to happen to get us out of this. A distraction. That was what I needed, and this was it.

      “They’re distracted,” I said, realizing this could be our opportunity. “We need to go, now!”

      I started moving before he could respond, holding his arm between my hands, pulling him with me. The dark hall stood before us, and even though I had no idea where it went or what we would face, I knew we stood a better chance in the darkness of the building than we did with either of these groups. It was an office building, but if we were lucky, we might be able to find something we could use to defend ourselves. Scissors, maybe. I could use them to cut the zip ties, and then as a weapon if necessary. Yes. It could work. It had to!

      We charged into the dark hall, reaching a turn less than twenty feet from the lobby, where I stopped. Darkness stretched out in front of us, seemingly never-ending. With no flashlight, I would have to feel my way through. I only prayed there were no zombies lurking in the shadows.

      Kellan leaned against the wall at my side, panting. “What now?”

      “We need to find something to cut these zip ties.” I reached for him, finding his hand in the darkness and pulling him to me. “Here, hold on to my belt loop. Don’t let go.”

      Kellan’s fingers slipped through the loop and tightened.

      “You have me?” I asked, even though I could feel him behind me, his heat was that intense.

      “Yeah.”

      “Hold on, okay? Don’t let go.”

      “I’ve got you,” Kellan said.

      I moved, running my bound hands along the wall as I took slow, measured steps. The noise behind us still echoed through the building, but in front of us there was only silence. Still, my heart pounded harder with each step, and I did my best to stay as quiet as possible, not wanting to draw out anything that might be lurking in the darkness.

      When I reached a doorway, I paused and ran my hand over it until I located the knob. The metal was cold against my skin when I tried to turn it, probably because I was sweating, but it didn’t budge, so I left it behind and kept moving.

      I reached another door and repeated the process, only to be let down again. Over and over I tried the doors lining the hall, but not until the seventh one was I rewarded for my efforts when the knob turned and the door swung open, and I hurried inside, pulling Kellan with me.

      Carefully, I shut the door behind us, making sure it made as little sound as possible. Wherever we were, the room was silent, and when I inhaled, the only scent that filled my nostrils was dust and dirt.

      “It’s clear, I think,” I said, whispering even though no one was around.

      Now that the door was shut, even the noise from the lobby was muffled, but not gone entirely. They were still fighting, and the longer the battle stretched out, the more time we would have.

      I reached behind me and urged Kellan’s fingers from my belt loop. “Sit down. Rest while I look around.”

      “Just for a minute,” he said, and his clothes rustled in the darkness as he lowered himself to the ground. “Then I’ll help.”

      The fact that he didn’t argue told me how horrible he was feeling.

      “Don’t make a sound. I’m going to try to find scissors.”

      I had no idea what kind of office this used to be, but I figured there had to be a reception desk of some kind, and odds were, there would be scissors either on it, or in one of the drawers. At least I hoped so.

      I moved deeper into the office, my hands out in front of me. My heart was pounding, thudding in my ears and drowning out every other sound as I took small steps forward. When my hands made contact with something solid, I stopped and felt around, trying to get my bearing. It was a counter of some kind, so I followed it, holding on as I moved to the side, and then around the back. Once there, I felt around again, first over the surface, where I knocked over a cup filled with pens. My heart jumped as I fingered them, hoping to find a pair of scissors mixed in with the various writing utensils, but I came up empty handed.

      It was okay. There were still drawers. I would find scissors in a drawer.

      I knelt and felt around again, pulling on handles when I found them, searching the darkness by feel alone. They had to have scissors or something else sharp. They had to.

      I hit the jackpot in drawer number three when my skin brushed against cold metal, and I wrapped my fingers around it, wanting to cry out in triumph when the sharp point pressed against my palm.

      Now I just had to get back to Kellan.

      It was easier than I’d thought it would be to retrace my steps, and I could feel the heat radiating off his body when I knelt in front of him. It made my heart pound faster, reminded me that getting away from Andrew was only the first step. I needed to find antibiotics, needed to make sure Kellan got better, and then we would have to make our way back to Oklahoma.

      “Kellan,” I whispered as I reached for him, finding his chest first. “Hold up your hands. I have scissors.”

      He did, and I grappled with them in the dark for a moment. I didn’t want to accidentally cut him. It only took a moment to get a feel for the situation, then I slid the scissors through the plastic binding his wrists and cut, and the zip tie fell away.

      “Now me,” I said, passing the scissors into his hand.

      He said nothing as he took them, and only a moment passed before I was free as well.

      Without a word, he passed the scissors back and let out a breath as he sank back against the wall. “I can’t run any more, Regan. I don’t have any energy left.”

      “You have to,” I said.  “We can’t stay here or they’ll find us eventually. We have to go. We have to get out of this building.”

      “I can’t.”

      I opened my mouth to argue but was cut off by the sound of footsteps charging down the hall.

      I turned toward the door even though I couldn’t see it, my heart racing. Until now, I hadn’t noticed that sounds had died away, but they had, and now someone was in the hall, probably looking for us.

      The lock! Why the hell hadn’t I thought to lock the door when we came in? Because I’d been too worried about Kellan, too focused on finding scissors so I could free our hands and possibly have a weapon, and now it was too late. They were on their way. Who, I wasn’t sure, but there would be more than one of them, and they would be armed.

      A sliver of light cut through the darkness, shining in from under the door, and I tensed. We were trapped, but whatever happened, I wasn’t going down without a fight.

      I got to my feet, holding the scissors in my hand like a knife, and put myself between Kellan and the door. My heart thudded, and I held my breath, waiting. The sound of male voices echoed through the silence seconds before the doorknob rattled and turned.

      It was shoved open, and light flooded the room, momentarily blinding me, but after only a second, the beam moved down, and I was able to get a look at the people in front of me. Four figures, but not all men—it wasn’t Andrew’s group. There was a woman with them. That was a good sign, but I wasn’t stupid enough to think that just because she had breasts I could trust her.

      “Don’t come closer.” I held the scissors up, ignoring the way my hand trembled. “We weren’t with those other people, and we have nothing for you to take. We just want to be left alone.”

      The man at the front of the group stepped forward, and his face came into view. He was in his late-twenties, possibly pushing thirty, and startlingly attractive, with pale blue eyes and dark hair, and a square jaw that was dotted with a few days’ stubble.

      “We’re not going to hurt you.” He had the flashlight in one hand, which he kept pointed to the floor, but he raised the other to show he wasn’t armed. “We’re here to help.”

      “We don’t need help,” I lied. “We just need to be left alone.”

      He took another step, moving his hand as he did, slowly, like he was trying to show me he wasn’t going for a weapon. It still made my heart thump harder.

      “It’s okay. We’re like you.” He pushed the sleeve of his shirt up until it was above his bicep, then moved the flashlight to illuminate his skin. Or, more accurately, the crescent scar on his arm. “We’re immune, too, and we’re here to help.”
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        To be continued…
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        Thanks for reading! If you’ve enjoyed The Brightest Darkness, please consider taking the time to leave a review on Amazon!
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      Chapter One

      The car sputters when I maneuver it into a space, but it doesn’t die. Not yet, anyway. The small orange light screams at me from the dashboard—check engine. Ten hours, that’s how long I’ve been on the road. I didn’t really believe this piece of shit would make it all the way to California, but I’d hoped it would at least get me halfway there.

      I squeeze my eyes shut and rest my forehead on the steering wheel, right between my clenched fists. The orange words dance across the back of my eyelids. Even with my eyes closed I can’t escape them. They taunt me. Check engine. They may as well be you failed. That’s what it feels like.

      I jerk the keys out of the ignition and grab my travel papers off the dashboard, shoving them both in my purse. Leaving the papers behind would get my car broken into for sure, plus I’ll need them if I run into a cop. If my papers get stolen, I’ll be stranded.

      The diner is the type of place I would normally avoid. It’s nothing more than a truck stop really, probably fifty years old or more. I’m sure the walls are coated in grease, and the bathrooms most likely haven’t been cleaned well since the late eighties. It’s full of truckers and white trash. People who remind me of the life I ran from. But I don’t have a choice. I have to pee, and this is the only route open that leads to California.

      The inside is exactly the way I imagined it. Old booths with cracked seats covered in duct tape, the walls brown and grimy. The grease invades my pores and nostrils the second I step in. It goes down into my lungs and coats them in a thick, oily film. I want to get in and out of this place as fast as possible.

      I’ve only taken two steps when a man stops me. He’s big and round, and his face is red and sweaty. The pits of his shirt are stained an ugly yellow-brown color that smells as bad as it looks. Even over the grease and cigarettes his pungent odor burns my nostrils. He also has a gun strapped to his chest.

      “Papers.” He holds his hand out expectantly. His face is hard.

      My heart pounds as I pull the papers out of my purse and hesitantly hand them to the man. Hopefully, he actually works here and he’s not robbing me. I hold my breath while he slowly unfolds them, then exhale when his eyes narrow on the fine print. His mouth is pulled into a tight line when he nods.

      He folds the papers in half, snapping his fingers across the crease before handing them back. “Welcome.” It sounds more like a death sentence than a welcome.

      I return his tense smile and shove the papers back in my purse. “Where’s the bathroom?”

      He tilts his head to the right, but doesn’t say a word. I nod and head in the direction he indicated, keeping my eyes down, trying not to meet anyone’s gaze. I don’t need to look at the people to know what expressions they wear. It’s the same everywhere. Fear, frustration, hopelessness, and loss. It’s how things have been since martial law was declared six weeks ago. And I’m tired of it. I have my own worries. I don’t want to see the despair in other people’s eyes, don’t want to focus on anyone else’s problems.

      The bathroom is empty, thankfully, and just as dirty as I imagined it would be. I squat over the toilet, trying my best not to touch the seat. The pressure in my bladder is agonizing. I’d started to think I was going to have to pee on the side of the road.

      A sigh of relief whooshes out of me when I’ve finally relieved myself. I pull up my skinny jeans and head out to wash my hands. The mirror hanging above the sink is cracked and filmy. I can’t make anything out other than my tangled blonde hair. I work my fingers through the knots and look away from the mirror. Doesn’t matter how I look. There won’t be anyone to impress on this trip.

      I wash my hands and shake them dry before heading back out into the diner. No way am I eating here. It would be a waste of time. Plus, I have no desire to sit and breathe in this grease-filled air. But coffee is a must. I want to make it at least another four hours before pulling over for the night.

      A woman in her fifties stands behind the register. She wears the same uniform as the other waitresses: orange dress with short sleeves and an apron that probably used to be white. The entire thing is now splattered with food and grease, old and worn just like she is. Her hair is short and jet black, the kind of color that only comes from a bottle, and the creases on her face are so deep they’re probably just as full of grease as the walls of the diner. Her arms cross over her chest and she shakes her head, frowning at the man in front of her.

      “Please, I’m begging you. I was on a business trip when this all started. I’ve been stranded for weeks trying to get home to my family. I’ve spent every last penny I had on my physical and a car. I’m starving.” His voice is desperate, begging. Same story, different person.

      “No credit,” the woman says. She won’t budge. Why would she? People like her are making a killing off travelers. A few weeks ago, she probably barely made enough money to live on. And now…well, if this all blows over, she’ll be comfortable.

      The man pleads for a bit longer and I shift from foot to foot, waiting for him to get the point. I should have some sympathy for him. I should. But if I felt bad for every person I passed who was desperate and running out of time…if I did that, I wouldn’t be able to keep going. I’d sit down on the floor right here in the middle of this diner and never move again.

      The television mounted on the wall catches my eye, and I tune the man out. It’s an old tube TV and the reception is awful, but the news is on. Maybe there will be an update on the virus.

      “…travelers are advised to display their papers at all times and to keep to approved routes. Anyone who is found traveling on closed highways or without papers will be arrested immediately and held until martial law has been lifted.

      In local news, police are still on the lookout for two men responsible for robbing several convenience stores in the St. Louis area. They are described as two white males in their mid- to late-twenties and were last seen traveling in a dark blue SUV. They are considered armed and dangerous…”

      “That’s it,” the woman at the counter says, making me jump. She nods to the armed man at the door, then turns to me. I guess she finally got tired of listening to the desperate man. “What can I get you?”

      Her gaze holds mine. Both of us avoid looking at the man as he’s dragged from the diner. Neither one of us bats an eye when he screams for mercy. Begs for help. My throat constricts, burning a little at his cries. But I can’t give in.

      “Coffee,” I say. “To go.”

      She nods and turns away, not even bothering to ask me if I have cash. She shouldn’t have to. Not with the giant sign over the register that says Cash Only, and not after the screaming man was ripped from the building.

      I lean against the counter and close my eyes for a second. My shoulders slump and my limbs feel weighed down, like they’re made of lead. I feel a hundred years old, not twenty.

      When I open my eyes, my gaze locks with a man a few booths away. Everything about him screams redneck. From his flannel shirt, unbuttoned to reveal his wifebeater and beer belly, to the bulge in his lower lip. His upper lip curls and his eyes go over my pin-up body. He nods in approval and raises an eyebrow. He’s in his thirties, probably getting close to forty, and he’s hard. Like he’s been dealt a rough life and didn’t have an issue giving some back. I’ve known men like him. Hell, I’ve dated men like him.

      There’s another man sitting at the table with him, but his back is to me so I can’t tell what he looks like. Probably more of the same. The first man grins and picks up a soda can, spitting into it. My stomach churns. He gives me the creeps.

      I turn away when the waitress comes back carrying a cup of coffee. “That’ll be five bucks.”

      I dig my nails into my palms. “Five dollars? What do you think this is, Starbucks?”

      She purses her lips and both her penciled-on eyebrows pull together. “I know this ain’t Starbucks, but I also know there ain’t another place to get a cup of coffee for ‘bout fifty miles. And that’s if you’re goin’ east. If you’re headin’ west, it’s further.”

      I’m going west, of course.

      I rip the cup out of her hand as violently as I can without spilling it and slam a five-dollar bill on the counter. “Don’t expect a tip.”

      I turn on my heel and walk out of the diner, keeping my eyes straight ahead so I don’t have to look at the redneck again. His eyes bore into me as I go.
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      I make it three more hours before the car sputters and starts to slow. That’s all. My foot slams on the gas pedal, but nothing happens. The wheel is stiff as I turn it hard to the right and pull to the shoulder. A car blares its horn when it flies by. I probably got the finger, but my vision is too clouded by tears to know for sure. It’s over. This is it.

      The entire car jerks when the engine sputters, then dies completely. I don’t even bother putting it in park. There’s no point. It’s never moving again. I stare straight ahead. What do I do now? There’s a sign about fifteen feet in front of me, announcing that the next check point is twenty miles away. I can walk or I can try to hitch a ride. Both are a risk. But then again, so is sitting here.

      I grab my purse and pull out the photo, clutching it so tight the paper crinkles. Her blue eyes stare up at me, big and round. Innocent. Squeezing my heart and making my throat constrict. I just wanted to see her one time before it all ended. Just once.

      A horn honks and I jump, almost dropping the picture. A car has pulled to the side of the road less than six feet behind me. My heart pounds and every muscle in my body tightens. Good or bad? I don’t know. No one gets out of the car, and I can’t see in.

      My purse is still in my lap.

      I put the picture back and pull out my gun.

      Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath, then open the door and step out. It’s a dark blue Nissan Armada. A monster of a vehicle. The windows are tinted so dark there’s no way it can be legal. The outline of two men is barely visible through the dark windows, but I can’t tell who they are or what they look like. And I have no idea what they’re doing.

      I take two small steps toward the car and the driver’s side door opens. The redneck from the diner steps out.

      “Well, hello there!” he drawls. His accent isn’t southern exactly, more low-class than anything else. He keeps the door open as he steps away from the car, his own gun clutched in his right hand. “What a surprise. Thought I’d never see you again.” He winks.

      I tighten my grip on the gun and raise it to chest level. Steadying it with both hands. Aiming at the center of his chest. I’m a good shot.

      He puts his hands up, but doesn’t release the gun. “Hold on now, no need to point that thing at me. I just stopped to see if you was havin’ car trouble.”

      The passenger door opens, and the other man steps out. He stays behind the open door but points another gun at me through the gap between the door and the car.

      “I think you should put that down,” he calls. He sounds younger than the first man, but their voices are similar. Same low-class accent.

      “Just a precaution.” I keep my gun up and my arm steady. “I’ve had lots of target practice, so don’t think I don’t know what I’m doing.”

      The first man nods and slowly bends down, lowering the hand with the gun toward the ground. “I’m just gonna put this down, and my brother is gonna put his down, and we’re gonna have a nice chat. That sound good?”

      His tone is condescending. Warm and fuzzy, but in a fake way. It puts me on edge. I shouldn’t trust this man. I know it.

      “Lower your gun, Axl. Come on out where she can see ya.”

      The man behind the door pulls his gun back and walks forward. He is younger than his brother, and taller. Where the first man is stocky with a beer belly, Axl is broad. His muscles strain against his flannel shirt. He’s average-looking. Not unattractive and hard like his brother, more unassuming. Probably why his brother called him out. So I’d let my guard down.

      I’m silent as the two men put their guns on the ground and take a step back. My eyes flit between them while I try to decide what to do. Axl’s face is blank and he’s silent, his hands casually at his side. His brother, on the other hand, grins at me with his hands still in the air. His smile is fake as my boobs.

      “We ain’t gonna hurt you,” Axl spits out. His voice drips with irritation. Guess he isn’t thrilled they stopped to help me.

      “Why did you stop then?”

      “I told you, darlin’,” the first man says. “We was just checking to see if you needed help. That’s all. I’m Angus, and this here is my brother, Axl. We’re travelin’, just like you. Thought we’d help out.”

      “Nothing’s that simple these days.” I flex my fingers around the grip of my gun.

      Axl rolls his eyes and turns toward his brother. “I told you this was stupid. Let’s go.”

      “No, no. She needs help. It’s obvious.” Angus turns back to me and smiles in what I’m sure he thinks is a charming way. It’s not. “We just wanted to help ya out. That’s all.”

      I study them for a minute longer with the gun still aimed at Angus’s chest. My knuckles start to ache. These two rednecks may be my only option. “Where are you headed?”

      “California.” Angus flashes me a big grin.

      Sighing, I lower the gun. Shit. “Me too.”

      This makes Angus smile even bigger, and I have the urge to shoot him anyway. There is definitely something creepy about this guy.

      “Well then, we’ll just travel on up there together,” Angus says. Another smile.

      “You’d give me a ride?”

      “Sure would. Can’t leave a young lady out here all by herself. It’s a dangerous world.” Angus winks and his eyes sweep over my body, just like they did in the diner. I shudder. He’s dangerous.

      “I’d pitch in for gas and anything else we needed.” I cringe at the pleading in my voice. Not sure if there’s any sense in hiding it, though. Angus knows I’m desperate, like everyone else on the road.

      He smiles again. “Sure you will.”

      Angus picks up both guns on his way to the Nissan. “Help her with her bags, Axl.” He doesn’t even glance at his brother. It’s an order. He is definitely at the top of the food chain here.

      Axl doesn’t blink. Not that I thought he would. He heads toward my car. Axl doesn’t frighten me or put me on edge like his brother, but maybe he should.

      I open the back door and give him a strained smile. “Sorry about the gun.”

      He nods, but barely looks at me. “Understandable.”

      Axl grabs both my bags without so much as a grunt and heads back to the Nissan. I gather my meager belongings as fast as possible since I don’t want them to drive off with my stuff. I jog to catch up with him. Angus catches my eye. He gives me another one of his smiles and I do my best to return it. I’m sure mine is even less convincing than his.

      “You’re in the back,” Angus says, but he isn’t talking to me. He’s talking to Axl.

      My stomach twists into knots, but I climb in the passenger seat anyway. I should argue, say I’d rather be in the back so I can get some sleep. But I don’t want to cause problems. I have to get to California. Emily is there.
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      Jameson

      The rain outside falls in thick sheets that makes it seem like it’s trying to wash us away, and all I can do is cower in my tent and wonder how the cold sank deep enough inside my body to turn my blood to ice. And how the hell I ended up here to begin with.

      Forge A New Frontier!

      The company slogan was just upbeat enough to trick me into signing on the dotted line, and the next thing I knew, I was on a train headed west. Now I realize how idiotic I’d been, but at the time it seemed like an adventure. The load of cash they’d promised probably had a little something to do with how blind I’d been as well. It’s damn hard to see straight when someone dangles that many dollar signs in front of your face, especially when your life has been a pile of shit for as long as you can remember.

      Of course, the asshole who recruited me failed to mention that most of these trips ended with half the crew dying of things like cholera or dysentery. Illnesses no one should have these days, not even in the cities where the air is thick with pollution and garbage lines the streets. Out here, though, where civilization slipped away decades ago and has stayed extinct, anything goes.

      The tent flap gets shoved open, letting in a burst of rain and wind, and Daniel ducks inside a second later. “It’s comin’ down like a monsoon out there.”

      He yanks his hat off and shakes it, throwing drops of rain across the tent, and shivers shoot through my body.

      “It’s wet enough in here, you asshole,” I grumble and pull the blanket tighter around my shoulders. “Should have kept my ass where I was.”

      Daniel drops at my side and flashes me teeth the color of the weak tea my mom used to drink, courtesy of the chewing tobacco he can’t go a second without. He’s only a little older than my twenty-seven years, but he looks like he has at least a decade on me. A jagged scar runs up one side of his face, from his jaw to the corner of his eye, and poorly drawn tattoos cover most of his arms. He’s also missing a front tooth and the little finger on his right hand, almost like he’s falling apart one piece at a time.

      “Just a little rain,” he says in a voice that wheezes its way out of him. “I been through worse.”

      I don’t doubt it—for him this trip wasn’t optional; it was this or jail—but I keep my thoughts about how he probably deserves worse to myself.

      “Yeah, well, my life has always been shit, but at least I was usually dry,” I say, wondering if jail could possibly be worse than sitting in a mud puddle in the middle of nowhere.

      “Everybody’s life is shit these days.” Daniel’s mouth scrunches up like he’s about to spit, but he stops when I pin him with a glare icy enough to freeze the devil in hell.

      He isn’t wrong. Things haven’t been good for decades. The plague that killed off most of the population seventy years ago is long gone, but we sure as hell haven’t recovered. I’ve seen movies about the old west and pioneers who braved savage people and wild, untamed lands, and the scenario isn’t too far from where we are now. In fact, if it wasn’t for the technology left over from the old days, I’m sure we’d be right back there.

      Not that it does the average person a lot of good. The cars still running are reserved for the wealthy since oil production is slow and expensive, and electricity comes and goes most of the time. Growing up, a night with no lights and no heat wasn’t uncommon, and I should be used to freezing my ass off the way I am, but this trip isn’t anything like I expected.

      This damn trip.

      I shake my head thinking about it. The railroad company promised me a decent chunk of money up front and a shit ton when I returned home, and it had all seemed so simple when I signed up. Even now, hunkered down in a shitty tent while it pours buckets, I’m not sure where I went wrong. We go out in a group and repair the train tracks damaged from years of disuse. No problem, right? Except there’s only one working train, so they had no intention of leaving it with us. We could have used trucks, but these days gasoline is more valuable than gold, which means we’ve been traveling across the country in wagons pulled by horses. Another detail conveniently left out of the company’s sales pitch.

      “Should have stayed back in Baltimore,” I mutter to myself.

      Daniel hoots like it’s the best joke he’s ever heard, and I stifle an urge to punch him.

      I’m in the middle of glaring at him when a shout rises up outside. It’s barely audible over the pounding rain, but the whinny of the horses is loud and clear despite the storm, and it has my back stiffening as thoughts of wild animals flip through my mind. I heard a rumor that the last group had an altercation with a pack of lions. The cats aren’t indigenous to the area, but before the plague, parks displaying all kinds of exotic animals dotted the country, and a lot of them were released when people realized the end was near. Some species have thrived in the wild, especially out here where there are no humans left.

      I’ve never seen a lion in person, but I’ve seen pictures, and the last thing I want is to have one of them sink their teeth into me. So I stay where I am and pull my blanket tighter around my shoulders like the thin fabric will keep me safe.

      More shouting breaks through the air, this time angry, even violent sounding. There’s something distinctly feminine about the voices, which makes no sense because there are no women on this trip, and even though I don’t want to get my face eaten off, I find myself getting to my feet.

      “What do you think is goin’ on out there?” Daniel asks, not bothering to drag himself up off the ground.

      “No clue.”

      Part of me thinks I should go check it out, but the idea of getting soaked again when I’ve barely gotten dry sounds as unappealing as getting eaten by a lion. Even when more yelling joins in the ruckus, I don’t move. My feet stay rooted to the semi-dry floor of my tent while my heart pounds harder and harder with each passing second. Someone lets out an agonizing howl, and the sound raises the hair on my arms even higher than the goose bumps did, but I still don’t move.

      “What the—”

      Daniel’s words get cut off when the tent flap bursts open. I stumble back, but it’s the sight of the person who leaps inside that knocks me on my ass. It’s a woman all right, but like none I’ve ever seen. Animal hides wrap around her body, secured by leather strips that crisscross over her chest and waist. They wind around her legs, too, giving off the impression that with a simple tug her clothes will fall to the ground. She towers over me, the muscles in her arms straining against the leather when she raises a bow. She has her dark hair slicked back, not from the rain but with mud, and black paint covers most of her face. Intelligent, pale blue eyes sweep across the inside of the tent, going from Daniel to me and back again, taking in every detail in less than a second before she releases her arrow.

      It flies through the air, piercing Daniel in the heart before he has a chance to blink. He opens his mouth, and a wet cry bubbles up, joined a moment later by blood spraying from his lips and running down his face and neck. His body drops to the ground.

      Then the woman is on me, her bow somehow gone and in its place a knife carved from bone, its blade long and pointed enough to prick the skin on my neck with little effort, drawing blood. I let out a low hiss of pain, but don’t move an inch.

      “You are healthy?” the woman asks in a dialect as foreign as she is.

      She has her knees planted firmly on my chest, her feet on each side of my torso to steady herself. Blue eyes narrow as they take me in, reminding me of the way starving children stare at cakes through bakery windows, and my pulse quickens at the predatory expression.

      “Yeah,” I whisper, barely moving my lips, terrified she’ll slice my throat open.

      “Yes?” Her voice goes up in a questioning tone like she doesn’t understand.

      “Yes,” I clarify.

      Her head bobs once, and she gets to her feet, pulling me with her. Even standing, I have to strain to look up at her, because she has to be well over six feet, and her firm grip on my arm will most definitely be leaving a purple handprint behind.

      “You will come,” she says, dragging me toward the flap of the tent.

      I do as I’m told, and her grip doesn’t loosen as she drags me forward, my feet tripping over blankets and other items. We step outside, leaving the relatively dry tent behind, as well as Daniel’s body, and the wind and rain pound against my face. I’m not wearing shoes, and the muddy earth is cold beneath my bare feet. The woman holding me doesn’t let go, but she does change positions. She keeps the blade at my throat while moving behind me, her free arm around my chest and the knife still against my throat.

      “Walk,” she calls over the rain.

      Several of the other tents are torn open, their sides now gaping holes that flap in the wind. Most of the lights seem to have been extinguished in the scuffle, but the few still working reveal a bizarre scene where primitive women dressed in leather hold men at their mercy. Through the rain and darkness I count six other men, all of them kneeling in the mud with their hands tied behind their backs. Four women stand over them, loaded down with homemade bows and spears, while three more gather the horses.

      “One more,” the woman at my back calls.

      When we reach the others, she kicks the back of my knees and I go down, relieved that the knife seems to have disappeared from my neck. I hit the ground, and mud squishes under my knees, and a second later my arms are yanked behind my back and tied. Around my wrists then at the elbows, making the muscles in my shoulders ache.

      “Do not move,” the woman behind me says before releasing my arm.

      To say I’m too shocked to do anything is an understatement. I search the darkness, trying to find the men in their group, but there are only women. Eight in all, and every one is muscular and broad, reminding me of the prizefighters I used to go see and how they would dedicate every free second they had to lifting weights, knowing it was the best way to escape the poverty they’d grown up with. But these are women, and this isn’t the city, and I doubt they’re on their way to a ring to beat the shit out of each other.

      The women talk back and forth while they go about gathering things. Their words are slow, overly pronounced, their dialect making them sound simple even though they’re clearly intelligent and organized. They dig through tents and wagons, and toss away things like food and money and shoes, but take common items like glass jars. Nothing they do makes sense, but they seem to have a purpose in everything, and they work together like a finely tuned machine or the cogs in a watch, winding around and around, hour after hour in perfect harmony.

      The only issue comes when they discuss the wagons. Two of the women, the tall one who grabbed me and another one with skin the color of coffee beans, want to load the supplies onto a wagon, while the other women want to leave it behind.

      A woman with gray, stringy hair lifts her hands before the discussion gets too heated. “I am Elder Warrior, and I will choose,” she calls. “It cannot make the trip up the mountain, and we do not want anyone coming after it. We will leave the vehicle behind.”

      The other seven women turn their backs on the wagon like her decision is law.

      When they head our way, I stiffen, and for the first time wonder what our fate will be. These women kept the seven of us alive for a reason, but what that reason is, I can’t even begin to guess. Are they hoping to hold us for ransom? If so, they’re going to be disappointed. The men who signed up for this detail did it because they had no money, no family, and no hope. We are worthless in the eyes of the rest of the world.

      “Stand,” the woman with the dark skin says when she stops in front of us. “We will go now.”

      I struggle to my feet, finding it difficult to maintain my balance with my arms tied behind my back the way they are. The ground is slick with mud, and two men actually slide and start to lose their footing, but the women are there to brace them before they have a chance to fall. With the heavy rain coming down, it’s tough to make out the faces of the men at my side, and the two I can see, I can’t put names to. We’ve been on the road for a couple weeks, but I’ve been too miserable to take the time to get to know anyone other than Daniel, and that wasn’t by choice.

      “Move,” a woman at my back barks.

      She shoves me, but it isn’t hard enough to make me fall, just enough to get me moving. I walk, cringing when cold mud squishes between my toes, and follow the other men and women toward the horses. There are half a dozen animals, but eight women and seven men, and I can picture the women riding the horses through the rain as they lead us behind them, tied together by rope. But that isn’t what happens, and I watch almost dumbfounded as one by one the men are helped onto the horses.

      When it’s my turn, one of the women holds me steady while another laces her fingers together and kneels and motions for me to use her hands as a foothold. I slip my mud-covered foot into her hands while the woman at my back gives me a push and the one in front hoists me up, and I find myself sprawled across the horse on my stomach. Some careful maneuvering by the women fixes that, though, and once I’m straddling the animal, the broad woman who killed Daniel climbs on with me.

      I sit behind her, my arms still behind my back and my body shivering from the cold. A leather strap is tied around our waists, securing me to the woman, and someone throws a thick blanket of fur over my shoulders.

      All around me, the other men are in the same positions, already on horses or being helped onto one. The women are silent, focused on their task. They gather the items they salvaged from our wrecked camp and tie them into bundles, attaching them to the horses. The aroma of wet fur is heavy in my nostrils, along with the salty scent of body odor from the woman in front of me. The smell isn’t sweat or filth, which is how the vagrants in the city smell, but earthier. Dirt and rain and pine, with a hint of perspiration. Not pleasant, but nothing to cringe away from.

      When everyone is seated, we take off, moving in a line. There are twelve of us on horses, the front horse holding two men instead of one prisoner and a woman, while three women lead the group on foot, carrying bundles of stolen goods and weapons. The woman in front of me rides like a pro, using the horse’s mane and a gentle press of her heels to lead it where she wants it to go. The pace is slow, but with the fur around my shoulders, I’m surprisingly warm.

      It isn’t long before the rain tapers off, but even once the deafening noise of the storm is gone, no one talks, and the only sound is the steady beat of the horses’ hooves against the ground as they squish through the mud. There’s nothing but darkness upon darkness as far as the eye can see. Even the stars have been blotted out by the thick cover of clouds, and with the never-ending blackness in front of us, I can’t help wondering if these women are dragging me to hell.

      After an hour or so of riding, my ass already hurts. It’ll be numb by the time we make it to wherever these women are taking us. It’s still night, but in the distance something has begun to form, pulling itself from the blackness like a rat climbing from a sewer. It’s a continuous shape, swallowing up the horizon. A mountain, maybe, or a forest. It’s hard to tell with the thick darkness hanging over us.

      The woman in front of me is as stoic as she is muscular, so I doubt she’ll tell me a thing, but after hours of riding in silent suspense, I find it impossible to stay quiet. “Where are we going?”

      “Our village.” She doesn’t even look back, and she doesn’t elaborate.

      A million other questions go through my head, but I say nothing because I’m too afraid to hear the answer to most of them.

      We go back to riding in silence.

      The rain may have stopped, but the air is still wet, and my body is covered in goose bumps thanks to my damp clothes. Even the fur draped around my shoulders can’t block out the chill in my bones, and I bounce back and forth between sweating and freezing as, in the distance, the sky turns orange. In the dawn of a new day, I’m able to see I was right and the massive shape looming in front of us is, in fact, a mountain.

      The light also helps me get a better look at our captors. They’re wild, the very definition of savage, and their leather clothes homemade, as are their weapons. The fur draped around my shoulders isn’t a blanket, but a pelt that looks like it was peeled right from an animal’s body. Still, in the light of day, there’s something beautiful about these women. About their strength and power and the way they carry themselves with their heads held high. Wherever they’re from, it’s obvious they’ve been secluded from the outside world for a very long time. Possibly since the plague.

      When I glance over my shoulder, the eyes of the woman on the horse behind me bore into mine. Her skin is the color of coffee beans and her irises only a shade lighter, and she has her hair shaved to the scalp, revealing every follicle on her head, and muscled forearms that flex with each step the horse makes. She’d be beautiful, with defined cheekbones and full lips, if there was anything soft about her at all. But there isn’t. She’s as hard and unyielding as steel.

      In that moment, with her gaze holding mine, a new and terrifying possibility occurs to me, and the shiver that shakes my body has nothing to do with the dampness sinking into my bones. These women could be cannibals. Those groups existed, back in the early days after the plague when food was scarce and life was hard, and though it’s believed they all died out years ago, it’s possible some still exist. Hidden away from civilization, wild and savage like these women.

      When a second shiver moves through me, I pull my gaze from the woman and hunch my shoulders like it will make me invisible. More than ever, I wish I hadn’t let that damn railroad company sucker me with promises of good fortune. I should have known shit like that doesn’t exist anymore, especially not for a guy like me.
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      The feast was the biggest one yet. After three years of working in the House of Saffron, I should have been used to it. But there were days when no matter what I did, I found it impossible to block out the sights and smells that accompanied my job. The smoky fragrance of roasted meat that begged my stomach to pay it mind, and the mountain of mashed potatoes, complete with rivers of melted butter carving their way through the peaks. No matter how hard I tried to ignore it all, there were moments when my senses took over. On those days my arms and legs worked on muscle memory alone. Carrying the bottle of wine, pouring it ever so carefully so as not to ruin the fine clothes of the people sitting around the table. Serving the dessert, baked apples with cinnamon or raspberries sprinkled with chocolate, all things that never once in my twenty-four years of life had passed my lips. Things that made my mouth water and my knees threaten to give out. Things that my stomach begged for.

      Today was one of those days.

      It was to be expected. Yesterday had been a bad day, so I had taken my meager rations from the kitchen home to Anja and our mother. It was something that the head housemaid frowned upon, but as long as I only did it sparingly, she chose to look the other way.

      “Indra.”

      The sound of my name cutting through the conversation snapped my brain into focus. Saffron was at the head of the table, sitting with her back so straight that it looked as if she had a board tied to it, and she was waving me over.

      “Mistress.” I bowed when I stopped at her side, careful to keep my head down.

      She was a short woman, as were all the Sovereign, and standing with my head dipped the way it was meant that we were practically eye to eye. This close up her skin appeared fake. It was the same pale shade as everyone who lived in the city, but waxy and much too smooth to belong to a woman more than half a century old. Her cold eyes were the same shade of gray as her hair, and she possessed a healthy roundness that signified her station in life, yet did not boast the same gluttony most of the other Sovereign’s bodies did. Standing next to her always made me feel like a withered leaf that would soon be blown away by the wind, and today was no different.

      “Your master just had the most wonderful thought,” Saffron paused the way she always did when she spoke. It was her way of making sure everyone was paying attention, something she should have been unconcerned about within these walls. When the head of this house spoke, it felt like the whole world was holding its breath. “Do you know of someone in need of a job?”

      I kept my head low, but my eyes snapped up faster than usual. Was this a trick? Saffron had no sense of humor, but the request still felt wrong. The Sovereign had not created a new position in decades. Our jobs were passed down from generation to generation. Three years ago, when my mother had gotten too sick to keep working, I had taken her place, just as she had taken the place of her mother when she was a young woman.

      “A young boy, perhaps?” Saffron continued when I said nothing. “It’s just that Lysander is about to become a man and I’m sure he could use a Hand to help him throughout the day. He will be starting his own life very soon, you know.”

      I did know. Everyone knew that the son of Saffron and Bastian was about to marry. The house had been preparing for the celebration for nearly a year. I was also painfully aware of the fact that Saffron’s only child had been a man for many years now. A man who preyed on the kitchen staff, who cornered women in the pantry and had his way with them. I had been in that position myself, but only once after first arriving at the house. After that I had learned how to watch my back, being careful never to make myself vulnerable so I would be forced to endure the humiliation of that day again. Not that my efforts had prevented other women from succumbing to the same fate. It was impossible to recount how many times I had been forced to stand by and do nothing as the pleas of another woman penetrated the pantry door. There was nothing for me to do, of course, but I hated myself all the same. Lysander of Saffron was a monster, and yet he was among the class that ruled our little world, and Outliers like myself were powerless to do anything to stop it.

      Saffron’s gray eyes held mine as she waited for my response. They were like two stones, as cold and emotionless as she was, and yet sincere. She was being genuine in her inquiry, and even though I found it impossible to understand the motivation behind her sudden goodwill gesture, hope bloomed in my chest. A position like this could change a family’s life.

      “I do, Mistress,” I said, once again lowering my eyes. With Saffron, or any of the Sovereign for that matter, eye contact needed to be kept as brief as possible. “I know the perfect boy for the position.”

      “He isn’t too young, is he?” Bastian asked, and as always I found it difficult not to cringe at the sound of his nasally voice. I was fortunate that he rarely spoke.

      Keeping my head bowed, I allowed my gaze to move across the table to Saffron’s husband. He was a plump man, even bigger than average, with a gut that strained against his shirt, threatening to pop the little white buttons that kept it closed. Like his wife, Bastian’s skin appeared waxy in the light of the kitchen, but that was common for Sovereign since they spent very little time outside.

      Bastian dabbed his napkin at his mouth before saying, “We don’t need a good-for-nothing running around the house.”

      “No, Master,” I said, once again focusing my eyes on the floor. The rug under me was worn but still bright, and soft under my tired feet. “Ten. The perfect age for training.”

      “Indra knows our ways. She will pick a good one,” Saffron said, dismissing her husband with a slight wave of her hand. “Her family has served us faithfully for centuries.” A pause. “How is Dichen?”

      I curled my fingers and dug my nails into the fleshy part of my hand. “My mother is very good, Mistress. I will tell her that you asked after her.”

      “Good, good. It was a shame to lose her, but you have proven to be just as manageable as she was. It’s not always the case, you know.” Saffron was no longer talking to me. She had turned to the guest at her right hand, the mistress of the neighboring house, but I remained where I was. “Eslanda, you’ve had such a difficult time with your help, have you not?”

      “The most difficult time.” Eslanda paused with a fork full of mashed potatoes halfway to her mouth and the electric lights glistened off the butter. “That’s why I’m supporting Stateswoman Paizlee’s bill.”

      Saffron frowned at her guest as she waved her fingers at me, motioning that I was dismissed. “You can’t be serious.”

      I backed away as Eslanda raised a plump hand to stop Saffron from saying anything else. The head of the neighboring house was robust, twice as big as Saffron, and the rolled skin at her neck was a bitter reminder of how much those living in the city had compared to my own people.

      “I know you’ve had good fortune with the Outliers in your service,” Eslanda said, “but not all of us have been so lucky. One of them stole from the House of Kora only last week.” She popped the mound of potatoes into her mouth in a triumphant gesture.

      “What’s this?” Bastian asked, his nasally voice booming through the room, earning him a glare from his wife. “We haven’t had a gathering in years.”

      “Well, I may be exaggerating.” A white speck flew from Eslanda’s mouth and landed on the lace tablecloth, lost in the intricate white design just as I turned my back to the table. “But there was an incident at the house. I’m not certain exactly what happened, but whatever it was, it was enough for Kora to change her views on the bill. We need more regulations when it comes to the Outliers. We can’t just let them in and out of the city like they’re one of us. They aren’t. They’re different.”

      The last word seemed to hit me in the back, and for the first time today the wobble in my legs had nothing to do with the food piled to excess on the table. My steps faltered as I passed the line of Fortis guards, and the one closest to me reached out when I stumbled. He caught himself before his fingers could make contact with my arm though, and his hand dropped to his side as his fingers curled into a fist.

      “Are you okay?” he asked in a voice just loud enough that I was able to discern it above the conversation going on behind me.

      Shock forced my gaze up, but the man was so tall that I found it difficult to keep my head down while lifting my eyes to meet his. I had seen him before, every day since first coming to work in the house, but until now he had never addressed me directly. He was older than me, but not by much. Currently he stood in the shadowy recesses of the room, making his bronzed skin look darker than usual. The light hanging above the dining room table at my back cast a shadow across his face, accentuating his strong features and making his brown eyes look almost black. His hair was cut close to his scalp, so short that he almost appeared bald, and unlike many of his Fortis companions, his face was free of hair.

      The man’s gaze met mine, but only for a beat before I once again lowered my eyes to the floor. The House of Saffron was one of the most affluent homes in Sovereign City and employed more guards than the average house inside the walls. Still, during my three years of employment, not once had I ever spoken to the dozen or so men and women who guarded the family. The Fortis may not have been Sovereign, but they were still better than me. I was an Outlier. I was nothing.

      I nodded once in response to the man’s question, not daring to utter a sound, and then hurried to my place among the other Outliers.

      Isa stood at my side, and the uniform she wore looked on the verge of swallowing the bony fourteen-year-old girl’s body. She had been in the house for only two weeks now, having replaced her sister, Emori, who was too swollen with child to continue working. Unlike most of the Outliers who came to work in the city, Isa had lost weight since she started. I knew why: she had been sneaking her rations to her pregnant sister, but I also knew it would have to stop. Once a week was acceptable, but if Isa took food outside the city too often, even if it had been given to her, someone would take notice and accuse her of stealing, an offense that Outliers rarely risked. The penalty for theft was much too harsh.

      Isa tugged at the sleeve of her dress, a sign that she was not yet used to wearing the strange clothes of the Sovereign. It was a sensation I remembered all too well. The fabric of the uniform was too stiff, too unnatural feeling after a lifetime of wearing fur and animal hides. Although it was not the fabric alone that made Outliers feel like intruders in this world. The clothes the Sovereign wore were too colorful, unnaturally bright and garish compared to the drabness of Sovereign City, as well as too long and with too much excess fabric in general. The women wore dresses with sleeves that covered the entire length of their arms, even when it was not cold outside, and skirts that flowed around their legs when they walked. The men, too, seemed to dress more for looks than for comfort, with long pants and clunky shoes, and jackets that were unnecessary for keeping warm. Despite how hard my mother had tried to prepare me for my position in the city, it had still taken me some time to adjust to the new world I had suddenly found myself immersed in, just as I knew it would be for Isa.

      I had been much older than her when I arrived at Saffron’s house though, and the passage markings on the young girl’s temples that indicated she was now the main provider for her household seemed to contrast with the childish roundness of her face and the flatness of her chest. Fourteen was much too young. Even when I had received the passage markings on my own temples at the age of twenty-one, I had felt the weight of the lines. It had not been the pain of the half circles and dots being carved into my skin, but the knowledge that it was up to me to make sure my mother and sister did not starve. I could only imagine how difficult it was for Isa.

      “Did you eat the stew you were given this morning?” I whispered to Isa. I had to look up because even at fourteen she was taller than me, which was not unusual. Almost everyone towered over me.

      On my other side, Mira shot me a warning look, but I ignored her and focused on the teen.

      Isa shook her head.

      “You must,” I whispered, my gaze darting to the table quickly before going back to the girl. “You have taken Emori enough food.”

      “She needs it.” The teen stuck her chin out defiantly and kept her eyes straight ahead, avoiding my gaze.

      “She also needs a sister who has both hands.”

      Isa’s dark eyes shot down, capturing mine. They were big eyes, round and brimming with innocence. The eyes of a child who had been protected too well by her mother and older sister. Emori and Cera had thought they were helping Isa by taking on the burden of life for her, but now that the girl had been forced into service, her naïveté was a hindrance. She needed to be better acquainted with the ways of the city or her time in the House of Saffron would be short, and then Cera, Emori, and the baby that would soon join them, would struggle to survive.

      “You promise me you will eat the stew?” I hissed again.

      Mira’s fingers wrapped around my wrist and I tore my gaze from the young girl at my side so I could focus on the table. Saffron was watching me from across the room, her gray eyes like icy thorns. I would be punished later, I knew, but I also knew that I could not let Isa be found out. Her punishment would be much greater than mine.

      “Promise,” I hissed, talking out of the corner of my mouth even as I watched Saffron. The mistress’s lips turned down, but I was rewarded for my efforts when Isa’s head bobbed twice.

      I lowered my head and only a beat later Mira’s hand slipped from my wrist, but not before I felt the tremble in her arm.
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        Chapter Two

      

      

      After dinner, the family and their guests retired to the drawing room while the servants went about the task of clearing the table. We did it wordlessly, knowing that Saffron was still nearby and would not tolerate conversation of any kind while company was in the house. Around the room, the Fortis guards stood watching over us, and the black fabric of their uniforms blended into the shadowy corners as if they would soon become one with the darkness.

      The room was silent enough that I was able to discern the quiet hum of electricity from the light hanging above the table. A “chandelier” Saffron called it. It consisted of nearly a dozen light bulbs and hundreds of polished balls of glass dangling around them. I had never seen anything like it before coming to work here, and had been enthralled by the delicate balls for the first few weeks in the house. Then I had been tasked with cleaning the thing. Spending hours on a ladder polishing the little pieces of glass had cured me of the obsession. Now I only saw it as a nuisance.

      When the dishes had been cleared, I stripped the lace tablecloth off and took it to the back of the house. The air in the laundry room was cozy and warm, and the drone of the dryer as it flipped the clothes nestled inside was soothing enough to make me wish I could curl up and take a nap the way the Sovereign often did after their midday meal. A silly wish, and one that would never come to fruition for someone like me.

      Back in the kitchen, the other Outliers were washing pots and pans, and packing leftover food away. The atmosphere was less tense than it had been in the dining room because we were no longer within earshot of Saffron. The kitchen was the one place in the house where we were able to talk a little more freely, and even though it had its limitations, I was always thankful for the break.

      Isa alone was not working, but instead sat at the table in the corner of the room eating her stew, much to my relief. The girl had appeared thin in the dim light of the dining room, but in the brightness of the kitchen it looked as if her collarbones were trying to push their way through her dark skin. She had been giving her sister too much, something I would need to address. Pregnant or not, Emori had to know that Isa needed the food just as much as she did.

      “I started the wash,” I told the head housemaid, Siri, when I stopped in front of her.

      “Good.” The older woman made a face when she hefted a pot up off the counter and passed it to me.

      Nearing her fiftieth year, she was the oldest Outlier working in the house. She had taken the position when my mother retired three years earlier, and I knew that Siri was not far from retirement herself. The work was taking a toll on her and I could see it in the lines of her face, interwoven with her many passage markings, and the gray streaked through her dark hair. She had put in good time, but I knew that before long she would be forced to pass the position to her own daughter.

      I carried the pot over to the sink where Mira was already busy washing one and set it on the counter. “I have another one for you.”

      She looked my way for only a second before her gaze moved to Isa. “You need to let her make her own mistakes.”

      I exhaled and took the clean pot to dry while Mira dipped the dirty one into the soapy water.

      “How can I do that? If I see her making a mistake, I will do what I can to correct her. To save her from some of the pain of life.”

      “At your own peril?” Mira kept her eyes on the pot when she said it.

      I shrugged, but said nothing in response.

      We washed and dried in silence for a moment, Mira focusing on getting every spot off the pot and me staring at the water as I dried. The steam rising off of it never failed to amaze me.

      “Indra.”

      My back stiffened at the sound of Saffron’s voice, and next to me Mira froze, allowing the pot to slip from her hands and sink into the soapy water. I refused to look my friend’s way when I set the pot in my own hands down, or when I turned to face the mistress.

      Saffron was standing just inside the door to the kitchen, the frown on her face pulling her waxy skin tight until it appeared as if the tendons in her neck would break through.

      “Mistress.” I curtsied, ducking my head down in the process.

      “My office. Now.”

      Saffron spun on her heel and her skirts swished around her as she headed back through the door. I followed obediently, feeling Mira and Isa’s gazes on my back as I went. The punishment would not be fun, but it would be worth it knowing that Isa had listened to me.

      Saffron had already taken her place behind the ancient mahogany desk by the time I reached her office. I only knew the thing was mahogany because she emphasized it so often. As if any of us knew what mahogany even was, or the difference between how it and oak needed to be cleaned. Not that we dared show our ignorance to the mistress of the house. In situations like these, it was best to keep your mouth shut and nod.

      The desk shone under the electric lights, just like the wood floors beneath my feet did. The house was hundreds of years old but wore its age with dignity, as did the furniture and pictures and other random décor, all things that I had never seen before coming to work here. Mirrors imprisoned by intricate frames, pictures that displayed bodies of water that seemed to go on forever, and lights that turned on with the flick of a switch. Everything inside the city was foreign to an Outlier like myself, from the electricity that ran through the city to the clothes the Sovereign wore.

      “You were talking during dinner,” Saffron said before I had even had a chance to shut the door.

      I turned to face her, my head down and my hands clasped in front of me: a perfect picture of submission. “Yes, Mistress.”

      “I haven’t had to chastise you since the first few weeks of your service. That was, what, three years ago?”

      “Yes, Mistress,” I repeated.

      “I expect more from you, Indra. Your mother was head housemaid, and I expected that you would take the position when Siri retires. Have I not treated you well? Have I not put all of my trust in you by allowing you to pick a Hand for Lysander?”

      I dug my nails into my palms as I often did when faced with a ridiculous question. As if anyone in the city had ever attempted to treat the Outliers fairly.

      “You have done well by me, Mistress,” I lied, the words coming out smoothly despite how difficult I found it to push them past my lips.

      “Then what, may I ask, was so important that you felt the need to talk during my dinner?”

      “Isa,” I explained, my eyes still on the ground, “the new girl who took Emori’s place.”

      I ventured a look up at the mention of the maid who had left, curious if Saffron had any clue that the baby growing in her stomach was of her blood. Her grandchild. Wondering if the woman in front of me knew or cared what her son was really like. There was no acknowledgement on the Mistress’s face though, and the cold eyes fixed on me were as emotionless as ever.

      “Isa needed some more direction and I felt that it could not wait,” I continued. “She is young and naïve, and I wanted to be sure she understood the rules so she would not get in trouble.” I shook my head slightly when the words came out, then corrected myself by saying, “So she would not break your trust.”

      Saffron may have been a cold woman, but she was a woman of her word, something she prided herself in. We were all told the same thing upon arriving in her house: if we kept her trust, we would be treated fairly. She was true to that promise. As much as a Sovereign could be, anyway. It made her better to work for than many of the other people living inside these walls, a fact I knew well since I had been loaned out to other houses on multiple occasions to help with celebrations. Saffron had little concern for the people working in her house, but she did care about appearances.

      “I know you feel protective of your people and that’s an honorable thing, but you must know that by talking during my dinner, you have betrayed my trust. You don’t speak unless spoken to, especially when we have company in the house.” Saffron let out a long sigh that could have come across as regret were it not for the lack of feeling in her eyes. “You know you’ll need to be punished.”

      “I do, Mistress,” I replied.

      “It will be as much of an example to Isa as the guidance you gave her earlier was.” Saffron’s chair scraped against the floor when she stood, and despite my best efforts, my body jerked in response. “Kneel.”

      I did as I was told, keeping my head down as I sank to my knees in the middle of the office. The wood floor was hard and cold against my knees, even through the thick skirt of my uniform.

      “Arms out in front of you,” Saffron said as she moved closer, her skirts swishing around her with every step.

      I did as I was told, putting my arms out in front of me, palms up, but I kept my eyes down.

      “Five.”

      I closed my eyes even though I knew I would not be able to keep them that way.

      “Eyes open, Indra. Head up.”

      I lifted my chin and forced my lids open. Saffron was right in front of me now, so close that the folds of her skirt almost touched my fingertips. The tendrils of the small whip she used for punishment dangled between us, and the scent of leather tickled my nostrils. The smell was different than the hide we used in our village, and would forever be associated with this woman and this room, with pain and humiliation. The smallest whiff of it made my skin sting, just as it was now.

      “Count,” Saffron commanded as she raised the whip.

      It came down before I had a chance to respond, and the strips stung against my palms, forcing a gasp out of me.

      I had to swallow before I could whisper, “One.”

      The second lash brought tears to my eyes and welts to the palms of my ivory skin. The number “two” came out of my mouth automatically, and the third blow came only a beat later. I gasped out the next number, my voice shaking as much as my arms were. My palms were crisscrossed with red welts, the skin not broken but swollen where the leather had struck me. I cried out with the next strike, the number “four” being forced past my lips with the yelp, and then Saffron brought the whip down for the fifth and final time.

      “Five!” It felt as if the glass in the windowpanes shook with the force of my scream, and my cheeks were streaked with tears. Underneath me, my legs wobbled, but somehow I managed to stay on my knees.

      I kept my arms out in front of me, knowing that Saffron would want to inspect the welts lining my hands. She would do it under the pretense that she wanted to be certain no medical attention was needed, but I had long suspected that she secretly enjoyed seeing the pain she inflicted on others. Even though she did not beat her servants the way some of the other Sovereign did, I believed there was a part of her that craved the dishing out of pain. I even wondered if she used that whip on Bastian when they were alone in their room at night. It seemed like something she would do.

      Saffron bent down so she could get a closer look at my palms. “No skin was broken. You should be fine to return to work.”

      I kept my arms up when I nodded.

      Saffron stared at my hands for a few beats longer, and I ventured a glance up. Her icy gaze was focused on my palms, but for once her eyes were not devoid of emotion. Excitement flickered in them.

      I averted my gaze before she noticed me staring, but I knew the expression would stay with me until the day I died.

      Saffron turned away and I was finally allowed to lower my arms. I rested them on my knees, palms up. They throbbed, pulsing like every welt had a heartbeat of its own. I wanted to curl my fingers into fists and beat them against the back of Saffron’s head, but I could do neither. My palms hurt too much to even consider making a fist, and if I struck a Sovereign I would be put to death. If something happened to me, Anja would have to take my place in Sovereign City and no one would be around to take care of our mother. She was too sick to spend her days alone anymore.

      Saffron didn’t even glance my way when she said, “You may go.”

      “Thank you, Mistress,” I said.

      Getting to my feet without using my hands was difficult, but I managed. I had been in this position before, although it had been nearly three years since my last punishment. Saffron had been right about that, which to me was another sign of how much she savored these moments. Outliers kneeling on the floor of her office, bending to her will more than ever before. It was the only way to explain how she remembered exactly when my last punishment had been. With all the people in her employment and all the punishments she dished out—several a week—it seemed unlikely that she would remember who had been punished and when. Especially when so much time had passed.

      Mira rushed to my side the second I set foot in the kitchen. “How many?” Her heart shaped face contorted into an ugly version of itself and her forehead wrinkled, pulling her passage markings together until they formed one continuous line above each eyebrow instead of four dashes.

      “Five,” I said, allowing my friend to take my hands in hers.

      Her palms, like mine, were decorated with callouses, and her knuckles and joints were dry and cracked from washing too many dishes. It was soothing though, having hands that were so familiar on mine. Mira and I had been through a lot together over the years, and she had come to work at Saffron’s house only a couple months after I did. Unlike me, however, Mira had earned more than her fair share of punishments. So many, in fact, that if I looked hard enough I could detect the faint lines of the last lashes still decorating the pale skin of her palms.

      “Five?” My friend shook her head in disbelief.

      “You know that is the minimum.”

      “I thought she might be merciful with you,” Mira murmured. “You are her favorite.”

      “Favorite?”

      She kept her gaze on my palms. Our skin was the same shade, pale but freckled from years of being exposed to the harsh sun. Once summer returned, though, that would change. Mine would tan to a nice golden color while hers would refuse to comply. It had two shades, ivory and pink, and Mira always said she spent the entire summer fighting a battle with the sun, knowing that she would lose no matter what she did.

      “You must know that Saffron likes you the best,” she said, finally pulling her gaze away from the welts. Her eyes met mine; they were as pale blue as the sky on a clear day, and as pretty as the rest of her was.

      “Saffron does not like anyone.”

      “You are too modest, Indra.” Mira released my hands. “We should put ice on these.”

      “You know we cannot. The freezer is off limits to us.” My gaze moved to the small window above the sink. I could see a sliver of sky from where I stood, and it seemed to me that the gray clouds were thicker now than they had been this morning. “Maybe it will snow.”

      “If we are lucky,” Mira replied, and when I looked back, her head was bent.

      We both knew that snow would not be a lucky thing for anyone in the village but us.

      “I will be fine,” I assured her. “But if Saffron catches us standing around instead of working, I will not and neither will you. We need to get back to work.”

      Mira nodded her assent, and together we retreated to the sink where the dirty dishes sat waiting.
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        Chapter One

      

      

      Stepping out of the car was like opening a  hot oven and climbing inside. The sun beat down on my head while a burst of fiery air engulfed me, coating my skin in stickiness in five seconds flat. Even the tiny sundress I wore didn’t help. Not during the worst heat wave Ohio had seen in years. Not when there wasn’t a cloud in the sky and the air was sticky enough to curl even the straightest hair.

      “Thank God for air conditioning,” I said as I slammed the door shut.

      Only Michael’s head was visible from the other side of the car, and under the brilliant summer sun, his golden hair shone enough to blind someone. He shot me a smile that made the already bright day seem ten times brighter, and my knees wobbled just like they had when we’d first met. You would think I’d be over that by now. That a surprise pregnancy and the drama we’d been through with his family would have killed the butterflies that had taken up residence in my stomach. But it hadn’t, and I was starting to think nothing could, because I loved this man more than I could have ever thought possible. It was so intense that it felt like something out of a fairy tale or a Nicholas Sparks novel. A love that would transcend time and death and any other obstacle that got in our way.

      “It isn’t even that hot yet.” Michael lifted his head toward the flawless blue sky. It was the same color as his eyes, although not nearly as breathtaking. “It’s only June.”

      “Great,” I muttered as I headed to the back door, thinking about our shitty little apartment and the nearly useless window unit.

      The thing worked in the broad sense of the word. It sputtered out cool air well enough, accompanied by a fine mist of water most of the time. It was all we could afford at the moment though, and even that was only because Michael had given plasma three days a week last summer so he could save up for the thing. Of course, back then we’d had it in our bedroom because I’d been big and round, and so hot that I’d found it impossible to sleep most nights. After he’d installed the little window unit I’d stretched out on the floor in front of it—totally naked—and sighed in contentment as it pinged me with icy drops of water. It had been such a relief that I didn’t even care that I was covered in goose bumps.

      Now the window unit was in Cassidy’s room because she needed it more than we did. Although, with this heat wave sweeping the state, I had been seriously considering moving her crib to the master bedroom for the summer so we could all enjoy the bought air.

      The back door squeaked in protest when I pulled it open. I leaned in, smiling so big that it made me feel like that freaky cat from Alice in Wonderland, and my eight-month-old daughter smiled back me. She squealed and her blue eyes shimmered the same way her father’s did when he was happy, while on her head the blond ringlets bounced back and forth.

      “Hi, princess,” I said as I worked to get her out of the secondhand car seat we’d lucked into.

      She squealed again, this time kicking her feet as well. She actually reached out for me, and it did something to my insides. Caused this pang in my chest that made it feel like she was holding my heart in her hand, squeezing it gently the way she did when she wrapped her fingers around one of mine. It was the most beautiful feeling in the history of the world.

      I scooped her up and planted a kiss on her forehead as I turned. Michael was ready and waiting with the shitty umbrella stroller I’d managed to scrape up enough money buy. It was from Wal-Mart, so at least it wasn’t secondhand, but it was nothing compared to the fancy things I saw other moms pushing around at the park. Strollers that were made of chrome and converted for all the different stages in your baby’s life, that had baskets underneath so you didn’t have to lug bags around, and cup holders for that five dollar caffeine fix from Starbucks. Luxuries I knew nothing about.

      None of that matters, I told myself as I strapped Cassidy into the stroller. One day things will be better. We have time to make something of ourselves. This is just a pit stop in our lives.

      Michael was much better with the pep talks than I was.

      I stood so I could look him in the eye, the man I loved so much. Our beautiful daughter was between us, strapped into the cheapest stroller money could buy. Next to us the rusty piece of junk that represented our only form of transportation sat baking in the sun, which wasn’t doing the already faded and chipped paint any favors. It had once been red, but now looked more on the pink side, which was a constant source of teasing between Michael and me. I loved pointing out how manly he looked driving around in a pink car. Not that he cared or complained.

      “Tell me this is only temporary,” I said.

      He couldn’t read my mind, but he knew what I was talking about. We had this same conversation several times a week. Every time a bill came in that I couldn’t pay or we had to spend the last of the money in our checking account on diapers. We were struggling, but we were getting through. Together.

      “It’s only temporary.”

      He flashed me another smile and I marveled at his straight, white teeth. Teeth that had seen the best orthodontics money could buy as a young teen. Teeth that represented someone who’d had parents who wanted perfection from their child. So much so that when he’d made a mistake they’d decided the only appropriate response was to cut him out of their lives and focus all their efforts on his younger brother.

      “You’re happy?” I asked even though I knew he was.

      “I’m happy.” He pulled the umbrella stroller back a few steps, maneuvering it behind our piece of shit car. “I don’t need a big house or lots of money. I just need you and Cass.”

      When he held his hand out I took it, allowing him to pull me up next to him. I snuggled into his side, loving his body heat even though we were both sticky and gross from the hot summer day. He kissed the top of my head and I pulled back just enough so I could look up into his eyes.

      “I love you,” I said.

      “Love you,” he replied, and his grin stretched wider. “Now can we please get out of this damn heat?”

      I laughed. “Yes. Please.”

      He let me go so he could push the stroller and I linked my arm through his as we walked. The mall was packed today and we’d had to park near the back of the lot. In the stroller Cassidy kicked her feet excitedly and squealed. She was a happy baby, thank God, and had only gone through a few bouts of extreme fussiness during her eight months of life. Michael and I had been told by numerous people how difficult this would be, and they’d all been right. Having a baby at the age of eighteen with no help or support was hard, to say the least. But no one had told us how amazing it would be. No one had warned me that this little girl would steal my heart the first time I held her, or that seeing Michael rock her to sleep would make me love him more than ever. No one had told me that all I really needed to be happy were the two people at my side, and that cable and internet were a luxury I wouldn’t miss as long as I told myself that I was doing all of this so I could be with the man I loved and we could raise our baby together.

      Michael could have made a much different choice, an easier one that would have had him at Harvard right now—his family Alma Mater—instead of struggling through community college while working forty hours a week. He could have chosen his family over me. But he hadn’t, and I was determined to never let him regret that choice.

      I leaned my head against his arm as we walked. “Thanks for choosing me.”

      “Thanks for being so amazing,” he replied.

      Even with the heat it felt like a picture perfect moment, which of course couldn’t last when you had an infant in tow. We’d just reached the door to the mall when Cassidy spit up. I tried not to groan, but it wasn’t easy, especially knowing that I wouldn’t have the money to go to the laundromat for at least another three days.

      Michael stopped outside the mall entrance and knelt in front of the stroller while I dug through the diaper bag I’d slung over my shoulder. Of course, I knew it was pointless. The bag was the only thing I could afford and it was way too small to fit everything I needed, meaning the extra clothes we had were in the car.

      “I’m going to have to run back,” I said, holding the bag out for Michael to take. “Get her inside and out of the heat.”

      He stood as he took the bag. “I can go.”

      I shook my head just as someone passed us on the way into the mall. When they pulled the door open a burst of cool air swept over me and I almost groaned. All I wanted to do was walk around the mall in the AC for a few hours.

      “It’s fine,” I lied and held my hand out for the keys.

      Michael frowned as he slipped them into my hand, but he didn’t argue. I knew he was tired. He’d worked yesterday after staying up late so he could study for a calculus test, and then he’d been nice enough to let me sleep in when Cassidy got up at six in the morning. The man was a saint, so the least I could do was hike back to the car and grab the extra clothes. Heat or no heat, I owed him that much.

      “I’ll be right back,” I said as I walked backward. “Go inside.”

      Michael gave me one last smile before heading toward the door.

      I turned my back on him and headed across the parking lot, dodging pieces of gum that were baking in the heat and a now melted pile of ice cream that some kid had probably dropped. The sun was directly over me, beating down on my head like it was trying to scorch my scalp. My body was so sticky from sweat that I knew when I finally did make it inside the mall the first burst of cool air would feel too cold and uncomfortable. I could already imagine how the goose bumps would pop up on my moist flesh and how my already wet clothes would cling to my body, almost as if they had been suddenly frozen to my skin.

      I unlocked the trunk when I reached our car and the hinges groaned in protest. A woman with two kids under the age of ten passed and gave me a disgusted look. I knew what her expression said, what she thought when she saw me standing beside this piece of junk. I knew that she could somehow tell my clothes were from Goodwill. I did my best to ignore her judgment, but it was impossible. It wasn’t easy getting used to being trash.

      This is only temporary, I told myself again.

      It took a few minutes of digging through the trunk’s contents to find what I was looking for, but only because I had so many just in case baby items crammed in there that finding the onesie was like going on a scavenger hunt. I held it up to make sure it was clean and a pang twisted my insides. I’d window shopped at baby boutiques countless times, wishing that I could get Cassidy one of the adorable ruffled rompers in the window or the frilly dress that was as impractical as it was beautiful, but this simple onesie was the best I could do. At least it had flowers on it. At least the pattern was pretty and the fabric was soft instead of stark white and scratchy.

      I sighed as I slammed the trunk shut, still picturing the romper with the lacy butt and imagining what my little darling would have looked like crawling away from me in that precious little outfit.

      One day she will have that, I told myself. One day Cassidy will have everything.

      For just a moment, I truly believed it was true.

      The blast happened just as I turned to face the mall. The violence of it threw me through the air in a burst of pain and heat, and I landed so hard that all the air whooshed out of my lungs. I couldn’t move, and all around me the world was engulfed in deafening sounds that made it impossible to think. The crunch of metal and glass came from all sides, and above that was a roar I couldn’t comprehend. It was so loud that I had to cover my ears, but that did nothing to block out the noise. It felt like it would crush me with its strength. Like the world was imploding and I would soon be sucked into the heat and noise surrounding me.

      Above me, the previously cloudless sky had turned dark. Black and gray clouds bubbled up as if from nowhere and stretched across the sky, growing bigger and darker with each passing second. There was nothing natural about them. They seemed to be centralized, as if they were all coming from the same spot and pushing their way out in hopes of engulfing every inch of blue, and they were darker than even the darkest storm cloud. Threatening. Terrifying.

      I had to gasp a few times before I was finally able to fill my lungs, and even though the air was grimy with dirt, it helped bring my mind into sharper focus. My heart was pounding in my ears as I took stock of my body, wiggling fingers and toes, moving limbs. Everything hurt, but there didn’t seem to be any major damage, and once I was sure I was basically okay, I forced myself to sit up.

      That’s when the mall came into view. Or at least the spot where the mall had once stood.

      “No,” I mumbled as I scrambled over rubble and glass to get to my feet. “No!”

      My legs were shaking as I hurried forward, and more than once I fell to the ground, cutting my knees in the process, but I made myself get back up. I couldn’t trust my eyes. I knew it had to be a mirage and that if I could just get there I’d discover that everything was exactly as it was supposed to be. So I ran, passing mangled cars that had been thrown during the blast and heaps of rubble that had come from nowhere. The cars were now on top of one another, reduced to twisted pieces of metal and glass that looked nothing like the vehicles they had once been, and all around me there were piles of rock or mangled metal that had to have come from the blast.

      The sky grew darker by the second, and my heart pounded harder with each step I took. The closer I got, the less I was able to deny what I was seeing. It was as if the mall had been blown off the face of the earth or sucked into the ground. There was nothing but a crater now. A hole in the pavement that when I dropped to my knees in front of it and peered down, seemed to go on forever. It was deep and wide and black and crushing in its magnitude.

      “No,” I said again, this time covering my face with my hands.

      My body shook with sobs, and when another explosion rocked the ground beneath me, this time further away, I was only half aware of it. It wasn’t until another one exploded through the air that I pulled my hands from my face. In the distance, a fireball lit up the sky. Above it there was a mass of dark clouds, just like the ones over my head right now. The little bit of sunlight that was still able to penetrate the darkness glinted off cars as they went flying, and a few seconds later another explosion sounded to my right, and then another to my left, and another behind me until it felt as if I had been sucked into a war movie.

      I knew I wasn’t safe where I was, but I couldn’t bring myself to care or leave. The sobs shaking my body were too violent, too devastating. It felt as if I would explode just as the mall had, and I couldn’t find it in me to care. Not even a little.

      It wasn’t until I squeezed my hands into fists that I realized I was holding something. I looked down and blinked, but I had to force my fingers to relax so I could open my hand. The little purple flowers on the onesie felt like knives in my chest, and in that moment I knew I would never be the same.
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        Chapter Two

      

      

      
        
        Five years later…

      

      

      Daisy had her hand behind her back when she slipped into the room and plopped down next to me. A puff of dust floated into the air and the cot groaned under the extra weight, but I knew from experience that it would hold. This wasn’t the first time Daisy had dropped onto my bed like she owned the place.

      “Guess what I have.” She was grinning from ear to ear, which wasn’t anything new.

      “Herpes?” I arched my eyebrows knowingly.

      Last week she’d crawled into bed with a guy who’d been out with his platoon for nearly two months. I’d tried to tell her it was a bad idea, condoms were hard if not impossible to get these days, and I knew what those people did during their down time. She never listened to me though, and that day had been no exception.

      She rolled her brown eyes but her smile didn’t fade. “Of course not.”

      “What then?”

      The room was dark, lit only by the small flame flickering in the corner, but even in the limited light I was struck by how greasy her blond hair was. Not that mine was any better. Last night before I’d gone to bed I’d reworked my braid, weaving the tendrils together so they’d stay out of my face. The stiffness of my hair would have made me cringe if I wasn’t used to it by now. At least I didn’t have to worry about the braid coming loose, and at least we got the opportunity to freshen up between showers. These days you had to be thankful for small favors, and in the light of everything going on, being able to wash my hair every couple weeks was a big one.

      Daisy whipped her hand out from behind her back so fast that I jerked away. I was afraid that in her enthusiasm she might accidentally slam whatever she was holding into my face. It was a bottle, but I had to squint before I could make out the words on the label.

      “Champagne?” I lifted my eyebrows even higher when I met her gaze.

      Daisy nodded enthusiastically. “David, the guy you told me not to sleep with, had it. He found it a few weeks ago in the rubble of some building and decided to give it to me.” She lifted her chin at the last word, posing for a moment before laughing. “I figured today was a good day to open it.”

      My stomach dropped as she ripped the foil off and began to untwist the metal that helped keep the cork in place. Was it June seventh already? No. It couldn’t be.

      Mentally I tried to tabulate the date, but it was impossible. I never knew what day it was until something big popped up, and June seventh was the one date I always tried to avoid, and the one no one ever let me forget. It snuck up like a burglar trying to rid me of every valuable thing I owned. Why anyone bothered to keep track of it I didn’t know, but they did. It was like a celebration around here, although for the life of me I couldn’t figure out why.

      “Five years ago today I had just gotten home from my sophomore year of college.” Daisy tossed the metal and foil aside but didn’t pop the cork. Instead she placed the bottle on the cot between us while she recounted what might have been the last normal day of our lives. “I hadn’t even unpacked my car and my mom was already hounding me about a summer job. That night I met up with a few friends from high school and we went down to the lake.” She paused just like she always did when she got to this part of the story. “We talked about going to a movie the next afternoon, but I drank too much and overslept. They went without me…”

      The sentence trailed off, the words left unsaid but not unknown. If she had gone to a movie she would have died along with her friends. I knew because I’d heard this story before, at least a dozen times, but also because I’d been there, at the mall where the movie theater had been. Or in the parking lot, anyway. Not that I’d ever admitted that to my friend.

      Daisy exhaled and popped the cork. It went flying, hitting the ceiling above us and making her laugh. She shook her head before putting the bottle to her lips and sucking a mouthful of champagne down, but I never said a word and I didn’t crack a smile. She acted like she didn’t notice, but I knew she did. She’d given up asking me about that day years ago.

      In the beginning, back in the early days when we’d first met, Daisy had tried over and over again to learn what I’d been up to when it all happened. Who I’d been and if I’d had family. But I’d refused. Five years later the pain hadn’t dulled and I still found the past impossible to talk about, so I didn’t. Not with Daisy, who was probably the closest friend I’d ever had, and not with anyone else.

      She held the bottle out to me. “Five years.”

      I took it. “Five years.”

      The first swig was too big and I almost choked on the bubbles. I’d forgotten what it was like to drink carbonated beverages, how it tickled your sinuses if you weren’t careful, how if you took too big of a drink it felt like you were swallowing air. My second drink was smaller and easier to get down. Even though the alcohol was warm, it was good. Dry but surprisingly smooth.

      Daisy and I drank in silence, passing the bottle back and forth in the darkness of my room. Already I was feeling a buzz. I had only been up for a few hours and I knew it wasn’t even noon yet, not that I felt bad about getting drunk this early in the day. I hadn’t been drunk in more than six years, and that had been the night Cassidy was conceived. The night that Michael, the love of my life, had come home from his freshman year of college telling me how much he missed me, and how he didn’t want to go back. We’d sipped beers down by the river and then made love on a blanket. Three weeks later I’d found out I was pregnant and our whole lives had changed.

      “I miss electricity,” Daisy said after a while.

      I nodded, still thinking about Michael and Cassidy.

      “I miss hamburgers,” she said next.

      I nodded again, trying to conjure up an image of their faces and falling short. It had been close to a year since I’d been certain that the pictures in my head were real. At this point, I was pretty sure the Cassidy I remembered was a combination of my baby and all the other babies I’d seen on the covers of old magazines since then. I couldn’t figure out if the way her hair had curled at the base of her neck had been real or something I’d imagined, or if she’d actually had a dimple in her right cheek.

      For some reason, Michael was even harder to picture.

      Daisy watched me as she took another drink, her brown eyes narrow and as sharp as darts. When she set the bottle down, she sighed. “You have nothing to say?”

      I shrugged.

      “Shit, Diana,” she spit out. “You never tell me anything.”

      I couldn’t hold onto my indifference, and I suddenly found myself shrinking away under my friend’s annoyance. Daisy had never raised her voice to me before, had never tried to push me to share anything. I wanted to tell myself that she was being unfair, but deep down I knew it wasn’t true. She had a right to be pissed. I knew everything about Daisy’s past, from what street she’d grown up on to how old she’d been when she lost her virginity, as well as who it was with. Stewart Townsend, who had a name that made him sound like he should be the captain of the chess team, but who’d had a body like a Greek God. At least according to Daisy.

      “Look—” She set the bottle between us. “—I know you lost something big, much bigger than what I lost, and I get that it’s hard, but it’s been five years and things are never going to get better unless you deal with it. You have to let the blood dry sometime.”

      I looked down at my left hand, at the cheap ring I still wore on my finger. It was scratched and dented now, but I hadn’t taken it off once in the last five years. I didn’t plan to either.

      “I just can’t bring myself to say the words,” I said, twisting the silver band on my finger.

      Daisy scooped the bottle back up and nudged my arm with it. “If you drink enough, maybe you will.”

      I took it, but deep down I knew there wasn’t enough champagne left in the bottle, maybe even in the whole world, to ease this pain. I was convinced that people who used to drink to feel better had either been fooling themselves or were a lot less heartbroken than I was. It was impossible to know for sure though, since every drunk who survived the invasion had long ago gone through detox. The only thing people did in excess these days was sleep.

      I took a swig of the champagne before offering it to Daisy again, this time forcing myself to meet her gaze. “If I was going to tell anyone it would be you. You know that, right?”

      She took the bottle from me. “I know, and I’m not trying to force you into doing anything you don’t want to. I’m just worried about you.”

      Maybe she had a reason to be.

      I wasn’t feeling any more talkative when we’d finished the bottle, even if my brain did feel like it was floating above my head. The alcohol content on the label said twelve percent, but it probably wouldn’t have mattered if it had been six percent. Between our rations being low and my body being unused to drinking, I probably could have gotten drunk off one sip.

      The room actually swayed when I stood.

      “Thank God I don’t have patrol for another six hours,” I said, grabbing the wall for support.

      Daisy giggled. It was the first time I’d ever heard her make such a girly sound. “I’m on in two.”

      “Daisy,” I said, shaking my head.

      She only shrugged. “I guess we should get some coffee?”

      “If there is any.”

      Not that the stuff we called coffee could have passed for the liquid five years ago. It was too weak and tasted burnt most of the time since we had to cook it over a fire, but it was all we had. When we had it, which was getting more and more uncommon with each passing day. We all knew that it wouldn’t be long before things like coffee and chocolate became extinct, and even though the idea of the old world slipping away got to me sometimes, I tried to instead focus on the fact that I was still alive and kicking.

      Daisy headed for the door and I followed, pausing just long enough to blow out the small wick I had burning on the way by. It was just a piece of cloth in a bowl of animal fat, and only really bright enough to keep me from tripping or slamming into furniture, but I’d almost gotten used to the dim light after all these years. Whenever I did go outside during the day I felt like a vampire stepping out into the sun for the first time. The kind that burst into flames, not the kind that sparkled. Not that sunshine existed anymore, but it still felt bright outside compared to the darkness of the building.

      The hallway was as dim as my room had been. Lanterns hung from the ceiling every ten feet or so, giving off just enough light to help you get where you were going in one piece, but not enough to really let you see much of anything. The building we lived in had once housed a different office on each floor. A law firm on one and an architectural firm on another, to name a couple. This floor had belonged to an advertising agency and was cut up into more than a dozen small offices with a larger open area in the center. Not that it was open now. Dividers had long ago been set up to give people their own private space, and in some areas desks had even been stacked on top of one another to form walls. I’d gotten lucky and snagged a back office that only had one window, which was now covered by boards, so I had a door on my room. Some of the living spaces I passed had nothing more than a sheet hanging across the opening or literally no privacy at all. Daisy lived one floor up in what I was pretty sure was a maintenance closet. Not that it mattered to her how big it was. There was enough room for her cot and a few shelves to stack her things on. These days that was the most a person needed.

      “Another platoon is coming in today,” she said as we squeezed our way down the tiny hall that had been created in the formerly open room.

      We passed an open doorway and I spied someone stretched out on a thin mattress, trying to grab some sleep despite the noise radiating through the room. It was too dark to see who it was, but I had no doubt that he or she had gotten off patrol and was so tired sleep wouldn’t be an issue. I’d been there dozens of times.

      “Where are they coming from this time?” I asked Daisy.

      “Not sure. I heard Parker on the radio as I was headed up to see you.” She grinned and I knew what was coming before she said it. “I get first dibs.”

      I rolled my eyes because she always said this even though it was never necessary. Five years after I’d watched my husband and daughter get blown up, I still hadn’t slept with anyone else. I couldn’t even imagine it. Couldn’t stomach the idea of letting someone else touch me, of kissing anyone other than Michael. I didn’t know how to heal, but I was certain climbing into bed with a new man wasn’t the way.

      “You’re going to get pregnant.”

      “We’re careful.”

      Daisy passed under a lantern just as she wiggled her eyebrows in my direction, but I didn’t ask. I may have known almost everything about her, but that didn’t mean I needed to hear the intimate details of her sex life.

      We reached the end of the hall and ducked into the stairwell. It boomed with the echo of footsteps, making it impossible to talk, which I was more than grateful for. Daisy was ahead of me, keeping to the right as we made our way down so we didn’t bump into anyone going up. The lanterns in here were on every other landing, but the light barely carried and everyone knew to keep to the right.

      The sound of children crying and laughing and playing grew as we neared the floor below mine, and just like every other time I heard the noise, my stomach tightened. We kept the families with kids together, housed above the home guard headquarters on the first floor, but close to the exit in case we needed to make a quick escape. It hadn’t been an issue yet and I’d been here for over four years, but it was protocol and we clung to protocol like a man thrown overboard clinging to a life raft. It kept us alive.

      I moved faster, hoping to flee the sound even though I knew I might bump into Daisy. I did of course, and she swore but didn’t complain. She wasn’t a moron. We’d changed in front of one another more times than I could count and I knew she’d seen my C-section scar, knew she had a pretty good idea what I’d lost that day five years ago. She was my friend though, and despite her little outburst in my room less than fifteen minutes earlier, she was going to be there for me whether or not I chose to open up to her. Which made me love her more than anyone else still alive.

      We reached the first floor and stepped out into the lobby. It was buzzing with activity, but also three times brighter than the rest of the building thanks to the barrel fires set up around the room. People who were coming back from patrol were checking in while those who were leaving were checking out, but most of the activity came from the far side of the room where a dirty and exhausted looking group sat huddled on the floor.

      Daisy was already smoothing her hair down when she headed their way, not that she needed it. For one, every strand was weighed down by grease. For two, these guys would have been happy to see her even if she wasn’t gorgeous. Dirt and grease and all.

      “What do you think?” she said out of the corner of her mouth as we got closer.

      I shrugged because I didn’t see this group the way she did. I saw men and women who were so tired they could hardly stand, not a potential meat market. Not that she was heartless. Daisy always let the guys know she was just trying to live life to the fullest. She never led anyone on.

      I scanned the faces anyway, trying to look past the exhaustion and dirt etched in every line of the men in front of me. It was hard looking at them and trying to decide if they were good-looking. Since Michael’s death, I hadn’t been attracted to anyone. Not once.

      A man at the back of the group grabbed my attention and my breath caught in my throat. The light from the nearby fire flickered off the side of his face, casting shadows across one side while highlighting the other. He had a helmet on his head and dirt smeared across his cheek. There was a scar above his left eyebrow that was maybe an inch long and stubble on his face that told me he’d been able to shave sometime within the last week, but it was his blue eyes that stood out. They were filled with exhaustion, but so familiar that I found myself stepping forward. Then he turned his head so he could say something to the man next to him, putting his face more directly in the light of the fire and I saw it. Saw the resemblance that was so striking it made a face flit through my memory clearly for the first time in a year.

      “Michael,” I whispered.

      “Diana?”

      Daisy grabbed my arm, but I couldn’t look away. I was stuck in a time warp that pulled me back to a life that now felt more like a dream than reality. To a man who was long dead, but somehow sitting right in front of me.

      The man turned his face again and Michael disappeared. I shook my head, the spell broken, and closed my eyes. The pain in my chest was so sharp it took my breath away. I felt disoriented. Lost. Confused.

      “Diana?” Daisy said again. I opened my eyes to find her brown eyes trained on me. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” I lied.

      “Smith, Foster,” Sergeant Anderson barked, drawing our attention his way.

      He was a burly guy, despite our rations. Short and stocky, with forearms that seemed too big for his small frame and light brown skin that made him look like he’d just come back from a vacation in Florida. He’d been active duty Army when all this went down, and even though most of the military guys had long ago stopped trying to keep their hair regulation length, he was one of the few who still found time to trim his dark hair every few weeks. His beard, however, was so out of control that I sometimes wondered if every hair he cut off his head hadn’t somehow found a home on his face.

      “Sergeant Hendrix and her platoon could use some help getting settled in,” he said when we stopped at his side.

      He nodded to the tall woman next to him. She had wild red hair that was so wavy it defied the ponytail she’d tried to capture it in, and freckles dotting every inch of her exposed skin. Her broad shoulders brought the Olympics to mind, and made me remember the female swimmers I’d once loved watching so much. They’d had bodies just like the woman in front of me, all lean and muscular and ready for action.

      “I’d love to help them get settled in,” Daisy purred.

      “That’s not what I meant,” Sergeant Anderson said, and then he narrowed his dark eyes at her. “Son of a bitch, Smith. Have you been drinking?”

      “Champagne.” She shrugged because she didn’t scare easily, but also because she and I were no longer members of the militia or home guard or any other unit that still existed. “It’s been five years.”

      “Shit.” Anderson’s eyes snapped to me. “You sober?”

      “Sober enough to show a platoon around.”

      The sergeant rolled his eyes before turning back to the exhausted platoon. “Foster here is going to show you around,” he called, and I saw the man at the back, the one I’d mistaken for Michael, perk up. “She’ll show you where the showers are, but keep them short and sweet. We like to conserve our water and the rain’s been light this week. When you’ve all had a chance to get cleaned up she’ll get you a bunk. Get some rest. Dinner is at 0600. Don’t be late.”

      He nodded once to Sergeant Hendrix before turning away.

      The female sergeant gave me a once over like she wanted to make sure I wasn’t going to fall on my ass. “Lead the way, Foster.”

      “Diana,” I corrected her as I started walking, motioning for her to follow me.

      Hendrix only nodded, which told me that she wasn’t really interested in being on a first name basis. Not that it mattered. These guys would be in and out in a matter of days. This was just a pit stop for them because platoons like this had no permanent home. They traveled the country trying to infiltrate the now quiet hives that were set up all over the country, braving the new world we lived in. It was a noble thing to do because being out there was creepy as hell. Like stepping into a science fiction movie or through a portal to another planet. In the city it wasn’t too bad because they had settled in more open areas, but once you got out into what had formerly been farms and fields and forests, the world was a different place.

      The bomb that had destroyed the mall and my life had only been the beginning. The explosions had happened all over the state, all over the country, and probably all over the world. The craters that were left behind by the blasts had been huge, deep and wide and seemingly endless, but they hadn’t been the worst part. Less than twenty-four hours later things had started growing out of them. Foreign vines and plants that wove their way across the ground and over anything in their path, they’d covered cars and roads and buildings and continued to spread out while above us the skies grew darker. The clouds blotted out every inch of blue sky, making it impossible for even a single ray of sun to get through, slowly killing most of the plants that were native to this planet. The animals weren’t far behind. Species dropped left and right, dying when the food or people they’d depended on disappeared. That was why we lived in the city now. That was why we were crammed into office buildings instead of living in houses and enjoying the world. Because the world we had known five years ago no longer existed.

      The showers were on the first floor at the far end. We were fortunate enough that this building had installed a gym for its employees, and that some genius had figured out how to collect rainwater from outside and funnel it in. We had a pretty regular supply thanks to our new atmosphere—apparently these assholes liked to be wet—but we still had to ration it because we needed water to drink too. The showers weren’t hot, that was a luxury we’d probably never have again, but it didn’t matter. These days, no one would complain about the temperature of the water during their bi-weekly showers.

      The platoon didn’t talk much as I led them through the building, but I could hear Daisy’s quiet chatter at the back of the group and I knew she’d found her guy. When I glanced over my shoulder I could just see the top of her blond head. The guy at her side was her typical type: tall and broad and not white. Daisy was as white as the flower she was named after, but I hadn’t seen her hook up with a single white guy. Hispanic, Black, Indian, and Asian, yes. White, no way. I’d asked her once why and she’d simply told me that she preferred diversity in her life. Not that I cared who she slept with just as long as they didn’t give her anything or get her knocked up.

      We reached the locker rooms and I nodded to the door as I turned to face Hendrix. “This is it. Everything you need should be inside.”

      The sergeant nodded once before turning to her platoon. “Let’s get in and out so we can grab some shuteye. We have five hours until chow time and less than seventy-two hours until we head out again.” Her gaze zeroed in on the guy Daisy had latched onto. “I want everyone’s focus on rest.”

      The guy nodded, but the way his dark eyes focused on Daisy told me sleep was the last thing on his mind. He was around thirty, older than her but not by much, and I was sure that anyone who wasn’t nursing a severe case of heartache would have said he was attractive. He’d shaved his head and his jaw was just as smooth. Next to Daisy his skin looked dark, but it was just because she was so freaking pale, because his complexion would be better described as caramel than brown.

      “Foster,” an unfamiliar voice called out.

      I turned at the sound of my name only to find that the guy I’d mistaken for Michael had done the same. That’s when I realized who he was. Foster wasn’t an uncommon name and if I hadn’t already mistaken this guy for my dead husband in a moment of drunkenness I would have passed it off as nothing, but it would be impossible to now. Shit. He was Michael’s younger brother.
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