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Catie













I’m nobody’s hero.

I mean, yeah, I guess I looked like one. 

Standing in the graveyard with my machete, wearing shiny metal leg, arm, stomach, and neck guards, my dark black hair pulled up in a tight high pony.

I looked like some post-apocalyptic chick from the movies.

You know… back when they still made movies. 

When most of the planet wasn’t slow-walking and looking for some yummy brains to chow down on. 

I wasn’t a hero, though.

Nope.

I was on the hunt, sure.

But not for the greater good of mankind or anything like that.

See, the thing is, I just caught sight of my newly zombie-fied ex-boyfriend. 

To say things hadn’t ended well would be an understatement. I found out that not only had he been serial cheating on me for over a year, but he’d recently taken up with my best friend and gotten her knocked up.

So, yeah, I was holding a grudge. 

And I was kind of looking forward to chopping his head off, if I’m being completely honest. 

I’d come a long way since the world ended. 

Once upon a time, I’d been a girl who’d gagged at the sight of blood, who couldn’t stomach most primetime TV shows because they were too violent.

“Catie, why are you so damn sensitive to everything?” was the mantra of everyone around me back then.

Who’d have guessed that, just about year and a half or so later, they would all be gone, and I’d be the lone survivor of my friend and family groups. 

In a lot of ways, my innate introvertedness had served me well. I hadn’t been out in public when the outbreak first started. Hell, if it weren’t for the news, I probably wouldn’t have known about it for another week or two, when my favorite snacks were in short supply and I needed to head out to re-stock. 

See, at the time, I’d been working from home. 

I had no close connections.

And I’d just finally dumped my cheating boyfriend.

I was alone in my apartment with a stacked pantry from that last pandemic that had just cleared up a little while before the whole brain-eating one started. 

At first, the news had been hopeful that things would just blow over.

Then, of course, that kind of all went away when the zombies broke in and started eating the newscasters and crew on live TV. 

It turned out that our last pandemic had sort of set a lot of us up for the zombie apocalypse. We’d learned to stay in, to avoid people, and, in turn, we’d survived longer than you’d think.

But, slowly but surely, people needed to venture out for supplies. That was when a lot of the murdering happened. 

There was hardly a day that went by when someone wasn’t screaming from on the ground below my little apartment building. 

Did I feel bad? 

I mean, yeah. Of course. But after a while, you kind of just got a little jaded to it all. 

Survival was weird like that.

A base, primal instinct. 

I spent hours and hours reinforcing the lower level of my apartment building so the zombies couldn’t get in. I lucked out having a brick building. Once the windows were properly secured and the lower part of the fire escape broken, there wasn’t any way for them to get in.

So in was where I generally stayed. 

See, not only did I have my pandemic supplies, but my apartment was above an Italian restaurant. 

I’d been living on pasta, waxed cheese, and rolls for a long, long time. 

Oh.

And red wine.

We couldn’t forget the red wine.

It helped me fall asleep even with the sounds of grumbling and munching of the zombies and screaming of the people who got in their way. 

They were noisy-ass eaters. 

So I could only imagine that my ex-boyfriend, who’d been an annoying chomper when he was human, was probably especially loud as a zombie.

Not that he’d get a chance to do much eating. 

What with my cutting his head off and all. 

He wouldn’t be my first kill.

Judging by the tally I’d been keeping on my apartment door, I was up to twenty-four of the bloody, tattered, brainless abominations. 

Most of them were from necessity. 

Especially when I’d been securing my home, and had needed to venture outside. 

It had been surprisingly easy. 

See, I’d been worried that I didn’t have killing in me.

The thing was, the zombie virus had turned humans into something decidedly un-human. They moved strangely, sounded odd, and were actively decaying. 

It didn’t feel like murder.

Hell, it wasn’t even like killing an animal—something I was sure I’d never be capable of, no matter how hungry I got. 

It was almost like a game, a sport. 

Admittedly, I’d never been any good at those in the past. But it turned out that all the reinforcing of my house had built up some nice muscles, so when I’d swung my first weapon, I’d knocked off an arm. Then a leg. And once I grabbed something bigger, the beheading was pretty easy. 

And much like that old saying about virginity, once you started, you just couldn’t stop.

Each time it got easier.

To the point where it was actually kind of fun. 

But no kill would be anywhere near as satisfying as this one. 

Taking a steadying breath, I followed the path my ex-zombie had taken, feeling adrenaline starting to pump through my system. 

You never really got closure in real life.

Not really.

But in this life-after-the-collapse?

It seemed I could get the ultimate sort of closure. 

That is, of course, until a yell startled me, stopped me in my tracks.

I had a rule.

I didn’t intervene. 

I mean, half the time, it was too late. They were bit. It would just mean I’d have to kill them too eventually. And they wouldn’t be decaying yet, so it wouldn’t be as easy to think of it as a game.

But, I don’t know, something about the sound the guy was making had me turning my back on my zombie-ex, and making my way across the graveyard. 

I’d just made my way around the side of a mausoleum when the sight before me made me stop dead in my tracks.

Because I understood why the sounds the dude were making were so strange.

He wasn’t screaming.

I mean, not exactly. 

He was making a ruckus, sure. Which was, you know, reckless seeing as there seemed to be more hungry zombies than yummy humans around these days. But he wasn’t yelling because he was getting munched on.

Nope.

He was dancing around a little blue kiddie pool in a bright yellow banana-printed tank top and his rubber ducky patterned board shorts while singing—but, to be honest, it sounded a lot more like squealing—along to whatever he was listening to on his wireless headphones. 

I actually closed my eyes for a second, sure that I was hallucinating or something. 

But when they opened again, the same scene was there.

Kiddie pool with a big round tube in it. A lawn chair with a towel draped over the back. A red and white cooler with the top popped open, vodka bottles filling the inside. 

What the hell was he doing? 

As if sensing me there, he suddenly turned. 

By turned, I mean he kind of shimmied his dancing hips around until his body was forced to follow.

Then there he was.

Possibly the hottest guy I’d ever seen. 

And I’m counting the movie stars. The poor, dead, or zombified movie stars. 

Yeah, he was that hot.

Tall, just the right amount of muscled, with an angular face with a broad forehead, a strong jaw, cheekbone hollows, and big blue eyes with an unfair amount of dark lashes that matched the somewhat messy hair on his head. Not long, or short, but choppy. Likely because he’d been cutting it himself since the virus. 

“You don’t look dead,” he said as he yanked his headphones down to rest around his neck.

“Gee, thanks,” I said.

And for the very first time since the first pandemic, I was actually worried about my appearance.

I mean, when it was just brainless zombies looking at you, you didn’t really give a damn what you looked like. 

Insecurity, familiar but long-buried, resurfaced, and I worried about how I looked in my zombie-hunting gear, with my make-up-free face, and my hair pulled away from my face that I’d always thought of as too angular, full of sharp edges—a pointy jaw, razor-edged cheekbones, slashes of brows. 

Shaking my head to knock those useless thoughts loose, I frowned at him.

“What the hell are you doing?”

“Having a silent rave,” he said, waving at his headphones and the ridiculous necklace I’d missed before. 

I remembered them from when I was a kid. The kind you had to crack and then they glowed. Red, green, yellow, and blue. 

His was faded like he’d cracked it a long time ago, but it wasn’t dead yet. 

“I wouldn’t say it was silent,” I told him, shaking my head. “I thought a zombie was snacking on you,” I added, waving out with my machete.

“And you came to save me? Am I the damsel in distress in this scenario?” he asked. A smile tugged at his lips before breaking free. “I kind of dig it. So tell me, Post-Apocalyptic Barbie, do you often save excruciatingly handsome dudes in distress? Or am I special?” he asked. 

“I, ah, I don’t normally save anyone,” I admitted.

“Me either. It’s all me, myself, and I these days. Oh, and Toddy.”

“Toddy?” I asked. 

“Yeah, Toddy,” he said, waving out toward a grave a yard or so back where a bright white cat was lounging casually on top of the gravestone, not a care in the world.

Because the zombies didn’t eat them. 

In fact, the animals were quickly reclaiming the hellscape that was the human world. 

I had to admit, it was pretty neat to see deer and bears and all the little critters walking down the street out front of my apartment that used to be crowded with cars. 

“You have a pet in the apocalypse?” 

“Yeah. Don’t you?” he asked, making it sound like I was the crazy one.

“I don’t think they’d survive well on pasta and wine,” I said, shrugging.

“No shit. You have pasta still? The shelves have been empty for months.”

“I, ah, I live above an old Italian restaurant,” I admitted, not sure why I was doing so. Sharing that kind of information was stupid. It threatened my survival. 

I guess it just felt good to speak to someone for a change. 

It had been so long. 

“Living the fucking dream,” he said, nodding. “Right on. If you ever want to have us over for dinner, we’d bring the tinned meat and veg. We got that in abundance. Hit up the bulk store when the first zombie case was reported.”

“You bought enough canned meat and veg that you’ve been eating it for over a year?” 

“I mean, I knew money would be no good once the virus went nuts. So I burned it all up that day. Double-digit grands. I mean, we ate the fresher shit first. Then the kind of shelf-stable shit. I lived on mac & cheese for a couple months. Then, well, things dwindled down.”

I would kind of kill for some veg and meat. It had been months since I’d had any. 

I was almost tempted to actually do the unthinkable.

Make a friend in the apocalypse. 

“Maybe,” I said, shrugging. “But what the hell are you doing out here in the middle of the night? What about the zombies? You don’t even have a weapon.”

“Babe,” he said, giving me a devilish little smirk that had no right to be as sexy as it was. You know… coming from a guy wearing a children’s necklace and rubber ducky shorts. “This is a graveyard. Where the dead people go. What red/black-blooded zombie is going to come here looking for a meal?”

“Okay. Fair point,” I agreed, shrugging. “Do you, like, live here?” I asked, since he had a lot of crap piled around.

“Nah. Me and Toddy, we took over some rich bastard’s mansion.”

“A mansion?” I asked, shaking my head. “There are so many entry points.”

“Nah, see. I think the old owner saw those Purge movies a few too many times, and took them seriously. That place locks down tight. Air can barely get in it. Gives us room. One hallway is our bowling alley. Another is our water slide. We have good times. You can come over sometime. Now, even. The rave seems to be dying down,” he added, smirking.

And, damn him, he was kind of hot when he smirked. 

“You don’t even know me. I could be bit,” I said. 

“What? With that rad armor you got on?” he asked, waving at me. “What is that made from?”

“Baking sheets,” I admitted.

What can I say? I didn’t exactly live near a military base. I didn’t have access to proper protection equipment. I had to make do with what I had. And what I had was a lot of baking sheets. So I’d spent hours and hours cutting and sanding them down and shaping them into makeshift armor to cover the most likely places I’d get bit. 

“Innovative. Regular post-apocalypse Steve Jobs. Come on. You know you want to go have some tinned meat and veg. I’ll get fancy and use the peas and carrots.” 

“Okay.”

What?

No.

Not okay.

I wasn’t going to go to a stranger’s fortress where he might hold me captive and abuse me for months or years. 

“Oh, come on. You could cut my head off before I could even try anything,” he said as he grabbed a bottle of vodka, then shut the cooler, leaving it in place. “Look how sharp that sucker is,” he added, waving toward my machete. “Come on, Toddy,” he called.

And, amazingly, the damn cat stretched, yawned, then jumped down and followed as we started walking. 

“So what were you doing out in the graveyard at night? Are you a zombie hunter?”

“Do those actually exist?” I asked.

“Met a few. They take themselves very seriously. And they didn’t appreciate my movie references.”

“Blasphemous,” I declared, getting a smirk from him.

“That’s what I’m saying,” he agreed. 

“I’m not a zombie hunter. I mean, I’ve killed a few, but I mostly stay inside. And, therefore, you know, alive.” God, my mouth was actually starting to hurt from talking. The muscles had gotten so used to not being used. 

“I was like that at the beginning. Full-on crazy prepper mode. But then I thought… fuck it. If death is inevitable, at least I’m gonna enjoy shit while I can.”

“I get that,” I said, wondering for the first time if all my time spent indoors, trying to avoid the zombies—and therefore everything else in life—was a waste. 

Chances were, if this virus kept going on, someday, some zombie was going to get me. And what would I be thinking as they ate my body alive? That I did a lot of puzzles and sodoku? 

Kind of pathetic.

I guess I’d been operating under the assumption that someday the government or military or some other country even, would show up, take out the zombies, and save the rest of us. Then my “second life” would begin.

But if this was all there was ever going to be, maybe this guy had it right. Maybe I should have been enjoying myself while I could.

“I’m Catie, by the way. With a C and ie,” I told him, because it was habit. 

“I’m Caleb. With a Q and xt,” he quipped, making a strange little giggle bubble up and burst out of me, something that made Caleb turn to look down at me with oddly intense eyes.

“What?” I asked.

“Nothing. It’s just been a long time since I heard someone laugh. It’s a nice sound,” he decided, turning away, waving toward the street in front of us. “So Catie with a C and ie, what were you doing in the graveyard in the middle of the night dressed like that if you aren’t a zombie hunter?”

“Oh, ah. This is kind of ridiculous.”

“Babe, I’m the king of ridiculous,” he said, waving down at himself. “I mean, look at this,” he said, twisting to show me a horrible little cat tattoo. A stick figure cat tattoo.

“Did you do that yourself?” I asked.

“I came across a tattoo machine. Figured, how hard could it be?”

“What is he holding?” I asked, squinting at the tattoo, trying not to look too hard at the muscles right by it. You know, the ones that lead a delicious path down into his board shorts. 

“A purrito,” Caleb said, making another of those laughs bubble up again. 

“Alright. Well, I was just sitting by my window getting my twenty minutes of fresh air for the day,” I told him, wincing at how lame it sounded that I had a schedule for how much fresh air I got. I also had a schedule for how much direct sunlight. But I wasn’t fessing up to that. 

“Naturally,” Caleb said, nodding as he clasped his hands behind his back, oblivious to any threats, to needing his hands in case one arose. 

“And I saw someone I used to know.”

“Ah, so you were out to save someone.”

“Actually, it was my zombified, no good, serial cheating, ex-boyfriend.”

To that, when he turned to look down at me, his grin was big.

“You were going to slay your ex? That’s pretty fucked up, babe,” he told me. “Kind of hot, but fucked up.”

“He’s a zombie,” I said, shrugging. “I’m reasonably sure I wouldn’t try to cut his head off if he was still human.”

“Reasonably sure,” he repeated, letting out a little chuckle. And, yeah, I had to agree. It was a nice sound. “Alright, milady,” he said, pressing a hand to his stomach as he did a small bow. “We have arrived to my palace. Sorry,” he said when Toddy the cat let out a little meow. “Our palace,” he clarified, reaching down to scoop up the cat. 

It was that, too.

In that cold, modern style I’d never been a fan of.

If I had been lucky enough to be a billionaire before the world ended, I would have wanted my home to resemble something right out of Regency books. Something full of character and opulence.

These modern houses with their stucco and straight lines, they all kind of resembled prisons to me. 

“I know. Kind of ugly, but it does the trick,” he said as he led me up the front path, the grass, weeds, and wildflowers all nearly hip-high. 

That was another unexpected thing about the end of the world. 

Nature was taking back her place in the world. It was actually oddly refreshing after seeing nothing but perfectly mowed, useless lawns for most of my life. 

“Wow,” I said as Caleb led me inside, putting Toddy down on the floor, then closing the door behind me, then yanking down this lever that had no less than ten wood and metal bars sliding into place, reinforcing the door. 

“It’s a bit overkill since the door itself is still reinforced internally. But I have to respect the attention to detail,” he said, then waved his arms around the massive open space. “This floor is mostly open, save for two separate secret passageways.”

“You can’t drop a phrase like secret passageways and not explain further. Where do they go?”

“The bunker,” he said, shrugging in a way that said I should have known that. “Though there is an alternate route as well to a room in the attic that has an escape latch to the roof. For helicopter rescues.”

“Of course,” I agree, tone dry. “I mean, everyone has a helipad on their roof, don’t they?”

“If not, they certainly should. It would only cost a million or so,” Caleb said. 

“What’s the bunker like?”

“You want to see?” he asked.

“Gee, let me think. Do I want to follow a stranger that I don’t know from Adam into a super secret, presumably underground and impenetrable, bunker? I’m going to have to pass.”

“Suit yourself,” Caleb said, walking forward the stark white house, under the butterfly stairs from above, and through to what looked like a kitchen. “It’s really not much to write home about anyway. Just a big white space with a couple bunks, lots of water, some MREs, blankets, cards, and a couple books. It’s all set up, though. Filtered outside air. A composting toilet. He put the money in.”

“Well, it looks like he had it to blow,” I said as I followed him into the all-white kitchen. So much white that it was actually hurting my eyes a bit. “But look how much good it did him,” I added, waving around.

“Probably got bit at work. Or on vacation. Can’t prepare for everything, I guess,” Caleb said, opening a door to a massive walk-in pantry. 

Curious, I moved closer to look, finding the space stocked with canned foods, some herbs, a ton of cat food and cat litter, and lots of bottled water and toilet paper.

“I don’t think a single person could use that much toilet paper in their lifetime,” I decided.

“Yeah, it was overkill, in retrospect. Had a bit of TP PTSD from that pandemic we all went through a few years before the zombies. Once you have to use a handful of leaves, you never want to again.”

“That’s fair,” I said.

“So, milady, what can I offer you for dinner?” he asked, waving an arm dramatically. “Or, can I interest you in a stir fry?” he asked, grabbing a couple of cans.

“That’s a waste of a lot of food,” I said, shaking my head as he found some soy sauce.

“You gotta live when you’re in the apocalypse, Catie with a c and ie,” Caleb said. “You never know which silent rave in the graveyard will be your last.”

“Oh, yes. That old saying,” I said with a smile as I followed him back into the kitchen where he set all the vegetables on the counter and went to find the can opener. “Did this prepper guy happen to have a seed vault?” I asked, toying with the cans, trying to play it cool, not let him know how thrilled I was to be getting some actual vegetables in my body. 

“Yeah. Figure if I’m still kicking, I can start a garden on the roof in the spring. I’ll share some seeds with you if you’re still here too. Gotta get that fiber and vitamins in.” 

“I have a couple of different seeds, but yeah, if we’re still alive, I would definitely take some. I guess we have to start thinking long-term now, since, clearly, no one is coming to save us.”

“You thought someone would?”

“Well, I figured the military eventually,” I admitted.

“With how tight they have them all packed on bases? Nah,” Caleb said, shaking his head as he started to make our meal. “They were the first to turn, right after big office buildings and schools.”

That was probably the worst part of the zombie plague.

The kids.

Kid zombies.

Eating their parents.

Eating their siblings.

It was just… really, really horrific. 

Luckily, I hadn’t seen a kid zombie in a long while

Caleb plated up our meals, and we ate them in the glow of hurricane lamps with cups of vodka which he seemed to have in abundance.

The food wasn’t, you know, good.

But not much was these days. 

I hoped that a garden with fresh vegetables and herbs would help change that. Then I could hopefully learn how to preserve those things to get me through the winters. 

If you’d have told me a year or two ago that I would suddenly develop survival skills and learn about homesteading, I would have laughed. 

Now I was actively hoping I ran across a couple chickens that I could put in a coop on the roof and use for eggs. 

“What are you thinking about?”

“Chickens,” I admitted.

“Some of the cans in the pantry say chicken. I’m dubious, but hopeful for the day that comes where I am desperate enough to try it.”

“I meant live chickens. You know, for eggs. I want to find some someday. If they have survived.”

“Seems like most of the animals have. Guess the zombies don’t like their brains. So, you want a tour?” he asked, waving around.

And, somehow, yes, yes I did. 

Even though my survival instincts were telling me that it was safer to go home, to lock myself up again.

But maybe Caleb was right.

If it was all doomed to end eventually, why was I denying myself the first thing I’d genuinely wanted to experience in ages?

The mansion was every bit as impressive as it seemed like it would be. And Caleb seemed to have put his mark on every inch of it. From the “murals” on the walls to the indoor slip-and-slide and his movie room. 

He had solar panels. 

So he had charged portable DVD players to actually entertain himself with.

I’d caught myself watching freaking flies mate once I was so bored. 

Caleb wasn’t just surviving the zombie apocalypse. He was thriving in it. 

“Come on. You know you want to,” he said as I climbed into his giant ten-person tent that was his movie room. 

The floor was padded with at least fifteen blankets, and there were more pillows inside than I used to see on the shelves of big box stores. 

It was tempting.

Way, way too tempting.

“I should be getting home.”

“I have rom-coms!” he announced, giving me a big smile. 

“Why would you assume I like rom-coms?” 

“Because the dark and grumbly chicks always love rom-coms,” he declared. “Luckily, I do too. How about we watch two people fall in love over email?” he asked as he popped a new DVD into the player. “Remember those days?”

“Actually, that is one of the things I don’t miss about the before-times,” I admitted. “Work emails and school emails and endless spam emails…”

“It sounds like you’re just a bit bitter that Tom Hanks didn’t send you mail,” Caleb said. “It’s okay. I’m a little salty that Meg Ryan didn’t send me any either.”

Caleb was a… loud movie-watcher.

Which didn’t surprise me in the least seeing as his whole personality seemed loud.

“Remember parties?” he asked, shaking his head at the screen as they argued over caviar.

“Not really. I wasn’t much of a party person,” I admitted. “Which, I guess, made this transition to solitary life easier. You must have struggled,” I said. 

“I think the key is to find ways to not lose your mind in the solitude,” he said, shrugging. 

“Hence the indoor slip-and-slide. And the redecorating. And the silent rave in the graveyard.”

“Exactly,” he agreed. “Gotta keep things interesting. And once the power went out, it killed the fun I had at the local carnival.”

“You did not. Didn’t you see that movie? With the guys and the zombies at the carnival?”

“I did. It sounded fun,” Caleb said, making me shake my head.

“I think our ideas of fun are very different.” 

“I think maybe you didn’t know how to have fun even before the brain-eaters made the clubs risky.”

“Ouch,” I said, grimacing. But because of how right he was. 

“But now you have me,” Caleb insisted. “To show you the lighter side of life.”

I shouldn’t have wanted that.

To have a friend in the apocalypse.

Friends were risky. 

They made you care.

They made it so you weren’t only ever focused on yourself and your survival, because you cared about them and theirs as well. 

It was how you got bitten and became a brain-eater as well. 

“Come onnnn,” Caleb said. “You know you wanna.”

“You know, I was warned incessantly about peer pressure growing up. Somehow, no one ever told me that it would come from a stranger I met in a graveyard after the end of the world.”

“I mean, if you want that kind of peer pressure, I have mushrooms,” he said, making a laugh bubble up and burst out.

“You do not.”

“I do. I tripped balls for a few weeks at the beginning when shit was too ugly to wander out into,” he said. And for just a brief moment, there was a hauntedness in his gaze, a piece of who was truly underneath all that lightheartedness. “How’d you stay sane through that?” he asked, seeming to genuinely want an answer.

“Honestly, I don’t know,” I said, shaking my head. “I think I kept myself busy, focusing on the next step in my plan not to die. And, I mean, the wine helped,” I admitted.

“Yeah, I bet it did. I don’t think anyone could have made it through those first few weeks stone-cold sober. Not with their sanity intact anyway.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “Did you… were you with your family or friends when it all happened?” I asked. 

“I was with some buddies,” he told me, and again, his eyes went dark, lost in the trauma for a moment. “You?”

“No. I was by myself. And, I guess, that was for the best. I probably would have tried to save my loved ones.”

“Except that cheating ex of yours,” Caleb said, smirking.

“Yeah, well, him… I mean… I wouldn’t have pushed him in front of a zombie or anything, but I don’t know if I’d have opened the door to save him from one either.” 

“Fair enough,” he agreed. “So, what now? Are you crashing here? Do you want to slip all that super slick armor back on and have me walk you home? What’s the protocol for sleepovers in the apocalypse?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never been to a sleepover,” I admitted. “I mean, not with, you know, friends,” I clarified. 

“Me either. I think we need to put on fluffy robes and paint our nails, right? Maybe have a pillow fight? Tell scary stories. But maybe since the world is scary enough, we can tell stories about the coolest shit we’ve seen? For example, I once saw a duck wearing a cowboy outfit.”

“No way.”

“Way. I have pictures of it on my phone,” he told me. “I will charge it up and show you. What?” 

“Charging things,” I said, shaking my head. “I don’t have solar.”

“I will give you a portable one to bring back to your place. Kinda useless as a whole. But if you have any music stored on your phone or something, it helps keep the walls from closing in. Do you have a Ham radio?” he asked.

“Who has a Ham radio that wasn’t, like, in the military or a trucker?” 

“Well, I have an extra. I will give you one. Plus batteries. Then we can talk.”

I shouldn’t have agreed. 

It was risky to get attached.

But maybe Caleb was right.

If this was all there was ever going to be, maybe finding ways to enjoy ourselves through it was the smart thing.

Just surviving hadn’t exactly been fun for me. 

“Okay. I’d like that.” 

“Did you hear that, Toddy? We made ourselves a friend! She said she’s going to have us over for pasta tomorrow.”

“I said no such thing.”

“And yet, I will be there. With a bowtie on. Now, let’s see if I can find something we can paint our nails with.”































I thought he was joking.

About the bowtie thing.

Early the next morning, I did slip all my armor back on. And he did walk me home carrying my new Ham radio for me.

And he did drop me off at my place and head back out to his mansion.

I even expected him to make good on his promise to come back for pasta. Because, well, pasta. 

But I thought he was joking about the bowtie.

Until I opened the door to find him standing there in one. And Toddy was in his arms with his own little kitty bowtie as well. I mean, Caleb was also wearing hot pink shorts and a shirt with little pigeons printed all over it. But he’d actually worn the bowtie. 

“Toddy and I were talking,” Caleb announced as he stood there, no weapon, no way to defend himself if a zombie popped up out of nowhere. “And we would really prefer Angel Hair if it is available. But we won’t be too disappointed if it is penne or linguine.” 

“I definitely have Angel Hair,” I told him as I moved aside to let him in. 

And then we just… shared a meal.

Played cards.

Talked about our old lives and what we’d wanted to do with our futures. We even got a little philosophical over a bottle of wine as we sat on the roof of the building, thinking about how insane civilization had become right before the crash of it all.

“We could have still been in the jungle, eating fruit, balls out, not a care in the world,” Caleb said, clucking his tongue. “But instead, we worked nine-to-five jobs we hated in hideous buildings, wearing uncomfortable clothes, too stressed out even to enjoy our days off.” 

“I think your main objection to that life seems to be wearing clothing,” I mused, and a smile tugged at his lips as he looked over at me.

I don’t know if it was the wine, the moonlight falling on his face, or the fact that he was the first live, not bitten man I’d seen in ages, or what, but I felt a weird little flutter in my belly as he looked at me. 

Which was weird.

Because guys like Caleb had never been my type before.

Light. Easy. A little frat-boy-like. 

I’d always sort of leaned in to dark, distant, and a bit tortured in some way.

Hence my complete and utter failure in the relationship department. Because dark, distant, tortured men rarely cared about anyone but themselves. 

It was kind of a shame that I hadn’t met Caleb a couple of years ago. I bet he would have been exciting to date. 

But not during the end of the world. 

There was no room for relationships in a zombie apocalypse.

“Come on, be brave with me,” he demanded a few hours later after suggesting we camp out on the roof for the night. 

“Is it brave, or is it stupid?”

“There’s a fine line there,” he told me as he spread out the couch cushions he’d stolen from my living room. “I always err on the side of brave.”

“I’m not brave,” I told him, shaking my head as I pictured zombies somehow climbing the walls, or infiltrating the floor below, and mauling us in our sleep. 

“You? Zombie Apocalypse Barbie? Master armourer? Ex-boyfriend head chopper-offer-er? Come on now.”

I would have laughed at that.

But then he reached up and pulled off his shirt. 

See, the thing was, you didn’t really have a lot of a libido when you were constantly assaulted with the sounds of people screaming as they were being eaten, or the constant grumblings of the flesh eaters themselves.

So when it came back out of nowhere, yeah, it was intense. 

I’d never been one of those girls who drooled over shirtless men back when the world was operating correctly. 

Now, though? 

Yeah, I was actively trying to not do that.

But… goddamn. 

I guess I was half-expecting for Caleb to have gone gaunt with the lack of truly balanced meals. Or, at the very least, that he would have lost most of his muscle tone.

I should have known better.

Because he had nice arms.

But the chest and shoulders? Wide, strong.

And that stomach? With eight perfect little sections and a deep V that disappeared into the waistband of his pants. 

“I, ah, I didn’t chop off his head, remember?” I said, trying to occupy my mind with anything but his shirtlessness.

“Right. Because we were busy having our own personal meet-cute. Which, arguably, was a better way to spend the evening. Come on, be adventurous with me,” he said. “I mean, I made this luxurious bed for us.”

Yeah, that bed was part of the problem. Since it was barely big enough for two of us, which meant we would be touching all night long. 

The other part of the problem was my damn sex drive that had suddenly kicked into overdrive. 

“Catie,” he said, tone just a little less light and fun, just a tad deeper, sexier, making my gaze shoot up. “You’ve got to live a little,” he told me. “Even if it’s scary.”

And the thing was, he was right.

I would hate to go outside to sneak a quick bath in the stream half a block away and have a zombie take me out, knowing all I’d done for the past few years was be careful and scared and bored and lonely. 

“Okay,” I agreed, lowering myself down onto the cushions, and trying not to be hyperaware of Caleb as he stretched out beside me. “I’ve never been camping,” I admitted.

“You and me, kid,” he said, sliding an arm under me. In a friendly way, but my body just didn’t take it that way, “We are going to do some fun shit. But first, sleep.”

And he did.

Sleep.

Almost instantly.

But me?

Yeah, I was up dealing with the throbbing ache between my thighs and the nearly overwhelming urge to climb on top of him to relieve it. 

Eventually, exhaustion won out.

But then I woke up.

Sprawled on top of him like a pillow, my head on his chest, my hand on his shoulder, and my leg cocked over his hip.

And it didn’t exactly escape me that he was hard and pressing against me, either.

Need assaulted my system all at once, making my heart race and my sex clench hard. 

I didn’t move. 

I barely let myself breathe. 

Because I was suddenly aware that Caleb wasn’t asleep either.

No.

He was awake. 

And his hands were roaming up and down my back, sifting through my hair, then going to my back again. 

He was touch-starved.

That was it.

It wasn’t anything personal.

But anyone who hadn’t seen a human being in years, let alone got to be alone and close to one, would feel the need to touch them. It was human nature to desire contact with one another. 

And his cock? 

Well, that was just nature too.

I doubt he’d had sex with anything but his own hand since the zombies started roaming the streets. 

It was a base, primal sort of reaction. 

Like the throbbing need between my own thighs. 

Like my desire to feel more of him. 

Letting out a fake sleeping sigh, I shifted over him until his cock was pressing against my cleft. 

“Fuck,” Caleb hissed in that deeper, sexier voice he’d only used once around me. 

His hips involuntarily bucked up against me, making him slide against my cleft, tease over my clit. 

I couldn’t seem to find the control to force my own hips to stay still then, grinding them down onto him, letting out a little whimper at the feel of him.

“Catie,” he said in that same deep, bedroom-sexy voice. But I was busy writhing against him again. “Okay,” he murmured, voice soft as he started thrusting up against me as I continued to move, as I drove myself up, not caring about the consequences, about potentially losing my new friend because I’d let things get complicated. 

All I cared about right then was relief from the need that was flooding my system, making rational thought impossible as we kept moving together, as my little whimpers became moans, as Caleb’s breathing got faster, more ragged, as he made sexy grunts of pleasure as I got closer and closer. 

“Come,” he demanded, voice rough and soft somehow at the same time. “Come for me,” he demanded, his own voice getting tight as he teetered on that edge too.

His hands went to my ass, grinding me harder against him as he moved faster and faster.

I tried to muffle the sounds of my orgasm into his shoulder as his own body shuddered, finding his release. 

I clung to him after.

For a few minutes, just a little too overwhelmed and more emotional than I could have anticipated. After that, though, it was just pure, undiluted, all-consuming mortification.

I mean, who dry-humped their new friend? 

“I don’t want to talk about it,” I murmured into his shoulder.

“Talk about what?”

Right.

Exactly. 

I climbed off of him, keeping my back to him as I got to my feet. 

“I need to get the cushions inside. It’s looking like rain today,” I said, seeing the clouds gathering. 

So that was exactly what I did, busying myself with the task as Caleb came back down. 

“I have to get some food for Toddy,” he said, a bit of tension in his voice. 

“Okay,” I agreed, nodding. “Here,” I added, going into my stash and producing a weapon I’d sort of made with knives, an old garden rake pole, and duct tape. Like… a lot of duct tape. 

“Thanks, Catie with a C and ie,” he said, giving me a smile that looked forced. 

“No problem,” I said, nodding. “Try not to get eaten out there.”

“I’ll do my best,” he said, making his way out of the door without even looking around first. Toddy followed behind.

I only watched for a moment or two before going back inside to wallow in some self-loathing for a few hours that turned into a few days.

The loneliness that set in then was different. Stronger. Bolstered up by the friendship I’d just begun to explore, that a part of me had been hoping would be a bigger part of my future.

I’d wanted those adventures he’d promised, damnit. 

But it looked like that wasn’t going to be possible anymore. 

That fact had no right to send me into the downward spiral it did. 

But there was no denying that was exactly what happened.




























“Catie with a C and ie, do you copy? Over,” a familiar voiced echoed through my makeshift home, making me lift my head from the tile floor I was currently spread across in an attempt to cool myself down.

I always thought that I liked summer. 

Until, of course, I had to endure it without the luxury of air conditioning. 

I’d been sprawled out on the cold tile floor in my panties and bra since the sun came up, baking my home that didn’t have nearly enough ventilation to make it even remotely tolerable. 

And water was such a luxury since it needed to be gathered and then filtered, a process that was dangerous and arduous, so I wasn’t about to use it to spritz over myself for relief. 

I was half-sure I was hallucinating from my brain frying. The science behind that was unknown to me, but my head sure felt hot enough to actually start cooking braincells. 

“Come in, come in, Catie with a C and ie. Over,” the voice called again, and that time I folded upward.

Over.

No one said over.

Unless…

I didn’t even think about it. 

I flew up off the floor and through the building toward the Ham radio Caleb had set up in my kitchen. 

I grabbed the little microphone thingy like a lifeline, pressing the button.

“Caleb with an x and qt, is that you?” I asked. Then, when he didn’t respond, “Over.”

“It is I, fair maiden,” he responded. “Over.”

“Is your brain frying from the heat too?” I asked. “And I think we can skip the whole over thing since it’s just the two of us.”

And what did this man do?

Start humming Just the Two of Us. 

I was half-tempted to join in. 

That was how giddy I was that he was still alive. 

“Nah, Apocalypse Barbie. Rich dude has this place rigged up to stay cool in the summer. And I have the basement in the worst case. Stays a solid sixty there, no matter how hot it gets. You suffering?”

“If you call lying on the stone floor in my underwear suffering, then yes.”

“Which brings me to my idea.”

“Your idea?” I prompted when he didn’t go on.

“Well, actually, it was Toddy’s idea,” he clarified. “He thinks we should have a beach day.” 

“Your cat wants to have a beach day?” I asked, smiling at the absurdity.

“Don’t stereotype him. He is a feline of refined and varied tastes. So what do you think?” he asked. 

I thought it had been a solid two weeks since the whole rooftop incident. During which I’d beat myself up in every possible way. And then spent far too much time worried that he wasn’t still alive. 

And now he was just going to call me up and invite me to the beach? Was I really going to just… say yes to that?

I mean, this wasn’t like friendships or dating back in the world-before. It wasn’t like anyone was going to judge me for being lured into his trap, being pulled into his games. 

No one was around to know how tempted I was, how badly I wanted to say yes, how much I’d been obsessively thinking about him.

“Come on, Catie. You said we could have adventures. This is an adventure. And since you are always worried about those kinds of things, if the zombies show up, we can just hang out in the water until they go away.”

There were obvious flaws in his plan. Still, I couldn’t help but saying what I felt in my heart.

“Okay.”

“Do you have a bathing suit?”

“I do not.”

“I’ll bring you one. And sunblock for your pale ass. See you in… well… you have no way to tell time. So you’ll see me when you see me.”

I never rushed to get myself together so fast in my life, pulling my halfway clean hair into a ponytail, giving all the important bits a quick wash, then did something I hadn’t done in months. 

I shaved.

I’d just barely managed to finish when I heard Caleb knocking on the front door to the tune of Mambo No.5. 

And, damnit, a huge smile tugged at my lips. 

“There she is. What? You’re not bringing your breastplate to the beach?” he asked. 

“Depends on if it goes with my bathing suit or not,” I told him, nodding toward the bag in his hand. 

“Go on and get dressed. I’ll wait here,” he offered, shuffling his feet, looking uncomfortable. 

Shrugging it off, I closed the door, then quickly stripped out of my clothes before reaching for the suit.

“Of course it’s a bikini,” I grumbled. 

But, well, it wasn’t like there were magazines and billboards and social media full of perfect bodies for Caleb to compare me against anymore. 

Shrugging, I jumped into the red bathing suit, but went ahead and slipped my tee back on over it, then grabbed a weapon, before making my way outside. 

“You have a SUV?” I asked. “With a trailer? And a boat?”

“I know, right?” he asked, looking pleased with himself. “It’s electric. And with the solar… I just had to forego some luxuries to let it power up enough. Dude had every kind of toy imaginable. We have floats and noodles and pedal boats too. Lots of fun for us today. Ready?” he asked, opening my door for me. 

And there was Toddy. Lounging on the center console. With a freaking sailor hat on. 

I glanced into the backseat, seeing all the things he promised, plus coolers, towels, and an umbrella. But also, something I hadn’t been expecting since he really never talked about them.

Weapons. 

And a lot of them.

Nice ones, too. 

Much better than my makeshift duct tape ones. 

Interesting.

Caleb, it seemed, was full of surprises. 

Not more than twenty minutes later, we were pulling right up to the beach. No fees. No lines. No nothing. But a long stretch of pristine sand, and gently crashing waves.

“Wow.”

“Yeah,” Caleb agreed, looking a little awestruck himself before becoming his animated self, rushing out, grabbing all the things we might need from the back and piling it all into the boat before demanding I get out and help him back up to the boat launch. 

A tense half hour or so later, we were in the boat on the water, both our eyes scanning the shoreline just in case. 

“Okay. I’m gonna drop the anchor and we are going to strip to our bathing suits, and jump in.”

More excited than I anticipated, I had no objections as Caleb got to it. 

Toddy stretched out on a bench and soaked up the sun. 

“Okay. We’re ready,” Caleb said, reaching for his shirt.

I was not.

Ready, that is.

For him without his shirt again.

And the way my mind raced right back to that rooftop with the feel of him beneath me. 

But then my gaze moved instead to his back, seeing a tattoo there that was vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t quite place it.

“Come on, Catie with a C and ie, we are burning daylight,” he told me. 

I don’t think I’d ever been quite as self-conscious as I was right then as I pulled off my tee and stood there in a tiny slip of a bikini that was leaving next to nothing to the imagination.

Caleb’s gaze went from the discarded tee to me. 

Was I imagining it, or did his gaze heat? 

Did it roam all over me? 

It had to. Because each inch he looked at warmed, flushed, starting a chain reaction that didn’t stop until the need was thrumming through my system once again.

But then my hand was seized in Caleb’s surprisingly large and calloused one.

How had I missed that before?

I guess I’d been so distracted by the spectacle he put out first that I hadn’t looked closer. 

“Ready?” he asked as he pulled me to the edge of the boat, his gaze sliding over to me, his childlike excitement so contagious that, for a moment, I forgot all about the desire.

“Yes,” I said, beaming at him.

“One, two,” he started, then pulled me with him as he jumped before three. 

The water was the cool I’d been craving for weeks, making goosebumps pebble up on my skin as I surfaced laughing and looking at Caleb who was smiling back at me. 

“This was a really good idea,” I told him.

“I know, right? I’m full of them. Don’t let my Sexiest Man Alive good looks fool you. I actually have something other than rocks knocking around up here,” he said, tapping his forehead before going back under the water and swimming away from me. 

That was how the next few hours went. We swam. We blew up floats and sun bathed on the water. 

We laughed.

We sang, forgetting half the lyrics but absolutely none of the enthusiasm.

And it was fun.

I hadn’t known fun since before the virus.

Actually, I probably hadn’t known much fun before then even. 

“Okay. Picnic?” he asked as he hauled himself up onto the boat. 

“Yes. I’m starving,” I admitted. 

“On the boat, or on the beach with our toes in the sand?” 

Clearly, he had a preference. 

And, well, I wouldn’t mind playing in the sand a little bit either. 

“Load up my float and I will swim it to shore,” I said. 

With that, we got everything we would need, sans Toddy who was passed out with his belly up, and set up an actual picnic on the beach.

Like it was normal times. 

Like we hadn’t a care in the world. 

“Okay. You digest. I will start packing up,” he offered, folding up. 

And I absolutely did not watch him as he moved around, as his muscles flexed, under skin that had been made a bit more golden in the unrelenting summer sun. 

I was convinced that was how I missed it. 

Until I heard the grunting right behind me. 

“Caleb!” I shrieked as I lurched forward onto all fours, scrambling to try to grab one of the weapons we’d brought to shore for just this reason.

A hand closed around my ankle, yanking backward, making me faceplate in the sand. 

I watched it unfold like it was in slow motion as the terror gripped my system.

Caleb turned back, seeing the zombie, and somehow in the same turning motion, leaning down, grabbing his machete he’d packed, and rushing forward.

He planted his legs wide in the sand, cocked back, then swung forward, taking the zombie’s decaying head clean off his shoulders. 

“Behind you,” I gasped, my hand reaching out for a knife as Caleb didn’t seem to loose his cool at all, just ducked low, then sliced upward, cutting the zombie from the groin and up. 

I was just getting up onto my knees again when I felt something grab me once more, making another shriek escape me.

I was caught too off-guard.

I wasn’t on my game. 

I was slow and loud and helpless. 

Luckily, Caleb wasn’t quite so afflicted. 

He turned back from one kill, striking out with his filthy red-black bloody machete and slicing it down on the wrist of the hand that was grabbing me. 

“Get in the water,” Celeb demanded, his voice more serious than I’d ever heard it as I ripped the hand off of my wrist, the food I’d just eaten sloshing up my throat at the action. “Catie, now!” Celeb roared. 

I didn’t stop to think, I half scrambled toward it on my hands and knees before getting to my feet and throwing myself into the water.

It wasn’t until then that I could look back and see what had made the usually so light and fun Caleb so firm.

And it was an entire freaking shoreline of zombies. 

Caleb moved with the precision that came from practice, striking out, creating maximum damage with as little effort as possible as he retreated toward the water, knowing it was useless. 

It didn’t matter what kind of training the man had, and clearly it was a lot, there was no way he could fight them all of.

The two of us stood no chance. 

We had no choice but to run.

Or, as it was, swim. 

“Move your ass!” Celeb roared as he took out the closest zombie then threw himself into the water too.

I didn’t stop to think.

I turned and swam with everything inside of me toward the boat. 

It hadn’t seemed so far when we’d been casually making our way to shore. 

But moving at a life-or-death pace meant my arms, shoulder, back, stomach, and legs were screaming as I pushed myself harder and faster toward the boat. 

Somehow, even though I’d had a big head start, Caleb managed to make it to the boat first. 

I didn’t know that, though, until I felt hands grabbing me, yanking me up out of the water.

I couldn’t help it.

It was pure adrenaline and bone-deep fear.

I screamed and flailed as the arms kept pulling me up.

“Are you okay? Are you alright?” Caleb’s voice asked as he held me, his hands framing my face, wiping my hair and water out of the way so he could look at me. 

I didn’t know what to blame. 

How hot he was when he was fighting.

The need to confirm we were alive. 

Or something a little deeper than that.

But I just threw my arms around his neck, pulling him closer, then sealing my lips to his. 

His whole body stiffened for a moment.

But just a moment.

Then his arms were going around my back, pulling me flush against him as his lips took over.

Hard.

Hungry.

Demanding.

And I just melted into him as his lips pressed, as his teeth nipped, as his tongue claimed mine. 

A whimper escaped me as Caleb lowered onto his back, pulling me down onto his chest as he went.

It had been hot the last time.

But this time, there were even fewer clothes between us. So when his hands started to roam, they were sliding all over my skin, sparking little fires as they went. 

My legs slid outward, straddling his waist as his fingers worked the clasp of my bra free, making a shiver course through me. 

He slid the wet material out of the way and let his hands move down my spine, then sink into my ass, dragging me against his hard length. 

Suddenly, we were moving, shifting, and I was the one on my back, with his weight pressing against me. 

His lips pulled from mine, roaming down my neck, my collarbone, then back to center and down between my breasts.

A loud moan escaped me as he shifted and sucked one of my nipples into his mouth, making my back arch up off the floor as my nails dug crescents into his shoulders. 

He moved across my chest, continuing the torment, before blazing a heated path downward. Over my stomach. Lower. 

Shifting back, he sat back on his heels, looking down at me with molten eyes as he reached for the sides of my bikini bottom. 

Maybe this was the moment when I should have felt strange, unsure. 

But everything in his gaze said admiration and attraction. 

So it was only need coursing through my system as he pulled the bikini bottom down off my legs, discarding it to the side. 

His hands slid up and down the tops of my thighs before sinking into my knees, and spreading them wide as he lowered himself down. 

His tongue traced up my cleft, finding my clit, and working it in unrelenting side-to-side motions, driving me up faster than seemed possible.

My hands sank into his hair as he devoured me. 

When two of his fingers slipped between us and pressed inside of me, his name moaned out from between my lips. 

He didn’t slow.

He didn’t stop.

He drove me relentlessly upward, letting me teeter on that edge for only a moment, before pushing me over, making the orgasm slam through my system hard and fast. 

Afterward, he came over me again, nuzzling into my neck.

“Are you okay, Catie with a C and ie?” he asked, voice rough with desire, yet soft with affection and concern. 

“Not yet,” I told him honestly as my legs wrapped around his waist. 

I didn’t care anymore.

About how this might be stupid.

We were very possibly the last man and woman in this area of the country, or even the entire country.

Of course things were going to get a little physical.

My lips sought his as he settled against me, his cock straining. 

“We can’t,” he insisted, pulling against my hold.

“Yes, we can,” I countered.

“Babies cry,” he reminded me. “Zombies hear,” he added, nipping my lower lip. “Condoms expire,” he concluded.

“Copper IUDs don’t,” I told him, writhing against him. “Not for a decade or so anyway,” I added as he pulled back, smirking down at me. 

“Yeah?” 

“Yep.”

“Not worried about anything else?”

“Have you been banging a bunch of zombies?” I asked, getting a chuckle out of him.

“I don’t think I could ever be that desperate,” he told me before his lips claimed mine again. 

My hands roamed over his body until they settled on his ass, dragging him more firmly against me as my hips rocked against his hardness. 

It wasn’t long before he was moving with me until, suddenly, he was rolling to his side, pulling me onto mine. 

He yanked his board shorts down, then reached for my thigh, pulling it up over his hip, letting his bare cock slip against my cleft, making a low moan escape me.

His hand gripped the side of my neck, his gaze holding mine as he shifted, as he pressed against the opening of my body, then started to slide inside.

A small gasp escaped both of us at the sensation, so overdue it was all but forgotten. 

“Fuck,” he hissed as he settled deep. His forehead pressed to mine as his body stilled, trying to find some self-control. 

My hands pressed to his chest, pushing him onto his back, going with him, then moving to sit up. 

His heavy-lidded eyes roamed over me before finding their way back up to my face as I started to ride him.

A bit slow at first, trying to get the rhythm right.

What can I say? I was a little out of practice. 

Caleb’s hands went to my hips, guiding me for a moment, but then letting one hand slip between my thighs to tease my clit as I moved, going faster with each passing moment until I felt my walls tightening around him.

His hips started to trust into me, intensifying the sensation until I was pushed right to that edge. 

“Come,” he demanded, his hips and his finger insistent. “Come for me, Catie.”

Then there, in the bright sunlight, on the deck of a boat, with zombies on the shore, I did, crying out his name. 

His hips started to thrust harder and faster, reaching his own release. As he did, his hands held my hips down as he bucked deep and came with my name hissing between his lips. 

I lowered to his chest afterward, face resting in his neck as we both tried to come back down from the orgasms. 

“You’re going to need to tolerate this,” I informed him, nuzzling in a bit. “I think I’ve been touch-starved through this,” I admitted.

“I’m comfortable enough in my masculinity to admit that I fucking love a snuggle, Catie with a C and ie,” he told me, arms giving me a squeeze.

“Yeah, speaking of that,” I said, pressing up just enough to look down at his stupidly good-looking face. 

“My rugged masculinity?” he asked, smiling at me. 

“Normally, I would say no,”

“Ouch,” he said, but that smile didn’t dim.

“But what was up with those GI Joe moves back there?” I asked. 

This time, the smile did fall. And just a bit of that lightness and levity left his eyes. 

“Decade in the service,” he admitted, trying to shrug it off, but it was clearly something serious to him.

“I believe it. Wait… is that why you looked kind of dark when you talked about the military being one of the first to go down when the virus started?”

“Yeah. I was on base when it first happened,” he admitted. “It was ugly. Had to chop off the head of a man I really respected. So I got the hell out of there, dropped my entire savings on supplies, found my mansion, and Toddy, and the rest…” he said, waving a hand out. 

“Nothing about your personality says ex-military to me,” I admitted. 

“They tried to force it out of me, but it turns out, it was just lying dormant. And now, you get to enjoy this perfect specimen,” he said, waving a hand at himself, making a laugh bubble up and burst out. 

“I can think of worse people to be trapped with during a zombie apocalypse,” I admitted. 

“Aw, shucks, is that your way of admitting you like me?” he asked, wiggling his brows. “Don’t worry, Catie with a C and ie, I kinda dig you too. But speaking of those zombies,” he said, moving to sit up, giving me no choice but to scoot off of him.

I quickly made my way below deck, to clean up before making my way back up, still stark naked. Because he’d already seen it all. And because I wasn’t sure the zombies even understood the concept of nudity. A lot of them were walking around with boobs and peens out. 

“How’s it looking?” I asked. 

“Somewhat comical,” he admitted, head turning toward me, and his gaze moved over me before making it to my face. “That one there,” he said, pointing, “just mistook my blow up lady float for a human. On the downside, she’s now deflated.”

“Yes, what a great loss,” I said, snorting at the memory of the bikini-clad woman with giant boobs. “How long do you think they’re going to wait us out?” I asked, grimacing at the group that had gathered. At least twenty of them. 

“Depends on how hungry they are, I guess. Brains are probably in short supply.” 

“Well if all they want is brains, then you’re probably pretty safe,” I teased.

“Ha ha,” he said, shooting me small eyes. “Real nice when I just saved your ass back there. Your very juicy ass,” he added, reaching out to give it a squeeze. “I might understand their desire to take a bite,” he added. 

“That was really close,” I said, exhaling hard as I leaned into him. 

With the adrenaline gone, I was remembering it with a lot more clarity.

“What? No way. I had that covered.”

“I froze. I never freeze,” I told him, wincing at my reaction back on the shore. 

“Hey, you don’t always have to be on your game now. I got you.”

It should not have, since I’d spent the last few years taking care of my damn self—and pretty well, I might add—but his words made my heart squeeze a little. 

“It’s nice not to be alone,” I admitted.

“Yeah, you got me now, kid,” he said, yanking me in front of him, and resting his chin on the top of my head as his arms went around me. “I feel like this moment requires some theme music,” he declared.

“Of course you do.”

“Does Taylor have something that fits this? She was the queen of love and heartbreak songs.”

Was.

Because we assumed everyone was dead. 

“Did you see her concert?” I asked, cringing hard as a trio of infected people tore through tens of thousands of people in what looked like a blink. I’d needed to turn off the TV. 

“Hey, you’re killing the mood,” he declared. Then, deciding on Sinatra, started to sing. 

I couldn’t help it.

After a few lines, I joined in. 

We sang until our lungs hurt. 

And, of course, until one of the zombies got desperate enough to try his hand at swimming. Then hilariously went ass-up in the water, bobbing there in the waves. 

“Did we leave all the food on the shore?” I asked, cuddled into his and my shirt since the sun had gone down and the air had taken on a chill.

“Only half of it,” Caleb said, going in search of the rest of the food, bringing it up, so we could have a picnic under the stars. 

“I know, man, I just brought the one can of tuna,” Caleb apologized to the cat who was eyeing him like he was being starved to death. “We weren’t supposed to be here this late.”

Unfortunately, though, there were still zombies on the shore. We couldn’t see them anymore, but we could hear their little grumbles every now and again.

We were hoping that they’d be gone by morning. 

We weren’t going to be taking chances, though.

The plan was to suit up with weapons with Caleb wearing Toddy on his back in the backpack he’d brought, then getting to shore, and making a mad dash to the car, leaving the boat in the water. 

“Worst case, we can run to the water again,” he reminded me when I must have shown some reaction to the plan, even though, objectively, I knew we had to get off of the boat and back to some sort of structure. Then, “Come on, Catie with a C and ie, it’s just an adventure. And, hey, if we have to die, we had fun, and went out with a bang, right?” he asked, brows wiggling. 

I had to admit that if the end was near, I was kind of glad to have spent some of my time with his crazy ass.

Luckily, though, we made it back to the car. And the car made it back to the mansion before crapping out on us.

“You’re not leaving,” he informed me as I shuffled my feet in the driveway. “Come on, Catie,” he said, shaking his head at me. “I have this giant mansion here. Where it’s safe and cool and comfortable. Not to mention badass and fun. Why the hell would you go back there?” 

And, well, he had a point, didn’t he?

And I was getting too accustomed to being with him, with not being so alone and lonely. 

“That’a girl,” he said, throwing an arm over my shoulders and yanking me against his side. “We do have to go back eventually, though. We can’t let that perfectly good pasta and wine go to waste.”

“A man after my own heart,” I said.

Lightly. 

I said it lightly.

But it wasn’t long until he truly was.

After my heart.

It also wasn’t long before I was giving it over to him.

Willingly.

Happily.

And it was maybe the biggest adventure of my life. 

All thanks to a boy in a graveyard having a silent rave in rubber ducky shorts.



















Ten months later













“What the hell?” I gasped, jumping at a loud, and getting louder, sound that seemed to shake the walls of our impenetrable fortress. “What is that?” I asked, having to yell to Caleb despite him being just a few feet away, trying to scoot a particularly large spider that neither of us wanted to squish into a cup to bring outside. 

When his head turned in my direction, his gaze was uncharacteristically serious.

“That’s a helicopter,” he yelled back. “Landing on the roof,” he added.

And it all clicked then, making me immediately understand his look of shock with just a hint of worry. 

If a helicopter was landing on this roof, there was only one explanation. 

I mean, sure, in a wine-soaked giddy mood, we’d gone up there and painted our own version of an SOS on it. 

Almost out of wine. 

So, yeah, it was possible that an actual rescue team saw it, and was going to come and check to see if anyone was still alive inside.

But it seemed slightly more logical to assume that the owner of our palatial mansion where we’d lived and thrived and fallen in love was back to reclaim it.

Just as suddenly as the deafening sound of the helicopter started, it stopped, and Caleb made his way over toward me.

We were both frozen, unsure what we were supposed to do in this situation. I mean, the world ended. All the laws went out the window. Looting and stealing and squatting were all just what we had to do to survive. 

He couldn’t exactly been pissed.

“We kept the place pretty clean,” Caleb reasoned. 

“You’re forgetting the water slide and the bowling alley and the mural we painted in the dining room.”

“It added some much-needed character.”

It was our very terrible attempt to recapture the day on the beach. There was a boat with both of us on it, zombies on the shore, and one in the water with his ass up. We’d even painted Caleb’s dearly departed big-boobed lady float. And the severed hand I’d needed to detach from my wrist. 

Thank God I’d managed to talk Caleb out of depicting us both naked. 

Both our gazes went to the closed door where we knew the stairs to the roof were situated, hearing the hurried footsteps of someone who was likely glad to be home. 

I don’t know what I’d been expecting.

But he was a good-looking guy maybe in his early forties with medium-brown hair, green eyes, and a fit frame under his fancy dark gray suit. 

Looking like he’d just come from a business meeting. 

“Oh,” he said, coming to a sudden stop at seeing us both standing there side-by-side. “Hey.”

“If we knew we were expecting company, we would have put on our formal wear,” Caleb announced, making me suddenly very aware that he was wearing a graphic tee with a big tabby cat smoking a blunt and holding a mojito. I didn’t even want to think about the fact that he was wearing the man we were looking at’s suit pants that he’d cut off at the knees. 

I was slightly less embarrassed in a simple black tee and yoga pants. 

It had been so long since I’d seen another human being aside from Caleb that I wasn’t prepared for the rush of self-consciousness that assaulted me, making me wonder what state my hair was in, if my skin was blotchy, all that old nonsense that my brain had been free of for so long.

“You two have been crashing here this whole time?” he asked, and he didn’t sound angry, just curious. 

“Well, no. My lady here, Catie with a C and ie,” he said, and I had to fight the urge to laugh, “just joined me nine months ago.”

“Ten,” I corrected.

“Ten,” he said, throwing an arm around my shoulders. “How could I forget that extra, glorious month?” he said, and was immediately forgiven. “You pissed?” he asked, point-blank.

“Nah. Glad it worked,” he admitted. “You prepare and prepare, but still have to have doubts.”

“Nah, man, it’s been lit. You could have had better food stores,” he told him. “Luckily, Catie here had enough pasta to last us a few years.”

“How are you still alive?” I blurted out, too curious to keep it to myself. I mean, maybe there were places in the world that were unaffected still. Maybe we could get somewhat normal lives again. Though, admittedly, that both excited me and made me incredibly sad.

Sure, life post-apocalypse hadn’t been all rainbows and butterflies, but since getting together with Caleb, it had been more than tolerable. It was almost perfect. The food, aside. 

“Don’t get too excited,” he said, shrugging. “The virus spread through the whole world. But, well, eventually, they ran out of food.”

“How long ago?” Caleb asked. 

“Six weeks. It’s possible there is a rogue few somewhere, but there’s not enough food left for it to keep spreading.”

“How do you know that?” I asked. 

“Honey,” he said, shaking his head and giving me a somewhat indulgent smile, like I was a child asking silly questions. 

“What he means by that is the elite of the elite had plans backed by more plans and more plans still. And have been watching this shit unfold from their safe places for the past several years.”

“That about sums it up,” he agreed, nodding. “It might sound cold, but trying to save too many people was too risky. Some of us had to survive.”

“How many would you say?”

“That I know of? Five thousand, give or take. And I’m sure that’s not everyone. Clearly, there are thrifty people such as yourselves who managed to survive this. I just heard a story about a couple being saved from some restaurant or something that was built over the water, so they survived and even thrived away from the zombies.”

Five thousand.

And maybe double that, if there were people like us scattered around, waiting for the day to emerge and tell their stories. 

It wasn’t a lot of people.

But it didn’t sound like the human race was doomed anymore either. 

Hope started to build through my system at the potential of a future that wasn’t spent hiding. 

We could travel.

We could have all those adventures we kept talking about.

Without worrying about someone biting us. 

“So… are we getting evicted?” Caleb asked. 

At that, the man looked around, taking in the changes Caleb had made before me, and the ones we’d made together since. 

“Nah,” he said, shrugging. “I just needed to go grab something from the safe,” he said, moving away to do just that, taking the path through the dining room.

Caleb and I shared a worried look but heard a laugh coming from that direction, prompting Caleb to drag me toward it. 

“Is this a realistic painting?” he asked. 

“Partially. We were actually naked,” Caleb said, getting a hard elbow to the gut for admitting that. “Sorry about your boat, man,” he added, grimacing. 

“I don’t give a fuck about the boat,” he said, shrugging, then moving off through the dining room, and up the stairs.

“Did you know about the safe?” I asked.

“No. And I’ve combed this place over a lot over the years.” 

“It’s not like anything in it would have been useful to us anyway,” I reasoned, shrugging.

People put valuables in safes.

Cash and gold and gems. 

But the things that had been valuable before the apocalypse were useless during it. 

You couldn’t eat cash or gold or gems. 

It wasn’t more than five minutes later that the house’s owner came striding back into the room, clicking closed a dark blue ring box. 

“Are congratulations in order?” Caleb asked. 

To that, the man gave him a smile that was both happy and surprised and a little fearful, all wrapped up in one.

Oh, yeah.

That was the look of a man who was so in love that he wanted to get on a knee. And was a little worried he wouldn’t be as loved back.

“Hopefully soon,” he said, nodding. “Thanks for not taking my grandma’s ring.” 

“Don’t thank me. If I’d known about it, I might have taken it and given it to her,” he said, nodding his head toward me. 

“I like my ring better,” I assured him. 

He’d found it in the middle of the sidewalk when we’d been taking a walk to the abandoned food store to see if we could snag some herbs to hold us over until our garden really got going. 

He’d gone down on a knee right there.

And gave me a speech from a movie proposal.

Which was too like him not to say yes. 

“You don’t know that. You haven’t seen that one yet,” Caleb said, smirking. 

The man gave us both a smile as he tucked the ring into his pocket.

“So what now?” Caleb asked him.

“Now, we rebuild,” the man said. “We’re working on the grid. After that, communications will get easier. People can get in touch with each other. Which will open up trade and industry. Doctors and dentists and farmers. Everyone willing to trade their know-how for what they need and don’t know how to do. It won’t be like before. But it will be better than it’s been. And we won’t be alone anymore.”

I didn’t so much mind being alone.

If I was alone with Caleb.

But I also had to recognize how important it was to connect, to share skills, to trade goods. 

“How will we know when those things start to happen?” I asked.

To that, he gave us a smirk. “I have your number,” he reminded us.

Right.

Phones.

Phones could work again.

It almost sounded like something out of science fiction after so long. 

“Right. Well, thanks for the mans, man,” Caleb said. 

To that, he gave us a nod. “Take care of each other,” he said, moving past us, heading back to the stairs.

“Hey,” Caleb called as we followed him back into the main living space.

“Yeah?”

“She’s gonna say yes,” he told him. “I mean, this one did. And she chopped off the head of her ex-boyfriend.”

“I did not!” I hissed.

“Right. Well, she was trying to,” Caleb clarified. “That was our meet-cute.” 

So it was.

And I was going to spend forever with the man in the graveyard in his rubber ducky shorts. 
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