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      When the apocalypse began, the world went to shit. My perfect life crumbled into a million pieces and I was literally left at the altar while my groom joined the Dead. That was the first time I saw HIM. He burst through the double doors, guns blazing, and shot my fiancé right between the eyes. I hated him right away.

      Things haven’t got much better in the last few years. Seems like wherever I go, HE is there, like dog crap on the bottom of my shoe. Sure, he’s saved my ass a time or two, but that doesn’t mean I like it. Except, I kind of do like it… and him. When we encounter a new group, ready to take charge, I have to lean on the last person in the world I want to.

      He’s arrogant.

      He’s a dick.

      He’s egotistical.

      He’s kind of sexy.

      He’s Doomsday Dave.

      And now I have to deal with him and his annoying squad.
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      I didn’t cry when I tried on my wedding dress. Really, that should’ve been a hint that my upcoming nuptials were doomed. You see it all the time on those wedding dress TV shows. The bride puts on her dress and sobs. You sob watching the show.

      Yeah… that’s so not what happened.

      I walked out of a fitting room that smelled like moth balls.

      “How much is that one?” My soon-to-be-mother-in-law snapped to the associate.

      She spouted off a number, which made me cringe. I had underwear that cost more, but since my fiancé was buying my dress I couldn’t complain. In retrospect, I should have.

      “Go take the dress off so we can leave. I’m not going to spend the entire day here.”

      I’d only tried on two other dresses. But, I did as she commanded. Mostly because she scared the shit out of me. As I changed, I let my mind wander. I had high hopes that Steve and I would move far, far, far away from her after the wedding.

      Yeah. Didn’t happen.

      

      Blinking, I take in my current surroundings. The street is empty, lined with abandoned cars. I know this because if they were drivable they would be gone. Tall buildings loom on each side of the street casting shadows, but there’s not a soul in sight. My boots crunch on broken glass. I’m not worried about being quiet. There haven’t been biters in this area, well, not since we cleared them out.

      Ahead, five very muscular men walk with their weapons in hand. I glare at the back of the leader’s head. He must sense it, because he glances over his shoulder and smiles at me. In another life that smile would’ve made my knees weak. Now it only reminds me that no matter what I do, I can’t get away from this man.

      Believe me. I’ve fucking tried. He just ends up chasing me, bringing me back to the group. Says he has to keep me safe. I hate that I kind of like it when he catches me.

      Doomsday Dave says, “Everyone hold up. Nikki is dragging.”

      The again is unspoken and lingers in the air.

      I grit my teeth. “I’m not dragging. I’m only a few steps behind Jeff.”

      Jeff frowns and I feel bad for calling him out. He’s moving slower than normal after our last run-in with a horde. He got tripped up in barbed wire and it messed his leg up pretty bad. There are still cuts on his tan skin from where we tugged him free. It could have been way worse.

      I shake my head. “Keep going.”

      Dave replies, “No can do. Everyone, ten-minute break.”

      The guys do the same thing they’ve done for the last few years when a break is called. They get away from me as fast as they possibly can. I was insulted at first. Now, it’s welcomed.

      I find a curb that’s not too dirty and sit. Before the outbreak, I would’ve got on my phone to check social media or texted Steve. I legit had withdrawals from social media for a while. It sucked going from checking my phone all the time to not having any form of communication. Let that sink in. No way to communicate. With anyone. Ever.

      Well, Doomsday Dave has a handheld radio, Army issued, I’m sure, but I’ll never get my hands on it. It stays in his backpack. So, yeah… basically nothing.

      Now all I can do is watch the men as they scope their surroundings and talk to each other. All of them except for Doomsday Dave, of course. He makes his way to me. I wonder if it’s his personal mission to make my life a living hell. If so, he’s doing a good job.

      “If you need to stop, just say so. You’ll only slow us down more if you get too tired.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “What makes you think I’m tired?”

      “You were dragging back there.”

      “No. I wasn’t.”

      He smirks. “You were.”

      “Whatever. Can you just leave? Go give someone else a pep talk.”

      He grins like he thinks what I’ve said is funny or something.

      “Seriously. Go.”

      He squats so we’re eye to eye. I hate that I notice how his camouflage pants are tight over his muscular thighs. And how his shirt is equally as tight over his chest and arms. And how the green shirt brings out little flecks of the same color in his mostly brown eyes.

      “Is this attitude because it’s our anniversary?”

      “Our what?” My voice echoes and some of the guys give me a look before resuming their conversations.

      He grins. “Our anniversary. You know, from when I stopped that biter from eating you.”

      My stomach drops. He’s – oh god. He’s right! How could I have forgotten? That must be why I was thinking about my stupid wedding gown.

      His dark eyes soften a bit and I hate him even more for showing me sympathy. I need him to be an asshole. It’s the only way this is bearable.

      “I just assumed that’s why-”

      I cut him off. “Seriously, just go.”

      His expression changes and I’ve finally pissed him off.

      He nods. “About time to head out.”

      I want to scream, head out to where?, but I don’t. I’m not sure he’ll answer and it’ll only make the others glare at me even more. Sighing, I grab my pack and slip my shoulders through the straps.

      In the beginning, I’d take the pack off each day and have massive blisters on my shoulder blades. I am fairly fit, but there’s a difference between being toned and being apocalypse-fit. That was probably the worst part. That and watching my fiancé turn into a biter at our wedding.

      I fall in line with the guys, trying not to let my thoughts wander. That’s how people die these days. Because memories can be killer. But I can’t stop the onslaught that’s happening.

      I still remember it like it was yesterday.

      

      I finally got my hideous wedding dress zipped up. I didn’t remember it being so tight. I wouldn’t put it past Steve’s mom to order a smaller size just because she could. My best friend simply shook her head as she looked at me.

      “Don’t say it.”

      Skeeter shrugged. “I’m not going to. Because you already know. It’s fucking horrible.”

      We stared at my reflection. My brown hair was piled up on my head with curly tendrils framing my face. The dress made me look so washed out, but I was afraid to add more make-up. I didn’t even have anything borrowed or blue. Skeeter’s dress was at least decent. Since Steve’s mom wouldn’t pay for it, Skeeter got to wear her own dress that was a beautiful shade of blue. My dress, on the other hand, still looked awful.

      Skeeter poked one of the slightly yellow fluffy sleeves. “You must really love Steve.”

      We both giggled and I felt better.

      “I do.”

      She gave me a serious look and my stomach dropped. I knew she’d been wanting to talk to me, but I’d been avoiding her for this very reason.

      “I know I gave you shit for staying with him after he cheated on you, but I want you to know I hope the two of you are happy.”

      I nodded my head once. What else could I say? After the incident, as I liked to call it, things were tense between Steve and me. I wasn’t sure I would marry him, but he begged until I gave in.

      I finally replied, “Thanks.”

      There was a knock on the door and Steve’s mom said, “It’s almost time. The new preacher finally showed up.”

      “I’m ready,” I called out.

      When she was gone, Skeeter asked, “New preacher?”

      “The other one got sick.”

      She nodded. “Probably has the bug going around.”

      I replied, “That’s what I said, too. Steve was bummed when we found out last night. I guess the preacher was the same one who baptized him.”

      “Bummer.”

      I didn’t care who married us. I just wanted this wedding to be over so my life could go back to normal. Of course I didn’t voice my thoughts to Steve. He would just freak out, as he always did. Wonder what his preacher would think if he knew Steve cheated on me?

      The door opened and we were ushered from the room by a woman who worked at the church. Since I didn’t have family, both sides were filled with Steve’s family and friends. Skeeter walked down the aisle first. I gritted my teeth together when I saw that the runner on the floor was a burnt orange, the color of Steve’s mom’s favorite football team. She stood at the head of the church, next to Steve, and gave me a sweet smile.

      Bitch! She knew I wanted the colors to be pastels. My teeth ached from gritting and I wasn’t even halfway down the aisle yet. Finally, I reached Steve’s side. He took my hand into his very clammy one. In my heels I was a good foot taller than him. He’d have something to say about my height later, but I’d have words of my own.

      The preacher stepped up to the podium. Dude was like a hundred years old! Not even kidding. He reminded me of the priest in The Princess Bride, which was my favorite movie. Skeeter snorted next to me and I knew she was thinking the same thing.

      The ceremony began. Steve’s hand shook and more sweat dripped off him and onto me. I gazed at him out of the corner of my eye. His skin was ashy and he was sweating bullets.

      “You okay?” I murmured.

      His mom leaned forward, cutting her eyes at me. Steve met my gaze and I gasped. His eyes were bloodshot, red vessels everywhere.

      “Steve?”

      He whispered, “I don’t feel so hot.”

      I was about to say he should sit down when the doors to the church burst open. A woman wearing a white dress set her sight on Steve and came toward us. I knew right away who it was.

      “You mother fucker!” she screamed. “What did you give me?”

      There were audible gasps throughout the room. I didn’t say anything. Instead, I dropped Steve’s hand.

      “Honey,” he whined. “What are you doing here?”

      She reached us. Shit. She looked as bad as he did. There was a second where I feared whatever they had was contagious.

      “You fucked me, got me sick, and now you’re actually going to marry this bitch?”

      More gasps. That time Skeeter stepped forward, ready to protect me, whether it be with fists or words.

      The preacher asked, “Would you like to take a moment to discuss this privately?”

      He looked at Steve’s mom, who shook her head. Apparently, even he took orders from her.

      Steve said to the woman, “I didn’t give you anything. I told you it’s that bug that’s going around.”

      “Like I’m going to believe that. We shot up together, fucked, and now I’m sick.”

      He darted his eyes to his mom and then to me. I must admit I was surprised at the drug bit. I never saw any indication of that, but I was starting to think I didn’t know the man standing next to me.

      Steve took a step toward the woman. “You should leave. We can talk about this later.”

      “We can talk about this now, you son of a-”

      The woman’s face paled and then she collapsed. I stared at her. I wasn’t much of a believer in God, but this had me wondering if someone was trying to tell me this wedding was a bad idea.

      Steve’s mom shrieked, “Steve, take care of this problem. Right now.”

      As I’m sure Steve had done his entire life when his mom barked out an order, he bent, ready to help his mistress. The thought made me cringe. Mistresses sounded so classy when you read about them. Kept Women. Women of leisure. All that. What you didn’t picture was someone that looked like they were on meth, wearing a wedding dress that probably cost more than the piece of shit you had on, starring in the clip that would surely go viral after Steve’s 15-year-old cousin uploaded the video being shot from her phone in the third-row pew.

      Steve bent to check on the woman. At the same time, the church was filled with the buzzing and the chirping of cell phones.

      Skeeter’s bra dinged and she lifted her phone. “Shit. There’s a warning about the virus. They’re saying we need to stay inside.”

      More phones chirped, some with the emergency broadcasting tone.

      Someone from the back of the church yelled out, “The Civil Authority has issued a contagious disease warning for the entire state! Travel is restricted. They say to avoid contact with people with fevers, sweating, confusion, and erratic behavior.”

      I glanced down at Steve and his mistress. Uh. Yeah. That basically described the two of them.

      Skeeter said to me, “Nikki, we should get out of here. It sounds like things are pretty bad out there.”

      Steve glanced up. “You can’t seriously be thinking of leaving. We’re at our wedding for Christ’s sake!”

      “And you can’t seriously think I’m going to marry you after your mistress, the woman you cheated on me with, just showed up to our wedding.”

      His mouth gaped, reminding me of a fish. He was about to say something when the woman groaned. It was the freakiest thing I’d ever heard in my life. It was like the life was leaving her body in one loud exhale of breath.

      Steve’s mom bent to get a better look. “Is she oka-”

      Her words turned into screams as the woman sat up and latched onto Steve’s mom’s neck, ripping the flesh away. Blood sprayed into the air and covered my dress. Thankfully, it didn’t get on my face.

      Skeeter pulled me away just as the woman sat up.

      Steve gasped. “Honey! I thought you were dead!”

      I stared at him as people screamed and left the church. This bitch just ripped his mom’s neck out and he was glad she was okay? What. The. Fuck.

      The woman stood on shaky legs. Her eyes were milky white and she snapped her teeth like she was ready to sink them into more flesh. Skeeter tugged my arm again.

      “Nikki, let’s get out of here.”

      I was about to agree when the woman lunged for us. I managed to jump out of the way, but she grabbed hold of one of my ruffled sleeves, ripping it. I struggled to get away, but this bitch was scary strong. Skeeter pushed the woman, who fell against Steve. They landed on the ground and he cried out once.

      Someone screamed. “God save us! There’s another one.”

      Steve’s mom was now rising to her feet. Blood oozed from her neck, down her dress. She sniffed the air and then attacked the poor preacher. He went down as the rest of the guests fled. I thought I heard ambulances outside, but it might have been wishful thinking.

      Skeeter cried out, “Nikki!”

      I turned as Steve lunged at me. He, too, had become one of the monsters. I tried shoving him away, but he was too strong. I pushed his chest, looking frantically for something to hit him with. Skeeter screamed as the mistress attacked her. There was nothing I could do to help her because Steve was coming at me again.

      He stared at me and I knew the man I once knew wasn’t there anymore. My arms ached as I held him back. If they gave in, I was dead.

      “Close your eyes,” a deep voice yelled from the back of the church.

      I didn’t want to do it. What if Steve got a burst of energy and I didn’t see it?

      “Fucking listen to me!”

      Something in his tone snapped me into action. I closed my eyes as a gun fired. Wet and sticky liquid sprayed my face. A sob worked its way up my throat, but I refused to open my mouth. There were three more shots and then nothing.

      Something cool touched my face and I cringed.

      “I’ve got you. Hold on.” He wiped my face. “There.”

      I didn’t realize I was crying until his thumb brushed a tear away. Slowly, I opened my eyes and tried not to gasp. The man before me was fucking stunning. Tall, muscles for days, dark hair, and dimples that appeared as he smiled down at me.

      And then he had to ruin it by fucking talking.

      “If you’re done being dramatic, there are others I need to help. Come on.”

      He took me by the hand, pulling me from the altar. I glanced over my shoulder and saw Steve’s lifeless body. And then I saw Skeeter.

      “Wait! My friend – she’s hurt.”

      He shook his head. “She’s as good as dead. We don’t have time.”

      I dug my heels into the carpet. “I’m not leavi-”

      With a heavy sigh, he lifted his gun and pointed it at Skeeter. She was gone a moment later. I didn’t even hear the gun go off. I thought I’d gone into shock. This man, no, monster, tossed me over his shoulder and we left the church.

      Outside, it was like stepping into a nightmare. People were running everywhere. Gun shots rang out in the air. And then there was those things, just like Steve had become. One got close to us, reaching out. I let out a half-moan half-scream. The man holding me turned, and killed it with a knife.

      “Can you walk?”

      I nodded, but realized he couldn’t see me. “Yes.”

      My voice didn’t crack, for which I was glad. I got the feeling this guy hated emotional people. He put me on my feet and aimed his gun at one of the monsters.

      “Why are your shooting them?”

      He glanced at me like I was crazy. “Because they’re fucking zombies!”

      You heard the word in movies all the time, or even on the news when people started doing bath salts. But to hear it in real life was just… almost too much to handle. Zombies? Like really? How could he have been sure?

      I must have voiced that last thought because he said, “Because they are zombies. Look at them!” He shoved me back as one came close. “Haven’t you watched the news recently?”

      I didn’t like his tone. I didn’t tell him that no, I hadn’t watched the news because I’d been too busy planning my wedding. Instead, I watched him take down an older man with milky white eyes. The only thing out of place with him was the black ooze coming from the corner of his mouth. Oh, and he smelled. Like super bad.

      There was a dead mouse in the vent of my car one time. There wasn’t anything the mechanic could do to get it out, so I had to wait for it to decompose. Every time I got into my car and turned the AC on I would be blasted with the scent of death. That was what this old guy smelled like, only way worse. So, maybe this gun-toting man knew something I didn’t.

      He grabbed my wrist and pulled me behind him as we ran. More people were on the streets. Some were in cars and I could see this getting out of hand very fast.

      “Where are we going?”

      He glanced at me. “Somewhere safe.”

      

      I should have told him to let me go. I should have gone back to the church to see if anyone was still there. I should have done anything but let him drag me along. But I didn’t. And now I’m stuck with him.

      That’s when I made the first rule to survive the apocalypse.

      

      Rule 1: Listen to your gut.
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      We’ve stopped for the day. This place is as good as the next. There’s no safety anymore. If the biters aren’t too close to camp, then I say sleep while we can.

      I look ahead to where Nikki sits. Alone. She’s too quiet. I get Harper’s attention.

      “Sir?”

      I ask, “She seem okay to you?”

      Since Nikki is the only female with us there’s no need to specify who I’m talking about.

      Harper glances at Nikki, then says, “Maybe a little off today.”

      I don’t like it.

      Jeff passes me the beans and says, “Heard her crying last night.”

      That does something to my gut. I wonder if it’s because she’s thinking about her would-have-been-wedding. She doesn’t talk much, especially to me, but she’s talked about it to Noah. Noah is a good kid. In another life he would have been a badass in the military. Now he’s a badass in the apocalypse.

      Jeff replies, “Maybe you should talk to her?”

      I grunt. Not going to happen. Any time I try to talk to her, she just gets pissed. I’ve never been good at talking to women. My ex-wife can tell you all about that. Or could have told you. She joined the Dead early on.

      Sighing, I say, “I’m sure she’ll get over it. She always does.”

      Even when she’s mad enough to run off, she eventually gets over it. That’s something else about her that drives me crazy. She’s safer with us than with anyone else in this God-forsaken world and yet she still tries to run. Rocco asked her once why she left and her answer surprised me. Said it made her feel wanted when we came after her. Lately, she seems to be waiting to get caught before she even takes off. It’s confusing as hell.

      Harper stands and goes over to her without a word to us. He squats next to her and she looks up at him. The light from the fire catches the natural highlights in her dark hair and she looks beautiful. And then she looks over her shoulder at me and scowls. Harper laughs, saying something, and then comes back over. He picks up his beans and resumes eating.

      “Well?”

      He replies without looking up, “Said she’s fine. Called you a dick.”

      This gets a laugh out of the men. I even smile. She must not be planning to run tonight. That’s a relief. Maybe I can get a solid three hours of sleep. It’s been a while since that happened. I think it’s the new normal. No one sleeps because sleeping makes you vulnerable. Sure, we each take turns patrolling our area, but the Dead have been known to creep up on us, giving us a close call with death.

      Jeff says, “I’ll take first shift. Y’all should go to sleep while you can.”

      His southern accent is thick and makes me smile. He nods at me and grabs his rifle. As he passes Nikki, he says something. She shakes her head and pulls a jacket from her bag. She’s so stubborn and it pisses me off. She’d be more comfortable with us, by the fire. She doesn’t know I know this, but when I take patrol she’ll move closer to the men. I’m not sure if it’s because she feels safer knowing I’ve got her back or if it’s because I’m not there.

      Rocco kicks my boot with his. “Stop drooling over Nikki. You’ll scare her off.”

      I flip him the bird before leaning back, resting my head on my pack. Rocco’s snores soon fill the air in an annoying lullaby.

      Noah, who is to my right, whispers, “Push his ass over or I’ll never get to sleep.”

      Grinning, I shove Rocco onto his side. The snoring lets up, even if it’s only temporary.

      Noah asks, “Do you think Nikki has any family out there?”

      His question takes me by surprise.

      “Did she say something?”

      Noah shakes his head. “No. I just wonder sometimes.” He glances over at her. “If I were her family I know I’d look for her.”

      Harper, who is next to Noah, grunts. “That’s your age talking, kid. There are no families in the apocalypse.”

      Noah replies, “You’re wrong, Harper. There’s the family we choose.” His cheeks darken. “I consider you guys my brothers.”

      Harper shakes his head. “And do you consider Nikki your big sister?”

      Noah’s face darkens even more. “No.”

      He’s gazing at her with a look I recognize all too well. The young one has a crush on her. It’s the same look every damn man in my crew gets on their faces when they don’t think anyone is looking.

      Harper catches my gaze and says, “Get to sleep, Dave. Nothing we can do right now.”

      He means about our situation, but I can’t help to think of Nikki again. Closing my eyes, I force my mind to shut off, but I can’t. Especially not tonight.

      

      I saw the church and heard the screams inside. I rushed in without a second thought. A woman stood at the altar, trying to shove a biter away. Her dress was ripped and I wondered if I was too late. She shoved the biter, but it lunged again. Judging by the clothing it wore, it was a part of her wedding party.

      “Close your eyes!”

      I moved closer, seeing that there were other biters in the room. Shit. The woman’s gaze was focused on the biter in front of her and she wasn’t listening to me.

      “Fucking listen to me!”

      My tone snapped her into action. Her eyes closed, dark lashes covering her green eyes. Aiming for the biter, I took him out in one shot. Blood sprayed across her face. Fuck! I hoped she didn’t open her eyes. This virus was too new and no one knew how it spread.

      Something groaned behind me and I turned. Another biter was standing, so I took it out as well as two more. Then I turned my attention back to the woman. Pulling a rag from my pocket, I carefully wiped the blood from her face. She cringed at my touch right before a tear rolled down her cheek.

      “I’ve got you. Hold on.” I wiped the last of the blood. “There.”

      I brushed another tear away with my thumb. She opened her eyes and they widened in surprise as she met my gaze. I was wrong about her eyes being green. They were green with icy blue streaks that made me want to get lost in them. Her chest rose in her ridiculous dress as she inhaled. I couldn’t help but notice her full breasts. Definitely more than a handful.

      Her own gaze moved over my body in appreciation. Damn. Leave it to me to meet a perfect ten as the world was going to shit. The thought made me pause. If I was smart, I’d leave her here and forget about her. As my friends would say, I’ve been accused of having the parachute, but missing the ripcord… For you civilians, that meant I didn’t always make the best choices.

      I smiled at her.

      “If you’re done being dramatic, there are others I need to help. Come on.”

      I’d decided I couldn’t just leave her behind, especially when she looked like she might go into shock. She needed to understand what we were about to face. Because it was fucking nuts outside. Grabbing her hand, I tugged her alongside me.

      “Wait! My friend – she’s hurt.” She looked at a woman on the ground, blood staining the blue dress she wore.

      I shook my head. “She’s as good as dead. We don’t have time.”

      The brunette dug her heels into the carpet and said, “I’m not leave-”

      With a sigh, I lifted my pistol, taking out the soon-to-be-biter on the ground. I tugged on the woman’s hand, but she didn’t respond. Her hand was clammy in mine and I thought she finally reached her breaking point. There was shouting from outside and I knew we had to move.

      Tossing her over my shoulder, we exited the church. She didn’t put up a fight, which is both good and bad. Good, because I didn’t have time for drama. Bad, because I was worried about her. What if she couldn’t cope with what was happening? I couldn’t just leave her.

      Outside, the madness had spread. In the Army we were trained to assess situations and make calls on the fly because people tended to overreact in natural disasters. Unfortunately, none of my training covered the fucking zombie apocalypse. But the basics still applied.

      Gunshots echoed around us and people ran in every direction. There were also freshly-turned zombies moving around. The woman in my arms let out a half-moan, half-scream. Turning, I came face to face with a biter. I stabbed it in the temple, putting it down. It was too close for comfort. There were more coming toward us and I needed both arms to fight.

      “Can you walk?”

      She answered, “Yes.”

      I put her on her feet, aiming my pistol at another one. It went down with a thud.

      “Why are you shooting them?”

      Her face had a green hue to it. I really hoped she wasn’t about to vomit.

      “Because they’re fucking zombies!”

      She blinked, looking dazed. “How can you be sure?”

      “Because they are zombies. Look at them!” I shoved her back as one came close. “Haven’t you watched the news recently?”

      They hadn’t been calling the monsters zombies until today. The last broadcast I saw showed a frantic anchor telling the people in the studio to run right before the cameraman was taken down by one of the Dead.

      Cursing, I took down a biter. The woman swayed on her feet as she watched. Grabbing her wrist, I pulled her behind me as we ran. The streets were getting too crowded.

      She must have noticed because she asked, “Where are we going?”

      “Somewhere safe.”

      I prayed that my team was still there when we got back. I couldn’t blame them if they left. I was only supposed to be out for an hour. I never anticipated on stumbling upon this woman, which took me fifteen minutes out of my way.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Nikki. Yours?”

      “Dave.”

      I pulled her behind me as two men rushed past us, rifles in hand.

      “We’re almost there.”

      She didn’t reply as I tugged her along. We finally reached the hotel where my team and I were staying. It was only supposed to be for one night. That was before everything went to shit.

      Nikki eyed me warily as I headed to the stairwell.

      “Elevator’s out.”

      I wouldn’t trust it even if it worked. The thought of being trapped somewhere that small made me want to run and never look back. Nikki nodded and began climbing. Her dress was so wide that it touched both sides of the wall. I was so busy watching her ass that I wasn’t looking where I was going. My foot caught the back of her dress, ripping it.

      “Shit. I’m sorry.”

      She looked back at her dress and laughed until tears streamed down her face. Had she finally reached her limit? Her laugh echoed off the walls and I heard groaning somewhere below us.

      Snapping my fingers, I said, “Pull it together. We’re almost there.”

      Her mouth clamped shut and I felt like an asshole. But I shoved my guilt aside. We’d survived because of my quick thinking and I wouldn’t apologize for it. The lights flickered and then went out, leaving us in the dark. The emergency lights didn’t even kick on.

      “Grid’s probably overheated. I’m sure it’ll come back on in a few hours.”

      I’d seen similar things while being deployed in third world countries. Power would go down, but always came up by the next day. The only exception was when there was a bombing in an area. Falling shrapnel tended to change everything.

      I reached out, finding her hand. Her palm was clammy, so I gave it a squeeze.

      “One more flight,” I said. My damn voice had gone husky.

      She moved, but I didn’t let her hand go. We finally reached the seventh floor. I opened the door, making sure there weren’t any biters. We reached my room and I knocked on the door. It opened and Jeff grinned at me.

      “We were getting worried.”

      I stepped aside and his dark eyebrows raised.

      I said, “This is Nikki.”

      We entered the room and the boys went silent. Couldn’t say that I blamed them. Nikki sat on the edge of my bed, clasping her hands together.

      I said, “Noah, go see if you can find something for her to wear.”

      Noah jumped at my command and left the room.

      Harper asked, “Think he’ll be okay out there?”

      I shrugged. Time would tell.

      

      Something touches me and I jump. Shit. Guess I fell asleep after all.

      Harper says, “You’re up.”

      I stand, popping my back. Harper settles into my spot and is snoring before I walk away. A quick scan of the area lets me know that everyone is sleeping. Grabbing a flashlight, I go around the corner and take a leak. When I’m done, I walk around our base for the night.

      Sometimes I wonder why we even bother. The Dead keep multiplying and nothing seems to stop them. The Living, on the other hand, keep fighting each other, which also helps the Dead expand.

      I’m about to walk further away when I hear Nikki cry out. I rush over to her side. Her face is contorted in pain as whatever she’s dreaming about caused her anguish.

      I touch her arm once. “Nikki.”

      Her eyes open, wildly looking around. I know what she’s feeling. Everyone seems to suffer from some sort of PTSD in the apocalypse.

      “You okay?”

      I don’t think she’s going to reply, but she nods.

      “Yeah. Thanks.”

      It’s small, but those two words give me hope.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Nikki

      

      

      Dave stands over me, concern on his face, and I know I’ve cried out in my sleep from that stupid dream about my stupid former life. Skeeter and I were shopping at the mall when a horde of biters come out, chasing us. No matter how fast I ran I knew what was going to happen. Skeeter fell just as I woke up.

      “You okay?”

      I nod. “Yeah. Thanks.”

      I think he’s going to head back to his side of the campfire, but he does something unexpected. He sits next to me, close enough that his leg brushes against mine. I shiver at the contact.

      “You know you can talk to me, Nikki. I promise I’m not a dick all of the time.”

      “I never said you were a dick.”

      His full lips twitch. “Not to my face.”

      This makes me smile. “You’re right.” I pause. “Why are you being so nice to me?”

      “Because I hate seeing you sad, Nikki.”

      Every time he says my name, my heart does this weird little patter.

      I shake my head. “No need to worry about me. I’m fine.”

      “Everyone needs someone to talk to.”

      He’s getting too deep for my liking. I need him to be an asshole. It makes it easier to shove my feelings down deep where they don’t get any crazy ideas.

      He says, “The offer stands.”

      He moves to leave, but I put my hand on his leg, stopping him. He watches me with those eyes that haunt my dreams.

      I say, “I’m not ready to talk, but I wouldn’t mind the company.”

      He nods. “Done.”

      We sit in silence until the sky turns shades of pinks and purples. I like that he doesn’t force conversation, because I’m not ready. But, I’ve learned something on this night.

      

      Rule 2: Sometimes it’s okay to let people in.
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        Nikki

      

      

      I must have dozed off because, when I open my eyes, I find myself looking up at Dave. His eyes are closed, too, and a light snore leaves his lips. A strand of his brown hair has fallen out of place and I want to brush it aside. Shit! When did I decide to use his lap as a freaking pillow? A comfy pillow, I might add, but that’s not the point. I sit and wake him in the process.

      He smiles at me and my stomach does little somersaults.

      “Morning.”

      His deep voice sends shivers down my back. Gah! What is wrong with me?

      Standing, I say, “Restroom break.”

      He nods and I go around the corner of the building. It’s taken a long time for the guys to stop following me when I use the bathroom. They say it’s to keep me safe, but all it does is make my bladder shut down. I never had a nervous bladder before, but I sure as heck do now.

      When I return, the rest of the guys are awake. Noah waves at me as I join them. We’re the same age, but his innocence makes him seems so much younger. His strawberry-blonde hair is messy, as if he’s just woke up. Out of all of the guys, he’s the easiest to talk to.

      “Sleep good?”

      I reply, “Like a rock.”

      Dave catches my gaze and gives me a wink. My cheeks feel warm and I pray I’m not actually blushing.

      Rocco yawns and asks, “What’s on the agenda today?”

      We all turn our attention to Dave. I’m not sure how he became the sole leader of the group, but none of the others seem to mind.

      He rubs his chin, which has a five o’clock shadow that makes him look sexy. Why do I keep noticing things like this?

      “Been thinking about something for a while now.”

      Noah asks, “Are we finally going to settle down somewhere?”

      The idea seems foreign to me. Settle down? Where? There are no safe places in the apocalypse.

      Dave shakes his head. “Not exactly.”

      Harper laughs. “Spit it out, dude. We all know something’s been on your mind.”

      “I’ve been thinking that maybe we should head south. It’s almost fall and I’m not sure we can survive another winter like last year.”

      I shiver at the mention of last year’s awful winter. That was the first time I’d wanted to just give up. Our food ran out and we went days without eating. I’ve never been that hungry in my life and I’m not sure I want to experience that empty void feeling again.

      I clear my throat. “That might not be a bad idea.”

      If they’re surprised that I chimed in, they don’t show it. Usually, I just let them make all the decisions.

      Jeff nods. “I agree. What’s our destination?”

      “Maybe Texas? They never had horrible winters before the apocalypse.”

      I’m certain I remember hearing about awful ice storms in the south, but don’t comment.

      Rocco’s eyebrow raises. “Texas? Are you sure this isn’t just an easy way for you to swing through Oklahoma?”

      “Fuck off, Rocco.”

      Rocco holds up his hands. “Just putting it out there, man.”

      I want to ask what’s in Oklahoma, but don’t. Part of me doesn’t want to know anything about these men, but with each day that passes I find myself wanting to be close to them. Maybe that’s what my problem is. Maybe I’ve pushed people away for so long that I’m desperate now. Or, that’s what I tell myself, at least. Because I’m pretty sure each guy has wedged a way into my heart.

      While the others bicker, I move so that we’re separated by several feet. The distance makes me feel better, but Noah doesn’t seem to get that.

      He comes to my side, shaking his head. “I think they’re bored.”

      “Oh?”

      “I’ve noticed when we haven’t had any action they tend to start barking at each other more.”

      By action, he, of course, means killing zombies. Not like anyone’s getting laid around here. The thought makes me pause. Maybe that’s why I’ve been so cranky?

      I point to a tree with bits of flesh hanging from the branches. “Looks like a horde moved through here at some point. Judging by the damage, it was a big one, too.”

      Which is never a good sign. The bigger the horde, the bigger the risk of death. We knew that first hand after leaving Boston.

      “Yeah, I saw that.” He lowers his voice. “I hope we don’t come across it.”

      I know how he feels. Zombies aren’t smart nor are they fast, but people die when they get cocky around them. And I’m tired of seeing people die. We’ve already lost good men.

      I say, “Maybe we’ll be traveling in the opposite direction.”

      “Maybe.” He pauses, cheeks turning red. “Nikki, can I ask you something?”

      “Sure.”

      He stands a bit taller, so now I’m really curious.

      “Would you like to go on a date with me tonight?”

      “A… date?”

      Maybe I’ve misheard him.

      He nods. “Yes. Tonight, if you don’t have anything else going on.”

      I open my mouth and then close it.

      His face turns a darker shade of red and he stammers out, “Forget it. I was just joking.”

      He starts to leave, but I reach out to stop him.

      “Noah, a date sounds perfect.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Good! Thank you!”

      He gives me a hug before rushing off. I’m not sure why I agreed, but seeing the smile on his face was worth it.

      “You’re going to give him hopes.”

      I spin, coming face to face with Jeff. He’s not as much of a dick as Dave, but he comes pretty darn close. Mostly because of the natural swagger he has. The dude just puts of a vibe that Skeeter would have called “big dick” energy.

      “Were you listening to us?”

      He shrugs. “Came to tell you we’re about to head out. Can’t help that the kid waited until that moment to guilt you into a date.”

      “He didn’t guilt me into anything.”

      “Sure.”

      He smirks and I want to smack the look off his face.

      “Maybe he just has more balls than you, Jeff.”

      One eyebrow lifts. “What?”

      For some insane reason, I feel the need to provoke him. “Maybe you’re just jealous that he asked me first.”

      He takes a step toward me and I freeze. Not from fear, but something I haven’t felt in a long time. Anticipation.

      He gazes down at me, with those dark hazel eyes that looks into my soul, and says, “Maybe so.”

      “What are you going to do about it?”

      His lips twitch. “Ask you out. Tomorrow sound good?”

      There is a tingling in the pit of my stomach that I can’t deny. I like him, big dick energy and all.

      I nod. “It’s a date.”

      He spins, walking away in large strides. I put my hand to my chest, feeling shaky. What in the crap did I just do?
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Jeff

      

      

      My nails dig into my palm and I release the fist I’ve been clenching. I damn near kissed Nikki just now. What in the fuck is wrong with me? I’m so caught up in my thoughts that I don’t see Rocco and run smack into him.

      “Dude. Watch it.”

      “Sorry,” I mutter.

      Rocco and I have known each other for a long time, so he’s pretty good at reading my signals, especially when a woman is involved.

      “What’s up?”

      I nod my head and he follows me away from the others.

      “I did something real fucking stupid.”

      “What’s new about that?” Rocco grins. “What did you do?”

      “I asked Nikki on a date.”

      “You did what?” His voice echoes.

      “I walked up on the kid asking her out and the next thing I know I’m the one asking her out. And she said yes.”

      Rocco shakes his head. “How in the fuck are you going to take her on a date? This is the apocalypse, dude.”

      “I’m aware of that.”

      Rocco chuckles. “Dave’s going to be so pissed.”

      He’s not joking, either. I’ve seen the way Dave looks at her. Hell, can’t blame him, either. Nikki doesn’t talk much about herself, but what little I know, I like. And, she’s kind of hot. Okay, real fucking hot. Reminds me of a sexy librarian. The thought makes me groan.

      I ask, “Think I can get away with not telling him?”

      “Not with your luck.” He pauses. “Since everyone is asking her out, I think I’m going to.”

      Rocco and I have similar tastes in women, so this isn’t surprising. In our wild days we even had threesomes together.

      I roll my eyes. “Of course you are.”

      He grins at me as he heads toward Nikki. She smiles at him and then her eyes widen as she nods. He does a nerdy little jig and comes back to me.

      “We’re going out the day after you.”

      I’m about to reply when Dave and Harper walk up. Rocco gives me a look and scurries off. Fucking coward.

      “What’s up his ass?” Dave asks.

      Sweat beads on my upper lip. Fuck. Why am I so nervous? I should just tell him and get it out there in the open. But, I don’t.

      Instead, I say, “Who knows. Ready?”

      “Yup.”

      Harper watches me and then says, “I’ll let Nikki know.”

      As he makes his way to her, I wonder if he overheard me and Rocco. Because I haven’t seen that much strut in a walk in a long time.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Nikki

      

      

      I blink as Rocco leaves. I feel like I’m being pranked right now. How in the heck have I gone from barely talking to these men to agreeing to three dates? Harper and Dave are the only ones who haven’t asked me out. Yet.

      Harper makes his way toward me, shaking his head. My pulse pounds in my neck.

      “I think everyone is smoking crack,” he says as he gets close to me, running his hands through his blonde hair.

      “Oh?”

      “Heard those jackasses are all asking you out.”

      A nervous laugh leaves my lips. “Guess the rumor mill still works in the apocalypse.”

      He nods. “Guess so. So… want to add one more?”

      “I… yes. I do.”

      His blue eyes widen. “Fuck. Really?”

      He’s as shocked as I am.

      I nod. “Only if you are serious, though.”

      “Why wouldn’t I be serious? I’ve been wanting to ask you out for a while now.”

      This makes me smile. “Why didn’t you?”

      “Because we’re in the apocalypse. Didn’t seem likely that you’d say yes.”

      I shrug. “Beats sitting around a campfire, twiddling my thumbs.”

      He lets out a deep laugh that makes his eyes crinkle around the edges. I don’t think I’ve ever heard him laugh like that before. It’s nice. And sexy.

      “You’re so fucking right.” He glances over his shoulder. “Don’t think Dave knows what we’re all doing. He’s not going to be happy when he finds out.”

      “Doomsday Dave will have to get over it.”

      He glances at me. “You know he’s a dick because he’s got a thing for you, right?”

      I shake my head. “There’s no way.”

      Harper looks me up and down, making my skin heat. “Believe me when I say he’s definitely interested, Nikki. He’d be a fool not to be.”

      I’m saved from replying because Dave chooses that moment to come up.

      “Let’s go. We’re losing daylight.”

      Harper slaps Dave’s shoulder. “Maybe we’ll luck out and find a vehicle.”

      “Unlikely.”

      Harper grins at me before joining the other men. When he’s gone, Dave looks at me with an intent expression.

      “What?”

      “Nothing. You just seem… happy.”

      I smile. “Thanks.”

      “That’s it? Not going to tell me what’s put the smile on your face?”

      “Nope.”

      I fall in line behind Noah, who grins at me. Dave takes his spot at the front, but keeps glancing over his shoulder. We travel until the sun is directly overhead, not crossing the path of a single biter. Dave finally calls another break and we take our packs off.

      Noah comes to my side and says, “I’ve been thinking about tonight.”

      “Oh? Change your mind?”

      He shakes his head. “No way. I was thinking… maybe I can read you one of my poems?”

      Ah. So that’s what he does when he scribbles in his notebook at night. I’ve always wondered.

      “I’d like that.”

      “Cool.”

      He walks away with a huge smile on his face. Dave passes him, his gaze locked on me. I know where this is going so I prepare myself.

      “What in the fuck is going on today? Now the kid’s all smiles?”

      “Can’t people just be happy?”

      He gives me a look and I sigh.

      “Fine. But you’re not going to like what you hear.”

      His arms cross over his chest making the muscles in his arms bulge. “Try me.”

      “He’s happy because I said I’d go on a date with him. Tonight.”

      Dave stills. I’m talking completely frozen. He doesn’t even blink.

      “A date.”

      “Yes.” I rush on, “Somehow the others found out and, well, now I’m going on a date with each of them on different nights this week.”

      His jaw ticks as he thinks. He’s probably trying to come up with a reason why this is impossible.

      “What about me?”

      “You?”

      “Am I so horrible that you wouldn’t want to go out with me?”

      His eyes are wide and I realize he’s serious.

      I swallow. “I wouldn’t say no if you asked.”

      “Nikki, would you go on a date with me?”

      “Yes.”

      “Guess those fuckers had a good idea for once.”

      He gives me a grin that leaves my knees quaking as he leaves. I sit down on the curb. I’m still not sure how I ended up agreeing to a date with the five of them. Guess that means I should amend rule 3.

      

      Rule 3: Don’t be afraid to try new things.

      Amendment: Like dating in the apocalypse.
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        Noah

      

      

      The guys keep giving me a hard time about asking Nikki out, but I don’t care. She said yes and that’s all that matters to me. I haven’t been this excited in a long time, either.

      Harper points down the empty street. “Which fine dining establishment will you be taking Nikki to?”

      “You’re just jealous that you didn’t think to ask her first.”

      Harper nods. “You’re right, kid. Never thought that you’d be the one to man up first.”

      I don’t take his words as an insult. How can I? Tonight, I get to have dinner with the girl I’ve been crushing on from day one.

      I ask, “Would you mind helping me clear the restaurant on the end of the street? I have an idea for tonight.”

      Growing up, my mom used to talk about her very first date with my dad. It kind of made an impression on me. Plus, I might not get another chance to go on a date with Nikki, so I want to do it right.

      Harper rolls his eyes, but is already heading across the street. I follow him, hoping Nikki doesn’t notice that we’re gone. When we get to the door, Harper pulls out his knife. I do the same. We’re trying to save our ammo for emergencies.

      Harper taps on the door. We don’t hear anything, so he turns the knob, pushing the door open. The scent of mothballs and mold assault my nose right away. I sneeze once. Harper mutters under his breath, walking right into the building. According to the sign on the building, this used to be a mom and pop Italian diner with a catchy name involving meatballs. Just like the type of restaurant my parents went to on their first date.

      There are a few tables that haven’t been turned over, covered in red and white checkered tablecloths. The bar, which has been cleared of any alcohol, has a few candle sticks and a candelabrum sitting on top. That will be perfect for tonight!

      Harper says, “Better open up the windows. Might give it enough time to air out in here before you bring her in.”

      I go to the main window and tug, but can’t get it to budge. Harper sighs and gets it open on his first attempt.

      “I loosened it for you.”

      “Sure, Hercules.” He points. “Why don’t you check the back while I open the rest of the windows.”

      Crossing the room, I walk through the swinging doors to the kitchen. There’s blood smeared on the olive tiles. I try not to think about what happened here. Dwelling on the past doesn’t help. Shoving my emotions aside, I peek in the dish room. There are still a few dishes and an empty pitcher.

      “Find anything?”

      I jump at the sound of Harper’s voice.

      He laughs. “Didn’t mean to startle you.”

      “It’s fine. I didn’t find anything good.”

      “Did you look in the storeroom?”

      He points to a closed door on the other side of the kitchen, near the stove. I guess I missed it. I go to the door, opening it. A biter stumbles out, knocking me backward. My knife falls to the ground and I reach for it. The biter has other ideas and lunges for me. A scream leaves my mouth as we fall to the ground.

      “Goddamn it, kid! What are you doing?” Harper yells.

      “I got it! Don’t worry,” I reply.

      I’m tired of them treating me like a kid. This is the perfect way to prove I can handle myself. My knife is within reach, but every time I grab for it, the biter tries to bite me. He’s strong, too. Must be fresh, otherwise I’d be able to knock him off me. It lunges again and I get a whiff of death – the same stench that haunts my dreams at night. I gag as bile rises up my throat.

      “A little help,” I manage to get out.

      Harper sighs and shoves his blade into the biter’s skull. Black ooze drips of its mouth, landing on my shirt. Great. I don’t have a clean one to change into for tonight.

      Harper helps me to my feet before wiping his blade on the leg of his pants.

      “Thanks, man.”

      “No problem.” He looks over my shoulder. “You lucky little bastard.”

      I turn. Holy shit. The storeroom is filled with canned foods. It’s amazing that no one thought to raid the storeroom before now. I pause. Unless someone stopped them from taking the goods. Maybe that’s where the blood on the tile came from? Maybe the biter was the person protecting this place?

      Harper goes to a shelf and holds up an unopened package of noodles. “Know how to cook this?”

      I reply, “I’ve made spaghetti before.”

      Like I said, they like to treat me like a kid, but I’m not one.

      “Not good enough. I know my way around a kitchen. I’ll fix something nice for your date.”

      I’m surprised at his offer. Most of the time I get the feeling that I annoy the shit out of him.

      “You don’t mind?”

      He replies, “Not when it means I’m getting some food, too.”

      That makes more sense.

      “Thanks.” I grin. “I’m going to clean up the dining room.”

      “You do that.”

      Grabbing a clean-ish towel, I go back to the dining room and put the knocked over tables to an upright position. After digging around, I find a stack of tablecloths. By the time Harper comes from the kitchen, I’ve placed the candelabrum on the table as well as settings for two.

      “Looks good, kid.”

      “Do you think she’ll like it?”

      “I do.” He grins. “I better go stir my sauce.”

      When he’s gone, I look around. Finding this place truly was a stroke of luck. Hopefully that luck continues.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Nikki

      

      

      Noah and Harper have been gone for a while. The others don’t seem worried, so I’m not going to worry, either. Instead, I walk around, checking cars on the sides of the street. You never know what kind of surprise you’ll find. It’s also interesting to see what precious objects people packed when they fled their homes.

      I’ve found family photos, wads of cash, diplomas, and more collectible sports cards than I can count. Sometimes I wonder what items I would have taken from my house, if given the chance. I never did make it back to my old apartment. I try not to think about the pets I left behind, but it’s hard. Of course, Dave never gave me the chance to go home…

      

      The first few hours after my would-have-been wedding were a blur. There was a commotion outside the door and Rocco eventually went after Noah. When they came back, they had a sack of clothes and I was ushered into a bathroom. As I stared at my own reflection in the mirror I wondered if I was supposed to cry. I felt like I should, but the tears never came.

      With a sigh, I looked through the clothes until I found jeans and a t-shirt that would fit. I stripped out of my wedding dress, thankful that I didn’t have to ask for help getting out of it. When it was off, I kicked it behind the toilet. The sack didn’t have any undergarments, so I was left wearing my matching white lace bra and thong set, with the word bride sewed in hot pink across the cups of the bra.

      They were a gift from Skeeter. A joke, really, knowing how much I hated thongs. The thought of my best friend made me sit on the edge of the shower. Her death was my fault. If I would have just listened to her and dumped Steve then none of this would have happened. We would be at home, sitting on the couch, eating ice cream until this madness blew over.

      A knock on the door made me jump.

      Jeff asked, “You okay in there, ma’am?”

      “I’m fine. I’ll be out in a moment.”

      I threw on the clothes I’d picked out and went back to the main room.

      Dave said, “We got some food. Are you hungry?”

      I still wasn’t sure if I could trust them, but nodded. He handed me a plate with various finger-foods on it. I dove in, realizing this was the first time I’d eaten all day.

      Noah asked, “What’s our plan, sir?”

      Dave replied, “Our last command was to get back to the base.”

      Harper nodded his head in my direction. “And her?”

      “We’ll bring her. I’m sure they’ll be setting up tents for survivors.”

      Survivor. That was what we all were now.

      I asked, “Do they know what caused the outbreak?”

      Dave shook his head. “No, ma’am. There are several rumors, but no confirmed sources.”

      Rocco added, “Might have been different if they had been able to locate patient zero. By the time they realized how contagious the virus was, it was too late.”

      “How do you get infected?” I quickly added, “Other than bites, of course.”

      The men exchanged a look that left me feeling nervous.

      Dave answered, “That, too, is undetermined. The infected all showed the same signs before turning into zombies, but it’s still unclear how they’re getting infected.”

      I moistened my lips. “My, uh, the guy you killed… I think his mistress infected him. She mentioned they shot up right before she fell. When she came to, she was one of those things.”

      Why didn’t I just call Steve my fiancé? I tried not to dwell on it too much.

      Dave said, “My guess is that she was either already sick or was bitten.”

      Rocco stood. “We should secure the floor before nightfall.”

      “Good idea.” Dave said to me, “Will you be okay in here?”

      I nodded, but the thought of being alone made me want to vomit.

      Noah got Dave’s attention.

      “I’ll stay with her, if that’s okay with you.”

      Dave’s eyebrow lifted. “Suit yourself. Make sure your gun is ready. Don’t open the door until we give you the signal.”

      Dave, Harper, Rocco, and Jeff left the room. Noah took my empty plate and I smiled at him in thanks. His face flushed.

      “Thanks for staying with me.”

      He replied, “No need to thank me. I’m sure you’ve been through a lot today. I know I wouldn’t want to be left alone.”

      I asked, “How do you all know each other?”

      “We’re in the same unit. They’ve all known each other for years, though. I’m just the new guy fresh out of basic.”

      I could tell it bothered him, being new.

      I said, “I’m sure they’re glad to have you on their team.”

      He smiled. “As much as someone likes having dog crap on their shoes.”

      I was about to reply when the lights flickered before coming back on. Noah went to the TV, flipping stations until he landed on a news broadcast.

      The anchorman’s face was pale. He was sweating and I wondered how long he’d been on live television.

      “Again, if you’re just tuning in we want to assure you that we’ll continue to go live until the power goes down. And it will go down, folks. The last briefing from the Pentagon reported several major outages across the country.”

      A map came up. Most of the Midwest was without power and it seemed to be spreading to the West Coast, like a black web of doom.

      Noah murmured, “My family’s in California.”

      I knew he was worried. I would be, too, if I had anyone left.

      The anchorman went on, “Before going dark, the White House confirmed that patient zero is believed to be a member of the United States Senate. His last known whereabouts were in the state of Georgia.”

      I shook my head. “How did he become patient zero?”

      Noah shrugged. “There’s no telling. Could’ve been a terrorist act for all we know.”

      The anchorman coughed. His skin was getting paler and his eyes had a milky white hue to them. I sat on the edge of the bed.

      “Noah, he’s been bitten.”

      “How can you tell?”

      “I saw something similar today, at my wedding.” I paused. “Right before my groom turned.”

      Surprise flickered across his face, but he didn’t comment.

      He reached over, grabbing the phone. “It’s dead. Damn. I was hoping we could call and warn them.”

      With a moan, the anchorman passed out. Two people ran up to him, checking his pulse.

      “Oh my god, this is so bad,” I whispered.

      In slow motion, the man lifted his head and lunged for the man to his right, latching onto his neck. The woman jumped back and then did the unexpected. She pulled a pistol from her back pocket, shooting the anchorman in the head. Blood sprayed and some got on the camera lens. The man fell to the side with a thud.

      The woman’s eyes were wide as she looked at the body at her feet.

      Someone off camera exclaimed, “Holy shit. Why did you do that?”

      She replied, “That’s what they’re saying to do now. Shoot them in the head if they’re infected. It’s the only way to stop this.”

      She glanced down to the other man who was bitten and lifted her pistol. The camera turned, but it didn’t hide the sound of another shot.

      “Fuck.” Noah muttered. “This is going to encourage every fucker out there to fire their weapons.”

      As if to prove his point, shots echoed from the street below. Noah looked out the floral curtains, frowning. I tried not to worry about the others. I’d just met them, but I’d hate for anything to happen.

      The power flickered and the TV channel turned to snow.

      I asked, “How old are you, Noah?”

      I needed to talk or I was going to go mad. The world was literally going to shit right now and I couldn’t let myself think about it.

      “Twenty-two. You?”

      “The same.”

      He grinned. “You were going to get married that young? Where’s the fun in that?”

      I laughed. “You have a point.”

      Before I could say anything, there was a knock on the door. Noah stilled and then smiled as several more knocks followed.

      “It’s the guys.”

      He opened the door without checking the peephole. My heart pounded in fear. He should be more careful!

      The guys came in, grim expressions on their faces.

      Dave said, “We need to go. It’s getting bad and we can’t secure the hotel if the power goes down again.”

      I asked, “But won’t it be worse out there?”

      He replied, “Some dumb fuck tried to torch the hotel when the receptionist wouldn’t give him the cash box. My gut is saying get out of here now.”

      I didn’t even realize that the other guys were already packing their bags.

      Dave said, “Grab what’s useful. We’ll swing by the kitchen for canned goods before we leave.”

      My stomach churned. This was the beginning of the end. The moment we left this hotel everything was going to change. I sat, feeling sick.

      Dave squatted. “Don’t wuss out on me now. If you’re going to be dramatic I’ll carry you again.”

      I glared. “Fuck off.”

      “Good. Keep that fire. You’re going to need it.”

      I said, “I want to go home.”

      “Home.” He snorted. “Sorry, honey, but there ain’t nothing left for you at home.”

      “You aren’t my boss.”

      His arms folded over his chest. “No. I’m not. But I’m not going to let you run off and die after I did you a favor by saving you. We’re going to the base. Once you get there, you can do whatever you want.”

      I wanted to punch this man, but I’d only hurt my hand in the process. The others weren’t paying me any attention and I didn’t know if that was good thing. I wondered what would happen if I ran-

      “Don’t even think about it.”

      “What?”

      Dave’s eye narrowed. “If you run, I’ll chase you.”

      I knew he wasn’t lying.

      “Why?” At his look I went on, “Why does it matter so much?”

      “As I said, once I get you to the base you can do whatever you want.”

      Sighing loudly, I said, “Fine. Let’s go so we can get to the base.”

      It wasn’t what I wanted to do, but it’d work for now.

      

      My search through the cars isn’t very productive. A new ballcap. Some lotion that doesn’t smell half bad. And a bag of clothes that I’ll sort through later. I try to forget the baby clothes and toys I found in the same car. That’s probably the worst thing about the apocalypse – all the babies who join the Dead. They’re helpless monsters who will kill you if given a chance. But they never had a chance. Not really.

      When I get back to the others, Dave raises an eyebrow. I toss the hat at him. He looks at it and tosses it back.

      “No thanks.”

      I grin, knowing I’ve pressed his button. The hat is from another military branch. I knew he wouldn’t want to wear it, but one of the others might.

      Noah and Harper come back with smiles on their faces. There’s dried blood on Noah’s shirt and I worry something bad happened to them.

      Noah says to me, “Nikki, would you do me the honor of joining me for dinner?”

      One of the guys snickers, but I think it’s sweet that’s he’s being so formal.

      “Yes, Noah, I will.”

      I stand and take his hand. I’m surprised at the jolt of heat I feel when we touch. Maybe it’s just been that long. Or, maybe this sweet guy has finally wedged into my heart more than I care to admit.

      As we cross the street I catch a whiff of something heavenly. My stomach rumbles loud enough that Noah hears. We both laugh.

      “What is that wonderful smell?”

      His ears turn pink. “Harper cooked for us. We found some food that was still good.”

      He opens the door to the restaurant, letting me go first. The scent from outside was wonderful, but this… this might be the best thing I’ve ever smelled in my life.

      “Is that… garlic bread?”

      Noah nods. “Harper was able to make one loaf.” He goes to a table where candles are lit on the table and pulls out my chair. “My lady.”

      Grinning, I sit. He goes around the table to his chair. When he sits, he bumps the leg of the table, causing the dishes to rattle.

      “Sorry. I’m nervous,” he admits.

      “Why are you nervous?”

      His entire face turns pink. “Because… this is our first date.”

      I can’t help but to smile. “Noah, there’s no need to be worried.”

      I reach across the table, giving his hand a squeeze. He opens his mouth to reply, but closes it when the other guys come in. Harper winks at me as he passes.

      Noah asks, “What are you doing in here? You said you were going to stall them until we’re finished.”

      Harper replies, “Told everyone about the meal I made and decided we couldn’t wait. Hope we didn’t interrupt anything.”

      His eyes are dancing.

      I say in a low tone to Noah, “Why does this feel like some sort of hazing?”

      “No kidding. You should have seen what they did when I first joined the Army.”

      I lean forward. “Do tell.”

      “They used to tell the new recruits to go up to random people and punch them. Then, they’d sit back and watch the madness that ensued.”

      “Wow. That’s pretty harsh.”

      He grins. “I lucked out. The guy I hit was a good old country boy and thought I was just patting him on the arm.”

      We both chuckle. The guys come back out with plates full of food. They start to sit at a table near us and Noah glares.

      Dave says, “Come on, fuckers. Let’s give these two some privacy.”

      I’m surprised he took Noah’s hint, but I’m also thankful. Noah’s finally getting comfortable and I’m sure having the others around would only make him nervous. When they’re gone, Noah goes to the kitchen and comes out with our food. The plates are piled high with spaghetti and garlic bread.

      “Noah, this is amazing,” I say as he puts a plate in front of me.

      “You’ll have to thank Harper. All I did was clean up in here.”

      I take a bite of bread. It’s stale, so I put it to the side, hoping Noah doesn’t notice. I don’t want to hurt his feelings.

      I smile. “But it was your idea to come in here, so that counts for something.”

      We spend the rest of the meal talking about various things and get to know each other. I’m surprised at some of his stories.

      “You mean you never wanted to be in the Army? How did you end up enlisting?”

      “My step-dad was in the Navy. Made it sound so fun. My mom wasn’t happy.” His face falls.

      I can’t stand seeing him sad, so I ask, “What would you have done if you hadn’t enlisted?”

      “I wanted to get a masters in art and then work in a museum. Or travel. Or both.”

      “That’s pretty impressive.”

      He shrugs. “What about you?”

      “Me? I didn’t have any plans. I worked with my best friend at her dress shop. Her name was getting out, so we were pretty busy most days.”

      I’m downplaying Skeeter’s skills because no one knows how talented she was… and they never will.

      “Nikki, can I ask you something?”

      “Of course.”

      He spins his fork through his pasta. “Why did you stay with us? After we left the base?”

      Dave had been true to his word. Once we reached the base, I could do as I pleased. But I found I didn’t want to leave the men who’d helped me, which confused me so much at the time. I soon came to realize I stayed because I liked them, especially Dave.

      I pause. “I’ve mentioned before that my fiancé died at my wedding. The only other person who I would have wanted to stay with died that day, too.”

      “What about your family?”

      “I didn’t have one.”

      He looks at me for a moment. “Well, you have one now.”

      My eyes mist and I reply, “Thank you, Noah.”

      He stands. “May I read one of my poems to you now?”

      “Yes. I can’t wait!”

      He grins. “I’m no poet laureate, but I speak from the heart.”

      He pulls his tattered notebook from his back pocket. I make a mental note to look for notebooks when we scavenge.

      “This is called To the Girl I Left Behind:

      To the girl I left behind,

      I’m sorry we’ll never say goodbye.

      We met when the world was ending.

      And our love had no choice but to die.

      I still see your face at night.

      How cruel fate was to leave us entwined.

      As I wonder what could have been,

      With the girl I left behind.”

      His cheeks flush as he sits. Now he’s the one being modest. He has a way with words.

      “Noah, that was great! Can I ask what inspired it?”

      “I think I told you once that our group had just returned from a mission overseas when the outbreak began, right?”

      I nod. “Yeah. You said you were only supposed to be in the States for a week or so.”

      “Well, the guys and I went out one night and I met this girl who… well, she rocked my world to be honest. Our last night together was the same night our group got word that something was happening across the country. So, I ended it with her.” He frowns. “I wonder what happened to her after I left. Did I put her in harm’s way by not bringing her along?”

      I say, “You can’t think that way.”

      “It’s hard not to. Heck, that’s why Dave brought you when he found you. I overheard him telling Jeff that he didn’t want to think about what would have happened to you if he hadn’t.”

      I’m not sure how I feel about that. On one hand, it means he cares. On the other, it means he didn’t think I could take care of myself, which might have been true at the time.

      I say, “I’m glad he brought me along, for the most part.”

      “Why do you run then?”

      I blink. No one’s ever asked me that before. Not outright. Probably because I push them away when they try to get too close.

      I say, “I’ve never had anyone looking out for me my entire life. When I run and Dave brings me back, it makes me feel wanted.”

      It’s weird to say that out loud. But, it’s the truth. Believe me, I’ve tried to analyze this and came up empty handed on reasons.

      “That makes sense.” He looks out the window and laughs. “Harper’s giving me the stink eye. I guess we should wrap this up so the others can come in for seconds.”

      I smile. “Noah, I had a great time tonight. We’ll have to do this again.”

      He reaches across the table. “I’d like that, Nikki. Thank you.”

      He gets up and tells the others they can come in. While I don’t have wild romantic feelings for Noah, it’s nice talking to him.

      Jeff comes to my side and squats. “Have a nice dinner?”

      My heart beats faster. “I did.”

      “I was thinking that if we stay in this area that we can take a walk to the creek for our date tomorrow. You know, nothing major, but nice.”

      I smile. “That sounds good to me.”

      He stares at me and I find myself leaning into him. His tongue moistens his lips, luring me in even more. Someone clears their throat and Jeff jerks back.

      “Well, I’d better grab some grub before it’s gone.”

      I nod. When he’s gone, I meet Dave’s gaze. I’m fairly certain he was the one who cleared his throat. But why? Was he jealous? I’m not going to lie – I kind of like the idea.

      Standing, I go to fill my plate, too. I’ve learned this rule the hard way and I won’t make the same mistake again.

      

      Rule 4: Never waste a good meal – you never know when you might eat again.
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      We spend the night in the old restaurant. It’s cozy and the tablecloths make decent beds. Nikki still sleeps away from everyone. It may be my imagination, but I feel like she’s a bit closer, though.

      Dave taps my foot with his. “Stop ogling her.”

      I grin. “Stop acting like you have a real chance with her.”

      Rocco adds, “Yeah. Her agreeing to go on a date with you is just a pity thing.”

      Dave glares and goes outside. He’s on first watch, but I wonder if Rocco struck a nerve. Noah is already asleep, looking more relaxed than he has since I’ve met him.

      Harper notices and says, “Wonder if he went and jacked off after their date.”

      This makes me snort. “Does he even know how?”

      Rocco surprises me by saying, “Leave the kid alone. He had a good day. We should all be so lucky.”

      He’s right. Sometimes surviving isn’t enough. You have to have a reason to keep going. And Nikki was that reason for Noah tonight.

      Rocco asks in a low tone, “Dude, do you have any condoms?”

      I roll my eyes. “And you’re back to being a dick.”

      “I’m not being a dick, I’m being smart. One of us is bound to hook up with her at some point. Just want to make sure everyone is being safe.”

      Harper replies, “First, just because Nikki agreed to the dates doesn’t mean she’s going to sleep with one of us. Second, if she does, it’s her choice.”

      There’s fire in his blue eyes as he finishes speaking.

      I say, “I agree with Harper on this one, man.”

      Rocco shakes his head. “Well, for the record, I have some extra rubbers that aren’t expired. If anyone needs them.”

      Harper asks, “How can that be a priority to you in the fucking apocalypse?”

      “Because I’ve been the unwanted child! I wouldn’t put anyone through that, especially not during the fucking apocalypse!”

      His voice raises and Harper and I both shush him.

      “Sorry. Sore subject.”

      I reply, “We can tell.”

      He sighs. “My mom was fifteen when she got knocked up with me. Had no idea who the father was. She tried to keep me, but just couldn’t do it. Ended up in the system, bouncing from home to home.”

      “Sorry man. I had no idea.”

      He shrugs. “I don’t like to talk about it, but it’s been on my mind the past few days.” His voice lowers. “I know that these dates don’t mean Nikki is going to hook up with one of us, but I think she’ll eventually like one of us more than the rest.”

      Harper says, “Rocco, we’ll cross that bridge when we get to it. No sense in stressing over it.”

      I look across the room at Nikki. Rocco is right – odds are that Nikki will end up falling for one of us. For the first time in longer than I can remember, I hope I’m the one she chooses. All my life I’ve been okay with doing my own thing. If someone didn’t like me, then fuck them. But with Nikki… it’s different. She keeps a wall up, but when we talk I feel like I’ve known her all my life. She’s the kind of girl my mom would’ve loved, too.

      Harper yawns. “Better get some sleep, Jeff. Your shift will be here before you know.”

      He’s right. Sighing, I close my eyes, letting my thoughts drift until I finally doze off.

      Morning comes too soon and I grumble as I take the last watch. Noah salutes me as I pass. The air is cool and crisp as I inhale. Before, I used to love taking morning jogs in weather like this. I would pound across the pavement until sweat dripped down my back and it hurt to inhale, but I loved every moment of it. Now, it’s too dangerous to take off for a leisurely jog.

      The sky is turning light shades of pink and purple as sunrise approaches. I reach in my pocket, pulling out what’s left of my last cigar. God. That’s one thing I miss. Every time we scavenge, I look for a box of Cubans, but haven’t had any luck yet. The guys all give me a hard time about saving the cigar, but I’ll know when it’s time to smoke it.

      My thoughts drift back to Nikki, as they tend to do. She’s such a trooper, even if she doesn’t realize it. Hell, when the apocalypse began she impressed the hell out of me.

      

      We took the stairs down to the first floor. I was in the back making sure no one came up behind us. Smoke lingered in the air and I wondered if part of the hotel was on fire.

      Dave said, “Kitchen is to the right at the end of the hall. Stay sharp.”

      We were in stealth mode, but Nikki looked scared. Noah gave her a reassuring smile as we entered the first floor. Kind of made me wish I was the one making her feel at ease. People screamed from the dining room and rushed out. Some were covered in fresh blood.

      “Oh god. There’s one of those monsters in there!” a woman screamed as she passed.

      Dave said to us, “Stick to our mission.”

      That meant we weren’t going to help these people. As we passed the dining room, a biter took down an older lady. She reminded me of my grandmother, but I shoved the thought away. That was the sort of thing that would get you fucking killed.

      We entered the kitchen, which was even more chaotic. Apparently, we weren’t the only ones who’d thought to raid the pantry. A massive man stood in front of the pantry door with a butcher knife in his hand.

      “Everyone get the fuck out of my kitchen.” His loud voice carried and everyone froze.

      A short man in a business suit sneered. “You can’t tell us what to do. This hotel is officially under martial law.”

      What in the fuck? This man had no right to invoke martial law. If anything, we should be the ones doing it.

      The cook lifted a dark eyebrow. “Really homie? You want to play that game?”

      Two more massive men joined his side with knives of their own. The crowd grew uneasy, as they should.

      Dave held up his hands. “Everyone needs to calm down.”

      The short man asked, “Who the fuck are you? Our mom?”

      Rocco snorted. “Shit. This guy has a death wish.”

      People began to bicker amongst themselves and I could see this wasn’t going anywhere. Crossing the room, I grabbed the short man by the collar.

      “Get the fuck out of here before I show you what martial law really is.”

      The man actually whimpered. “I just wanted some food. The world’s gone crazy and there’s no telling how long this is going to last.”

      “Not my fucking problem. Get out of here. Now. Before I change my mind.”

      When I let go of the man, he fled from the room. Several people followed him.

      The cook said, “Thank you for that, but you’re not getting the food, either.”

      I caught Dave’s eye. He nodded once, which meant he was thinking the same thing. We were going to have to rush the door. Hopefully these guys were all talk and didn’t know how to use their knives. I turned, giving Harper the look.

      Nikki pushed her way to the front of our group and the men looked her up and down in appreciation. I wanted to pull her back, where she was safe.

      “Hi. My name is Nikki.”

      The cook nodded. “I’m Avery. That’s Joey and Joseph.”

      She said, “Look. We don’t want all of your food. But is there any way you can spare enough to last us a few days?”

      He eyed her. “Where you headed?”

      “We’re going to the Army base.”

      “That’s a good ninety miles away, if you’re lucky. Our dad had a hard time getting us here with all the people fleeing the city.”

      That was actually some helpful information.

      Nikki’s nose crinkled. “I wonder how the backroads are?”

      Avery replied, “Might be possible.”

      She said, “What if we make a deal? You let us take some food and the three of you can come with us to the base.”

      Avery turned to Joey and Joseph, who shrugged.

      He replied, “Our dad is here, too. He’s elderly.”

      That was also probably code that their dad was sick.

      Nikki nodded. “Of course he can come.”

      “What kind of ride are you in?”

      Nikki turned to Dave, who said, “We’re in a car.”

      Avery snorted. “Figures. I have a truck. One of you can fit inside. The rest will have to sit in the back.”

      He looked at Nikki like she might be his new favorite toy, so it was obvious who he wanted to sit inside.

      Dave said, “Deal. Let’s load up the food.”

      Joey went around the corner, coming back with a wheeled cart. Avery unlocked the storage room and we stared at the massive food supply.

      Avery grinned. “There was supposed to be a surprise wedding reception here tonight. Guess the wedding didn’t happen.”

      I’m not sure if I imagined it, but Nikki swayed on her feet.

      I almost asked if she was okay, but she lifted her chin and said, “Let’s get this stuff loaded into the truck.”

      It hit me then. Nikki was wearing a wedding dress when Dave brought her to the hotel. Was this surprise reception supposed to be hers? The thought did something funny to my gut.

      Dave poked me. “Come on. The sooner we load this shit, the sooner we’ll hit the road.”

      

      The sound of the door to the restaurant closing jars me from my thoughts. Nikki smiles as she joins me.

      “You looked like you were a million miles away.”

      “Just thinking about the day we met.”

      Her smile falters. “Feels like forever ago.”

      I ask, “Regret staying with us?”

      For some reason her answer is important to me.
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      “Regret staying with us?” Jeff asks as he looks down at me, running his fingers through his salt and pepper colored hair.

      His full lips catch my attention and I’m momentarily distracted.

      I think for a moment. “Regret isn’t the right word. Do I wish we’d done a few things differently? Yes.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like going to my apartment for my pets. I know it’s dumb to hold onto that after all these years.”

      He shakes his head. “It’s not dumb at all. I never had any pets because I never knew when I’d be deployed, but my mom had a few cats. Sometimes I think she loved them more than me.”

      I grin. “I’m sure that’s not true.”

      He reaches into his back pocket and pulls out his wallet. I’ve never noticed it there before. It surprises me that he still has it. Opening the weathered leather, he removes a small photo and hands it to me. An older, female version of Jeff smiles back, with the same dark hazel eyes and hair. In her arms are two cats wearing sweaters that match her own.

      A laugh escapes my mouth before I can stop it. “That’s… cute.”

      “You’re being too nice. It’s fucking crazy. When I moved out, the cats got my room. Any time I’d visit, I’d have to sleep on the couch.” He smiles. “I’m certain that my mom made sure her babies were taken care of when the world went to shit.”

      I giggle. “Poor Jeffie.”

      My lips snap shut. Why did I call him that?

      His gaze lands on my lips. “Jeffie. I like it.” He puts the photo back in his wallet and asks, “What time would you like to go on our date?”

      The sun is rising, giving everything a soft golden glow. But, it’s still chilly out.

      “What about around noon?”

      “Works for me.” He gives me a grin. “Better get inside. I have to finish my rounds.”

      I get the feeling he needs time to process everything that’s happened this morning because I’m feeling the same way. A biter stumbles onto the road a few feet from Jeff. My heart pounds, but he takes it down in one strike. Grinning at me, he cleans his blade before strolling away.

      I go back inside. Harper is going to the kitchen, so I follow him.

      He says, “Going to see what I can throw together for breakfast.”

      “Need any help?”

      “That would be nice.”

      I follow him into the storeroom. Noah is right. It’s a miracle that no one found this place and raided it. Harper goes to a shelf, pulling down a bag of dehydrated potatoes.

      “See if there’s any dried onion on the spice rack.”

      I rummage through the spices, finding garlic and onion.

      “Found some, but they’re expired.”

      He laughs. “I can make it work as long as there aren’t any bugs in it.”

      He goes to the sink, turning it on. The water surprisingly comes out.

      He says, “We discovered this little gem last night. Cold water works, but no hot.”

      “That’s still awesome. I wondered how you were able to make pasta last night.”

      He fills a pan with water, putting it on the stove to boil. While he waits, he opens the potatoes.

      “In another life I’d make fresh hash browns, but this will have to do.”

      “Have you always liked to cook?”

      “Yeah. Came in handy during the Army. I’d be able to whip up some comfort food for the boys when we were out of the country.”

      “That’s really nice.”

      “What about you? Know your way around a kitchen?”

      I shake my head. “Probably not as good as you. My best friend was the one who liked to cook. I was just moral support.”

      The thought of Skeeter makes me frown.

      “It’s funny how our old lives creep up on us, isn’t it?”

      I ask, “What do you think about?”

      He stirs the spices into the potatoes and adds water. “Me? I think about trivial things mostly. Pizza and beer. Going to the store to grab shit I need. That sort of stuff.”

      “Isn’t there anyone you think about?”

      He shakes his head. “Nope.”

      I can almost feel the wall he’s just put up.

      “It’s okay, Harper. We all have someone that we miss.” I say, “I’m going to look around the restaurant.”

      What I’m really doing is giving him some space. He nods as I leave the kitchen.

      The building is fairly small. I open a door and find a utility closet. There’s a ladder attached to the wall, leading to the roof. I climb up, opening the hatch door. I’m about to step through when a hand touches my hip. Gasping, I look and find Dave a few steps beneath me.

      “Holy shit. I didn’t even hear you climb.”

      He grins. “I was in Special Ops. I would hope not.”

      “Why are you up here?”

      His hand is still on my hip and it’s hard to ignore.

      “Heard you climbing. Figured I should follow.”

      “But why?”

      He gives me a look. “Because I don’t want you to fall through the roof.”

      I hadn’t thought about that. I climb through the hatch and he follows. I test the tarred roof beneath my feet. It bounces, but doesn’t feel weak. A vine has snaked its way up the side of the building and over a good portion of the roof. At least something can thrive in this world.

      He says, “Without care, most building are going to start collapsing. Roads will be next. Nature will continue to take back what humans fucked up.”

      I follow him to the edge of the roof. From our viewpoint we can see for miles. There’s not a soul in sight, but I do catch a glimpse of a few biters in the distance.

      “Do you ever wonder if things are ever going to get better?”

      I’m surprised by his question.

      “I’m not sure. I mean, we have things to be thankful for. We’re alive. We’re not hungry. We’ve been lucky so far.”

      He snorts. “Not exactly what I’d call a good life.”

      “Maybe not, but it is something.”

      “Yeah. I guess so.”

      I say, “As long as I follow my rules I think I’m good.”

      “Rules?” His eyebrows lift. “This I have to hear.”

      “I’ve been making rules to survive the apocalypse. It helps pass the time.”

      And keep me sane. I don’t say that part out loud.

      He laughs. “Nikki’s guide to surviving the zombie apocalypse. I like it. Maybe one day you’ll show them to me.”

      I reply, “Maybe.”

      We stand in silence for a moment, looking at the empty town below. When the outbreak started there were more survivors around, so you’d see people out. As the days go on is seems the Dead are growing in number. And running into humans isn’t always good.

      Dave asks, “How was your date with Noah?”

      Glancing at him from the corner of my eye, I reply, “It was nice.”

      “Figured as much.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “The kid doesn’t exactly scream Don Juan.”

      “Well, we’ll see how well you do.”

      He grins. “Is that a challenge?” Before I can protest he goes on, “I accept.”

      I feel like I’ve opened Pandora’s box. But, the idea also excites me.

      I say, “Guess we’ll see. I’m betting Jeff or Harper are going to be the hard ones to follow up.”

      With that, I spin on my heels, going back to the ladder. Just before I climb down, I see Dave grinning.

      When I get to the kitchen Harper is at the counter, flour smeared on his shirt.

      “Were you on the roof?”

      I nod. “Just looking around.” I go next to him. “What are you making now?”

      “Going to attempt some cornbread. Not promising anything. There were weevils inside the mix.”

      “Don’t you need eggs and milk?”

      He winks. “Like I said, not promising anything.”

      He lets me help him finish breakfast. By the time we’re done, we actually have cornbread to go with the hash browns. I find some honey that’s in the store room and we all sit to enjoy breakfast together. Dave is quiet and I wonder if it has to do with our conversation earlier.

      When we’re finished, Jeff pulls me aside. “Ready for our date?”

      My heart patters in my chest, but I nod. He takes my hand into his. I’ve never noticed how big his hands are. We go outside and a warm breeze caresses my skin.

      “I’m glad the morning chill burned off.”

      He nods. “Won’t have many days left like this before fall really sets in.”

      “Do you think it’s a good idea to go to Texas?”

      He replies, “Hard to say. In theory, yes. I just worry about what we’re going to face out there. We’ve been lucky here.”

      He leads the way over a small bridge to the wooded area. The trees are starting to show signs of changing, with hints of red, gold, and yellow. It reminds me of when Skeeter and I would take a weekend trip out of town and go to an orchard to collect apples.

      Jeff says, “Scouted out here earlier. The woods wrap around most of the town. Figure that’s why it’s so quiet around here.”

      I reply, “Wonder if we should consider sticking around.”

      “I was thinking the same thing. Dave isn’t going to like it. Think he has his mind set on Texas.”

      Texas seems like a million miles away, especially since finding a running car is getting harder and harder.

      We make our way to a creek. It gurgles as the water flows downstream. Jeff squats, picking a small yellow flower. He hands it to me with a grin.

      “Thank you.”

      “In another time I would have brought you a bouquet of flowers.”

      I smile. “What kind?”

      He gazes up at me. “Maybe daisies or wildflowers. You don’t strike me as a rose or lily kind of girl.”

      I sit next to him on the ground and reply, “You’re right about that. What’s really funny is my almost mother-in-law picked out exactly those two flowers for my wedding. Didn’t listen to me when I said I didn’t want them.”

      “Can I ask you something personal?”

      “Sure.”

      He looks off into the distance. “From what little you’ve said about your fiancé, he sounds like a real tool. How did a sweet girl like you end up with a prick like that?”

      “I ask myself that a lot. We met at a party. He was charming. I should have seen through it, specifically when I caught him cheating on me.” Sighing, I go on, “My best friend used to say I was a fixer. I think she may have been right.”

      “I was married once. We were high school sweethearts and got hitched before I joined the Army and was deployed.”

      His jaw ticks and I touch his arm.

      “I’m guessing it didn’t end well?”

      “Came home on a surprise leave. Caught her with my cousin. Guess it’d been going on for a while.”

      “I’m sorry, Jeff. You didn’t deserve that.”

      He looks at me and my stomach flutters. His head lowers and his lips press against mine before covering my mouth in a kiss that sings through my veins. I moan softly. God. I’ve missed this. He kisses me until I’m breathless.

      When he pulls away, his cheeks are flushed.

      “I hope that was okay?”

      “Yes. I’d- I’d like to do it again.”

      “Now?”

      I nod. “Yes. Please.”

      His lips recapture mine, more demanding this time. I drink in the sweetness of his kiss until I feel like I’m spinning. The wind blows around us, wrapping us in warmth. Somewhere, I hear birds singing to each other. And I know that somehow, we’ve found a piece of heaven in the apocalypse.

      I pull away this time. “Wow. Jeff.”

      He grins. “This might be the best date of all time.”

      “I agree.”

      We sit there in silence, enjoying each other. When he puts his arm around me shoulder, I lean in to him. We sit like that until the sky turns different shades of pinks and the air cools.

      Sighing, Jeff says, “We should get back. The others are probably about to come looking for us.”

      He helps me to my feet and I don’t let go of his hand as we walk.

      I say, “Thank you, Jeffie. Today means more than you know.”

      He smiles. “Right back at you, Nik.”

      We make our way back to town and I feel refreshed. And it’s because of Jeff.

      

      Rule 5: Enjoy the little things in life.
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      I’m a bit jealous when I see Nikki and Jeff coming back toward the restaurant with smiles on their faces and hands entwined. Neither have a freshly fucked look, so I’m not too concerned.

      I call out, “We were starting to get worried about you.”

      Jeff replies, “We figured as much.”

      He doesn’t give any more hints to what they were up to. Dave hears us talking and comes out, a scowl on his face.

      “Didn’t realize you were going to be gone most of the day.”

      Nikki’s cheeks flush, but Jeff shrugs.

      “Didn’t realize you were my dad.”

      A laugh escapes my mouth before I can stop it. Dave turns his sour look on me and I hold up my hands.

      “Don’t get pissy with me. I did what I was supposed to do today.”

      Which ended up being a huge waste. Out of all of the cars I checked, none worked. The ones that actually had batteries didn’t have gas. Whoever lived in this town before made sure to take all the good shit when they fled. I did, however, find enough bicycles for us. Dave laughed when I showed him, but it’d beat walking.

      Harper comes from the restaurant with a towel over his shoulder.

      “Dinner’s ready.”

      Scents of tomato sauce kept drifting outside, so I couldn’t wait to see what he’d come up with tonight. We all go inside, where Noah is setting one table for all of us. I’m pleased when Nikki sits between Jeff and me. Dave, who sits at the head of the table, scowls even more. Noah sits next to him and Harper takes the last seat.

      “Harper, it smells great,” Nikki says, eyes bright.

      He grins. “Just some penne pasta with sauce over it. Nothing fancy.”

      She takes a bite, moaning. “I beg to differ.”

      Her moan sends a jolt of desire all the way to my cock and I have to resist adjusting myself. Fuck. It’s been too fucking long.

      I must not be the only one who’s mind went to the gutter because Jeff coughs and Harper looks like he wants to pounce across the table and eat her up. Hell, the only one who doesn’t seem affected is Noah.

      Dave says, “I’ve been thinking. Tomorrow we should head out.”

      Nikki and Jeff share a look and I’m actually envious of them.

      Dave notices, too, and barks out, “What?”

      Nikki says, “Jeff and I were talking earlier. The town is pretty protected from biters because of the woods. What if we just stayed here for a while?”

      Everyone turns to Dave. I’ve known him for a long time and he’s not going to react well to this.

      “Is that so?”

      Nikki’s cheek flush. “As I said, it’s just something Jeff and I were talking about.”

      “No need to be a dick, Dave,” Jeff says.

      Dave replies, “I’m not being a dick, Jeff.”

      The two stare each other down. They’ve been known to finish their fights with their fists.

      Harper drops his fork on his plate. “You two need to stop acting like fucking children. Dave, it’s okay for others to have opinions. Jeff, take a step back and calm the fuck down.” He sighs. “Fuck.”

      Nikki nods. “Couldn’t have said it better myself.”

      I ask, “Why stay here? We might find something better in the next town.”

      “We’ve been saying that for over two years, since we left Boston.” She frowns. “Sometimes I think we made a mistake when we left.”

      I know how she feels, but I can’t let my mind go there. It won’t change anything.

      Dave replies, “Thought we agreed to head to Texas.”

      Nikki nods. “We did, but we’re so far away, Dave. It might take months to get there.”

      Noah adds, “We don’t even have a vehicle.”

      “Rocco found some bikes today.” Dave replies.

      Oh, so now he wants to use the bicycles.

      Jeff’s eyebrows lifts. “Some bikes? What kind?”

      I snort. “Bicycles, not motorcycles. Still beats walking.”

      Jeff frowns. Can’t blame him. I’d kill to ride a motorcycle again.

      Dave says, “I say tomorrow we get up, grab some bikes and make our way to the next town. If we don’t find anything there, then we can come back here.”

      Dave never gives in this easily. I feel like it’s a trap. The guys must think the same thing, because no one replies.

      Finally, Nikki says, “Deal.”

      Dave looks like the cat who ate the canary. Fucker has no intention of coming back here once we leave.

      I stand. “Nikki, want to take a walk?”

      Because I’ve had enough of these fools for now. Jeff and Dave glare at me. Noah doesn’t seem phased. And Harper… Harper looks like he’s planning something.

      Nikki’s cheeks flush as she stands and I’m suddenly very excited about spending some time with her.
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        Nikki

      

      

      My head is starting to ache from all the bickering between the guys. It’s moments like this that I can tell they’ve known each other for a long time. But Dave is also starting to piss me off. He thinks he’s real slick, when I know what he’s up to. When we leave, he has no intention of coming back to this town. But, if the next town is like all the others, then I’m going to come back with or without him.

      Rocco stands. “Nikki, want to take a walk?”

      My cheeks flush when I remember how my walk with Jeff went, but I find myself standing.

      He goes on, “I found a cool little park.”

      Dave snaps, “I hope you cleared the area.”

      “Of course I did.”

      Dave looks like he’s about to protest. A lot.

      I say, “Sure, let’s go.”

      We leave the restaurant. I glance over my shoulder and find Jeff and Noah looking at me. Guilt assaults me for a moment. I don’t want to hurt any of them, but I’ve enjoyed spending time with each of them separately. Rocco takes my hand and leads me down the street. We pass several cars with the doors wide open.

      “Guessing you didn’t find anything useful today?”

      “Just a box of unopened rubbers.”

      He grins and my stomach flutters.

      I let out a short laugh. “Well, better safe than sorry, I guess.”

      He says, “I mentioned to the boys last night that I had some in case anyone needed them. You would have thought I killed their dog with the way they acted.”

      My face warms. “Why would they need them?”

      He stops, looking down at me. I’m taken aback at how much he looks like that famous actor who used to be a pro-wrestler, with his tan skin and sharp features. I’ve never noticed it before, but maybe it’s because I didn’t want to get too close.

      His dark eyes meet mine. “Look, Nikki, I know these dates don’t mean you’re going to hook up with one of us. But, if it happens, I hope everyone is smart enough to use protection. The last thing we need out here is a baby.”

      I mull over his words. “That’s fair. Do you have any with you right now?”

      He pulls two from his back pocket. I take one and slip it into my own pocket. He’s right. I don’t have any plans to sleep with anyone, but if and when I make that choice I want to make sure I’m being smart.

      He grins. “I knew I liked you for a reason.”

      I bump my hip against his. “Where’s the park, Rocco?”

      He points ahead. “Just over there. Looks like it was built right before the outbreak.”

      He opens the gate for me. The grass is knee-length, but I can see the charm of the park. Wild flowers grow freely and some snake their way up the chain-link fence. There are several playsets, for various age groups. The swings catch my eye and I go to them, sitting in one. Rocco goes behind me and pushes me.

      I laugh as I swing high into the air. “I bet you were a pro at this in school.”

      He sits in the swing next to me and replies, “I was more of a loner in school.”

      “That’s hard to believe.”

      “It’s true. I was bigger than everyone and shy. Kids used to pick on me when they realized I wouldn’t fight back. Wasn’t until I played football in high school that I finally stopped taking people’s shit.”

      I ask, “Is that why you joined the Army? So you could still be a part of a team?”

      He stops swinging. “I’ve never thought about it like that. Yeah, I guess you’re right.” He looks nervous as he says, “My mother gave up me up to the state when I was a toddler. I spent my life bouncing from one foster home to the next.”

      My heart aches for him.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “No need to apologize. It’s simply a fact. My mother didn’t want me and I guess no one else did, either. When one of my foster families actually cared about me, they got me into football. I was so good at it that they let me stay with them until I graduated.” He exhales loudly. “Found out later it was because the foster dad thought I was going to end up playing pro ball. He was pissed when I enlisted in the Army and I never heard from any of them again.”

      “Rocco, I’m so sorry they treated you like that.”

      He shrugs. “I ended up surviving.” He looks off into the distance. “Sometimes I wonder what happened to all the other kids in the system when the outbreak began. No one gave a shit about them before, so I’m sure it was worse after.”

      I stop swinging, I lean over, hugging him.

      “You can’t think like that. It doesn’t do any good.”

      “I know.” He lets out a laugh. “Hey. Sorry for being a downer on our date. I better pick up my game or you won’t want to go out with me again.”

      I know he’s using humor to protect himself again, so I don’t let it bother me.

      Instead, I say, “For sure. Even Noah has you beat at this point.”

      He snorts. “I’ve been wounded. I have to ask – did the kid try to put any moves on you?”

      “No, he didn’t. He was really sweet. Read me one of his poems. It was about a girl he met when your unit returned to the States.”

      Rocco nods. “I remember her. She was a tag chaser.”

      “A what?”

      “Tag chaser. Someone who likes to sleep with guys in the military.”

      “Oh. Wow.”

      “Yeah, the kid lucked out, he just doesn’t know it. To him, it was true love.”

      I reply, “Isn’t it strange how we can have an idea about something and someone else sees it a different way?”

      “You sound like you’re speaking from experience.”

      I think of Steve and nod. “I suppose I am. I used to think my fiancé was the best I could do and I let him roll all over me. I had one friend who would tell me like it was, but I just didn’t believe her. Looking back, she was right.”

      He asks, “Ever wish you could go back and do it all over?”

      “Sometimes. But if I did it all over, I probably wouldn’t have met the five of you and that would be really sad.”

      “Are you saying you’d miss us?”

      I nod. “I think I am.”

      I honestly can’t imagine my life without them in it. Even with the way Dave annoys me, I’d still miss him.

      He asks, “What changed this week to make you want to open up to us?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “Well, something happened. For the last few years you’ve treated us like the enemy. When the kid asked you out and you said yes, I thought I’d heard wrong.”

      I reply, “I never thought of you as the enemy. But, I felt like no one was listening to me when I said I wanted to leave or when I asked to be left in Boston.”

      His eyes cloud over at the mention of Boston.

      “I’m not sure if Dave ever said anything, but we were planning on leaving you in Boston. Until Avery, Joey, and Joseph died. That changed everything.”

      I feel sick at the thought of the three brothers who’d helped us so much in the very beginning. He’s right, the moment they got bit and died, everything changed. Dave became more intense. The others followed his lead. And I did everything in my power to go against him.

      Rocco goes on, “After they got bit Dave decided you should come with us. Unfortunately he doesn’t always convey his thought process. He barks and expects people to obey.”

      I swallow the lump in my throat. “I – I never knew that.”

      He says, “Never gave us the chance to tell you, either.”

      He’s right. I’ve spent the last few years pushing them away and running, even when I didn’t really want to leave.

      “I guess what it boils down to is I don’t want to get hurt.” I smile as my eyes mist over. “My family died young, leaving me alone. My best friend died at my would-be wedding. My fiancé cheated on me, which led to his death. People I care about tend to go and I’m left behind.”

      He pulls me into an embrace, wrapping his strong arms around me. My head rests on his chest like it’s the most natural thing in the world. His heartbeat is steady. Calm. Soothing.

      When he speaks, his voice rumbles in his chest against my ear. “I can’t promise that we’ll always be together, Nikki, but I’ll do my best to make sure you’re never left alone.”

      I don’t reply. If I do, I’ll cry. Instead, I let him hold me in the abandoned park. It’s kind of poetic, really. Two people who’ve been thrown away, holding onto each other in a forgotten place.

      

      Rule 6: Know when it’s time to start a new chapter in life.
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      I glance out the window. Dave is looking down the empty street in the direction Nikki and Rocco went. He’s been in the same spot for a few hours now, as if his gaze will summon them back to the restaurant. Dude has it bad for Nikki.

      Jeff says in a low tone, “He’d go after them if he knew what Rocco was saying last night.”

      “What did Rocco say?” Noah asks.

      I grin. “You’re too young. Don’t want to corrupt your virgin ears.”

      “Whatever man. I’m the same age as Nikki.”

      That’s actually hard to believe at times. Sometimes Nikki feels like she’s my age, which is closer to forty than I care to admit. It’s that haunted look in her eyes that makes her seem older than her actual age. She’s seen things in her life that have stuck with her. I can relate.

      I say to Noah, “Come on. You can help me figure out what we can carry in our packs.”

      I guess Dave is seriously going to have us ride bicycles tomorrow. Anything to get what he wants. Shaking my head, I go to the storeroom. Noah goes to the canned meats, which are smaller, packing them in a bag.

      “Don’t get too many. We won’t be able to carry them all and balance.”

      He says, “Too bad we don’t have a cart with wheels like the one back in Boston. Now that would come in handy.”

      I nod my head in agreement. Going to the canned veggies, I grab a few that will be good in a stew.

      “Pack any beans that you find. Canned or dry.”

      Noah’s nose crinkles. “I hate beans.”

      “They’re full of protein. And since we don’t have any MREs left-”

      As much as I hated the MREs while deployed, they sure came in handy after the outbreak. But those days are long gone. Now it’s making use of whatever we find. Nikki is right about settling down. We can’t run forever. We need roots somewhere so we can grow and stop scavenging.

      Noah asks, “Where did Rocco find the bikes?”

      Jeff says, “He said he found them down the street.”

      “Did he say if there happened to be any bicycle trailers?”

      Jeff’s face goes blank. “Any what?”

      “The thing people put their kids in so they can take them on bike rides.”

      “Oh. I’m not sure.”

      I say, “Let’s go look.”

      When we get there, Noah lets out a cheer. Sure enough there are two bike trailers sitting next to the bikes.

      I point. “Let’s take them back. We can load them up with food.”

      Jeff slaps Noah on the back. “Good thinking, kid.”

      Noah’s ears turn pink at the praise. “No big deal. My folks used to take me around in one of these when I was like four. Sometimes my mom would stop and get groceries, too.”

      I say, “I used to see people using them in the parks. Seem efficient and keeps kids occupied.”

      We make our way back to the restaurant. A lone biter stumbles from the woods, snapping its teeth together when it gets a whiff of us.

      Jeff pulls his knife from his belt. “On it.”

      He takes it down without any problem. When we get to the restaurant, Nikki and Rocco are back, sitting at one of the tables together. Rocco takes her hand and a streak of envy shoots through my veins.

      Jeff bumps into me and says, “You’ll get your chance.”

      Dave comes over, asking, “What’s this?”

      “The kid had a good idea. We’re going to load them down with canned foods.”

      Rocco asks across the room, “What are they?”

      “Bike trailers. Can’t believe you missed them when you saw the bicycles.”

      He shrugs. “Honest mistake.”

      Dave asks, “Need help loading them?”

      “No, I think I got it.”

      Dave replies, “I’m going to take first watch. I need to clear my head.”

      He probably doesn’t even realize he looks at Nikki right before he leaves. The others get ready to settle in for the night. I’m too wound up to sleep, so I take one of the trailers into the storeroom, loading it. By my guess, each trailer can hold the weight of two small kids, so maybe ninety pounds. One hundred, if I’m lucky. Not as much as I’d like, but better than shoving our bags full of cans.

      By the time I’m finished Dave is back and Rocco takes the next shift. I settle onto the floor, noticing how close Nikki is. It’s about damn time.

      

      I’m sleeping peacefully when Noah taps me on the shoulder.

      “You’re up.”

      Yawning, I say, “Thanks.”

      “Nothing to report, other than a few biters. Didn’t take them down. Wasn’t worth the risk.”

      I nod and slip on my boots. When I go I outside, I shiver. The air is cooler than I expected and I lost my good coat last winter after an encounter with another group. I make my way down the street. There’s just enough light that I can see where I’m going, which is good.

      Nikki and our date cross my mind. Where in the fuck do you take someone on a date in the apocalypse? Jeff and Rocco and even the kid had good ideas, but I don’t want to copy them. And Dave is going to want to head out of town by midmorning.

      Ahead, I see the dead-end sign. Birds chirp loudly somewhere in the distance, which is unusual at this time of day. I follow the sound. When I see the source of the commotion I grin. Today is going to be a good damn day.
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        Nikki

      

      

      I’ve just woken up when Harper enters the restaurant. His blonde hair glows in the morning light, making him look angelic. He comes to my side, squatting.

      “Want to go on our date before we head out?”

      I glance over his shoulder, where Dave is still sleeping.

      “Yes.”

      Quietly, I put on my boots. He hands me a long sleeve button-up shirt and I slip it on. Outside, I shiver in the morning air.

      “Thanks. I would have frozen.”

      He replies, “It’s warmed up a bit since I’ve been out.”

      “I wish Dave would let me take a watch.”

      I’d asked before, always getting the same answer from Dave. He didn’t seem to think I was capable.

      “I agree with Dave on this one. It’d be different if we went out in groups.”

      “That’s kind of sexist.”

      He gives me a look. “No. It’s not. I’ve seen what men do to women in war.”

      “This isn’t a war, though.”

      “It’s damn close to one.”

      I can tell the subject bothers him, so I say, “Now I’m curious. I thought this was a dead-end road.”

      That’s what the sign proclaims, at least.

      “It is. Found it this morning during my patrol. Bird wouldn’t stop chirping and gave up this gem.” He points ahead to some bushes. “It’s raspberry bushes.”

      “Shut up!” I rush ahead.

      Sure enough, the bushes are full of tiny raspberries.

      “Some of them aren’t ripe yet, but I bet we can pack away some to have as treats.”

      I pluck one off the bush, popping it into my mouth. Juice explodes on my tongue with a dash of sour. It’s perfect.

      I sigh. “If I had iced tea, I’d add the berries to it.”

      He pulls a brown paper sack from his pocket and we get to work on gathering.

      “I’d mix them with yogurt and granola.” At my look, he laughs. “It’s one of my favorite treats.”

      “Ice cream I can understand, but yogurt? No thanks.”

      “Let me guess, the only yogurt you like is frozen.”

      “Whoa! How did you know?”

      We grin at each other.

      “You surprise me, Harper.”

      His eyebrows lift. “How so?”

      “I always got the vibe that you were more like Rocco.”

      He groans. “So you thought I was some kind of horny bastard?”

      I laugh. “Maybe a little.”

      “Well, I’ve been called a bastard and horny before, so maybe you’re not far off.”

      The air changes as he looks at me and I become super aware of everything around us. The cool air. The birds. It’s almost like when Jeff kissed me. And, the crazy thing is I kind of want Harper to kiss me.

      His gaze lands on my lips and he smiles. “What are you thinking right now?”

      I moisten my lips. “The truth?”

      “Always.”

      “I want to kiss you.”

      He exhales. “I’d like that.”

      Leaning forward, I brush my mouth against him. He actually groans and pulls me closer.

      I say against his lips, “You smell sweet. I wonder if you taste the same way.”

      Deepening the kiss, I explore the recesses of his mouth until I’m burning for more. His hand roams beneath my shirt. Goosebumps rise on my skin when he skims the underside of my breast and a moan leaves my lips.

      He pulls back, panting. “Nikki, we should stop. If we go further, I’m not sure I’ll be able to control myself. And I don’t want you to regret moving too fast.”

      The tent in his pants is proof and desire washes over me. It’s been more than two years since I’ve been with a man and my body is screaming for me to reach out and push him over the edge. But, he’s right. This is happening too fast.

      I say, “We should get back.”

      I start to leave, but he stops me.

      “Nikki, don’t think I don’t want this. I do. I just don’t want to ruin it by rushing.”

      I smile. “I know, Harper. I feel the same way.”

      He grins. “Maybe I’m more like Rocco than I know.”

      I can’t help but to reply, “I didn’t kiss Rocco.”

      “Oh? What about Jeff or Noah?”

      My cheeks feel warm. “Jeff and I kissed.” I pause. “Does that make me sound bad by admitting that?”

      “Why would it?”

      “Because I made out with your friend yesterday and today I made out with you.”

      He grins. “Keep talking like that and I’m going to make out with you some more.”

      “I’m serious. When I agreed to go on a date with each of you I didn’t really think anything was going to happen. I was mostly tired of being alone.”

      He takes my hand and brings it to his lips, planting a kiss on my knuckles.

      “Nikki, no one thought you agreed to the dates to get something. I think we all understand being lonely.”

      I think back to my conversation with Rocco.

      I admit, “I asked Rocco for a condom.”

      Harper laughs so loudly that birds fly from the bushes. “That so? Damn, I wish I could have seen the look on his face.”

      I giggle, too. “It was pretty funny.” I go on, “I didn’t ask for one because I plan on hooking up with anyone, but it’s good to have it, right?”

      “Yeah. He was talking about it the other night. We gave him a hard time, but he has a point.”

      I sigh. “Here’s the thing. I’ve enjoyed my dates with each of you. And Rocco is right. At some point I might hook up with someone.” I swallow. “Or two.”

      He gives me the look that makes my knees weak and replies, “And if that happens it will be okay.”

      “But won’t it be weird for everyone?”

      “Not necessarily. I probably shouldn’t say this, but Jeff and Rocco have shared a woman in the past. And, we’ve all dated the same woman before.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “But at the same time?”

      “Like an orgy?” His eyes twinkle. “Damn, I’m really liking the sound of this.”

      I slap his arm. “Not an orgy. But dated the same woman at the same time.”

      I hate how hot and bothered mentioning an orgy makes me. Good lord, it’s been way too long!

      He says, “Not at the same time, no.”

      I sigh. “I just don’t want things to get weird.”

      “It won’t, Nikki. I promise.”

      He pulls me into a hug, that leads to more kissing. When he pulls away his lips are swollen. I brush the pad of my thumb over his mouth.

      “They’re going to know what we’ve been up to.”

      “They won’t mind.” He amends, “Well, Dave will have something to say.”

      I snort. “You’re right about that.”

      “I told you – he treats you the way he does because he’s hot for you. Not that I can blame him.”

      The look he gives me makes different parts of my body come to life.

      He plants a tantalizing kiss at the hollow of my neck. “Come on, pretty lady. We need to get back or I’m going to fuck you out here in the middle of nowhere.”

      I laugh. “What if I want that?”

      He shakes his head. “You deserve a bed the first time we make love, Nikki.”

      I wonder if he even realizes he went from saying fucking to making love? Either way, I’m excited to see where things go with Harper.

      Hand-in-hand, we make our way back to the restaurant. The others are waiting outside. Dave, per usual, is glaring.

      Harper asks, “We ready to head out?”

      “Just waiting for the two of you to get back.”

      He won’t even look at me now. I bite back a smile as I get on my bicycle. Without a word, Dave takes off and we follow. In a million years, I never imagined I’d be riding a bike as transportation in the apocalypse. But, life has a funny way of keeping you on your toes. As we leave the town, I laugh at the name. Loveland.

      

      Rule 7: Always be honest.

      Pro-Tip: Especially while kissing a hot guy. You never know where that honesty will take you.
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        Dave

      

      

      I do my best to ignore the fuckers behind me, mainly Nikki. My foot slips on the pedal and I curse. I’ve been in a foul mood ever since I found out about these fucking dates. And, if the look on Nikki’s face was any indication, she had a good time with Harper. Lucky bastard.

      Jeff rides up next to me. “The others are falling behind.”

      We’ve been traveling for a few hours, taking turns on the bikes with the trailers. We’re making more progress than if we were on foot.

      Glancing over my shoulder, I see that he is right. I come to a stop, waiting for everyone to catch up. I’m surprised to see Nikki on one of the bikes with the trailer. I didn’t know she’d got on one or else I would have told her not to.

      She must sense my train of thought because she pants out, “Don’t even say it. I’m just as able to do this as anyone else.”

      Noah pulls up next to her, breathing heavily. “She’s doing better than me.”

      I roll my eyes. “That’s not saying much.”

      Rocco says, “Next city is in ten miles. Everyone think they can do that?”

      Everyone agrees and we take off. Two biters are on the road ahead, but they’re not worth killing. Instead, we ride past them. Rocco kicks one down as he passes and I shake my head.

      “Don’t get cocky, Rocco.”

      “Cocky is my middle name.”

      Nikki laughs. “I thought it was condom.”

      He belts out a laugh and I’m a little jealous - and concerned - at their inside joke. Condom? What in the actual fuck. When the others laugh, I know I’ve been left out of something and it stings.

      We reach the city about an hour later. It’s well after noon by this point. This city is bigger than the last few we’ve passed. Unease creeps up my spine. It’s not Boston by any means, but it’s too much footage to cover in a single swoop.

      “Keep your eyes open.”

      The guys flank Nikki. I wonder if she knows we’ve done this for the last two years. Any time we’re unsure of something we form a barrier around her.

      Jeff whistles once. He spots movement ahead.

      I say, “Jeff. Rocco. Check it out. Everyone else stop.”

      Noah and Harper have their guns out, scanning the horizon.

      Nikki comes to my side and whispers, “What did he see?”

      “There’s something moving. Might be a person.”

      We wait in silence for Jeff and Rocco to return.

      When they come back, Jeff says, “It’s an elderly lady. Seems nice. Asked if we’re with the Army. I told her no.”

      “Good call. Think she’s alone?”

      “Said she lives in a house down a street. Asked if we want to stop by. I told her we’re moving through.” He pauses. “She said there’s been trouble in the area. A group has been going from house to house, taking goods. And people.”

      Fuck. We’re in no position to take on a group like that.

      Rocco says, “She said she has a car, but I feel bad taking it from her.”

      I say, “Let’s find somewhere we can think.”

      I’m not sure what to do here. We don’t want problems with another group when we’re just passing through. But they might not see it that way. They might think we’re trying to take over their turf. I also agree with Rocco. I don’t want to take a vehicle from an elderly person.

      Jeff says, “There’s a park down the street. Seems like a safe spot and we can keep our eyes on the road.”

      I nod and he leads the way to an old park. Harper opens a can of beans and we share it, eating it right from the can. We’re all silent. When we’re finished, I walk to the fence, looking around. I’m surprised when Nikki joins me, holding out a sack.

      “What’s that?”

      “Some raspberries.”

      I take one, popping it into my mouth. It’s a refreshing burst after eating the bland beans.

      “Where did you get these?”

      “Harper and I found them this morning.”

      Her cheeks flush and I grit my teeth together.

      “On your date.”

      “Yes.”

      I ask, “Does this mean we’re on a date right now?”

      “I don’t know. Do you want this to be our date?”

      I sigh. “No.”

      “Good. I don’t either.” She frowns. “This is bad, isn’t it? The other group.”

      “Hard to say. Doesn’t sound good, though.”

      “Maybe we should head back to the town?”

      I shake my head. “Nikki, we can’t. There’s nothing left there. We won’t even be able to rebuild.”

      I hate the disappointed look that crosses her face, but she nods.

      “You’re right. I’m just ready to settle somewhere.”

      I am, too. More than I can express.

      I say, “My gut is telling me we need to get out of here as fast as we can, before the group the lady was talking about realizes we’re here.”

      “Then what are we waiting for?”

      “Realistically, we need a vehicle or we’re fucked.”

      We’ve all known that for a while.

      She says, “We can’t take the lady’s car.”

      “No, we can’t. We can, however, talk to her and see if she knows of any vehicles that might still work. Maybe one of her friends left one behind.”

      Nikki nods. “Sounds like a plan to me, Dave. Let’s tell the others.”

      I’m surprised at her willingness to act. It’s a change from the woman who used to run when given the chance. I follow her back to the guys and fill them in.

      Jeff says, “She definitely seems like the type to know of any cars we could take. Reminds me of my own grandmother.”

      There’s a wistful tone to his voice.

      “We need to be quick. I don’t think the group she’s talking about knows we’re here. I’d like to keep it that way.”

      Jeff and Rocco lead the way to the woman’s house. She’s sitting on the porch, drinking a glass of water. She’s the typical grandmother – white hair, wrinkles around her eyes from smiling, and a dress that looks like she made it.

      “Why, hello there. Didn’t expect to see you back so soon.”

      Jeff smiles. “Told my friends what you told us. We were wondering if you know of any cars we might be able to borrow.”

      She snorts at that. “Borrow, my bottom. You mean take.”

      He nods. “Yes, ma’am, I suppose I do.”

      “You can take mine, if needed. It’s as old as me, but runs good. Or did the last time I tried.” She looks are our group. “Though, I think it’ll be a tight squeeze.”

      Nikki steps forward and asks, “Maybe one of your friends left one behind?”

      The woman smiles. “Why, aren’t you just the prettiest thing? Let me guess, you’re Jeff’s girlfriend?”

      Nikki’s cheeks turn pink and Jeff winks. I kind of want to punch him.

      Nikki replies, “We’re all just friends, ma’am.”

      “That’s a pity. Jeff seems like a good guy.” She winks at Rocco. “And Rocco is the guy who will steal a nice girl away from a friend.”

      I grin. This woman must be a fortune teller.

      Rocco laughs. “I’d never do such a thing, ma’am.”

      Her cheeks turn pink. “I told you, you can call me Joanie.”

      Leave it to Rocco to charm the elderly lady.

      Rocco replies, “Joanie, you’re too kind to me.”

      “You remind me of my first love.” Her eyes light up, as if a thought crossed her mind. “Why, I bet Warren Adams has a vehicle you can use. He was always tinkering in his garage.”

      “Where would that be, Joanie?”

      She points. “Just five houses down. Garage is in the back.”

      Rocco says, “Thank you, Joanie. Are you sure you won’t come with us?”

      She shakes her head. “My family might show up to get me. Wouldn’t want them to worry if I’m not here.” She goes on, “My granddaughter, Christina, was in Atlanta when this nonsense began. She’d be the one to come first, I reckon.”

      We all exchange a look. The chances of this woman’s family coming back are slim to none.

      She must see our looks because she says, “Now don’t you worry about me. I’ve done just fine so far, haven’t I?”

      Jeff nods. “Yes, ma’am, you have.”

      “Then there’s no need for the sad looks on your faces.” She stands. “I’m going to do some laundry. You better get over to Warren’s house. I’d hate for those delinquents to discover you’re here with such a pretty girl.”

      She goes inside, locking the door behind her. Her words leave me feeling uneasy, like maybe she’s seen more than she’s saying. I lead the way down the street. The mailbox reads Adams, so I guess we’re in the right spot. When we get to the back of the house I’m happy to see the garage. The five biters walking around, however, are not a nice surprise.

      I’m about to tell the guys to take them down when Nikki walks past me, shoving her knife in the temple of a biter. It lands on the ground with a thud, drawing the attention of the other biters. The guys step into action, taking down the other four.

      I ask Nikki, “Care to explain what that was?”

      She nods. “Yeah. I’m a part of this group, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then treat me like it. Don’t just bark out orders to the others while I watch.”

      I blink at her. “I’m used to leading my team, but I’m not used to commanding you. I’m sorry.”

      Everyone seems shocked at my apology. Rolling my eyes, I go to the garage door. It’s locked, of course.

      “Think the key’s inside the house?”

      Nikki points to the garage. “There’s a window up there. I think I can fit through it. It’d be faster than searching the house.”

      She’s right.

      “Okay, Rocco and Harper, hoist Nikki up. Noah, Jeff, and I will keep watch.”

      Rocco and Harper lift Nikki up. She doesn’t act afraid as they hold her above their heads. She pushes the window, knocking the glass pane inside. It shatters as it hits the floor. She climbs through the hole. A moment later the garage door lifts.

      Harper kisses the top of her head. “Well done.”

      We go inside. Joanie was right. Warren Adams liked to tinker on vehicles. There are five trucks and two hot rods.

      Noah points to one of the trucks. “This one is our best bet.”

      I nod. “Let’s see what we can do.”
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        Nikki

      

      

      I’m feeling ridiculously happy right now. All because Dave trusted me with a task. It’s silly, but it means a lot.

      I ask Noah, “How do you know this truck is the one?”

      “I was a mechanic in the Army,” he replies, cheeks flushing. “Part of my training was to find reliable civilian vehicles in case I needed to borrow one.”

      Dave pops the hood and calls Noah over.

      To me, Dave says, “Get in the truck and wait for my instruction.”

      He’s back to being bossy, but I don’t mind. I climb into the truck. It’s not a classic model, but Warren Adams obviously put a lot of work into it. The seats have little jester faces hand sewn into the ostrich skin covered seats. The décor inside is, ah, very interesting.

      Dave leans around the hood. “Give it a try.”

      Turning the key, I say a silent prayer. The engine cranks and finally turns over.

      “Yes!”

      I hop out and hug Dave. He stiffens at first, but hugs me back. When he lets me go, there’s a look in his eyes that makes me wish we were on our date.

      He shakes his head and says, “Let’s load the canned goods and get out of here.”

      The cab of the tuck is extended, so we’ll each had a place to sit. I climb in the back. Soon Harper and Jeff join me. Rocco, Noah, and Dave get in the front.

      Dave says, “Let’s head out.”

      We’re soon speeding down the road. I think I catch a glimpse of men jumping into several cars as we past a house, but we’re traveling too fast for them to catch us. Rocco opens the glove box, pulling out an atlas.

      “We’ll be in Missouri soon. Still want to go to Texas or do you want to change course?”

      There’s something in his tone that makes me curious.

      Dave nods. “Texas.”

      Rocco shakes his head. “Then you’re going to want to hit the highway. Hopefully it’s not too crowded with stalled cars.”

      For the first time in a long time I feel hope. Maybe going to Texas isn’t a bad idea. Maybe we’ll get there and finally be able to settle down.

      

      Rule 8: When the going gets tough, it’s okay to get the heck out of town.

      Nikki’s Note: And always stop to talk to little old ladies. They’re obviously full of valuable knowledge.
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      The highway is clear of cars. It’s the Dead that gives us problems as we make our way into Missouri.

      “Watch out!” Noah yells.

      I swerve, narrowly missing a very tiny walker. Poor thing looks young. Too young for that kind of fate.

      “Thanks.”

      My eyes are itching, but I don’t want to pull over. We still don’t know if the group from Joanie’s block are following us. We haven’t seen any sign of them, but I don’t want to stop and give them the chance to catch us.

      Another hour passes. Nikki leans forward and says, “Dave, I really need to pee.”

      I hold back a groan. The guys can take a piss in a bottle if needed, but it’s a lot harder for a woman. Plus, I’d never ask Nikki to do such a thing.

      I say, “We’ll stop once we pass this town.”

      Harper adds, “And add some gas to the tank.”

      “How many cans were you able to get from the garage?”

      He frowns. “Not enough.”

      I curse. Sure, we lucked out by finding a vehicle, but how long is it going to last? I glance at the atlas sitting on the dash. Hopefully we’ll have enough gas to get to-

      Jeff looks behind us and says, “I think we’re good. Let’s pull over by those trees.”

      I nod and slow down, pulling off the paved road. Jeff is right. The trees make a nice little barrier for us so we’re hidden. Nikki is out of the truck, running for a tree before I’ve put the truck in park.

      Rocco says, “I’m going to check the area. She didn’t even do a scan before dropping her pants.”

      That makes me feel bad. Nikki is usually very aware of her surroundings.

      Rocco and Jeff pull their knives out and take off. Harper grabs another can of beans, opening it.

      He says, “I’ll try to whip up something fancy tonight.”

      I shake my head. “Don’t waste the food. We should probably start to ration what we have.”

      “Done.”

      Nikki comes back and says, “I feel so much better.”

      “Sorry you had to wait so long.”

      She replies, “Not your fault. I should have said something sooner, but I know you wanted to put some distance between us and that town.”

      Jeff and Rocco come back. They killed a few biters, but didn’t see anything that puts us in danger.

      I say, “I’m going to gather some firewood. Everyone stay close to the truck.”

      I’m only partly lying as I leave. I need a moment to gather my thoughts because I can’t shake the feeling that I’ve somehow fucked our group over by leaving that tiny town.
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        Nikki

      

      

      The guys set up the area as if we’re going to stay overnight. I sit on the tailgate of the truck, trying to stay out of the way. When Dave comes back, he scans the road before meeting my gaze. I motion him over and he surprises me by sitting next to me.

      “Do you think we’re being followed?”

      He blinks and shakes his head. “Hard to say. I just can’t shake the feeling that something bad is coming.”

      “Get those feelings often?” I tease.

      His lips lift into a half smile. “You laugh, but my gut feeling has saved my ass more than once.”

      I touch his arm. “I’m not laughing. My mom used to get feelings about things and my dad swore she was gifted.”

      I don’t tell him that the night they died, my mom begged my dad to stay home because something bad was going to happen to them. They were hit by a drunk driver when they left the party they were attending.

      He pulls me from my thoughts by saying, “Being in Special Ops trains you to listen to what’s not being said. At face value we know we got out of that town before the group knew what we were doing. We also managed to travel without a hitch.”

      “But?”

      He meets my gaze. “That’s where the feeling comes in. My gut is saying we’re either missing something or about to run into trouble.”

      “Well, I guess we’ll just have to face it together, whatever it is.”

      He’s silent for a moment. “You know how you asked this morning if I wanted our date?”

      I nod.

      He goes on, “What about making this our date?”

      I point. “But we’re just sitting on the tailgate of a truck.”

      He grins and my stomach flutters.

      “In my opinion, that’s the best kind of date. Growing up, I used to take girls out of the city limits to an overlook. We’d sit under the stars and just talk. Best way to get to know someone.”

      “Where did you grow up?”

      “In Oklahoma.”

      I look up. The stars twinkle above us like little lanterns in the sky. An occasional breeze makes the air cool, so I lean in closer to him and the warmth his body puts off.

      “Yeah. I’d like to make this our date.”

      The other guys are sitting by the campfire, but don’t seem to pay us any attention. I wonder if it’s because he told them not to.

      “What did you like to do? Before all this began.”

      I smile. “My best friend and I used to hang out in her dress shop. I wasn’t as talented as her, but I knew my way around a sewing machine. It was a fun and helped keep me stress-free.”

      “Did you make the wedding dress you had on that day I found you?”

      A snort leaves my mouth before I can stop it. Soon, I’m laughing until tears stream down my face.

      “God, no! That monstrosity was purchased by my fiancé’s mother. She didn’t like me very much. And that dress was proof” Another giggle escapes. “I kind of looked like a sad, off-brand Big Bird in it.”

      It feels good to finally admit how much I hated the dress to another person.

      He laughs, too. “Yeah, it was pretty bad. I didn’t know what was happening when I burst into that church. Thought maybe it was some kind of low-budget production.”

      “Why did you come in that day? To the church.”

      I’d always wondered what had led him to my wedding.

      He shrugs. “Heard a scream and saw people running. With everything that was happening outside I figured it was something bad.” He pauses. “The man I shot. That was your fiancé, right?”

      I nod. “His name was Steve.”

      “Is that why you hated me?”

      I’m surprised by his question. “I didn’t hate you, Dave.”

      “Could have fooled me.”

      I choose my words carefully. “Steve and I never had a good relationship, not really. He cheated on me with the woman who ended up biting his mother at the wedding. But, when he died, I felt lost.” I pause. “I’ve never really belonged and then I was put into another situation where I didn’t fit in.”

      He looks down at me. “I’m sorry I made you feel that way.”

      “It’s my fault, too. I put up a wall to protect myself. My friend, Skeeter, used to get so mad at me for doing it, but it was because I’ve been hurt before. I guess it was easier to keep my guard up than to get to know you guys.” I grin. “Plus, you could have been murderers for all I knew.”

      “I get that. I’ve known Jeff and Harper for a long time. They say I come off as a dick.”

      I snort. “That’s putting it mildly. I call it your Doomsday Dave mode.”

      “My what?” He’s grinning, so I know he’s not mad.

      “After being around you for a few weeks you reminded me of one of those doomsday preppers, you know, like the ones that used to be on television. You were super intense and had a solution for everything that came our way. And you didn’t listen to what anyone else had to say.”

      He laughs. “I don’t know if should be offended or say thank you.”

      “It’s not a bad thing, but it’s a lot to handle, especially when I had no idea what you were about.”

      “Want to know something funny? Growing up, my brother used to tease me about being apocalypse ready. Got even worse when I joined the military. Guess it was something that always fascinated me.”

      I reply, “Well, some of your tricks have come in handy. Others can be quite annoying.”

      “Sadly the apocalypse doesn’t make it easy to get to know strangers.”

      I nod. “That’s no joke. We lucked out meeting Avery, Joey, and Joseph. But I’m not sure I could let another group in like that.”

      Mostly because it was too hard when we lost them. Their deaths will haunt me for the rest of my life.

      He says, “I feel the same way. Even today when we were looking at that sweet lady I was unsure if we could trust her.” He sighs. “My one regret in Boston is that we weren’t able to find out where Avery, Joey, and Joseph’s other other brother lived.”

      “I know. They used to talk about him so fondly.” I think. “What was his name again?”

      “Juan.”

      “Well, I’m sure Juan was as kind as his brothers.”

      Dave asks, “Were you an only child?”

      “Yes. My parents wanted more kids, but it just wasn’t in the cards for them.”

      He says, “It was just my brother and me. Our old man had his hands full.”

      “Did your brother live in Boston?”

      Dave’s expression becomes sad. “No. He didn’t. He stayed in Oklahoma, but I lost touch with him when I joined the military.”

      “Was he older or younger?”

      “Older. He was a fancy orthopedic surgeon. Drove our dad nuts that he didn’t become an attorney.”

      I ask, “Was your dad mad that you joined the Army?”

      “Surprisingly not. Guess he could support a man serving his country, but not a man who helped people in other ways.” He shrugs. “Our dad was a dick. That’s probably where I get it from.”

      I bump my shoulder against his. “You’re not a dick all of the time.”

      He puts his hand over his heart. “That might be the kindest thing you’ve ever said to me, Nikki.”

      He looks at me, smiling, and I’m taken aback at how handsome he is. The look on his face changes, too, and I know he’s about to kiss me.

      He surprises me by asking, “Can I kiss you, Nikki?”

      I nod. His large hand cups my face as he presses his lips against mine. I’m super conscious as to where he touches me, feeling hyperalert. His tongue traces the fullness of my lips. I part my mouth allowing him further access. When our tongues touch, we both moan.

      He says against my mouth, “Nikki, this is the best date I’ve had.”

      I smile and kiss him again. This time his lips are more demanding in what they seek. When we pull apart he grins at me.

      “Damn. Where do I sign up for a second date?”

      I smile back at him. “I’ll have to check my schedule.”

      Rocco calls out, “I call dibs on the next date.”

      Dave shakes his head, but doesn’t seem angry. I allow him to gather me into his arms.

      “Is this too weird?”

      He asks, “What do you mean?”

      “I’m basically dating all of you.”

      He says, “As long as you’re happy. That’s all that matters, Nikki.”

      The smile he gives me sends my pulse racing. I know that by letting these men into my life that things are going to be different. And the idea excites me.

      

      The next few weeks go by in a blur. We travel each day, getting closer to the state line. Each night I go on a date with one of the guys. They’re each charming in their own ways and I feel myself falling for them.

      After a close encounter with a horde, I decide life is too short. I know I need to talk to them as a group before things go any further.

      We’re sitting in front of the fire. Dave has his arm around my shoulder and I’m leaning against him. Jeff is on my other side, holding my hand.

      Sighing, I stand. “We need to talk.”

      All five men groan and I bite back a grin.

      Harper says, “Nothing good ever comes after those words, Nikki.”

      “It’s not bad.” I frown. “Not to me, at least. You all might have opinions, which is why we need to talk.”

      There are more groans.

      Harper shakes his head. “Well, spit it out. You’ve decided on who you want to date, haven’t you?”

      Rocco says, “I told you she would eventually only want to date one of us. You just didn’t believe me.”

      “Well, it’s obvious you’re out,” Jeff says to Rocco.

      Noah asks, “Was it something I did?”

      Dave stands and says, “For fuck’s sake, let Nikki talk. Damn. No wonder she wants to break up with all of you.”

      He winks at me as he sits back down and I do laugh this time.

      “It’s not bad, I promise.” I look them each in the eyes. “I’ve enjoyed getting to know you all.”

      “But?” Jeff asks.

      “But I want more.”

      There’s a stunned silence.

      I’m not sure if they know what I mean, so I say, “I want to have sex. With all of you.”

      Noah asks, “Like… at the same time?”

      His entire face is pink and I feel myself blushing, too.

      “No! Not at the same time.”

      A flash of Jeff and Rocco taking me at the same time crosses my mind. Okay. Might have to amend that one.

      I go on, “I want to make sure we’re all on the same page. I like all of you. I want to have sex with all of you. But, I don’t want this to affect your friendships with each other. I don’t want anyone to feel left out or like I don’t spend enough time with them.”

      I won’t be the reason this group of men stops being friends. That’s why we all need to be on the same page.

      Harper grins. “I’m liking what I’m hearing. Do you want to make a sleeping schedule or something?”

      My face flames. “I’m not sure, really. I’ve never done anything like this before.”

      Rocco says, “Well, as I’ve told everyone, I have enough rubbers for everyone to use.”

      “Thank you, baby.” The term leaves my lips without a second thought.

      Dave meets my gaze and I feel so hot that I want to fan myself.

      “So… you want to have sex with all of us. Soon?”

      I nod.

      He asks, “Anyone have any objections to the lady’s wishes?”

      Each guy shakes his head.

      Dave grins. “Good. It’s settled then. Nikki, we are at your beck and call.”

      Right then and there I knew that I had done the right thing by getting to know these men. They’ve changed my life for the better.

      And now it’s time to have some fun.

      The sexy kind.

      

      Rule 9: The best kind of fun is the adult kind.

      Rocco’s note: As long as you use protection! Put a raincoat on it, folks! Even in the apocalypse!
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      I sit back down after my speech. My hands are actually shaking, but I’ve done it. I’ve told them what I want. Dave pulls me back into his embrace.

      “That was brave of you.” He kisses my temple. “Thank you for being so honest.”

      I say, “I just wanted to make sure we’re all on the same page. I don’t want anyone to become jealous or angry.”

      “Not going to happen.” He kisses me again. “So… want to go to bed?”

      He wiggles his eyebrows and my heart turns over in response.

      I say in a low tone, “I really don’t want everyone to know what we’re doing.”

      It’s one thing for them to know I’m going to be sexually active. It’s another for them to actually hear the deed being done.

      He replies, “Grab your blanket. I have a solution.” To the others, he says, “We’ll be back in a bit.”

      Well that’s just great. Now everyone will know what we’re up to. But, on the other hand, at least they won’t hear us. Rocco mouths condom as I pass. I nod and pat my pocket. Dave takes my hand, leading me down the street.

      “Found it while I was scouting earlier. There’s a house about a block down that I think will give us some privacy.” He pulls me close, whispering, “There’s even a bed.”

      I shiver at his words and can’t deny the heat pooling between my legs. We enter the house. It’s small and looks like it was built a long time ago. We go through the living room into the only bedroom. The bed takes up most of the space, but it looks clean. Too clean.

      I ask, “Did you change the sheets?”

      He gives me a sheepish smile as he spreads my blanket over the sheets. “Never hurts to be prepared.”

      I laugh. “Would have been funny if I said I wanted to date one of the other guys exclusively.”

      He kisses me and says, “Let’s just say I had a feeling you liked me.”

      He pulls me close and I moan. His cock rubs against my stomach. Reaching between us, I stroke him through his pants.

      “I get the feeling you like me, too, babe.”

      His lips brush mine. “Oh yeah. A lot.”

      His hand slips beneath my shirt, cupping my breast through my bra. Pulling back, he tugs my shirt over my head and unclasps my bra. When he gazes at me, my nipples harden.

      “Your tits are fucking perfect, Nikki.”

      I grin. “I hear they taste good, too.”

      The look he gives me is pure wickedness as he covers my nipple with his mouth, sucking and licking until I’m moaning his name. He stops long enough to pull his shirt off. I trace the tattoo on his chest before he latches on to my other breast.

      “I never thought this would happen,” I say.

      He looks up. “Why not?”

      “Because I pushed everyone away.”

      He kisses a trail down my stomach. “No, you didn’t.”

      Desire flares through my body like a volcano about to erupt. I reach down and unbutton his pants. He kicks his boots off and steps out of his pants. His boxers are next. When he’s nude, all I can do is stare. Dave is fucking perfect.

      He fists his cock, pumping it. “Are you sure this is what you want, Nikki? You can still change your mind.”

      I pull the condom from my pocket and hand it to him. “This is what I want, Dave.”

      I shimmy out of my pants and get on the bed while he puts the condom on. When he moves over me, my pulse pounds in my ears.

      “Hey. Stay with me.”

      I meet his gaze, nodding. He kisses me until I’m moaning his name. Reaching between us, he rubs the head of his cock through my folds. This time I moan for another reason. He continues to toy with me until I’m begging for more.

      “Dave. I need you.”

      Our tongues dance together as he enters me. My body stretches, taking everything he has to offer and leaves me feeling full and satisfied. When he moves, the feeling changes to hunger. I want more and move against him. We find our rhythm, using each other to find pleasure. My orgasm builds and I know it’s going to be a good one.

      “Oh! Dave! I’m so close.”

      He lifts my leg over his shoulder, thrusting fast and shallow. White sparks fire behind my eyes as I shatter. He’s right behind me, yelling my name as he comes.

      “Nikki! Fuck. Yes!”

      We thrust against each other until we’re spent.

      I put my hand over my heart as he moves next to me. “God. That was freaking amazing, Dave.”

      He grins. “Best date ever.”

      We lie together, wrapped in each other’s arms. When he becomes aroused again, I grab another condom and climb on top of him.

      “Ride me, dirty girl,” he says, holding onto my hips.

      I grin. “As you wish.”

      

      The next morning we go back to the campsite. The others grin at us. I’m surprised that I don’t feel embarrassed.

      Harper kisses my cheek. “You look rested.”

      I nod. “I am.” I pull his head down for another kiss. “Maybe we can go on a date tonight?”

      His eyes darken. “I’d like that. A lot.”

      Dave comes over and says, “I was thinking. We should hang around here for a few days. See if we can find resources in town.”

      I know he’s doing this so I can spend time with the guys without being on the road.

      Harper must think the same thing because he says to me, “Want to go on a date now?”

      I nod and he takes my hand. We go back to the same house the Dave and I used the night before. Harper notices the condom wrappers on the floor and laughs.

      “Sorry. I didn’t know we were coming back here or I would have picked up.”

      He reaches into his pocket and says, “Don’t be. I came prepared, too.”

      He has a least six condoms in his palm. Heat pools between my legs and I pull his head down for a kiss.

      “Harper, make love to me.”

      His eyes crinkle as he smiles. “I thought you’d never ask.”

      

      Harper and I spend an entire day at the house. When we finally make our way back to the campsite, I know I’m falling in love with him. He confesses how long he’s liked me and I realize how far he’s gone out of his way to take care of me. He was there all along. I just never knew.

      He kisses my hand before going to help Dave with a task.

      Noah motions me over and I sit next to him on the tailgate.

      “Dave said we’re going to stay here for a few more nights.” His cheeks flush. “I was wondering if you’d like to spend some time together this evening?”

      I say, “I’d like that.”

      Later, I take him to the house. Harper and I threw away the used condom wrappers, so it doesn’t look scandalous. I grin at the thought. Of course, some might say sleeping with three men in a row is the very definition of scandalous.

      Noah asks, “Can I kiss you?”

      Our of all of the guys, Noah is the shyest. But, there are moments when he looks at me and I know he desires me.

      I say, “Yes. I’d like that very much.”

      His mouth covers mine and I’m surprised at the intensity. We kiss until we’re both breathless.

      He says, “I thought for sure that you were going to end it with me.”

      “Why would you think that?”

      “Because I have a hard time showing people how I feel.”

      I reply, “I do, too.”

      “But I want you to know that I like you. A lot.”

      I say. “I know. I can tell.”

      At his look, I reach between us, stroking his cock. He blushes.

      “I haven’t been this horny since I was a kid.” He admits.

      I grin. “I can relate.”

      “Nikki, would it be okay if we take things slow?”

      I nod. “Of course, Noah.”

      “Maybe we can start out with some oral sex?”

      My pussy clenches at the thought. “I’d like that very much.”

      He leads me to the bed and undresses me, taking his time. It makes me feel so desired. When he undresses, I’m surprised. Noah’s cock might be the biggest I’ve seen before. By the time he goes between my legs, I’m drenched with desire. And the thought of returning the favor for him keeps me aroused until I scream out his name.

      

      The sky is dark by the time Noah and I return to camp. Jeff and Rocco come over, grins on their faces.

      “We have a proposition.”

      “Yes?”

      Rocco takes my hand into his. “Spend the night with us. Both of us.”

      Jeff adds, “Only if you want, of course.”

      I feel warm all over. You’d think I’d be sexually fulfilled at the point, but I want Rocco and Jeff so much.

      I nod. “I’d like that.”

      We go back to the house. Jeff and Rocco have me naked before we get to the bedroom. Their clothes come off just as fast.

      “How does this work?” I ask.

      Jeff grins. “Well, there are a few ways. Rocco can pleasure you while we fuck. You can suck off Rocco while I fuck you. Or… you can take one of us in the ass while the other fucks your pussy.”

      Each scenario turns me on even more.

      “Which is your favorite?” I ask.

      Jeff and Rocco exchange a look.

      Rocco answers, “Double penetration feels the best, but we’ll do whichever you want.”

      I kiss him. “Let’s start with that and then do the other positions, too.”

      He lets out a whoop. “Hell yeah.”

      I let them take the lead, falling into a spiral of pleasure. By the time the sun comes up we have indeed checked every position off their list. I ache, but in a most delicious way. Jeff and Rocco hug each side of me, wrapping me in warmth. I leave the bed, wrapping myself in a blanket, and go outside. I’m surprised to find a pan with water. There are fresh footprints on the dewy ground. I follow them and find Dave.

      “Hey.” He turns and I go on. “Thanks for the water.”

      He grins. “Thought you’d want to clean up a bit.”

      “That was very thoughtful.”

      He comes up to me, kissing me. “How do you feel?”

      His eyes search mine and my heart melts a little.

      “Happy. Sexually satisfied.”

      “That’s how I feel, too.”

      We grin at each other.

      He says, “I better get back. Don’t want anyone to think something bad happened.”

      I watch him leave. I’m not sure how I became so lucky to have five guys who care for me this much.

      Jeff comes outside, wrapping his arms around me. “You okay?”

      “Yes. Let’s get inside. I have something I want to try before we head back.”

      “I like the sound of that!”

      Hand-in-hand, we make our way back to the little house that changed my life.

      

      Rule 10: Sharing is caring.

      Nikki’s note: Obviously, I’m talking about sex here. Two guys at once. Hello! I recommend trying it at least once.
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      We spend three days in the little town. Another horde moves through, making it too dangerous to travel. Dave and I stand together at a ridge, looking down at the biters. The scent of death fills the air and makes bile creep up my throat.

      “There has to be at least a hundred of them,” Dave says, handing me the binoculars.

      The majority of the horde has passed, but we decided we won’t leave until they’re a few miles out. One wrong move and they might come back our way.

      I reply, “Wonder what sent them this way?”

      Usually hordes don’t change paths unless there’s a storm or loud sounds.

      “There’s no telling. We should get back and let the others know.”

      This is the third watch I’ve been on. We’re going in groups of two now and it feels great to finally be treated as an equal. Dave takes my hand as we make our way back to the house. We decided it was safer to be there than to camp outside in the open. Rocco and Jeff are on the porch, playing cards.

      “Well?” Rocco calls out.

      “Still too close. We can probably leave tomorrow, if their path holds,” Dave answers.

      I go inside to see if Harper needs help making dinner. It’s strange how things have changed in the past few days. I’ve let each of them into my heart and there’s no going back.

      Harper stirs a soup. “That rabbit was all bones. Didn’t get much off it.”

      I lift the spoon and try some. “Tastes good to me.”

      “Has the horde moved on?”

      I shake my head. “Still too close.”

      Noah comes in, planting a kiss on my cheek. I smile back at him as he sits at the table, scribbling in the notebook I found him. When dinner is ready, we all sit together.

      Dave says, “I still think we’ll be able to head out tomorrow.”

      Jeff asks, “Still want to go to Texas?”

      A look flashes across Dave’s face, but is quickly replaced with a neutral one. “I do. Everyone okay with that?”

      We all nod.

      “Good. Let’s get some rest. Nikki and I will take the first watch.”

      As Dave and I walk around, I try to figure out what’s bothering him. Any time Texas is mentioned he gets weird, but he won’t talk about it. I’m starting to think he’s holding something back.

      He asks, “Everything okay?”

      “I was just about to ask you the same thing.”

      “Me? Why?”

      “You seemed weird when Jeff asked if you still wanted to go to Texas. Just wondering if there’s something else going on?”

      I swear, I can see the wall going up around him.

      “Nope. Nothing else going on.”

      He’s quiet for the rest of the night. Our shift is over as the moon climbs high into the sky. Rocco and Jeff take the next watch and Dave and I go to sleep.

      The next morning we finally leave the town, heading toward the state line. With each mile that passes Dave becomes more intense and is quick to lose his temper over small things, like Noah not folding a sleeping bag the right way. It reminds me so much of how he was when we first met. I used to think it was because he was a dick, but I know now that he’s acting like this because something is bothering him.

      We stop for the night and the guys hop out of the truck as fast as they can. Dave stays behind the wheel, not moving. I climb into the front seat and touch his arm.

      “Hey.”

      He looks at me, as if he didn’t even know I was there. “Hey.”

      “What’s going on?”

      He shakes his head. “Nothing.”

      “Come on, Dave. You’ve been in a mood since we left Joplin. Something is wrong.”

      He gets out of the truck without saying a word. I know if I push him, he’ll shut down even more. Whatever this is he needs to figure out on his own.
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      Cursing, I walk away from everyone. Rocco flips me the bird and mutters something under his breath. Can’t say that I blame him. I’ve been a real dick to them since we left that morning.

      It’s because I can’t keep lying to them, especially Nikki.

      A tree branch breaks behind me. Turning, I find Jeff.

      He says, “In another time, I would bring you a beer right now.”

      I groan. “That would definitely help.”

      “What’s going on, man? Nik said she tried talking to you, but you blew her off.”

      I sigh and stare off into the distance. “It’s complicated.”

      “Doesn’t have to be. Just be honest.” He pauses. “Does this have anything to do with Oklahoma?”

      I nod once.

      “Thought as much.”

      He walks away leaving me to think. If I tell them the truth, there’s a chance they won’t want to come with me. It’s a crazy plan, really. A needle in the haystack. I’m not even sure the person I’m looking for will still be there. But, it’s something I have to do. It was the last thing my old man ever asked of me.

      Cursing again, I go back to the others. They’re sharing some kind of canned food, right from the can. Their conversation goes silent when I approach.

      Noah says to me, “Did some scouting. There’s a hoard a few miles out. We shouldn’t stay here too long.”

      “You’re probably right.” I clear my throat. “I’d like to talk to everyone before we get back on the road.”

      Rocco groans. “Dude, if this is about the gas, I already told you that it’s not my fault we’re running low. How was I supposed to know that the other can was on the ground when we left?”

      He’s referring to the incident that I chewed him out for earlier.

      “No, it’s not that.” I exhale. “When I told everyone I thought we should head to Texas I wasn’t completely honest.”

      This time Rocco rolls his eyes. “We all guessed as much.”

      Nikki says, “I’m not sure I follow. What’s in Texas that you weren’t honest about?” Her expression is guarded.

      “It’s not Texas. It’s Oklahoma. And that’s the last known place that my brother was. He worked at a hospital in Oklahoma City.”

      Nikki’s eyes are wide. “Oh.”

      “The last letter I got from my dad said that he wanted me to reconnect with Eli. It was his final wish before he died.” My eyes mist over as I finish speaking.

      I have a lot of regrets in my life, but not seeing my dad before he passed is at the top of the list. I don’t want not looking for Eli to be another regret.

      Noah asks, “Are you saying there’s nothing in Texas?”

      His eyes are wide and he looks a little green. Can’t say that I blame him.

      “I’m not saying that. I believe Texas is still a good option. The weather is mild compared to what we’ve faced before. And there’s spacious land that we can possibly farm.”

      Harper snorts. “But that’s not what you’re saying, Dave. You want to go to Oklahoma. What happens after that? What is your plan if you find your brother? If you don’t?”

      I’ve never let myself think of the possibility of actually finding him. It gives me hope and scares me at the same time. Eli and I always butted heads because we were so different. Would the apocalypse make that gap even wider or bring us together? If he’s not there, the answer is simple. Continue to Texas like nothing ever happened.

      I answer the best I can. “I’m not sure, Harper. We’ll have to cross that bridge when we get to it. I will understand if you all choose not to come with me. Hell, I know what I’m asking.”

      They’re all silent as they look at me. I know I’m asking so damn much of them.

      Jeff turns to me. “How can you be sure he’s still there? It’s been almost three years since you got that letter. What if he’s moved on?”

      “I don’t know, but I have to try.” I look at the group. “As I’ve said before, you don’t have to come with me, but this is something I have to do.”

      Because there’s not much left in this fucking world. And I might not ever be this close to Oklahoma again.

      Nikki takes my hand. “I’m in.”

      The rest of the men exchange looks. I know that they’re silently debating their next move.

      Harper says, “Maybe it’ll be warmer in Oklahoma.”

      “Don’t count on it,” Rocco replies. “But maybe there will be wild game to hunt.”

      Noah says, “I’ve never been to Oklahoma before. Guess I can check it off my list.”

      Jeff slaps my shoulder. “I’m in, too. Can’t leave you out there all alone. You’d never make it.”

      I grin back at him. “Thanks, man.”

      I mean it, too. These men are family. I can’t imagine doing this without them.

      Rocco gets the atlas from the truck. “Where at in Oklahoma City?”

      “On the south side, close to Newcastle.”

      Rocco studies the map. “It’s a straight shot if we follow I-44. If we find a couple more cans of gas I think we can make it.”

      Noah asks, “What about looking for a car? Might be better on gas.”

      We’d passed an old car lot a few miles back. The guys and I exchange a look.

      “Let’s go.”
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      I grin as the car roars to life.

      Jeff says, “I can’t believe no one took it. Or any of the others here.”

      I try not to think about the sign painted on the side of the building. Someone took extremes to warn people to stay away from this lot. Hopefully we’re not walking into some kind of trap.

      Rocco closes the trunk and says, “Got the last of our canned food inside as well as three containers of gas. If this baby gets good mileage then I think we’ll make it to Oklahoma City.”

      I glance back at the truck from Warren Adams’ garage. “Sure going to miss the truck.”

      Noah puts his arm around my shoulder. “Me, too.”

      Dave says, “I say we hit the road. No sense in wasting time. We can stop after we get into Oklahoma.”

      His excitement is obvious.

      I ask, “Are you sure we shouldn’t stay here tonight?” At his look I go on, “I’m not being sexual. Might be a good idea to get a good night’s sleep before we make the journey.”

      “I think we can reach Oklahoma City by tomorrow if our luck holds out.” His expression falters. “If everyone is sure they want to go. I’d understand if you didn’t.”

      I reply, “I want to go.”

      Harper says, “Let’s at least eat before we leave. There’s some bottled waters in the office that haven’t been opened.”

      Dave nods. “Fine. We’ll leave after we eat.”

      He walks off and Rocco sighs.

      “I knew when he mentioned Texas that this was his plan.”

      Harper chuckles. “We all did, man.”

      “Why didn’t you call him on it if you knew?” I ask.

      Harper replies, “Dave doesn’t open up much, as I’m sure you’ve noticed. When he got that letter from his old man he wanted to go to Oklahoma right away. Even put in for a temporary leave. But then the outbreak started.”

      Jeff says, “I thought he’d was going to leave us, but I guess he changed his mind when you came along.”

      I frown. “I hope he didn’t miss finding his brother because of me.”

      “Don’t beat yourself up,” Rocco says. “They hadn’t been close for a while.”

      I’m not sure if that makes me feel better or not.

      Noah says, “Well, at least you all knew what was going on. I really thought we were going to Texas because it’s a good option.”

      Jeff replies, “It is a good option. Just not sure what’s going to happen if his brother is actually in Oklahoma.”

      “Well, if he’s still in Oklahoma, then maybe that means he’s settled somewhere that we can stay, too.” I sigh. “That would be nice.”

      Jeff and Rocco exchange a look.

      “What?”

      Rocco answers, “We might not be welcomed there. Their old man used to pit them against each other.”

      “Guess we’ll find out.”

      Dave comes from the building carrying the case of water. He opens it and tosses us each a bottle.

      To Harper, he says, “Better start cooking. Otherwise this is it.”

      Harper shoots me a look before going to the trunk to get some food. I go to Dave’s side, wrapping my arms around his waist.

      “Want to take a walk?”

      He grins. “A walk or a walk?”

      “Maybe both, if you’re lucky.”

      We make our way around the parking lot. Dave stops at one of the luxury SUVs and opens the door to the backseat.

      “Ever fuck in an SUV?”

      I climb in and reply, “No, but I’ve had sex in a Charger before.”

      He groans and follows me inside.

      “Did you really bring me out here to get into my pants?”

      I laugh. “Maybe.” Leaning over, I kiss him before saying, “I mainly wanted to let the guys have a break from your bossy mood.”

      “So you think I’m bossy, eh?” He grins. “Want me to show you how bossy I can be?”

      My skin warms and I nod. “Yeah. I do.”

      He says, “Get on your knees.”

      I do as he says, getting onto the floorboard. He unzips his pants, freeing his cock. The purple tip glistens with his arousal and I lean forward, tasting him.

      He moans. “Fuck. Nikki.”

      I smile. “Hope that was okay.”

      “It was. In fact, I insist you do it again.”

      His legs spread wider and I put my hands on his thighs, moving closer to him. Leaning forward, I kiss the head of his cock and swirl my tongue around the crown. He moans in approval.

      “I like when you take charge,” I admit. “It turns me on.”

      He looks down at me. “I’ll have to remember that.”

      I close my lips around the tip of his cock again. Air hisses through his teeth and his fingers work their way through my hair. I moan against his sensitive flesh.

      “You taste so good.”

      Opening my lips I take more of him into my mouth, bobbing my head back and forth.

      “Fuck. Nikki. Suck me like that.”

      With one hand, I cup his balls and massage them while I fuck his cock with my mouth. When he thrusts against me, I smile. His grasp in my hair tightens as he slips further down my throat. His cock is so big that I have to work my throat around him.

      “Fuck. You’re so fucking perfect.”

      Pulling back, I lap the underside of his cock, never breaking eye contact. When I move my head again there is no doubt that he’s touching the back of my throat.

      “Nikki.” His stomach flexes. “I’m about to come.”

      I moan against him. I want him to fill my mouth with his seed. He cries out, holding my head into place as he shatters. My throat works around him, swallowing until he’s spent.

      He looks down at me with lust-filled eyes. “Fuck me, Nikki.”

      I grin. “Is that a command?”

      “Give me a minute to recover and you can bet your life it’s one.”

      He pulls me into his lap, kissing me. When he moans, I feel a jolt in my core.

      “I can taste myself on you.” He says as his fingers lace through my hair again.

      I say, “I’m so turned on right now, Dave.”

      His cock stirs between us and I grin.

      “Already?”

      He says, “Take off your pants. I’m ready to thank you.”

      I do as he says, which isn’t easy in the back of the SUV. He puts on a condom while I kick my pants to the side. Climbing back into his lap, I settle onto his cock. Slowly, I move. I’m so aroused that my pussy glides up and down the length of his cock. He meets me in slow thrusts, letting me use his body to pleasure myself. When he reaches between us and toys with my clit my pace increases.

      I gasp as pressure builds in my lower stomach. I’m so close! His thrusts become short and shallow, pushing me closer to the edge.

      “Dave! Yes! Like that,” I moan as I bounce up and down on him.

      My breast jiggle from the force. Suddenly, my inner muscles clamp down on him as I shatter. My throaty cries fill the interior of the SUV. He lets out a grunt and comes, too.

      “God. Dave. That was amazing.”

      He grins. “Agreed.”

      Reluctantly, I pull myself from his lap and reach for my pants.

      “We should get back. The others are going to wonder where we are.”

      When we get outside, he kisses me. “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “For helping me get my mind off Oklahoma. I know I’ve been a dick.”

      “There’s no need to thank me.” I wiggle my eyebrows. “But, if you want to, we can do that anytime.”

      He laughs. “I’ll remember that.”

      We go back to the others. Harper is dishing out stew and hands us our bowls.

      Dave says, “This is our last meal in Missouri.”

      I reply, “Hopefully our next dinner is in Oklahoma, with your brother.”

      He doesn’t comment. Instead, we all eat in silence. I can’t help but wonder if we’re doing the right thing. Sighing, I shove the feeling aside. In the end, thoughts like that don’t do any good.

      

      Rule 11: Don’t dwell on bad things.
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      After we eat, we pack the rest of the water bottles and get into the car. Nikki and Noah sit in the front while Harper, Jeff, and Rocco sit in the back. The car isn’t as spacious as the truck, but it’ll have to do. Plus, it’s nice having Nikki pressed to my side.

      Noah reaches out and scans the radio, searching for a live station. When he doesn’t find one, he pulls a CD from his backpack. Thankfully it’s not one of his Broadway tunes. They’re catchy, but get old after a while.

      Nikki leans her head on me. After our quickie in the SUV I feared she’d have regrets. If I’m being honest, I have those fears because I don’t know what I’ll do if she decides she doesn’t want me in that way.

      Rocco’s snores fill the car and Noah turns the volume up in response.

      Nikki asks, “Think we’ll ever hear anything on the radio again?”

      Jeff leans forward and replies, “Not in the way we’re used to. I’m sure people will eventually figure out how to use the towers to communicate with each other.”

      “You can do that?” Nikki asks in surprise.

      “Sure can. If you know what you’re doing.”

      She grins. “Let me guess. That was your specialty in the military.”

      He nods. “I was intelligence. Not to brag, but I was pretty damn good at my job, too. Had to learn how to manipulate radio frequencies.”

      She asks me, “What was yours?”

      “Sharpshooter and fearless leader.”

      “Oh. That’s hot.”

      Noah says, “My specialty was scuba diving, though I mentioned being a mechanic, too.”

      Harper adds, “I was a HALO jumpmaster and Rocco was a medic. Basically, I did high altitude jumps and Rocco fixed me up when I got hurt.”

      Nikki grins. “Dang. This makes you all like ten times sexier.”

      We spend the next few hours telling her stories from our deployments. She laughs until tears stream down her cheeks. When we cross into Oklahoma, everyone lets out a cheer that wakes Rocco up.

      “You all need a hobby,” he grumbles.

      Nikki replies, “Heard you had an interesting hobby, Mr. Medic.”

      He groans this time. “What in the fuck were you telling my girl?”

      This makes everyone laugh and Rocco tries in vain to explain himself.

      Soon, we pass what’s left of the old McDonalds in Vinita. Growing up, this fast food joint was a highlight on family road trips to Missouri. Now, one side has collapsed, blocking the south bound lane of the highway. Luckily, we’re able to cross over to the other lane. The giant M swings haphazardly, as if it’ll go at any minute. I’d rather not be around when it does.

      Rocco moans. “Man, I sure miss burgers from there.”

      I grin. “But now you have such fun food options. Squirrels. Rodents. Bet Harper could make a nice burger for you out of those.”

      He rolls his eyes. “Fuck off.”

      Harper replies, “I can give it a try. Might not be too bad.”

      We all laugh and talk about what else we miss, food wise.

      We’re maybe one hundred feet from the restaurant when something explodes on the side of the road, sending debris and smoke into the air. I swerve and Nikki slams against me.

      I tell her, “Get on the floorboard.”

      She ducks down as I slow the car to a stop. The guys get their guns out as we scan the area. Nothing seems out of place, but something set off the explosion.

      “Think we drove over a wire?” Jeff asks.

      “Negative.” I’m certain someone is out there, watching us. My skin crawls. “Everyone keep your eyes open. The smoke is clearing.”

      Rocco and Harper get out, guns aimed at the area where the explosion went off. In the distance, something moves.

      Noah whispers, “What are they wearing?”

      I’ve never seen anything like it. Several men make their way toward us, dressed in what can only be described as Mad Max costumes. Leather. Facial paint. Respirators that have been sprayed silver and gold. They even have dune buggies and trucks decked out with makeshift metal armor. It’s fucking ridiculous. And yet, my guard is up. These men are up to no good.

      One of the men gets out of his dune buggy and waves his hands at us, though he’s still fifty feet away. “We mean you no harm, brother.”

      “Yeah?” Harper asks. “Then why did you blow up that car when we drove by?”

      “That’s merely a way to ask you to turn around and go where you came from. We don’t want strangers around here.”

      Harper replies, “We’re passing through, friend.”

      “I am no friend of yours and you are no friend of mine. Turn around and we’ll shall forget this happened. Continue your path and face our wrath.”

      Harper turns, squatting down so I can see him. “Well?”

      I weigh my options. The nights are getting cooler and I have this funny feeling it’s going to be a bad winter. Changing our course now might fuck us over in the long run. I glance at Nikki. I’m not going to do anything that will put her in jeopardy.

      “This is the fastest route to Oklahoma City.” I say. “But, it might not be a bad idea to find a different route.”

      “Fuck them. They’re just a bunch of wannabe weirdos. I say we go.”

      Jeff adds, “Two of their men aren’t even holding their guns the right way.”

      I’d noticed that as well, but it could be a trap. I mean, what idiot would handle a weapon that way?

      Nikki asks, “What are you thinking?”

      A sigh leaves my mouth. “I say let’s vote. All in favor of staying our course?”

      Rocco, Harper, Jeff, and Noah lift theirs hands. Nikki is the only one who doesn’t.

      Jeff says, “They’re a bunch of nuts. When we pass, I’m sure they’ll wait for the next group to come through and give them hell, too.”

      “We’ve taken on bigger numbers,” Rocco adds. “These freaks just want to fuck with us.”

      Nikki shakes her head. “I say we turn around. So what if it adds time to our journey.”

      “We don’t have enough fuel to turn around,” Rocco replies. “We’ll end up on foot before we get to Kansas.”

      I glance out the window. The man is staring at us, arms crossed over his chest, waiting on our answer.

      “Noah? Harper? What are your thoughts?”

      Noah glances at Nikki before saying, “I think we should drive through.”

      Harper nods. “I agree with the kid. Let’s go.”

      Five of my men are saying go, but the doubt on Nikki’s face is giving me pause.

      “Nikki, we’ll be okay. I promise.”

      Nikki says in a low tone, “I just want to get somewhere safe, but this clearly goes against rule number 1.”

      She’d mentioned her rules before, so I’m curious.

      My eyebrows lift. “And that is?”

      “Trust your gut.”

      I’m not sure this is the right path for safety, but the group has voted, so I can’t argue. If I were to be honest, my gut is telling me this group is bad, but this path is the fastest way to Oklahoma City.

      I lie. “My gut says this is going to all work out.” I say to Harper, “Get Rocco and get in the car. We’re going to floor it.”

      Harper whistles three times, getting Rocco’s attention.

      The man nearest to us calls out, “I hope that you have chosen wisely, friend.”

      Me, too.

      Harper and Rocco slip into the backseat.

      The men outside move closer and I can see just how outnumbered we are. Cursing, I throw the car into gear and floor it. The tires screech as we take off. For a moment, nothing happens.

      Noah yells out as another explosion is set off in front of us. Swerving, I miss the debris hitting the ground with loud thuds.

      Jeff says, “Fuck! That sounded like a shrapnel shell.”

      This is fucking bad.

      Harper curses. “God damn it, Dave. They’re gaining on us.”

      I see them in the mirror. They have the advantage on us. They know where their hidden traps are and we have no fucking idea.

      I say to Nikki, “Get up here. If we stop, get out of the car, run and don’t look back.”

      Her eyes are wide as she does what I say. I mean it. If shit hits the fan then I want to know she’s safe, or at least has a running chance. Rocco hands her a pistol and she takes it. I can’t help but notice the tremor on her hand. But there’s not a fucking thing I can do to reassure her.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Nikki

      

      

      One of the other cars gets close to us. The men inside hold guns up and act like they’re going to shoot. There’re another explosion and I cry out as Dave swerves.

      We’ve made a mistake by not turning around.

      I know it.

      The guys know it.

      They should have listened to me.

      A motorcycle pulls out ahead of us on the road. The man does a wheelie and then speeds off. It’s all for show, but my gut is telling me this is just a game to them. And we’re the prey.

      Dave grips the steering wheel so tight that his knuckles are white and veins are popping in his arm. I don’t know how long we’ve been driving at this point, but it feels like forever. In reality, it could only be minutes.

      “See anything?” Harper asks.

      “I can’t see shit,” Dave replies.

      The sun set a few hours ago. Every time we think we’re safe, another explosion goes off. It’s like those men are guiding our path and we have no control over where we end up. And each time they get a little closer, toying with us.

      Rocco leans forward. “How much gas do we have?”

      Dave doesn’t answer, so I look. When I see the gauge, I feel ill.

      “It’s on empty.”

      “How long, Dave?”

      He spits out, “About fifty miles.”

      As if to prove his point, the car sputters.

      “Why didn’t you mention this before? When we were voting?”

      Dave’s mouth thins with displeasure. “Because I know what you would have said.”

      This pisses me off. “You should have told us! Dave, this is fucking bad!”

      Rocco says, “Pull over. I’ll hop out and fill the tank.”

      “I can’t pull over. If they’re out there, they’ll see the brake lights.”

      “So your plan was to drive until it’s out. That’s pretty fucking stupid, man.” Rocco sigh. “Stop. I’ll fill tank. Jeff can get out and break the lights so no one can see them.”

      Dave replies, “If they’re close, they’ll have the advantage on us.”

      Harper says, “They already do, man.”

      “Fine. I’ll pull over. Everyone get your guns ready.”

      I know this is the worst possible moment, but I say, “I need to pee, Dave.”

      If I wait any longer, I’m going to piss my pants – something I’d rather not do.

      Noah quickly adds, “I do, too.”

      “For fucks sake. Everyone better be back in this car in two minutes. Got it?”

      Dave slows until we’re stopped. Everyone hops out of the car. Noah, Harper, and I relieve ourselves while Jeff breaks the taillights and Rocco fills the tank with a can of gas. When Harper is finished taking a piss, he takes over the gas can so Rocco can pee. We don’t see anyone, but we hear their vehicles out in the dark.

      Dave stares down the highway, as if he expects the men to arrive at any minute.

      Nothing happens by the time we get back in the car. Dave starts the vehicle and we’re soon speeding down the highway. I start to think we’ve lost them when two trucks pull out in front of us, slamming on their brakes. Dave swerves to miss them as another explosion goes off. It’s so close that it shatters the back windows of our car. Noah reaches for my hand. All I can do is squeeze it back.

      Dave curses as we speed past the trucks. The men inside grin at us, but don’t follow. Their skin is covered in blood and it looks fresh. One holds a machete and licks the blade. A man in the back stands, holding the head of a female biter. Again, they’ve left it animated. I can’t help but notice that it has hair the same color as mine. It’s the most terrifying thing I’ve ever witnessed in my life.

      “They’re fucking toying with us.” Dave’s voice is ripe with tension.

      Jeff replies, “Dave, they have our number on this one. No matter what we do, they’re going to be two steps ahead.”

      “What in the fuck do you want me to do?”

      He says, “You’re not going to like what I say.”

      “Spit it out.”

      Jeff leans forward. “You’re exhausted, man. You’re not going to be able to make it to Oklahoma City. You need to let Nikki take over driving.”

      My eyes widen in surprise, but Jeff gives me a reassuring nod.

      “Have you lost your god damn mind?” Dave asks.

      Rocco speaks up. “I’m with Jeff. If we were on foot we would go as far as we could. When the time came to sleep, we would take shifts. That’s what we need to do now.”

      Harper adds, “It makes sense that Nikki is next, since she’s next to you. She can climb in your lap and you can slide out.”

      Though it’s dark, I see Dave’s jaw ticking.

      “Dave, they’re right. You must be exhausted. Please, let me drive.”

      He glances at me and I realize how fatigued he is.

      Sighing, he says, “Fine. I don’t like it, but you’re right.”

      I don’t reply. Instead, I maneuver myself into his lap. When I’m situated, he begins the slow process of pulling his legs back and taking my spot.

      Noah says, “We should rotate around. That way the middle seat is always ready to take over for the driver.”

      Cursing, Dave hauls himself into the backseat. There’s grumbles and commotion as Rocco climbs into the front.

      “The truck sure would have come in handy for this,” Rocco mutters.

      I hold the wheel steady, waiting for everyone to get in their new seats. A moment later I hear Dave’s heavy breathing as he sleeps.

      Jeff, who is behind me, says, “I don’t know how he was hanging on. We should have switched when we stopped to fill the gas tank.”

      “He’s used to being the leader,” I reply. “He just wants to make sure we’re all taken care of.”

      Jeff squeezes my shoulder. The car is silent as the guys in the backseat sleep. Noah, who is next to me, is alert, looking around.

      “I don’t see anything, but I know they’re out there.”

      I reply, “Don’t jinx us.”

      “I’m not trying to, but I can almost feel them watching us.”

      I know how he feels. Every once in a while, I think I catch a glimpse of something in the mirror.

      

      I drive for an hour before anything happens. There’s an explosion that wakes the ones who were sleeping. As the smoke clears, I see lights ahead and the road narrows, due to debris on both sides.

      “What do I do?” I’m thankful that my voice doesn’t waver.

      Dave replies, “We have to slow down. They’ve done this on purpose.”

      The car slows as we drive by the barricades. When we finally come out on the other side the man from before is standing on the side of the road, gun in hand. He motions for us to stop. He looks even more ominous bathed in the headlights behind him.

      I do as he demands, putting the car in park.

      He calls out, “Please step out of the vehicle. All of you. Leave your weapons inside.”

      We look to Dave for guidance. He nods.

      I shiver when I open the door. The air is so cold that I see little puffs when I exhale. What if this is my last moment on earth?

      The man says, “My name is Air. I am the second command in these parts.” He pauses. “You have made a grave mistake by coming to our territory.”

      I try not to let his words bother me. A grave mistake? How literal is he being?

      Dave says, “Air, we meant no harm. But we needed to get into Oklahoma and-”

      “You should have found another path. Now you must pay.”

      I ask, “What payment do you seek?”

      He eyes me until my skin crawls.

      “No need for fear, lady. We have enough mothers at our home. What we seek is your heads on pikes to show others that they cannot travel onto our land.” He grins, showing his missing teeth. “Submit to death now and be free.”

      Dave steps in front of me. “That’s not going to fucking happen.”

      “Many have paid the same price and are at rest now. Don’t you want the same fate?”

      Rocco answers, “Dude, I think you’re taking this whole thing too far.”

      “No. We aren’t. It is you who should have listened. We’ve warned you twice now. Next time we meet you will get the message.” Air goes on, “Just know that our reach is far. And you will not escape. This game has started because you didn’t listen.”

      “Game?” I ask.”

      Air grins at me. “Yes, lady. The game is simple. We hunt you until you’re all dead. You won’t know when death will come, though. No, where’s the fun in that?”

      He backs away from us until he reaches his dune buggy. With a wave, he drives off along with the two trucks beside him.

      When they are gone, I throw myself into Dave’s arms. He rubs my back and I realize I’m shaking.

      “What are we going to do?” I ask.

      Harper curses. “Did anyone notice the heads hanging on the back of his buggy? They were biter heads, still animated. There were six of them.”

      I gasp and Dave’s hold tightens around me.

      Noah says, “There were at least fifty vehicles out there, in the distance. No telling how many more we didn’t see.”

      Rocco rubs his chin. “Let’s be reasonable. He said their reach was far, but how far can it really be? It’s not like they own the entire state.”

      Dave tenses as he says, “They could. It’s been almost three years. If they took charge right away there’s no telling what they’re capable of.”

      The wind howls as it whips past us, reminding me of the song about Oklahoma. And then a snowflake lands on my cheek.

      Dave looks up, cursing. “You have got to be fucking kidding me.”

      Harper shakes his head. “There goes your theory about it not snowing in the south.”

      Dave doesn’t reply. Instead he goes to the trunk of the car, opening it.

      “We have two gas cans left. We know we’re outside of Tulsa now. If we fill the tank and gun it, I think we can reach Oklahoma City by morning.”

      Rocco replies, “Only if the turnpike is clear.”

      Jeff adds, “And the highway going through Oklahoma City.”

      “I know I’m asking a lot from everyone, but what choice do we have?”

      I say, “Then let’s get the fuck out of here.”

      Because I don’t want to stick around long enough to see if these fuckers are really playing a game with us.

      

      Rule 12: Pick your battles and know when to run.
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        Noah

      

      

      We fill the gas tank and are ready to go. This is it. Our last attempt to Oklahoma City.

      Rocco slaps my shoulder. “Think you can do this?”

      “I did transport in the Army, if you’ll recall.”

      “Big difference in practice runs and the real thing.” His face softens. “Look. I’m not trying to ride your dick. If you can handle this, cool. If not, hand the keys over.”

      I say, “Let’s go.”

      He nods and follows me to the car. The others are already waiting. Nikki smiles at me as she gets into the backseat. I try to calm my pounding heart. I can do this.

      Getting behind the wheel, I start the engine. It roars to life as I press the gas. Right away there’s a blast on the side of the road.

      Jeff, who is in the front now, says, “I think there’s a pattern to the explosions. Left side, middle, left, hard right.”

      I hadn’t noticed before. A mile down the road another one goes off. In the middle of the road.

      Jeff nods. “Next one should be left side.”

      I move the car to the right. Sure enough, the next blast is on the left side again.

      Dave says, “Good catch, Jeff.”

      Jeff replies, “Not sure if we should trust it, though. They might change it up on us.”

      Rocco shakes his head. “No, man. I get the feeling these freaks aren’t used to people who know how to fight back. I bet they keep the same pattern.”

      I grip the steering wheel as I move to the left. When we pass the next mile marker, an explosion goes off on the right side of the road.

      Harper lets out a cheer. “Fuck yeah! These pricks don’t know shit.”

      I say, “They’re using the mile marker signs, too. That must be how they’re setting them off. Look.”

      We pass another sign. A moment later there’s a blast on the left again.

      Dave slaps my shoulder. “Good eye, kid. This will help us outrun them. Floor it and don’t let up, even if there’s a biter on the road.”

      Running into biters in a vehicle is dangerous. Hell, that’s how we lost Avery, Joey, and Joseph. But, he’s right. Now that we’ve figured out the freak’s system we can beat them at their own game. But I can’t help to think about those we lost before.

      

      After leaving the hotel, we piled into Avery’s truck. We waited patiently for him to come back with their father. When he finally came out, he was alone.

      Joey asked, “Where’s Dad?”

      “He wouldn’t come. Said he would only hold us up.”

      The brothers exchanged a look that made me feel bad for them. How were they supposed to choose? Leave their father behind and come with us or stay.

      Dave said, “We need to go now. It sounds like it’s getting crazy out there.”

      Avery nodded his head and climbed into the driver’s seat of the truck. Joey and Joseph sat next to him. Nikki got into the backseat, leaving one seat next to her.

      Dave said, “Noah, you sit in the truck. We’ll get in the back.”

      I hated how his words made me feel dismissed, but I did as he said. Avery took off and we were soon traveling toward the base. But, the roads were so crowded that we weren’t making good time.

      Nikki said to me, “Think the base is going to be crowded?”

      I replied, “Shouldn’t be. They’ll have tents out front, but we’ll be able to go inside.”

      Avery glanced at me in the mirror. “What makes the five of you so special?”

      We were literally Special Ops, but I don’t tell him this.

      Instead, I said, “They’re going to want all the help they can get.”

      We drove until it was dark outside. Nikki leaned her head against the window as she fell asleep.

      Joseph asked, “Is she a solider, too?”

      I wasn’t sure how much I should tell them, so I lied. “Yes.”

      Joseph replied, “Damn. Should have enlisted. Juan always said it was the best time of his life.”

      “Juan? Your father?” I asked.

      “No, Juan Junior, our brother. He’s in Oklahoma now. Working as a cook or something.” Joseph smiled. “Maybe we’ll make it out to see him when this is all over.”

      I didn’t want to tell him that this thing might not ever be over. People didn’t like hearing stuff like that. Instead, I just nodded.

      When we left the city, the roads cleared out and we started making good time. And then it happened.

      Avery was looking at his brothers, laughing at a stupid joke when a group of biters walked in front of his truck. He swerved, but it was too late. The truck spun off the road, down a hill, crashing into a tree. Joseph wasn’t wearing a seatbelt and went right through the windshield. Avery and Joey jumped from the truck to check on their brother.

      They didn’t look around to make sure the area was cleared. One of the biters they’d hit was still moving even though it was pinned to the truck. When Joey went to inspect it, the biter sunk its teeth into his neck, ripping and tearing the flesh. That was the first time I’d seen a human killed by one of the monsters. It haunted me for a long time after.

      Avery went ballistic after that, smashing the head of the biter in with a rock. Nikki and I got out of the truck to make sure the guys were okay. Rocco and Dave had a few bumps and bruises, but were mostly okay.

      Avery suddenly screamed as Joseph came back as a zombie, biting his brother on the shoulder. The look in his eyes as he met my gaze was awful. He knew in that moment that he was going to die. Dave pulled his gun out, taking him down. It was then that I knew the world would never be the same again.

      Nikki cried into her hands, saying the same thing. I wanted to tell her that everything would be okay, but I couldn’t lie to her. Not when we all knew the truth. The world was fucked and there wasn’t a damn thing we could do to change it.

      

      Blinking, I swerve, missing the next explosion. Thankfully, there’s not a biter in sight as we drive. I can’t shake the bad feeling in my stomach, though.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Harper

      

      

      I take over driving as the sun rises. A light frost covers the grass and I shake my head at the sight. Dave sure fucked up on that one. Haven’t seen a hard frost like this since leaving Boston.

      Jeff, who is next to me, says, “Left.”

      I move the car to the right as the bomb goes off.

      I say, “It’s impressive they’re able to have access to this many explosive devices.”

      Dave, who is next to Jeff, answers, “Been thinking about that. I’m pretty sure there’s some kind of Army base around here. They must have raided it.”

      That makes sense, especially if one of their men is former military. They’d know what to look for.

      Jeff looks at the atlas. “Turnpike should be ending in fifty miles.”

      We’ve made good time throughout the night. Maybe it’s the lack of a full moon, but there weren’t many biters out, either. As if to prove me wrong, a group of biters steps onto the road. I pull to the left as another explosion goes off in the middle of the road.

      I say, “Those fuckers are going to draw a horde with all the noise they’re making.”

      Dave nods. “I was thinking the same thing.”

      Jeff, who is still looking at the atlas, says, “I have an idea.”

      “Never a good sign,” I quip back.

      “We know they’re still out there, tracking us. They’re going to expect us to follow the highway through the city as most people would, right? But,” he points at the page in front of him, “what if we take this other turnpike. It eventually gets us to same highway, just a bit north. Might be enough to get them off our trail.”

      Dave nods. “I’m good with that.”

      I say, “Once we’re in the clear we should stop and let everyone stretch their legs. Maybe even eat.”

      I can tell Dave doesn’t like the idea, but Nikki leans forward.

      “That would be heavenly.”

      Dave sighs. “Guess we’re stopping. But only when we’re off this turnpike.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Dave

      

      

      Everyone is in good spirits as we get back in the car. We’ve put most of our gas supply into the tank. Had a bite to eat. And there wasn’t a single explosion or sign of the other group. Maybe Jeff is right. Maybe they only anticipated us cutting through the downtown area and not coming this way.

      Nikki climbs into the front seat next to me. I know it’s Jeff’s turn to drive, but I need to be the one who leads the way to the hospital. They seem to get this and don’t object when I take the keys from Harper.

      I look at each person. “Thank you for doing this with me.”

      Rocco pretends to wipe his eyes. “He’s going to make me cry.”

      We all laugh and the mood feels lighter. We’re soon speeding down the turnpike, taking the exit that will lead us through Oklahoma City, toward the hospital. I’m smiling when everything goes to shit.

      There’s a loud pop and the car jerks to the left. I turn the wheel to the right, fighting for control on this single lane ramp. The tire makes a thumping sound as the tread falls off. And then the unmistakable sound of metal on pavement.

      “Did someone shoot our tire out?” Nikki asks. “I thought we lost them!”

      I thought we had, too. Fuck!

      Harper says, “Felt like we drove over something. Maybe stop sticks?”

      Ignoring them, I ask, “Rocco, was there a spare in the trunk?”

      Rocco’s face is pale in the mirror. “I took it out to make room for the gas cans. Besides, it was only a donut tire.”

      “Fuck!” I yell.

      Jeff says, “We have to stop, Dave. How close are we to the hospital?”

      “Thirty miles.”

      Which is too far for the car in this condition.

      Jeff says, “We’ll head out on foot. Might add a day or two, but we’re still ahead of them.”

      “We don’t know that for sure. Not anymore,” I reply.

      Rocco gets out to inspect the tire. He says, “It’s not a gunshot. Must have drove over something.”

      I know that’s not the case, though. Nothing happens by chance in this fucking world.

      “Everyone grab what you can. We need to put as much distance as possible between us and them. They’re out there, even if we can’t see them yet.”

      I lead the way from the highway onto a side street. The According to the atlas, this street runs north to south through the entire city. Everyone is quiet as we travel. When the sun begins to set, the temperature drops. There’s no way we can travel like this.

      I say to everyone, “There’s a housing addition ahead. Let’s find a spot and call it a night.”

      The relief on their faces hits me right in the gut. This is all because of me. I put them in this situation. What kind of leader am I?
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Nikki

      

      

      The first house we stop at ends up being where we decide to stay for the night. It has several escape routes. Three bedrooms with beds. And a few supplies that will be our meal for the night. I wish we could start a fire to take off the chill, but understand why that’s not possible.

      Dave stands at a window, looking out, as if he expects the other group to arrive at any minute. I wish I could console him, but I can’t. Instead, I go to the kitchen where Harper is cooking.

      He pulls me into his arms, kissing the top of my head. “How does this taste?”

      I try the concoction and nod. “Tastes good. What’s in it?”

      “Everything I could find.” He grins at me. “Old military trick. When in doubt, make a stew out of it.”

      “I approve.”

      I let him hold me while he cooks. When Noah comes into the kitchen, he kisses me on the cheek before sitting at the table. It’s still hard to believe that I have each of these men in my life. I smile to myself.

      Noah asks, “What’s that look for?”

      “Just thinking about how lucky I am.”

      Rocco leans against the counter. “How so?”

      “Because I get to date five of the sweetest men in this world.”

      Jeff and Dave come into the kitchen.

      Jeff grins. “Don’t go telling people how sweet we are. We have reputations to uphold.”

      “I mean it. I never thought I’d end up with anyone when the outbreak began. And now I have all of you.”

      Dave replies, “We’re the ones who are lucky, Nikki.”

      “I disagree.” I say. “We’re all lucky to have each other.”

      He nods. “Fair enough.”

      Harper comes to the table, serving up his soup. “Everyone enjoy. Might be the last hot meal we have for a while.”

      We eat in silence. When we’re finished, Rocco and Jeff say they’re going to scout the area for supplies.

      Rocco says, “With any luck we’ll find another vehicle. Or even a bicycle.”

      I snort at the last part.

      Dave replies, “Take the radios with you and stick to the shadows.”

      Rocco and Jeff nod as they leave. When they’re gone, Dave and I slip into a bedroom. We don’t make love, though. Instead, we bundle under the covers, holding onto each other.

      Dave kisses my temple. “Do you think we’ve made a mistake coming to Oklahoma?”

      “Of course not. How would we know there would be a group of psychos here?”

      “Touché.”

      I snuggle into his embrace. “How far is the hospital?”

      “Not far. We’ll definitely get there tomorrow.” His body tenses.

      “And how are you feeling about that?”

      “I’m not sure right now. Ask me after we get there.”

      “It’s okay to be nervous.”

      He sighs. “Nervous. Excited. Scared. Worried he’s not there. Worried he is.”

      “Why did you lose touch?”

      “Mostly because of my old man. He drove a wedge between us and put a lot on Eli’s shoulders. When Eli went off to college, he stopped coming around.” He pauses. “I haven’t talked about this in a while, but I used to live in Oklahoma City when I was a kid. When my parents split I would come back to visit.”

      I’m surprised at this. “When was the last time you were here?”

      “Probably fifteen years ago, right before I turned sixteen. Went camping with Eli and my dad in the Wichita Mountains.” He smiles at the memory. “Best time I’ve ever spent with the two of them.”

      I reply, “I’m glad you were at least able to do that.”

      He shoots me a smile that makes my pulse pound. “How did I end up so lucky to have you in my life?”

      I kiss him. “As I said earlier, it’s mutual.”

      We fall asleep in each other’s arms. It’s the best night’s sleep I’ve had in a while. When Harper wakes us the next morning, I know that nothing good ever lasts in the apocalypse.

      Dave asks, “What is it?”

      His eyes are wide as he says, “Rocco’s missing.”

      

      Rule 13: The other shoe always drops.
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      “Rocco’s missing.”

      Nikki sits up in bed. “Are you sure?”

      Harper nods. “Jeff came back a bit ago. Said they went to search an old grocery store. He couldn’t find Rocco when he was finished and he’s not answering the radio.”

      We get out of bed and make our way to the kitchen, where Jeff and Noah stand.

      Jeff says to me, “This isn’t like him, Dave. Something happened.”

      I know this, too. Rocco might be a lot of things, but reckless isn’t one of them.

      I ask, “Did you sweep the area?”

      “Twice. A group of biters started following me. It was too many to handle on my own, so I came back, hoping he was here.”

      Fuck. This isn’t good.

      Jeff goes on, “Nothing was out of place in the store. You could tell it hadn’t been touched in a while. I thought he might have gone to another building in the same shopping strip, but didn’t find any signs of him.” He shakes his head. “It’s like he fucking vanished.”

      Noah asks, “Were there any vehicles? Maybe he was able to get one started.”

      “And leave me? No. That’s not what happened.” Jeff runs his fingers through his hair. “What if the other group caught up to us?”

      There’s no way that’s possible.

      Except, it’s the only thing that makes sense.

      I grab the radio on the table. “Rocco, do you copy?”

      There’s static on the radio, but no answer. I meet Nikki’s gaze, which is as worried as I feel.

      “Dave, we need to go after him.”

      “No can do. We have a plan and we need to stick to it.”

      It’s a dick move, but I’m running scared now. We’re so close to the hospital. I need to find out if Eli is there. Especially when we don’t know how close Air’s group is to catching up to us, if they haven’t already.

      She touches my arm. “He’s family. We can’t leave him out there.”

      Noah nods. “She’s right.”

      I know she’s right, but it’s too dangerous.

      Harper stands. “He volunteered to save our asses. If something happened to him then we need to know.”

      “I hear what you’re all saying, but you’re forgetting one thing.” I pause. “The group that’s following us.”

      Harper replies, “Even more reason to get our asses out there. Now.”

      Jeff puts his coat on. “I can’t believe we’re debating this, Dave.”

      “Don’t act like I’m not worried about Rocco. We have to be smart about this. What if they have him? Then what? We already know there are more of them than us.”

      Noah says, “What if four of us go out, splitting up into two groups while one person stays behind. We can take the last two radios and search the area. Make sure he’s not right on our doorstep before we freak out.”

      I pat him on the back. “Good thinking.”

      Nikki asks, “Who’s going to stay behind?”

      Everyone stares at her, as if it had been obvious that she wouldn’t be going.

      Her arms cross her chest. “Fuck you all. We’re doing this the fair way.”

      I say, “Nikki, we’re all trained soldiers. This is what we do.”

      “That might be true, but I’m certified in first aide and, more importantly, I love him. So, don’t sit there and look at me like it’s already assumed who is going to look for him!”

      Noah asks, “Rock, paper, scissors?”

      “No. We’ll draw branches.” She grabs five twigs and turns her back to us as she breaks them.

      I don’t like this one bit, but I know better than to fight her.

      She turns and says, “Whoever draws the short stick is staying behind. No if, ands, or buts. Got it?”

      We nod. Jeff draws first and smiles, holding up his branch. Noah is next. Then Harper. Fuck me.

      Nikki says, “It’s down to you, Dave.”

      I look at the two branches in her fist, trying to gauge which one is the short one. They both look the fucking same. Glaring, I pick one. And draw the short stick.

      Nikki kisses me and says, “We’ll hurry.”

      Harper winks at me before following Nikki. I don’t like this one fucking bit. But what choice do I have?
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      I feel bad for leaving Dave behind, but not bad enough to volunteer to stay. Not when Rocco is out there, alone, possibly hurt. Harper takes my hand into his big one, warming my cool skin.

      He says, “Smells like winter. Bet we get snow tonight.”

      “It’s kind of early for that, isn’t it?”

      He shrugs. “Mother Nature doesn’t give a damn about us.”

      We’re silent as we make our way through the brush. It’s crazy how different Oklahoma is than the other places we’ve been.

      Harper pulls out the radio. “Rocco, do you copy?”

      There’s no reply from him.

      “Guys, we’re picking you up loud and clear,” Noah says.

      He and Jeff went in the opposite direction than us.

      “Any tracks where you’re at?” Harper asks.

      “Nothing fresh. What about you?”

      Harper glances down. “Nothing here. We’re moving east.”

      He slips the radio into his pocket, taking my hand again. I love that this gentle giant feels comfortable touching me now.

      I squeeze his hand. “We’re going to find him.”

      “Hope so. I’ve had a bad feeling since we got to Oklahoma.”

      We search the back side of the shopping mall. There’s a wooded area behind it. My skin prickles, as if I’m being watched.

      “Harper, I think someone is out there.”

      His hand moves to his gun. “Just thinking the same thing. Get behind me.”

      I do as he says. His entire body is tense as he looks around. Finally, he lifts the radio.

      “What’s your location?”

      “Rounding our way back. Status?”

      “The trees have eyes.”

      “Copy that. We hear birds.”

      Harper nods to himself and puts the radio in his pocket.

      “What in the heck was that about?” I whisper.

      “Letting them know our thoughts. Noah is going to gain some altitude to see if he sees anything.”

      Nothing happens for a moment. When Jeff comes around the building, joining us I become worried.

      “Where’s Noah?”

      Jeff nods his head toward the building. Noah is on the top, looking through binoculars into the woods. He climbs down a moment later.

      “How many did you see?” Harper asks.

      “Saw a dune buggy driving away. There’s something out there, though. Couldn’t make it out.”

      “Was it a biter?” I ask.

      Noah replies, “I’m not sure. Only one way to find out.”

      I don’t like this. Not one fucking bit. But he’s right. There’s only one way for us to know what’s out there.

      Harper says, “We go in twos. Nikki and I will take the east. You two go to the west. We’ll meet by the object. If it goes south, fire twice and then save yourself. We’ll meet up at the house.”

      My heart is pounding. The guys don’t seem as worried, but they’re used to shit like this. I pull my gun out and ready it, following Harper. Our feet crunch on the leaves as we walk.

      Harper says in a low tone, “They’ve been through here. See the tire marks?”

      Glancing down, I see the tracks in the mud. There’s also footprints. And blood.

      “Harper.”

      He says, “I know. I see.”

      I begin to shake as fearful images build in my mind. What if those people had got him? What if-

      Harper touches my arm. “Don’t think like that, Nikki. We don’t know what’s happened. There’s no sense in jumping to conclusions.”

      It’s hard not to. Nodding, I follow him through the brush and trees. Ahead, I see something on the ground. I take off running as Harper calls out to me.

      “Nikki! Stop! It could be a trap!”

      As I get closer I begin to panic. There’s so much blood everywhere. And then I see him. Rushing forward, I drop to Rocco’s side. He’s so still. I worry that I’m too late. Reaching out, I touch his face.

      He moans as his eyes flutter open. “Get out of here while you can!”

      “Oh thank god. I thought-” I can’t even finish my sentence.

      Harper reaches us. “Can you walk?”

      “Negative. They shot me in the leg. Can’t get the bleeding to stop, either.”

      I notice how pale he is. How his lips have a blue tint.

      “How long have you been out here?”

      He replies, “Too long. They’re out here, toying with me. We need to get out of here. Now.”

      Harper pulls the radio from his pocket. “Guys, we need to exit. Pronto.”

      Noah comes back. “We have you in our sights. All clear behind you.”

      Harper says to me, “Get on the other side of Rocco.”

      He tugs Rocco to his feet. Rocco sways and I think he’s going to pass out for a moment. I go to the other side and put Rocco’s arm around my shoulder. He leans heavily on me.

      Harper says, “I know you’ve given all you can, man, but I need you to push through. When we get to the others, we can carry you. But this part is on you.”

      Rocco simply moans. We go as fast as we can, which gets harder with each step that we take. Rocco faints twice, making us tug him between us. We’re both panting by the time we get out of the woods. Jeff and Noah rush toward us, grabbing Rocco’s legs. We move down the street, being as alert as we can.

      Jeff says, “Saw a couple of them driving off. I think they might be circling around.”

      Harper replies, “Rocco said they’d been fucking with him out there.”

      Jeff looks so guilt stricken as he says, “This is my fault. I shouldn’t have let him go outside alone.”

      I wish there was a way to make him feel better, but I know that nothing I say will help.

      Noah curses. “Fuck me! They’ve been here. Look.”

      The side of the building has a simple message spray painted on it.

      Our reach is far and this game is about to end.

      Harper says, “We’re sitting ducks. We need to get back to the house.”

      Panic riots within me. “What if they got Dave while we were out here?”

      No one replies. Instead, we run as fast as we can down the street. The house is in sight and nothing is amiss.

      Jeff yells out, “Dave?”

      The front door opens and Dave is there, unharmed. When he sees us carrying Rocco he moves into action, taking my spot carrying Rocco. We enter the house and put Rocco on the couch. I go to the dining room and rip a table clothing, making a tourniquet.

      Rocco is still as I tie the material around his leg. It soaks with blood, so I pull it tighter.

      “What happened out there?” Dave asks.

      Harper replies, “They’re out there. Said this is our final warning.”

      Jeff adds, “They have us beat on this one, Dave.”

      Dave curses. “We need a plan. Were you able to find a vehicle?”

      Jeff shakes his head.

      “Fuck. We can’t carry him. It leaves us open for attack.”

      Noah says, “I have an idea. There’s a wagon in the garage. We might be able to pull him.”

      Dave stares at Noah before nodding. “It will have to work.” He checks Rocco. “He’s still out. Might be for the best because this is going to hurt.”

      I ask, “What route are we going to take?”

      Dave says, “They’ve followed us this far. There’s no point is trying to lose them. I say we take the same route and get to the hospital as fast as we can.”

      We gather our supplies. Noah and Jeff go outside first. When they’re sure we’re safe, they wave us out. Dave and Harper pull the wagon as we make our way back to the main road. One good thing about being in the open is that we can see what’s coming.

      We go as fast as we can, taking turns pulling the wagon. Rocco stirs a few times, quickly passing out. When we stop under a tree to take a break, I check the tourniquet. Rocco’s leg is still bleeding and that worries me.

      Noah says, “It’s ironic that the one person trained in field medicine is the one who was shot.”

      I’d thought the same thing. Rocco would know what to do to stop the bleeding. My skills feel inadequate in this situation.

      Dave says, “We need to go. Is he doing okay?”

      I reply, “He’s out. And his wound is still bleeding.”

      Dave doesn’t reply. Instead, he takes the handle and jogs, the others following his pace. I’m fairly fit, but I’m having a hard time keeping up with them.

      Harper falls in step next to me.

      He says, “This reminds me of being back in basic training. All the cadence drills we had to do.”

      “That explains how you’re able to do this so well.”

      “Just make a rhythm in your mind and step to it. It helps.”

      He begins to hum and I notice his steps match the tune. I follow suit and am surprised when it actually works. He gives me a grin, picking up his pace.

      But, a person can only do so much and I soon begin to tire. My feet ache and I certain there are blisters forming on my skin.

      “Dave. I need a break.”

      He nods, but I can tell he’s not happy. We stop again and I sit, rubbing my calves. Noah does the same, giving me a wry smile.

      Dave says, “We’re close guys. Maybe three miles out. When we get to ninetieth street, we’ll go west. Hospital will be a half a mile from there, on the south side of the road.”

      Jeff replies, “Let’s go then. Sun will be setting before too long.”

      And the air is starting to get cold, again. I look at Rocco, who’s skin is even paler. This is it. Our last shot at getting somewhere safe. I don’t even want to think about the other alternatives.

      I say, “Let’s do this. For Rocco.”

      Dave nods. “For Rocco.”

      “For Rocco.” Harper agrees.

      Jeff says, “For Rocco.”

      Noah grabs the handle to the wagon. “For Rocco.”

      

      Rule 14: Do whatever it takes to protect the ones you love.
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      We push through the last few miles will all the strength we have. By the time we reach ninetieth street, the sky is dark and the temperature has dropped even more. My teeth chatter as we run and I can’t feel my fingers.

      Dave says, “Just a bit more, guys.”

      We pass a burned house and my stomach churns. What if there’s nothing there? What then?

      A massive fence comes into sight, protecting something big. We go to two large metal gates. There’re obvious signs that something has gone down here.

      Jeff glances at Dave. “You sure this is the right place?”

      Dave nods. “Yeah. This is it. Hospital should be here.”

      He goes to the gate, tapping. I want to call him back, but he won’t listen. Not when we’ve come so far.

      “Who’s there?” a voice from the inside answers.

      Harper puts his hand on my lower back. It makes me feel a little better, but not much. Because all I can think is that Dave is in danger. He shouldn’t be in front of that gate with no protection!

      “Name’s Dave.”

      “We don’t have a Dave here. Turn around and leave.”

      Dave runs his fingers through his hair. “I need to talk to the man in charge here.”

      A man peers over the top of the gate. He’s one scary-looking mother fucker. Big and burly with a long beard. He has a shotgun over his shoulder.

      “Make an appointment, sweetheart.”

      Dave sighs. “And how does one do that?”

      “You’re not going to give up, are you?”

      Dave shakes his head. “Nope. Took us a while to get here. Would like to at least see the boss before we leave.”

      “Boss, eh? Give me a few.”

      The man disappears and Dave comes back to us.

      Jeff says, “That dude was terrifying.”

      Dave replies, “Hopefully he’s getting us some answers and not more men to kill us.”

      Harper asks, “Should we take Nikki and leave?”

      Dave’s gaze lands on me and I see confliction.

      I reply, “Absolutely not. We’re a team.”

      Before anyone can reply the burly man comes back to his post at the fence.

      “Lucky for you. There’s an appointment available. Tonight. Leave your weapons and your wagon inside the gate.” His gaze narrows. “Don’t try anything, either. You’ll be dead before you finish the thought.”

      One of the gates groans as it opens. We make our way inside and leave our weapons on a table. Harper and Jeff lift Rocco, who stirs. Rocco gives a weak smile and surprises me by not passing out again.

      Above us, there are at least twenty men standing on ledges with their own weapons pointed at us. The burly man climbs down a flight of stairs and comes toward us.

      “Right this way.”

      He leads the way down a path, leaving his back unprotected. I’m not naïve enough to think it’s because he trusts us. It’s because there are people with weapons. Everywhere. We reach another massive gate. It opens and we’re ushered through. Dave reaches down, taking my hand into his own. He gives it a little squeeze.

      A truck pulls up and stops in front of the man.

      He points. “Everyone in the back.”

      We climb inside. He gets into the passenger seat and we take off. Rocco yells out in pain as we’re jolted down the bumpy road.

      Noah, who looks like he’s going to be sick, asks, “Are you one-hundred-percent certain this is the right place?”

      Dave nods. “I’m sure.”

      We turn the corner and a massive building comes into sight. Like the gate, it looks like it’s seen some damage, but obviously there are people living here. There’s a clothesline to the side with laundry hanging.

      The truck comes to a stop and the man gets out.

      “Everyone get out.” When Rocco groans, the man asks, “What happened to him?”

      “He was shot,” I reply.

      The man lifts an eyebrow, but doesn’t say anything. Two more men come over and pat us down, making sure we’re not hiding any weapons.

      When the man is assured we’re clean, he says, “This way.”

      My heart is pounding as we’re led inside the hospital. Harper follows the man with the beard, then Jeff, and then Rocco. I worry he’s going to pass out before we reach our destination. Noah and Dave follow up the end of the group.

      We’re taken to a lobby, which is warm and surprisingly inviting. I’m shocked that they have lights on. How have they managed to keep their electricity on?

      Rocco sits in a chair, moaning. He looks like he’s about to pass out again. I go to his side, checking the bandage. It’s come loose and he’s bleeding again. I’m about to say something when Dave gasps.

      “Holy fuck. I didn’t think I’d really find you here.”

      I glance up and see a man and woman standing at the front of the room. The man is looking at Dave like he’s just seen a ghost. The woman reaches for his hand, giving it a squeeze. I realize this must be Dave’s brother.

      The man’s throat bobs. “How did you-”

      Dave answers, “The last letter I got from-”

      Rocco moans and leans heavily onto my shoulder.

      I say, “He’s losing too much blood. I can’t get it to stop.”

      The man comes to our side, squatting.

      To the woman, he says, “Go get my bag from our room.” He turns his attention to Rocco. “Sir, how long has it been since you were shot?”

      Rocco gives me a look, unable to speak.

      I answer, “His name is Rocco and he was shot about three hours ago.” My hands shake as I apply pressure to his leg. “I thought I had the material tied tight enough.”

      The man replies, “Rocco is going to be fine. I just need to get the bullet from his leg and stitch him up.”

      “Thank you.”

      The woman comes back with a bag, handing it to the man.

      He says to her, “We need hot water.”

      She gives him a look. “Jo is bringing it.”

      The man nods and opens his bag, pulling items out. He cuts Rocco’s pants and I cringe when I see all the blood and dirt on Rocco’s skin.

      The man uncaps rubbing alcohol and says, “Rocco, this is going to hurt.”

      Rocco howls in pain and I hold onto him, trying to soothe him.

      “It’s going to be okay, baby.”

      He moans, “Nikki, I feel sick.”

      The woman grabs a waste basket, handing it to me. I barely get it in front of Rocco before he vomits. Another woman enters the room with a bowl full of hot water.

      She asks, “Do you need anything else?”

      The woman answers, “We’re fine.”

      She must be in charge here, because the other woman nods and flees. The man dips the rag into the water, dabbing the skin around Rocco’s wound.

      “Doesn’t appear to have hit the artery, but I won’t know for sure until I get the bullet.”

      The woman hands him forceps and a tourniquet. He ties the tourniquet as tight as he can, which puts mine to shame.

      He says, “Rocco, this isn’t going to feel very good, but I need you to be as still as possible.”

      Harper asks, “Don’t you have anything you can give him?”

      I wondered the same thing. I hate seeing Rocco in so much pain.

      The man replies, “Afraid not. But, it would be helpful if you could hold him down.”

      Harper crosses the room and puts his hands on Rocco’s shoulders. “Sorry, man.”

      “No worries,” Rocco murmurs.

      The man warns, “He’s more than likely going to pass out, which will be for the best.”

      Harper and I nod. The man begins to dig in Rocco’s wound and Rocco cries out in pain. I hold his hand, whispering calming nonsense to him. Finally, the man holds up the remains of a bullet. The woman hands him a threaded needle and he sews Rocco’s leg in perfect stitches.

      When he’s done, Rocco says to the man, “Thank you, sir.”

      “Name’s Elijah. This is Daisy.”

      I say, “I’m Nikki.”

      “I’m Harper.”

      “Name’s Jeff,” Jeff says with a nod.

      Noah stands. “I’m Noah. Nice to meet you.”

      “Even in the apocalypse this one still has manners,” Dave says with a grin.

      Elijah crosses the room. “What are you doing here?”

      “Well, it’s a funny story.”

      He snorts. “I’m sure this is going to be good.”

      Dave’s jaw ticks. “You were the only one I could think of who could help.”

      Daisy goes to Elijah’s side. “Elijah, who is this man?”

      Dave turns to Daisy. “Name’s Dave.”

      “Nice to meet you, Dave.”

      Elijah pokes Dave’s shoulder. “Don’t talk to her. Tell me what you did and what mess you’ve brought with you.”

      “Fuck you, man. We’ll get out of here and you can forget we even stopped by.”

      I stand and go to his side, touching his arm.

      “Babe, you said he could help us.”

      He sighs. “I was wrong, Nik.”

      Elijah sighs. “For fuck’s sake. Tell me what’s going on, Dave.”

      Dave straightens his shoulders. “We met trouble east of Tulsa. They’ve been trailing us.”

      “How many?”

      “A lot.”

      Elijah runs his fingers through his hair, looking as stressed as I feel.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for this to happen. Dad’s last wishes were for me to find you. I was trying to honor him.”

      Daisy stills. “Dad?”

      This must be news to her.

      Dave gives her one of his mega-watt smiles. “Yes, ma’am. Elijah here is my big brother.”

      Daisy’s face pales, but she doesn’t say anything.

      Dave asks “So, can you help us?”

      I can see the debate in Elijah’s eyes. This was a bad idea. Obviously, these people are facing their own battles and it’s unfair to ask them for help.

      I say, “I can tell this is a lot to process. We should leave.”

      Daisy shakes her head. “No, there’s plenty of room here. You’ll each have a place to sleep.”

      Finally, Elijah says, “You can stay tonight so I can keep an eye on Rocco. In the morning I’ll talk to my people. It’s up to them whether we help you fight.”

      Dave nods. “Fair enough.”

      We’re led by Daisy down several winding hallways. I wonder if it’s on purpose, so we can’t find our way out. She stops in front of a room.

      “There are five empty rooms in this hallway. You can each have one.”

      I shake my head. “We’ll be staying in one room, if that’s okay with you.”

      Her eyes widen. “Sure, that’s fine. I’ll grab some towels and extra bedding for you.”

      When she’s gone, I step into the room. Holy shit. It’s like stepping into the past, before the outbreak. The room is cozy, clean, and warm.

      Daisy comes back a moment later, arms full of linen.

      “There’s toiletries in the bathroom. We try to limit showers to five minutes.” She glances at my clothes. “But, feel free to take longer. I can try to dig up fresh clothing for you and we can wash the ones you have on.”

      I shake my head in wonder. “How is this possible?”

      “Believe me. It’s been a lot of work.” She smiles. “But, it sounds like we both have stories to share.”

      She leaves us, closing the door behind her. Noah goes to the door, pushing the lock in. I can’t say that I blame him. I sit on the edge of the bed, running my fingers over the blanket. Rocco grabs another blanket and gets comfortable on the floor before falling asleep. It’s as if he’s too tired to do anything else.

      I go to the bathroom to look around. Daisy wasn’t kidding. There’s shampoo, soap, and other toiletries. Stripping, I turn the water on. When it warms, I actually moan.

      Dave comes into the bathroom. “Mind if I join you?”

      I nod, stepping into the shower. Closing my eyes, I let the water pour over my skin. Dave steps in, too, wrapping his arms around me.

      “I didn’t actually think I’d find him here.”

      I turn so we’re facing each other.

      “He seemed very surprised.”

      “Yeah. He did.” He smiles. “But I think he’ll help us.”

      This surprises me, given the way Elijah reacted to seeing him.

      He must know what I’m thinking because he says, “We’ve always had an interesting relationship. He’ll come through for us, though. He always does.”

      I sigh as steam fills the shower. “I want to know how they’ve managed to keep this place like this. It’s amazing.”

      He reaches for the shampoo, pouring some into his hand. The scent of strawberries meets my nose as he lathers my hair. I smile.

      “I don’t think anyone’s ever washed my hair before.”

      “Really? That’s a shame.” He kisses the tip of my nose as his fingers work through my tresses.

      Leaning back, I rinse the soap. He pours liquid body wash into his hand this time and gives me a wicked look as he washes my skin. When his hand goes between my legs, I moan.

      “Dave.”

      His lips meet mine again in a slow kiss that leaves me burning for more.

      “I was so worried when you went with Harper to look for Rocco.”

      I thrust against his hand. “I know. But I’m a part of this team too.”

      His finger scrapes over my clit. “Yes, you are. But you’re also my woman.”

      This makes me smile. “And Harper’s. And Noah’s. And Jeff’s. And Rocco’s.”

      A gasp leaves my mouth as he finger-fucks me. “I don’t mind sharing, Nikki. Anything to make you happy. What I can’t stand is the thought of losing you.”

      I rock against him. “Dave! I’m so close.”

      His cock rubs against my stomach and I reach down, fisting him.

      “Dave, I need you inside me. Now.”

      “I don’t have a condom.”

      I kiss him. “I don’t care.”

      With a growl, he removes his fingers and slides into my aching pussy.

      “I’ve wanted to take you raw from the moment we met,” he admits as he thrusts.

      I wrap my legs around his waist as he bangs me against the shower wall. My orgasm builds until I’m crying out his name. When he comes, he fills me with his seed.

      “Damn. That was-”

      I kiss him. “Everything I’ve wanted since I met you, too.”

      “Really? I always thought you hated me in the beginning.”

      I smile. “I wasn’t sure what to think. You were kind of a dick when you burst through those church doors.”

      He kisses me. “I’m glad I was there, though. Can’t imagine this journey without you at my side.”

      I can’t, either.

      We finish showering and wrap ourselves in soft towels. When we go to the bedroom the other guys grin at us.

      Jeff winks. “We’re just going to pretend we didn’t hear y’all having a good time in the shower.”

      I laugh. “Thanks.”

      He stands. “I’m going to go next, though I doubt mine will be as enjoyable.”

      “You never know,” I quip back.

      The door closes.

      Noah says, “Daisy left some clothes. Said she thought it should fit.”

      I go to the basket and lift sweatpants and a baggy shirt. Perfect sleeping clothes. As I dress, I’m reminded of the day I met the guys. Dave dresses, too, and I realize how much he looks like his brother. Soon, Jeff comes from the bathroom with a towel wrapped around his waist. I cat-call him and he wiggles his pec muscles in response.

      “You clean up nice, Jeffie.”

      He grins. “Best shower and shave of my life.”

      He kisses me and I get a whiff of the aftershave on his skin.

      Harper says, “I’m going to shower next.”

      Noah calls out, “Don’t use all the hot water.”

      Harper flips him off as he closes the door. I climb into bed. My eyes actually water when the clean sheets caress my skin. Jeff gets in next to me, pulling me close.

      “Hey. What’s wrong?”

      Dabbing my eyes, I reply, “It’s so crazy the things I took for granted before the outbreak. Clean sheets. Warm water. Soap.” I let out a watery laugh. “This just feels like a huge blessing right now, even knowing Air and his group are after us.”

      He rubs my back. “That’s not crazy. It means you are able to appreciate the good things in life.”

      There’s a knock on the door and we all go silent.

      “It’s Daisy. I brought some food and was going to check on Rocco.”

      Dave opens the door and Daisy enters, with a tray of food. I catch a whiff of chicken. My mouth waters and I know I’m not the only one.

      “Is that… chicken?” Noah asks.

      Daisy replies, “It is. And some eggs to go with it.” Her smile falters. “Hopefully, we’ll have pork next year.”

      Jeff says, “Ma’am, this is amazing. Thank you.”

      “It’s no problem.”

      She sets the tray down and goes to Rocco’s side, checking his wound.

      He opens his eyes. “Thank you.”

      “I brought some chicken broth for you. Should be easy on your stomach.”

      Dave asks, “Are you a nurse? Is that how you met my brother?”

      Her lips twitch. “No, I’m not a nurse. As to how I met Elijah, well, you’ll have to ask him about that.”

      Her eyes are twinkling and I know there’s some kind of story to tell.

      “I’ll let you eat and get some rest. Elijah will talk to the others in the morning and we’ll have an answer for you then.”

      She doesn’t give any hint as to which way she’s leaning.

      Dave gets into the bed on the other side of me. “Guess we’ll know in the morning. Might as well enjoy this bed.”

      Agreeing, I snuggle in between Jeff and Dave.

      As I drift off to sleep I know that tomorrow is going to change everything. It’s terrifying, but it’s also out of our hands now. But that doesn’t mean we can’t be ready for either outcome.

      

      Rule 15: Always have a plan. And a back-up plan.
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      I awake the next morning feeling like a different person. I haven’t been this well-rested in – well, I can’t even remember the last time. In the hallway I hear voices talking in low tones. Slipping from bed, I open the door. Daisy and a woman with red hair are there.

      “Sorry. Didn’t mean to wake you. We were just leaving your clean clothes.” Daisy says.

      She points to the basket by the door.

      The other woman says, “Better get out of here before Boss realizes where we are.”

      Daisy rolls her eyes. “He’ll get over it.” To me, she says, “We’re heading to the kitchen to prepare breakfast. Would you like to join us?”

      I say, “Give me a few minutes to change.”

      I grab the basket and close the door. Dave is sitting up in bed.

      “Did you hear all that?”

      He nods. “Will you be okay?”

      I reply, “I should be. I’ll hurry.”

      He runs his fingers through his hair. “I might try to find Eli. Maybe talk to him before he talks to his people.”

      I finish dressing and run a brush through my hair. It’s strange. I’m actually nervous about spending time with Daisy. I guess that’s what happens when you’re not around different people on a daily basis. You forget how to socialize.

      Waving at Dave, I step into the hallway. Daisy is there, but the other woman is gone.

      “Sorry if that took too long.”

      She smiles. “You’re fine. Kat had to feed her baby.”

      This surprises me. “Baby? How old?”

      “She’s almost four weeks old now. The first one born here.”

      “Wow. That’s amazing.”

      Daisy nods. “We’re hoping more families will follow suit.”

      There’s something in her smile that makes me wonder if Daisy and Elijah don’t have a secret of their own.

      Daisy leads me down several hallways. As we get closer to the cafeteria, my stomach grumbles.

      “How have you managed to keep fresh food around?”

      Daisy frowns. “That’s a long story. Once we get breakfast prepared I’ll fill you in.”

      We go to the kitchen where a few women and a man work. The man is in charge, telling everyone what to do.

      “That’s Cooper. He’s our cook.”

      Cooper waves. “Nice to meet you. Know your way around a kitchen?”

      I nod. “A little.”

      “Perfect. Can you crack fifty eggs?”

      I’m sure my mouth is open. Fifty eggs. How?

      Daisy touches my arm. “I promise I’ll fill you in.”

      Nodding, I go to a stainless-steel table with two large bowls. One is empty and the other has the eggs. I soon have them cracked and mixed together.

      Cooper takes the bowl and says, “We’re having omelets today. Hope that’s okay?”

      My stomach growls loud enough that he hears. “Good lord. That sounds amazing.”

      He winks and takes the eggs to a large grill, pouring the eggs. He adds vegetables and a little meat, making several large omelets. When they’re done cooking, he cuts them into smaller portions.

      Daisy says to me, “As soon as the door opens, people are going to come through. It’s easier on something like this to have the omelets ready to go. On other meals we let them self-serve.”

      “That’s impressive. I can’t remember the last time we ate something that didn’t come from a can or that we killed.”

      “Cooper is a god in the kitchen. He can make roadkill taste good.”

      Cooper laughs. “Girl, you’re going to make me blush.”

      Daisy says to me, “Let’s open the door. After the first wave, we can sit and talk.”

      She goes through a swinging door and opens a large door. True to her word, several people come through. As they grab their food I listen to their chatter. Some talk about working on a house. Others talk about barn duty. I’m surprised when they mention watchtower duty. This place is a functioning miracle in the middle of the apocalypse.

      The red head, Kat, comes through the line with the bearded man. He carries a tiny baby with red hair.

      I gush, “Oh my gosh. She’s so tiny.”

      The man preens. “She might be small, but she’s feisty as hell.” He holds out his hand. “Never introduced myself last night. I’m Grey. This sweet thing is Hilly and her mother, Kat.”

      “I’m Nikki.”

      Kat nods her head at me. “Nice to meet you.”

      I get the feeling it takes time for Kat to warm up to people. She takes Hilly from Grey and goes to a table to feed her baby.

      Grey says to Daisy, “Do you happen to know where Boss went?”

      She gives me a look before replying, “If I were to guess I’d say he wanted to speak to his brother before the meeting.”

      I say, “Sounds like they both had similar ideas, then.”

      Grey nods. “Thought at much. I’ll give them some time.”

      He goes to the table with Kat, looking at them with so much love that my eyes actually water.

      “It’s sweet, isn’t it? He’s like a mountain of muscles, but when he looks at them you realize he’s all gooey inside.”

      I grin at Daisy. “That’s accurate.”

      “Come on. Let’s find somewhere quiet and sit.”

      She picks up two plates and leads the way into the cafeteria. People shoot me curious looks as we make our way to an empty table in the corner.

      “I’m guessing you don’t get very many visitors here.”

      She shakes her head. “No. And, in our experience, not all visitors are good.”

      “Is that what happened to the gate? And the outside of the building?”

      She takes a bite of her omelet before replying, “You noticed?”

      I nod and wait for her to speak.

      “You asked how we were able to have all of this. There used to be so much more, but another group came in and tried to kill Elijah.” Her face falls. “We lost a lot of good people that day. Elijah was wounded, so we decided to go to Texas - to my family home. That was a mistake, to say the least.”

      “Why didn’t you just stay here?”

      “We weren’t sure who all was against us. Some of the people we trusted most turned on us. Going to Texas was the best option at the time.”

      She gazes off into the distance, as if remembering. “You always think your family home isn’t going to change. I have wished a million times over that we hadn’t gone back. There are things that I saw there that will never leave my mind.”

      Maybe not going back to my apartment after the outbreak was a blessing. I just didn’t know it at the time.

      “I’m sorry you had to go through that.”

      “Don’t be. Not everything that happened there was bad. Cooper left with us, and we met Jo and Norman there, too.” She blinks. “That’s right. You haven’t formally met them. Jo is the woman who brought the water while Elijah was working on your friend last night.”

      I vaguely remembered her.

      Daisy goes on, “When we came back to Oklahoma we were expecting a fight, but discovered that our enemy had died. Just like that it was over, or so we thought.” She shakes her head. “We’re finally safe and things are starting to turn around again.”

      I sigh. “And then we show up.”

      She nods. “To be blunt, yes. You arrive and bring trouble with you. We’ve spotted this new group from our watchtowers. And another group nearby has reported seeing them, too.”

      My hands actually shake. “We had no idea what would happen when we ran into them near Vinita. They told us to turn around, but it was the fastest route to get here.”

      “And you did nothing to provoke them? Kill one of their members?”

      “No! They’re the ones who have been chasing us. No matter what we do they’re one step ahead of us. They say it’s a game and I believe them. To them, this is fun.”

      She reaches across the table, touching my hand. “I’m sorry. We need to know all the details.”

      “I understand. But we literally didn’t do anything to these people. The second time we saw them they told us the only solution was for us to submit to death. And I believe that’s the only way they will stop hunting us.”

      She says, “They don’t sound sane.”

      “They’re not.” I choose my next words carefully. “I know it’s wrong to ask, but is there any way you can sway Elijah into letting us stay? If we go out there we’re dead.”

      “Elijah has decided it’s up to the members of the community to decide if you can stay or not.” She smiles. “I like you Nikki. You’re strong and willing to do what it takes to protect the ones that you love.”

      “Thank you.”

      She goes on, “My vote will be to let you stay and help you fight.”

      My eyes water. “Daisy, I don’t know what to say.”

      “There’s nothing to say, Nikki. Sometimes you just have to have faith in someone. And, as I’ve told Elijah, it’s okay to let people in.”

      That makes me grin. “This is going to sound silly, but I have little rules for surviving the apocalypse.”

      “Oh?”

      “And what you just said is the second rule on my list.”

      She smiles. “You’ll have to show me this list one day.”

      I’m about to reply when Grey comes over to our table.

      “Sorry to interrupt. One of the guys told me Boss and his brother are fist-fighting out back. Didn’t know if you wanted to intervene.”

      Daisy curses. “Of fucking course.” She stands and says, “Let’s go watch these grown-ass men fight like children.

      She leads the way from the cafeteria. Grey and I follow.

      He says to me, “This ought to be good. Daisy gets madder than a wet hen when Boss does stupid shit.”

      The more I’m around this man, the more I like him. We go through a set of double doors. Outside, Dave and Elijah are circling each other. Both men have their shirts off. I take a moment to appreciate Dave’s physique. His muscles ripple when he swings at Elijah, who blocks. I gasp when I see the scarred skin on his shoulder.

      Cooper joins me and says, “Damn. This is better than a porno.”

      I laugh.

      “Sorry. Don’t tell my boyfriend I said that.”

      “Your secret is safe with me.”

      Daisy steps toward the men and calls out, “You two are being ridiculous right now.”

      Elijah replies, “We’re just sorting through some things.”

      Dave’s fist connects with Elijah’s jaw and he lets out a groan before lunging at his brother.

      Dave adds, “This is harmless, ma’am.”

      “Don’t talk to Daisy,” Elijah says back.

      “Dude. Get over it. I stole one girlfriend from you when we were kids. You’re the one who liked my sloppy seconds.”

      Daisy meets my gaze, shaking her head. “I feel like we’re going to hear things we’ll be able to hold over their heads later.”

      I laugh. Dave looks at me, which give Elijah the opportunity to take a swing. Dave grunts, rubbing his jaw. We watch the brawl for several more minutes. Jeff and Harper join my side.

      “Heard there was a fight. Knew Dave was involved,” Jeff says.

      I reply, “He says it’s harmless.”

      “I believe it. There would be more blood if they were serious.”

      Daisy puts her hands on her hips. “Are you idiots finished?”

      Elijah calls out, “Not quite.”

      Both men are panting, though, and it’s obvious they’re running out of steam. Finally, Elijah steps back. He and Dave hug and talk in low tones to each other. There’s a handshake and then they grab their shirts, heading toward a barn.

      Daisy shakes her head. “Fucking men.”

      Grey laughs. “I’m going to follow.” To Jeff and Harper he asks, “Want to come along?”

      Jeff and Harper exchange a look and nod, following Grey.

      Daisy comes to me. “I swear to God. I do not understand men.”

      Cooper says, “You and me both, girl.”

      Daisy says, “While they’re doing their thing, would you like a tour of the place?”

      “Do you mind if I check on Rocco first?”

      “Of course not. Let’s go.”

      As we walk we pass a man and woman. The man looks familiar, like the star of a television show.

      “Is that-”

      Daisy grins. “It is. I’ll fill you in.”

      Shaking my head, I follow her back to my room. Rocco is awake and looks better today. He and Noah are playing a card game.

      Daisy checks the bandage, nodding. “Looks good.”

      “I can’t thank you enough.” Rocco says.

      “It’s my pleasure. Would you like to take a walk with us? The stitches should hold and it’ll be good for you to get exercise.”

      He nods. Noah and I help him to his feet.

      He flexes his leg. “Feels better than it did yesterday.”

      We follow Daisy from the room. As she gives us the tour of the hospital I’m again blown away at everything they’ve managed to do.

      “Want to walk around the grounds?” Daisy asks.

      Rocco says, “My leg is starting to ache. I think I’ll rest for a bit.”

      Noah replies, “I’ll take you back.”

      “No, you go with Nikki. I know you’re dying to look around.”

      He grins at Rocco. “Thanks, man.”

      As we walk we tell Daisy how we came to know each other.

      “So Dave saved you from your groom, who just turned?”

      I nod. “Best thing to happen to me.”

      When she tells us how she met Elijah, I laugh.

      “That is so crazy. They really used to bow to him?”

      “Oh yeah. That’s one of the things I don’t miss. That and the way women are viewed. Before, they were kept inside where it was safe. Now, it’s understood that men and women are equal in every way.”

      Noah replies, “Just as it should be.”

      I say, “You seemed surprised when Dave said he was Elijah’s brother. Had he never mentioned Dave before?”

      She smiles to herself. “Elijah is complicated. He hadn’t mentioned him before, but it was because he thought he was dead. Believe me, if his dad had sent him a letter saying where Dave was, Elijah would have tried to get there.”

      We walk until the sun is overhead. Again, I can’t believe what they’ve accomplished. Solar panels. Fields for crops. Running water. Communication with nearby communities.

      Daisy says, “I think things are finally looking in our favor.”

      Cooper finds us in the connecting housing addition.

      He says, “Elijah sent for all of you. Says it’s time for the vote.”

      Suddenly, my stomach feels heavy. Whatever happens next will change our lives, one way or another.

      

      Rule 16: When things look bleak, sometimes you just need a little faith.
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      Elijah and I talk most of the morning, after we burned off some energy. My jaw still aches where he swung at me. I’m impressed at what he’s built here considering everything that happened.

      He says, “You know I want to help you, but I promised these people that I would let them have a voice in what happens. It would be one thing if you were just asking to stay. But you have trouble on your heels.”

      Jeff says, “It’s not like we went looking for a fight. Those freaks are crazy.”

      “I get that. But I can’t say we’ll fight for you. These people have to agree to it, too.”

      I know this is hard for him and I can’t blame him.

      I slap his good shoulder and reply, “And that’s all we can ask for, Eli. Let’s see what they have to say.”

      Seeing Elijah’s mutilated shoulder was like getting punched in the gut. When he told me the man who injured him was dead, I was fucking glad.

      We go to the cafeteria where several people sit. Elijah goes to the front of the room, Grey at his side.

      “Thank you all for coming.”

      A man up front says, “Not every day we get summoned like this.”

      “You’re right, Andrews. As some of you know, we had visitors at the gate last night. It ended up being my brother, Dave, and his group.”

      There are murmurs throughout the room.

      “Dave and his group ran into some trouble east of Tulsa. That trouble has followed them here.”

      A man stands in the back. “Is that what Marshall was talking about over the radio?”

      “Yes, Amos, it is. This group is searching for Dave. I’ve been told they are hunting Dave’s group as a sport.”

      A woman asks, “What did they do to the other group?”

      “They didn’t do anything. Simply chose to cross a road instead of turning around. I know some of you who have been on tower duty have seen the other group out, searching. What are your thoughts?”

      Grey clears his throat. “This group is different. They seem to thrive on hurting others. I watched them purposely wound a deer and leave it for the biters to kill.”

      There are more whispers as people talk to each other. My gut is telling me this is hopeless, but I have to try.

      I step forward. “My name is Dave. I know how this sounds to you and what we’re asking you to do. I never thought when I came to look for my brother that I would also bring trouble with me.” I meet the gazes of a few people in the front row. “We just want somewhere safe, where we can finally stop running.”

      Nikki comes to my side, taking my hand. “Please, you’re our last hope.”

      Elijah can barely look at me as he says, “I told you all when I came back that things would be different. Therefore, this isn’t my call. It’s your call. I won’t tell you to fight, but I’ll ask that you consider helping my brother.”

      Daisy says, “He might not ask you to fight, but I will.”

      There are a few gasps.

      Daisy goes on, “Elijah has given a lot to this place, to you. And no, you don’t owe him anything, but you owe it to yourself to be a good person.” She pauses. “If we turn them out, who’s to say this group will leave? I believe they’re studying us, just as we’ve studied them. And, as we’ve learned, there’s only one way to take care of a problem.”

      Daisy finishes by going to Nikki’s side, putting her arm around her shoulder. “I’m going to help these people. I hope you will, too.”

      I’m blown away by her speech. I can tell by the look on Elijah’s face that he didn’t expect it.

      He clears his throat. “All in favor of asking these guests to leave?”

      A few hands lift.

      “All in favor of helping them, even if it means fighting with this other group?”

      The majority of the hands lift.

      Grey grins. “Well shit. Would you look at that.”

      Elijah says, “We need a plan. We won’t let them gain the upper hand on us.”

      Daisy replies, “You’re not going to like my idea. I think we need to send a messenger out there to make contact. And I’d like to volunteer.”

      The look on Eli’s face is downright scary. “Daisy-”

      “Elijah, I said I wanted to help them and I’m not afraid. This might be the only way to see what they want.”

      I say, “As much as I appreciate that, I can’t let you put yourself in danger. I’ll go out there and try to talk to them again.”

      This time it’s Nikki who gasps. “Dave!”

      But this is how it has to be.
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      Dave is scarce for the rest of the afternoon. Everyone seems to be fine with him putting his neck on the line. Everyone except for me.

      I sit on the bed, next to Rocco. He’s taken a shower and looks better with all the filth washed away.

      “You okay?”

      “No. I’m not. How are you okay with this?”

      He sighs. “Nik, I know it’s not what you want, but they’re right. Someone needs to try to reason with that group. If they can, this might blow over. If they can’t, we need to know.”

      “But why does it have to be Dave?”

      Dave enters, as if summoned.

      “It has to be me, Nikki, because I’m the one who brought this danger here.”

      “No. You’re not. We were all there.”

      His eyes flash. “I won’t ask you to put yourself in danger!”

      “But you’re not asking if I’m okay with you putting yourself in danger! How is that fucking fair?” My voice raises with each word.

      “It’s not. None of this is fair.” His voice breaks. “But if something happens to me, I know you’ll be okay because the guys will be here to help you heal. If something happens to you-”

      He can’t even finish speaking.

      Jeff, who’s sitting on the floor, nods. “He’s right, Nikki. Let him do this without guilt on his soul.”

      My eyes water as tears threaten to spill over. “I hate you all right now.”

      Dave kisses me. “We love you, too.”

      It’s the first time he’s said it out loud. I look into his eyes and see that he means it, that they all do.

      I say, “I love you, too. All of you.”

      There’s a knock on the door. I open it and find Daisy standing there.

      She says, “Elijah would like to talk to everyone. Now.”

      I fear they’ve changed their minds. Maybe they want us to leave? We follow her to the cafeteria, where a group of people wait.

      Elijah says, “This is Marshall, who leads a nearby group. Next to him is Amos, Andrews, Norman, Grey, Kat, Jo, and, of course, Daisy.”

      Dave asks, “Have you changed your mind?”

      “No.” Elijah shakes his head. “We’ve been talking. This is only going to end one way.”

      Dave nods. “I agree. What’s your plan?”

      “War.”

      “Thought as much.”

      I shiver. War. But, they’re right. This is the only way.

      Harper says, “Too bad we don’t have supplies.” At my curious look, he goes on, “If we had our military weapons we might be able to outpower them.”

      Elijah’s eyes light up. He turns to Dave. “When we came back from Texas we swung through Lawton.”

      Dave’s eyebrows lift. “Was it still there?”

      “It’s been damaged, but you might be able to find things you can use.”

      Jeff asks, “Care to fill us in?”

      Dave grins. “There’s a base in Lawton.”

      And just like that everything shifts.

      “It’s going to be dangerous. Especially since we don’t want them to know what we’re up to.” Elijah warns.

      Dave says, “We live for danger.”

      Daisy shakes her head. “Well, if it’s not one thing it’s another.”

      Grey glances at Kat before saying, “I’m in.”

      Kat sighs. “I’m not happy about it, but I’m in, too.”

      “Thank you for doing this for us,” I say.

      Daisy smiles. “That’s what family is for, Nikki.”

      I realize she’s right. Family in the apocalypse is what you make it. We started out alone, found each other, and now there are more of us than I can count.

      Dave hugs me. “We’re going to get through this.”

      I hug him back. “Yes. We are. All of us, together.”

      

      Rule 17: The end is just the beginning.

      
        
        The End
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        Chapter One

        Daisy

      

      

      Elijah cleared his throat. “All in favor of asking these guests to leave?”

      A few hands lifted and my stomach churned. We’d done all we could. It was up to our people now. Nikki met my gaze and I gave her what I hoped was a reassuring smile.

      “All in favor of helping them, even if it means fighting with this other group?”

      The majority of the hands lifted this time.

      Grey grinned. “Well shit. Would you look at that.”

      I was overcome with relief. I know we’d just met these people, but they truly needed our help.

      Elijah said, “We need a plan. We won’t let this new group gain the upper hand on us.”

      I thought back to what Marshall had said while observing the group. They were toying with Nikki and her friends. This was just a game, but maybe there was a chance we could reason with them.

      I replied, “You’re not going to like my idea. I think we need to send a messenger out there to make contact. And I’d like to volunteer.”

      Elijah’s expression was murderous. “Daisy-”

      “Elijah, I said I wanted to help them and I’m not afraid. This might be the only way to see what the other group wants.”

      Dave cleared his throat. “As much as I appreciate that, I can’t let you put yourself in danger. I’ll go out there and try to talk to them again.”

      This time it was Nikki who gasped. “Dave!”

      This was madness. If he went to talk to the other group they would kill him. Elijah was frozen in place. I knew he didn’t want his brother to go beyond our gates, either.

      Grey said, “Maybe we should take some time and think this out. No sense in jumping the gun.”

      Everyone agreed. Elijah took off and I followed. Reaching out, I grabbed his hand. He didn’t pull away. Instead, he hugged me to his side.

      We made our way to our room where we could talk privately.

      “Daisy, I can’t let him go out there.”

      “I know.”

      He sat on the end of the bed with a sigh. “I just found him.”

      Last night he’d told me all about his little brother, one I had no idea existed. They had grown apart as they grew older, largely in part because of their father.

      He said, “There has to be another way.”

      “You know what this means. The other group is waiting for us to make a move. By doing nothing, we’re saying a lot.”

      “But putting our necks on the line by trying to talk to them is fucking insane.”

      He was right and I knew it. But that meant our only option was dangerous.

      “I know, Elijah.”

      He said, “I think there’s a solution to this. One the others might not like.”

      I met his gaze. “We’re going to have to fight them, aren’t we?”

      He nodded. “It’s the only way.”

      And it was. As I’d said before, we knew what could happen if we didn’t take care of a problem ourselves. There was a chance this other group would come back with bigger numbers and overtake us. I wouldn’t let it happen again. Neither would he.

      Elijah said, “We’re asking so much of the others.”

      “They voted to help, Elijah. We have to let them.”

      Leaning, I caught his lips in a kiss. His tongue fought against mine until we were both breathless. Without breaking contact, I climbed into his lap, rubbing myself against him.

      “Daisy,” he breathed out.

      “Elijah, I need you to make love to me.”

      It might be silly, but I needed that connection. There was no telling what we’d be facing soon and I needed to feel him. Reaching between us, he freed his cock. I stood and shoved my pants down before straddling him. He moaned when I took his cock deep inside of me. I’d been more sensitive lately and this made me moan in pleasure.

      Sighing, I said, “This is what I needed.”

      Holding onto my hips, he let me set the pace until we were both moaning.

      I kissed him again. “I love you. So much.”

      “I love you, too.”

      We moved together until I cried out in bliss. His orgasm quickly followed mine and he thrust, filling me with his seed.

      He caught my lips in a kiss. “God, you’re amazing.”

      I smiled against his lips. “Don’t ever forget about it.”

      His eyes searched mine and I knew there were a million things he wanted to say. I stood and went to the bathroom to clean up. There were some things I wasn’t ready to talk about. Not yet. I knew that if we did things would change forever between us. When I came out, he was dressed, too.

      “Let’s call the others and talk to them before we tell Dave our plan.”

      I took his hand in mine. “Sounds good.”

      We left our room and went back to the cafeteria. Cooper was sitting at a table talking to Amos. I was so glad they’d found each other. Amos jumped to his feet when we entered.

      “Everything okay?”

      Elijah nodded. “For now. Can you find Jo, Norman, Marshall, Grey, and Andrews? There are some things we need to talk about.”

      “Will do, Boss.”

      When he was gone Elijah and I sat at the table with Cooper.

      Elijah said, “Sorry to interrupt your conversation.”

      Cooper smiled. “No worries. I’m sure it’s something important.” He paused. “For the record, I’m glad we’re helping the new people. They seem nice.”

      With a wave he went back to the kitchen to work on the next meal. We sat in silence, lost in our thoughts as we waited for the others. Grey and Kat were the first ones to arrive.

      Grey asked, “What’s up?”

      “You’re not going to like it,” Elijah replied.

      He grinned. “Never do, but you keep things interesting around here.”

      “This better not be bad, Boss.” Kat added with a sigh.

      I knew she viewed things differently after having baby Hilly. I couldn’t blame her, but some things were worth fighting for.

      Jo and Norman came in next.

      Jo asked, “Does this have to do with the new people?”

      I nodded and she frowned.

      Soon, Amos came back with Marshall and Andrews. They joined us at the table.

      Elijah said, “Been thinking about my brother’s problem with the other group. I don’t think we should send a peacemaker out there.”

      Marshall nodded. “That other group doesn’t seem like the type to talk things out.”

      He’d been watching them for us, so he would know.

      “What are you thinking then, if you’re not going to talk?” Andrews asked.

      I met Elijah’s gaze and nodded.

      He went on, “Daisy and I were talking. There’s only one way this is going to end. But I need each of you to be on board with us.”

      As he explained his thoughts I saw varying expressions cross their faces. Grey, who was always up for a fight, looked excited. Kat didn’t. Marshall seemed cautious while Amos appeared to be pumped. Jo and Norm both looked like they didn’t agree with our plan. Andrews was the only one I couldn’t read.

      When Elijah was finished speaking I asked, “What are your thoughts.”

      Andrews spoke first. “I’m on the line. It’s one thing to try to talk to them. It’s another to go looking for a fight. But, we all know what happened last time.”

      Elijah nodded. “Yes. We do. And we can’t let it happen again.”

      “Then I say we need to take them out. Don’t leave any behind.”

      Everyone seemed to agree.

      I said, “I’ll get Dave and the others. They should be here while we plan this.”

      When I knocked on the door, Nikki opened it, looking wary.

      “Elijah would like to talk to everyone. Now.”

      They exchanged glances, their fear obvious. I led the way back to the cafeteria. When they were seated at the table, I sat next to Elijah.

      He said, “This is Marshall, who leads a nearby group. Next to him is Amos, Andrews, Norman, Grey, Kat, Jo, and, of course, Daisy.”

      Dave asked, “Have you changed your mind?”

      I liked that he got right to the point. He was much like Elijah in that sense.

      “No.” Elijah shook his head. “We’ve been talking. This is only going to end one way.”

      Dave nodded “I agree. What’s your plan?”

      “War.”

      The energy in the room changed when Elijah said that word. We all knew what it meant.

      Dave said, “Thought as much.”

      Harper pushed a piece of his blonde hair from his face. “Too bad we don’t have supplies. If we had our military weapons we might be able to outpower them.”

      Elijah’s eyes lit up. He turned to Dave. “When we came back from Texas we swung through Lawton.”

      Dave’s eyebrows lifted. “Was it still there?”

      “It’s been damaged, but you might be able to find things you can use.”

      Jeff asked, “Care to fill us in?”

      Dave grinned. “There’s a base in Lawton.”

      “It’s going to be dangerous. Especially since we don’t want them to know what we’re up to,” Elijah warned.

      Dave smiled. “We live for danger.”

      I shook my head. “Well, if it’s not one thing it’s another.”

      Grey glanced at Kat before saying, “I’m in.”

      Kat sighed. “I’m not happy about it, but I’m in, too.”

      “Thank you for doing this for us,” Nikki replied.

      I smiled at her. “That’s what family is for, Nikki.”

      Dave hugged her. “We’re going to get through this.”

      “Yes. We are. All of us, together,” Nikki answered back.

      Jo and Norm were still silent. I got Jo’s attention and got up from the table. She followed me across the room.

      “Are you okay? Y’all didn’t say much.”

      She frowns. “I don’t know if I’m going to fight.” She met my gaze. “I think I’m pregnant.”

      My chest fluttered.

      “How far along do you think you are?”

      Her cheeks flushed. “Not too far. Maybe eight weeks.”

      “I understand not wanting to fight. No one would expect you to, either.”

      She said, “It’s not that I don’t want to help Elijah’s brother, but I need to look out for myself, you know?”

      “I know. And it’s okay, Jo.”

      She smiled. “Just don’t say anything. I don’t want to jinx this.”

      “I won’t.”

      Because I knew how important this was and how devastating it could be if she lost the baby. We went back to the others. Elijah gave me a look, but I simply smiled in return.

      Jo and Norm spoke to each other in low tones. When they were done, he said, “I’m in, but I’d rather stick close, if that’s okay.”

      Elijah replied, “It’s fine. We’ll need people here to keep things secure.”

      Dave asked, “When do we want to go to Lawton?”

      I spoke up. “We’re going to have to trick the other group. Send two vehicles out at different times. One will go west, toward the old airport. The other will go south, toward Lawton.”

      Elijah added, “The road going south is totally clear. We’ll make good time. It’s just a matter of making sure they don’t know what we’re doing.”

      Amos asked, “Who’s going to drive west?”

      Everyone looked at Elijah.

      “Does anyone want to volunteer?”

      Being the decoy was dangerous. Anything could happen. I knew I wouldn’t be any help at the base. Elijah knew how to get there and Dave would know where to find the weapons.

      I lifted my hand. “I’ll go to the airport.”

      Elijah’s eyes widened. “Daisy!”

      I shook my head. “It has to be me. I know the area pretty well.”

      Nikki said, “I’ll go with you.”

      Kat let out a laugh. “Let’s make this a girl’s trip. We’ll be the decoy while you men go to Lawton.” Her eyes narrowed. “Don’t fuck this up.”

      Elijah, Dave, and Grey all looked like they wanted to protest.

      Marshall said, “My people can keep eyes on them. I don’t think the other group knows where we’re located, so they aren’t watching us.”

      I knew this wasn’t what Elijah wanted, but I wouldn’t allow him to be the only one facing danger. We were in this together.

      For the next few hours we made our plan. Tomorrow, everything would change. We were just finishing when Cooper came running into the room.

      “There’s a car with music blasting at the gates! The sound is drawing a horde!”

      We all stood, knowing this was a message from the other group.

      Elijah said, “Daisy, make sure everyone is aware what’s happening. If things go bad, they know what to do.”

      My heart pounded as he left, Dave and Grey on his heels.

      I rushed to the lobby, picking up the phone to talk over the speakers.

      “There’s something happening at the gates. Everyone, be alert.”

      I hung up the phone and went to the front door. Snow was still falling and there were several sets of footprints headed toward the gate. I started to go when Kat stopped me.

      “Daisy, you need to stay here.”

      She was right. I didn’t like it, but it’s what I had to do.

      And then there was the unmistakable sound of an explosion from the gates. I ran outside. None of this mattered if something happened to Elijah! He was my world and I couldn’t lose him now!
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