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      To all the readers who wanted more of Nikki and her men. This one’s for you.

      To JDM – as always, thank you. <3
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        “Nikki, I want to go home.”

      

      

      Those six little words changed my life forever. When my world went to shit, they were there to help me pick up the pieces. We’ve been together ever since, through good times and bad. And let me tell you something, here lately it’s been more bad than good. That’s about to change, because I’m going to suggest the unthinkable.

      My sweet Noah didn’t deserve this, but now I have the opportunity to fulfill his final wish. Only problem is the others aren’t keen on leaving our safe home now that the war is over. But they didn’t see the look on Noah’s face at the end. So, now it’s time to make the journey from Oklahoma to California.

      Yes, it’ll be dangerous.

      Yes, I might die.

      But I have to try.

      For Noah.

      

      
        
        ***This is a Reverse Harem Romance with Adult themes***

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note:

          

        

      

    

    
      Obviously, a lot went down since the first Nikki’s Guide book. I recommend reading Daisy and the Beginning and Elijah and the End, if you want to know everything that happened to the group after Nikki’s Guide to Surviving the Zombie Apocalypse.

      Nikki’s Guide 2 takes place 1 year after the group reached safety in Oklahoma. And, as you guessed, not everyone made it out alive.
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        Rule 1: Listen to your gut.

      

        

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

      

        

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

        Amendment: Like dating in the apocalypse.

      

        

      
        Rule 4: Never waste a good meal – you never know when you might eat again.

      

        

      
        Rule 5: Enjoy the little things in life.

      

        

      
        Rule 6: Know when it’s time to start a new chapter in life.

      

        

      
        Rule 7: Always be honest.

      

        

      
        Rule 8: When the going gets tough, it’s okay to get the heck out of town.

      

        

      
        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!

      

        

      
        Rule 10: Sharing is caring.

      

        

      
        Rule 11: Don’t dwell on bad things.

      

        

      
        Rule 12: Pick your battles and know when to run.

      

        

      
        Rule 13: The other shoe always drops.

      

        

      
        Rule 14: Do whatever it takes to protect the ones you love.

      

        

      
        Rule 15: Always have a plan. And a back-up plan.

      

        

      
        Rule 16: When things look bleak, sometimes you just need a little faith.

      

        

      
        Rule 17: The end is just the beginning.
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        Nikki

      

      

      “Nikki, it hurts.”

      My eyes water and I don’t know what to do to make this right. Noah cries out again. Blood oozes from underneath his head. Where is he hurt? I don’t remember checking his head!

      When Dave meets my gaze, the truth hits me. Noah isn’t going to make it out of this alive. A sob works its way up my throat, but I have to be strong. It isn’t fair for Noah to see sadness. Not right now.

      Reaching out, I take his hand into my own and-

      

      I gasp, sitting up in bed. My heart pounds and sweat makes my hair stick to the side of my face. Dave and Harper, who are in bed with me, don’t stir. Somewhere in the room, Rocco’s snores lure me like Circe, but I’m too wound up to sleep now.

      Jeff turns from the window, understanding in his eyes. “Another one?”

      I nod and shake away Dave’s grip around my waist, getting from the bed. The cool air feels good against my heated skin as I cross the room to join Jeff at the window. Even though we’re safe, he still insists on taking patrol. I think we’ve all realized no one is truly safe. Not in the zombie apocalypse, and not after everything we’ve been through.

      “Elijah said he can get you something to help you sleep.”

      I shake my head. “He should save it for someone who needs it.”

      Jeff’s eyebrow lifts, but he doesn’t reply. Instead, he turns to the window, looking out. Leaning my head on his shoulder, I let my thoughts wander. I told the guys what I wanted to do tonight. As suspected, it didn’t go over very well. Rocco’s curses still filled my ears.

      Jeff must know my train of thoughts, because he says, “They’ll be willing to talk in the morning. They didn’t see it coming.”

      But he had. He’s the only one who didn’t look shocked when I said I wanted to leave Oklahoma.

      Glancing over my shoulder at Dave’s sleeping form, I say, “Maybe I’m selfish for asking him to leave his family.”

      After everything we’ve been through to get here…

      After all we’ve lost…

      “No one is forcing anyone to leave.”

      He’s right, but we both know that’s not how this works. I love each of them, but I don’t think I can do this if I don’t have their full support.

      Jeff lets out a soft snort. “Besides, California’s not that far away.”

      We both know this trip might take months, maybe even years. And there’s no telling what we’re going to find when we get there. If we get there.

      Daisy’s warning haunts me. “Don’t do this, Nikki. What I found when I went looking for my family nearly broke me. Stay here, with us, where we can take care of each other.”

      But she wasn’t there when Noah died, and she didn’t see the look on his face when he asked.

      Dave sits, looking for me. “Nik? Is everything okay?”

      “Just needed some air.”

      Even in the moonlight, I can see the frown on his lips.

      “Go back to sleep, Dave.”

      He lies back with a loud sigh. Jeff shoots me a lopsided smile.

      “We’ll get through this, Nikki.”

      I hope he’s right. Because I don’t know how much more loss I can take.

      

      The next morning the guys scurry from the room, as if they’re afraid of what I’m going to say. Jeff is the only one who stays, and he pulls me onto his lap, kissing me. I kiss him back, letting myself get lost in the moment. We lick and taste each other until one of us moans.

      Finally, I pull away. “Good morning.”

      He smiles back. “Morning.”

      “Do you think they’re going to come back, or am I going to have to chase them down?”

      He smiles. “I think we both know the answer to that.”

      I don’t want to ask, but the words spill before I can stop them. “What am I going to do if they don’t want to come?”

      He rubs the small of my back. “I guess that depends on what this trip means to you.”

      I mull over my thoughts for a moment. “I know it’s a long shot. But I have to try.”

      He kisses me again. “Then we’ll try, even if it’s just the two of us.”

      I rub my nose against his. “Thank you.”

      “No need to thank me, Nikki. I was there, too. I know how important this was to Noah.”

      Grief is strange, when you think about it. You have moments where you’re fine and then, all of a sudden, you’re not. Sometimes, you forget the person isn’t there anymore and expect them to walk through a door, a smile on their faces. It’s the pain that surprises me the most, though. Your heart literally feels like it’s breaking inside of your chest, to the point that it’s hard to catch your breath.

      That’s how I feel right now, like I could lie down and die, letting go of this pain that lives inside of me like a dark, stabbing knife that I can’t get rid of no matter how hard I try.

      “It was important to him. That’s why we need to go.”

      He says, “You find the others, and I’ll talk to Elijah about getting some supplies.”

      We leave the room at the same time, parting ways in the hallway. Each of my guys are predictable, so I seek Harper out first.

      He’s in the dining room, shoveling food into his mouth. When I sit next to him, he eyes me, but doesn’t say anything.

      “I know you don’t want to go to California.”

      Harper sighs and puts down his fork. “I didn’t say that.”

      “You didn’t have to.”

      “Nikki, I loved Noah, too.”

      “But?”

      “But it’s been more than five years since the outbreak began. This is worse than looking for a needle in a haystack.”

      I say, “I know it’s a longshot.”

      “But?”

      “But I’m going.”

      “Sounds like an ultimatum.”

      I shake my head. “It’s not. You can stay here where you’ll be safe, and I won’t hold it against you.”

      “Fuck, Nikki. You won’t hold it against me, but I’d hold it against myself.” He runs his hand through his blond hair. “I’ll go with you.”

      “Thank you.”

      He smiles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. “Don’t thank me. We might be walking into a living hell. I’m going because you’re going to need someone to hold you if this plan goes to shit.”

      He leaves me sitting there with my mouth open.

      I try not to be hurt by his words, but damn.

      

      Rocco is in the boxing ring that was built when our group was at war with Air’s group. He’s swinging at nothing, sweat drenching his body.

      “Got a minute?”

      “For you? Always.” He hops from the ring and takes a sip of water. “Let me guess, you want to talk about California?”

      “Yes.”

      “Figured.” He wipes his face with a towel. “Nikki, I know you miss him.”

      “I do. So very much.”

      “But this won’t bring him back.”

      “I know that.”

      “Do you?” He sighs. “He told me once that he joined the Army to get out of his stepdad’s hair. That things weren’t the best after his mom remarried.”

      “He told me the same thing.”

      “Why go then?”

      “Because it was his dying wish!” My voice breaks.

      Rocco’s eyes soften. “When I was deployed in Iraq, I saw a lot of people die. The younger ones would always say they wanted to go home at the end. Most asked for their moms, too.”

      My throat burns as I fight back tears. “Rocco, I have to try.”

      “At what cost?”

      My heart feels like it’s breaking. He’s going to say no, I know it.

      “Nikki, we almost died getting here. Do you really think Noah would’ve wanted you to put yourself in danger by taking a trip that doesn’t really serve a purpose?”

      I ask, “Are you saying you won’t go?”

      He says, “My leg still hurts from where I was shot. That’s been a year now. I’m sorry. It’s not worth it.”

      I nod, backing out of the room. At least he’s being honest with me.

      

      Dave and Elijah stand side by side, looking out to a field where the crops stand taller than them. It’s amazing to see our home thriving like this.

      Elijah smiles when I come up. “Afternoon, Nikki.”

      Dave takes one look at me and says, “You talked to Rocco, didn’t you?”

      “Did you know what he was going to say?”

      He nods. “Babe, you’ve got to see it from his perspective.”

      Elijah says, “I’ll give you two some privacy.”

      I don’t blame him for getting out of Dodge.

      When he’s gone, I say, “I do see it from Rocco’s perspective, but what about what Noah wanted?”

      Dave flinches. “Nik, Noah wanted you to be happy. To be safe. And crossing the country with the hopes of finding his family just seems a bit unrealistic.”

      “As unrealistic as finding your brother here after three years?”

      His jaw ticks. “Noah hadn’t talked to his family for months before the outbreak began. We’re not even sure they’re still at the same house.”

      “But what if they are?”

      He looks off into the distance. “You’re set on this?”

      I nod.

      “Have you thought about what this might do to us?”

      “Dave-”

      “I’m serious, Nikki. Have you thought about how you will feel if one of us dies trying to chase Noah’s last breath? Can you live with yourself if something happens out there?”

      My chest tightens and it hurts to breathe. “I’m going, Dave. With or without you.”

      He says, “That doesn’t answer my question. Think it over. After you have, we can talk some more.”

      He leaves me standing there, feeling like shit. But he’s the one who’s not thinking this through. We owe this to Noah and I’m going. With or without him.

      

      Rule 18: Love is hell in the apocalypse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Rocco

      

      

      Jeff finds me in the gym, holding my knuckles in a pail of cold water.

      “What happened?”

      “Punched the wall after talking to Nikki.”

      Jeff’s eyebrow lifts. “I take it the wall won?”

      I grunt. “Guess so.”

      “What did you tell Nikki?”

      I glance at him. “Come on, man. You know I don’t want to leave here to go on some fairytale mission.”

      “Rocco, this is for Noah.”

      Shit. My heart does something funny in my chest.

      “I know that, but what good is it going to do?” He opens his mouth, but I cut him off. “He’s dead, Jeff. Nothing is going to bring him back.”

      “Have you looked a Nikki lately? I mean really looked?”

      I shrug. “I see her every day, just like you.”

      “Then you’ve noticed she’s lost weight. And I’m sure you’ve seen the dark smudges under her eyes. Oh, and the fact that her nose is always red because she’s been crying?”

      Fuck.

      Jeff goes on, “Maybe take a good look at her before you fuck this up, man. She’s hurting. We need to do this. For her.”

      He leaves me standing there feeling like the world’s biggest asshole.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Jeff

      

      

      I find Dave next. He’s in the dining room, talking to Grey and Norm. I motion for him to follow me into the hallway.

      “Did Nik find you?”

      “She did.”

      “And?”

      “I asked if she thought about how she would feel if one of us dies out there. Told her I would talk to her about it later.”

      “That’s pretty fucked up.”

      Dave sighs. “She needs to think about it. I assume you’re on board. Have you thought about it?”

      “Come on, man. You know I have.”

      He says, “I know she’s hurting now, but it will pass.”

      “What if it doesn’t? What if this is something she can’t live with?”

      Dave’s eyes widen. “Jeff-”

      “You’ve seen it overseas, just as I have. Sometimes people need a reason to go on. What if this is Nikki’s reason? Are you really going to be the one to take it away from her?” I stand. “Now you have something to think about.”
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        * * *

      

      Harper is next on my list. I find him doing laundry.

      “Hey, man. I washed everyone’s spare clothes. Figured it might be a while before we see a setup like this again.”

      I smile. “You said you’d go?”

      “Of course I did. I’m not going to let her do this alone.”

      “Me neither.”

      He lets out a small sigh. “I feel like this is going to be harder than she expects. Wish there was some way to prepare her.”

      “She’s strong, Harp. She’ll be fine.”

      He nods. “You’re right, man. Anything else you can think of before we head out?”

      “I talked to Elijah. He’s going to let us take one of the better trucks, supplies, food, and some MREs.”

      Harper groans. “Never thought I’d be going somewhere that I’d need MREs again. But better safe than sorry.”

      “I agree. Finish what you’re doing and meet back in the room. I’ve given the others plenty to think about. Either way, we’re heading out tomorrow.”

      “Will do.”
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        * * *

      

      I find Nikki in our room, looking out the window.

      She smiles when I go to her side.

      “Hey.”

      “Hey.” I lean over, kissing her cheek. “I talked to the others.”

      “So did I.” Her tone is bleak, punching me right in the gut. “Harper is the only one who’s on board.”

      “The others will come around.”

      She looks up at me, eyebrow raised. “What makes you think that?”

      “I gave Rocco and Dave some things to think about.”

      She snorts. “Did Dave tell you what he told me?”

      I nod.

      She goes on, “He’s not wrong to ask me to consider the possibility that leaving here is a bad idea, but it still took me by surprise.”

      “We all know he can be a dick.”

      “It’s not that. When he wanted to come to Oklahoma to chase a crazy dream, I stood behind him. I guess I hoped he’d do the same for me.”

      “You’re right,” Dave says from the doorway. “I was a huge fucking dick for not saying I’d go with you.”

      He comes into the room and drops to his knees in front of Nikki.

      “Can you forgive me?”

      She sniffles. “You don’t have to ask for forgiveness.”

      “Yeah, he does,” I say.

      Dave nods. “Please, Nikki. Can you forgive me?”

      “Of course I can.”

      He stands, wrapping his arms around her. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Dave, I get why you don’t want to leave here. But I hope you understand why I have to try to find Noah’s mom and step-father.”

      He says, “I understand. I was just being selfish.”

      He kisses her and, she lets out a little moan that I know too well.

      I say, “I’ll leave you two to it.”

      Nikki pulls back, shaking her head. “Get your butt over here, Jeff.”

      Nikki and I have had sex with Rocco before, but we’ve never done it with any of the others. Dave looks over her head and nods.

      “Let’s make our girl feel good.”

      “Fuck. I want in on this,” Harper says from the doorway.

      My pulse jumps in my neck, but I nod, inviting him in.

      Nikki lets out a small laugh. “Should we get Rocco, too?”

      I shake my head, meeting Harper’s gaze. “Nah. He’ll survive.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Nikki

      

      

      Jeff leads me to the bed, removing my clothes as we walk. His lips brush against my skin, until I’m burning for more. His hands roam where his lips have been. I caress the strong tendons in the back of his neck, urging him on. He scoops me into his arms, placing me on the bed.

      Dave joins us, kissing me on the mouth, while Jeff does the same on my breast. When Harper’s mouth covers my other breast, I moan. The only thing missing is-

      “Thought y’all would have some fun without me, eh?” Rocco says from the doorway.

      His footsteps cross the room and then he grips my thighs, opening them. When his mouth covers my pussy, my body quakes.

      Dave says between kisses, “Don’t give in yet, babe. Let us make you feel good.”

      I reach up, pulling him in for another kiss. My body is on fire as they lick and suck on my skin. Harper and Jeff are somehow doing the same thing at the same time, as if they’ve done this before. And Rocco - god, his skills down below are almost as good as Noah’s were.

      I moan. “I’m close.”

      Rocco adds a digit to his teasing, and I rock against his hand, wanting more.

      Dave says, “Time to make you feel good.”

      Rocco replies, “Fuck yeah.”

      He moves over me, entering me in a slow thrust. We both moan at the contact.

      Jeff lifts his head, watching. “Fuck. Look how his cock stretches you.”

      I look down where our bodies are connected, seeing how big Rocco’s cock is as he thrusts. Waves of ecstasy throb through me, to my core, and I rock against him.

      “You feel so good, Nikki. Like a fucking dream,” Rocco says.

      Dave lets out a grunt, capturing my lips again. His kiss is frenzied and matches what Rocco is doing to me. Harper’s mouth covers my nipple and I gasp in sweet agony as I come. My men let me ride wave after wave of pleasure until I finally stop shaking.

      Dave kisses the top of my head. “Can you take more?”

      I nod. Rocco gets off me, coming to Dave’s spot, kissing me on the mouth. Dave moves over me, giving me a wicked look.

      “Never thought I’d fuck you while you’re full of Rocco’s cum.”

      My nipples harden, and he notices.

      “Ah, but my girl likes that, doesn’t she?”

      I nod, and he slides into me.

      “Fuck. This is my favorite place to be.” He thrusts. “Right here. Inside of you.”

      Dave thrusts, and I moan at the roughness of it. His hands dig into my hips and his pace increases. Rocco continues to kiss me, his fingers pulling and tugging my hair. Jeff reaches down and flicks my clit. Pleasure builds deep inside of me and I know when I come, it’s going to be violently. Pain and pleasure riot against each other until I break, screaming out Dave’s name.

      But we’re just getting started. Harper pulls me into his arms, rolling so I’m on top. I settle onto his cock with a sigh. At the same time, Jeff takes me from behind.

      “Fuck,” Dave breathes out. “That’s so fucking hot.”

      Together, Jeff, Harper, and I fuck until we’re sated. I feel so good, loving how well they know how to work my body.

      When we’re done, I lie on the bed contented, unable to move.

      Dave kisses me. “Rest, Nikki.”

      And I do, knowing the loves of my life will do anything for me. Fuck. How did I end up so lucky?

      

      Rule 19: Always count your blessings.
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        Nikki

      

      

      The guys insist we take our time gathering the supplies we’ll need for the journey. I’m not stupid – they’re prolonging our departure. I don’t hold it against them, though. Well, I try not to hold it against them, but I’m ready to be on the road again.

      Dave enters the room with a duffel bag thrown over his shoulder.

      “What’s that?”

      “More clothes. Blankets. A tent. And MREs, on top of the ones Harper already packed.” He tosses the bag on the floor. “Elijah insists we take them even though I said he should keep them. Just in case.”

      Ever since we’ve told Elijah and Daisy our plan, Elijah has gone out of his way to send supplies to us. Daisy, on the other hand, is avoiding me. I know she doesn’t want me to go, but it still hurts that she’s not talking to me. Just this morning, she ducked into a room as I walked toward her. Kat simply shook her head and followed Daisy.

      I want to talk to her, but Daisy has been through so much. What if this triggers her? Or, what if she tries to talk me out of this? Out of everybody, she’d be the only one who can talk me out of this plan. And I don’t want my mind to be changed. So, I don’t chase after her.

      I say, “That was nice of him.”

      “Told him we’re almost good to go. Just need to find a truck that’s low on miles.”

      I feel like we’re getting up to pace. At the same time, I want to do a dance of joy. We’re so close-

      “Smells like rain out there. We might postpone a day or two, but we’ll be on the road by the end of the week.”

      At last, a timeline in sight. I can live with that.

      I go to him, wrapping my arms around his waist. “Thank you.”

      He doesn’t reply, which speaks volumes.

      He might have agreed to go, but there’s this underlying hostility coming from him. I want to ask him if we’re okay, but don’t want to start an argument. Because the only reason he’s doing this is for me. And I’m not sure that’s a good enough reason for him to leave his brother.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Dave

      

      

      Elijah finds me standing outside, petting one of Norman’s many cats. It’s still odd to me, that we’re so safe here that people have pets. The cat hisses at him before running off. I snort. Cat’s got good taste.

      “So. Tomorrow’s the big day?”

      I nod. “Yeah. I figure the ground will be dry enough to head out.”

      “We switched the tires on the truck with better ones.”

      “Eli, you didn’t have to do that.”

      He smiles, glancing at me. “Course I did. Can’t send my baby brother out there with bare tires.”

      My chin trembles and I force my voice to stay even. “Appreciate it.”

      Elijah sighs and spins so he’s facing me. “It scares the shit out of me that you’re going out there. I get the reason why, but I still don’t like it. But I know you’d do anything for Nikki, just as I’d do for Daisy.”

      I nod, my eyes burning with unshed tears.

      “The part that scares me the most is not knowing if you’re safe. We both know it might be years before you get back, if you ever even make it back. But you have to promise me something.”

      He grips my shoulder and I look up, seeing his eyes brimming.

      “You have to promise that you’ll live, Dave. Don’t worry about me. I’m safe. My family’s safe. We’ll miss the hell out of you, but you can’t live your days worrying about us.” He pauses. “And don’t let the past haunt you. This isn’t like the last time, and you’ve got to remember that.”

      I let out a teary laugh. “Fuck, man.”

      We hug, shoulders shaking. After a moment, he slaps my back.

      “Thought I should say all this tonight. Don’t want Grey to see me crying.”

      I laugh, wiping my eyes. “Thank you, Eli.”

      He nods, leaving me to my thoughts. He’s right. I can’t hold onto my life here once I leave the gates. It’s not fair to Nikki, Rocco, Harper, and Jeff. And it’s not fair to myself. I’ve just got to find a way to keep my past from fucking up my future. Because I’ve already lost one woman. I’m not sure I can handle losing another.

      Looking up at the night sky, I say, “I’ll be back one day. You can count on it.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Nikki

      

      

      A few days later, the rain finally stops, and Dave says we’re heading out. I toss my bag into the back of the truck and go over to Daisy. I’ve put this goodbye off for as long as I can. The warm breeze blows around us, bringing the scent of flower.

      Spring was always Noah’s favorite time of year…

      Daisy sniffles, and I feel my own eyes welling up.

      “Don’t cry. If you do, then I’m going to cry, too.”

      She gives me a watery smile. “I’m just sad to see you go. I feel like I’m losing my sister.”

      “This isn’t forever. I just… I have to do this. It was his last wish.”

      She wasn’t there when he died, so she can’t truly understand what this means to me.

      She looks over my shoulder and says, “Well, hug me one more time.”

      We embrace and then I hug Jo and Kat.

      “We’ll be back before you know it,” I say.

      My three friends have the decency not to call me out on this lie. We all know this might be the last time. But I have faith that we’ll see each other one day.

      I say to Jo, “Let me kiss baby Noah goodbye.”

      Jo pulls back the blanket and I press my lips against little Noah’s forehead. When Jo and Norman told me they were going to name their child after Noah, it felt right. He’d saved Norm in the war, after all.

      “Goodbye, little one.”

      My throat burns, and I know I’m about to cry, so I turn and go to the truck. Rocco, who’s in the back, reaches over the seat, squeezing my shoulder.

      “You okay?”

      I nod. “We’re doing the right thing.”

      Dave gets in the driver’s seat, shoulders tense. He doesn’t say anything as he starts the truck.

      I watch out the back window as we drive away. They all stand out there, waving, until we can’t see them anymore. I wish there was a way to take a picture of the moment, so I can remember all my loved ones together, sending us off with so much love.

      Jeff says in a low tone, “We’ll be back one day.”

      Everyone is silent as we get further and further away from home. Part of me feels like this is a huge mistake. The other half knows this is for Noah. And that has to count for something.

      

      Rule 20: Home is where the heart is… or some shit like that.
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      We’re silent as we drive, everyone lost in their own thoughts. I let out a small laugh.

      Rocco, who’s next to me, looks over. “What?”

      “If Noah were here, he’d be talking our heads off.”

      Jeff chuckles, too. “Or telling a joke.”

      Rocco says, “Or singing one of his Broadway tunes.”

      Dave replies, “Used to hate those tunes. Now, I’d give anything to hear him belting one out.”

      Nikki frowns from the front seat and looks out her window.

      She says, “He didn’t deserve to die.”

      We haven’t talked about his death – not really – and I see, now, just how much it’s eating her up.

      “Nik, no one deserves to die, but he knew what he was doing when he saved Norman.”

      She flinches. “I go over that moment in my head a lot. Was there something I could have done to save him? If I got there a little faster-”

      I reach over the seat, touching her shoulder.

      “It was his time. Plain and simple. Sometimes, all you can do is embrace the suck.”

      “That’s crass.”

      I shrug. “He knew what he was getting into when he joined the Army. Same rules apply in the apocalypse.”

      Jeff adds, “He’s right, Nikki. Noah knew what he was doing.”

      She crosses her arms and I know she’s done talking. But I’m not.

      “I wasn’t there when he was injured,” I say. “But I was there when you brought him back home. He knew the risk he took by saving Norman, and I can guarantee he would’ve done it again in a heartbeat.”

      Her shoulders tense as she wages war with herself.

      Dave says, “They’re right, Nikki.”

      She sniffles once. “I don’t want to talk about this.”

      I reply, “We’re going to have to talk about it eventually.”

      Jeff gives me a look and I know I can’t push this issue any longer. Not now, at least.

      I mean it, though. She’s never going to get over Noah’s death if she won’t even talk about it.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Nikki

      

      

      The guys chat with each other as I pretend to sleep. Call me a coward, but I don’t want to talk about Noah. His dog tags jingle around my neck as we drive through a pothole and I resist holding them in my hand. The truck slows and I open my eyes to see what’s happening. I’m surprised to see the sun is starting to set and the sky is filled with vibrant pink, orange, and yellow streaks. Crap. Maybe I really did doze off.

      I yawn. “Where are we?”

      “Almost to the Texas state line, near the panhandle,” Dave replies. “Think we’re about to call it a night.”

      He points ahead, where an abandoned grocery store looms in the distance. There aren’t any cars around, but that doesn’t mean anything. After parking, we each pull out our knives and search the area.

      I say to Dave, “I’m surprised we made such good time today.”

      “I am, too, to be honest. Someone’s cleared the cars from the highway at some point in time. Worked out in our favor, though.”

      Harper calls out, “If the rest of the highway is like this, then we’ll be in California in a few weeks.”

      Dave doesn’t reply, but opens the door to the store, tapping his knife on the glass. One lone biter stumbles out of a storeroom and I take it down with ease. I try not to think about how little the biter was.

      Rocco, on the other hand, has no qualm pointing this out. “Looks like a kid. Poor fucker. Wonder where its parents are?”

      I don’t like playing this game. I never have. When I think of who a biter was before, it makes me sad. And there’s enough sadness in this world without adding to it by dwelling on things we can’t change.

      Dave sighs. “Let’s get some sleep.”

      Rocco looks around. “What? Was it something I said?”

      Harper replies, “Isn’t it always?”

      We unpack some food, eating bread that Cooper sent.

      Dave says, “Sure going to miss Cooper’s cooking. Now we’ll have to depend on Harper and Jeff’s skills.”

      That makes me laugh.

      “They aren’t that bad.”

      Harper replies, “And, Coop sent us enough food so that I won’t have to get… creative.”

      “Thank god for that,” Jeff says. “I know we’ve done it before, but I’m not sure I can go back to eating squirrels and rodents.”

      That makes me smile. “Remember when Noah asked me on our first date? He told me later that he was worried we were going to have to eat rat. Thank god we found that old Italian restaurant.”

      Jeff laughs. “The kid was so nervous about that date. Still can’t believe he had more balls than the rest of us and asked you out first.”

      Dave adds, “I sure as hell couldn’t believe it, especially when I found out I was the last one to ask Nikki out.”

      “That’s just because you were scared I’d say no.”

      He agrees, “You’re right. What did you used to call me back then?”

      “Doomsday Dave.”

      Everyone laughs.

      He replies, “Well, I suppose there are worse things I’ve been called.”

      “Oh, we know,” Harper says, lips twitching. “Pretty sure we’ve called you every name in the book a time or two.”

      Dave shrugs. “Some people just live in the light.”

      We all give him hell until the store gets dark. Jeff pulls out a battery-powered lantern. The mood has shifted, and I’m not sure why.

      Dave says, “I’m going to grab the sleeping bags. Anyone need anything from the truck while I’m out there?”

      Rocco stands, too. “I’ll take first watch. Don’t want to leave the truck and our supplies out there alone.”

      He’s right. I hadn’t even thought about the truck and our supplies. I can tell by the looks on the others’ faces that they hadn’t either. Suddenly, I’m reminded of the last time we were on the road, before we made it to Oklahoma. The guys babied me at first, but soon realized I wanted to help – to really be a part of the group. After that, we took shifts in twos.

      But now there’s an odd number of us. Because Noah is gone.

      “What’s that frown for?” Harper asks, taking Rocco’s vacated spot next to me.

      “Just thinking about Noah.”

      “Ah.”

      He doesn’t say anything else. Instead, he puts his arm around my shoulder and pulls me close.

      He kisses my temple. “I miss him, too.”

      “Thank you.”

      “No need to thank me. It’s just how it is.”

      Dave comes back, arms full of sleeping bags. He drops them next to us and unrolls one.

      “Told Rocco I’ll take the next watch.”

      Jeff asks, “Are we going every two or four?”

      “Four.” He kicks off his boots. “I think we’re safe here.”

      It’s strange being out here, without the safety of our community in Oklahoma. I guess that’s something that you take for granted after a while. Not having to worry about traveling and running into others. Or, if you do, having the support from the group.

      Jeff unrolls his sleeping bag and settles in. A moment later he holds it open, inviting me to join him. I climb in, snuggling against his warm body. He kisses my forehead as Dave turns off the light, surrounding us in darkness.

      Jeff whispers, “You doing okay?”

      “Yeah. You?”

      His hand moves under my shirt, where he cups my breast. “Doing real good.”

      I reach under the sleeping bag and move his hand lower. He takes my hint and unbuttons my pants, slipping his hand into my panties. One of Jeff’s best skills in the bedroom is finger-fucking, and he doesn’t disappoint. He rubs and toys with me until a moan slips past my lips.

      His mouth covers mine, his fingers mimicking what his tongue does. I rock and grind against his hand, my orgasm building. He rubs my clit in maddening circles, and I come at the same moment Rocco enters the store, going straight to Dave. My pussy pulsates around Jeff’s fingers as everyone becomes alert.

      “There’s a group nearby. Caught one of their men watching me. Didn’t appear to be armed.”

      But we all know that doesn’t mean shit. It could be the devil in disguise. No one can be trusted. Jeff gives me an apologetic look, removing his hand. I quickly button my pants, waiting to see what Dave is going to do.

      Dave stands. “Guess we’re going a little further tonight.”

      “Are you sure that’s smart? It’s dark out there. We might be driving right into a trap,” I say.

      “I did think of that, too,” he replies. “My gut is saying we need to go.”

      Harper says, “Let’s get the fuck out of here then.”

      His voice holds a trace of panic that seems to spread amongst everyone. We pack up and go outside, where the air has gotten cooler.

      Jeff kisses me on the cheek before getting into the passenger’s seat, opening the atlas. “How far do you want to go?”

      The atlas is one of the best finds we’ve stumbled across, if you ask me. We were scavenging with Elijah and Daisy when one of the younger group members found it, not knowing what it was. Granted, there was a time long ago when I thought my phone could get me anywhere, but we’ve all come to depend on paper maps and atlases. And this one is top of the line. Spiral bound. Laminated. Each page is a map of a different state. Simply amazing.

      Dave rubs the bridge of his nose. “Until we’re sure no one else is around.”

      Jeff runs his finger along the map. “It’s a straight shot on this highway until we get to Arizona. I say we drive until we’re all comfortable.”

      Dave nods, and we leave the grocery store behind.

      We pass a man, who tries to wave us down, white flag and all. My stomach cramps. We might be the first people this man has seen in days. Weeks, even. We might be his last hope. But that’s a risk we can’t take. I look out the back window. His shoulders slump as he walks off the road, where I can’t see him. I feel bad, but not bad enough to suggest turning around. Besides, he’s obviously made it this long on his own.

      He’ll be fine, I try to convince myself.

      

      Rule 21: Don’t trust anybody.
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      I don’t like being out here, in the dark. Bad things happen in the dark. It’s always been that way, if you think about it. But, since leaving the store, I can’t shake the feeling that something evil is hanging over us. The sun has long set, making our journey extra dangerous. But when I saw that man near the grocery store, I knew we had to get the fuck out of Dodge.

      The road curves ahead, and I know that if I can’t see shit, then neither can Dave. Hell, he’s blinder than a bat at night as it is. Adding biters into the mix is just asking for trouble.

      Dave lets out a curse, slowing. The road is cluttered with vehicles, and I think this just might be another bad omen. First the man. Now this? Dave manages to drive through the mess, but I can’t shake the feeling that we’re being watched.

      Harper moves slightly, looking out his window. “There are eyes on us.”

      Well, fuck. Now I know I’m not being paranoid. Call it a sixth sense of being in Special Ops, but we just know when we’re being watched.

      Jeff says, “No need to get your panties in a twist, boys. No signs of activity.”

      Nikki looks out my window. “I don’t see anything out there, either.”

      But she wouldn’t. She didn’t go through the training that we did, before the world went to shit. And she never experienced the horrors that take place while on deployment, which I’m thankful for. Shit like that changes a person.

      The road becomes even more cluttered. Too cluttered.

      “Wonder if this is on purpose or if no one’s been through here?”

      Jeff replies, “Sign back there said there’s a risk for falling rocks. Bet people thought it wasn’t worth it.”

      Harper gives me a look over Nikki’s head. “Just hope we don’t run into any weirdos out here.”

      He’s feeling the same uneasy feeling that I am. I think of the man we passed - the one who was watching us. Could he have done this? Definitely not alone.

      Dave says, “We learned our lesson last time. If we cross another group, we’re getting the fuck out of there ASAP.”

      We drive until my eyes burn. The clock on the dash shows it’s after one in the morning. Dave leans forward, squinting. I can’t decide if it’s to stay awake or because he can’t see shit.

      We pass an old, run down hotel. Not my first choice, but, it’ll do.

      Harper points. “We can stay there. Looks decent enough.”

      Dave replies, “No. I want to get somewhere off the main road.”

      Jeff looks at the map and says, “In two miles, take a right.”

      Dave does as he says. This road is full of potholes, and the truck creaks and groans as we travel. Finally, Dave pulls off the road, into a grove of trees. This feels like déjà vu, and I don’t like it one bit.

      Harper asks, “Are we sleeping in the truck or are we going to try to set up the tent?”

      “It’s up to everyone. I’m going to check the area.”

      I get out of the truck. “I’ll come with you.”

      He nods, and I fall in step next to him as we walk. When we’re a safe distance away, he motions for me to be quiet.

      I whisper, “Still feel eyes on us?”

      “Can’t seem to shake the feeling and I don’t know if it’s because it’s our first night out here or if it’s because the threat is real. Just didn’t want to scare Nikki.”

      I look in the tree-line, willing the unknown foe to show themselves.

      “Not just you, man. My skin is buzzing right now.”

      “Mine too. Might not be anything.”

      But we both know that’s not usually the case.

      “Let’s see if the trees have eyes.”

      We go in separate directions, pulling out our pistols. Using a gun is risky, since the Dead outnumber the living. The sound will draw their attention and can make a bad situation turn deadly. On the flip side, no better way to make a point than to hold a gun in a fucker’s face.

      My boots are silent as I walk. I’m thankful that it’s spring. If it were fall, whoever is out there would be able to hear me coming a mile away.

      In the distance, I see something flicker. Campfire? As I get closer, I catch a whiff of smoke on the air. Voices murmur and my grip tightens on my pistol, just in case. There’s four of them -a man, woman, and two small kids. They’re eating and don’t appear to have a god damn care in the world.

      The woman laughs. “Honey, don’t say that in front of them.”

      He gives her a sheepish look. “They don’t know what it means.”

      “Still.”

      But the love between them is apparent. One of the kids, a girl, looks right at me. I’m not sure if she can see me, but I move deeper into the shadows just to be safe.

      The man follows her gaze and asks, “What is it, sweet pea?”

      “I thought I heard something.”

      The woman says, “We’re safe out here, baby. Daddy cleared the area.”

      The girl shakes her head. “He cleared the area last time and Grandpa still died.”

      “Don’t talk about Grandpa,” the boy says, standing. “I don’t want to think about it!”

      These people have obviously been through something, recently, by the sound of it. They’re not the ones who have been watching us. I back up, being as quiet as I can.

      And bump right into the solid mass of another body.
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        Dave

      

      

      I whistle twice, waiting for Rocco to answer back.

      “Come on, man,” I mutter. “Where in the fuck are you?”

      I didn’t find anything in my search, but now I’m getting worried. He knows better than to go too far. I reach the place where we separated, looking around. I don’t like this. At all.

      Moving silently, I go in the same direction he went. His boot prints are visible, even in the moonlight. And then I see several fucking prints, as if someone followed him.

      I turn and let out a curse as I come face-to-face with a woman pointing a gun at me. She looks like something out of the wild west, in her long, tan duster, slacks, long sleeved shirt, and boots. All she’s missing is a cowboy hat.

      “Easy there,” I say. “No need to make this something it’s not.”

      Her lips twitch. “Says the one who’s trespassing.”

      “Trespassing? I didn’t see any signs.”

      “You wouldn’t. But we know where our land is. And you’re on it.”

      I hate how I’m reminded of Air and his men. What in the fuck is wrong with people that makes them think this kind of shit is okay? Just to be clear, it’s not.

      I say, “Well, I’ll just be on my way.”

      “Don’t you want your friend?”

      My pulse pounds in my neck. “Friend?”

      “The muscle-head we found a bit ago. He, too, was where he doesn’t belong.”

      Fuck.

      I shrug. “Don’t have any friends out here.”

      “Oh? What about the woman and two men we saw? Do you know them?”

      Sweat beads on my upper lip and I resist wiping it. I don’t want this woman to know how nervous she’s got me, so I decide to lay all my cards on the table. Hell, I already know how this will go down if she’s psycho.

      “Who is we?” At her look I say, “Let’s not play any fucking games. You obviously know how many people I’m with, so why not level the playing field?”

      She stares at me and then nods once. Two women come from the trees, Rocco between them. He’s bound and gagged and gives me a disgusted look. I can relate.

      The woman says, “There are seven more of us near your truck.”

      “Listen, lady, I meant it when I said we didn’t know we were trespassing. Let my friend go, and we’ll get the hell out of your hair.”

      “It’s not that simple. We have questions and we expect answers.” She motions at me. “Let’s go to your other friends. I’m sure they’ll have plenty to say, too.”

      When I don’t make a move, she pulls back her coat, revealing another gun. There’s a chance, of course, that she’s full of shit. But it’s not a chance I’m willing to take. With a curse, I head back to camp, praying I’m not making a huge fucking mistake. Again.

      She jabs my shoulder. “And don’t even think of warning them.”

      Fuck.
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        Nikki

      

      

      Jeff glances over my shoulder, into the dark, sending shivers down my spine.

      “What?”

      “Thought I heard something out there.”

      Harper replies, “Probably a lone biter. If it comes this way, we’ll take it down.”

      The hairs on the back of my neck prickle. I’ve been ignoring this feeling for a while, but now it’s to the point that I have to say something, just to get it off my chest.

      “Is it weird that I feel like someone’s been watching us?”

      Both men freeze.

      Harper asks in a low tone, “How long?”

      “Since we got out of the truck.”

      Harper shoots Jeff a look, who puts his hand on his pistol.

      Jeff leans forward, stirring the fire, and says, “Nik, I want you to stand. Go to the truck, and act like you’re looking for a jacket. Then, get inside and lock the doors. If shit goes down, I want you to get the hell out of here.”

      Blood roars in my ears and I feel lightheaded.

      “Go. Now.”

      Standing, I say, “It’s getting cold. I’m going to grab my jacket.”

      Harper laughs. “I told you that you’d get cold.”

      He’s trying to act like nothing’s wrong, which scares me even more. I reach the truck, opening the driver’s door. I catch a whiff of Dave’s scent and my fear turns into full-fledged panic. Dave and Rocco went out there a bit ago. Why haven’t they come back?

      Jeff calls out, “Better hurry, Nik. I’m ready to call it a night.”

      His words make me jump into action, acting like I’m looking for my jacket. When I get inside the truck, I lock the doors. At the same time Dave comes from the tree line. Relief surges through my veins. He’s safe!

      And then I see the woman behind him, gun to his back.

      

      Rule 22: Don’t bring a jacket to a gun fight.
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        Dave

      

      

      Nikki meets my gaze from the truck. Even in the dark I see the terrified expression on her face.

      The woman behind me pokes me. “Keep going.”

      Harper and Jeff jump to their feet, but I shake my head at them. The two women with Rocco between them come out next.

      Harper calls out, “Are you hurt?”

      “We’re good.”

      Rocco glares at me, but it’s the truth. This could be a whole lot worse, especially if their weapons are loaded.

      I say, “These ladies and their friends have been watching us. Say we’ve trespassed onto their land. There are more of them watching us.”

      I need Harper and Jeff to know what we’re facing.

      The woman calls out, “Ladies, show yourselves.”

      Seven women appear from the shadows, surrounding us. They’re heavily armed and dressed much like the woman behind me.

      She says to me, “Tell your lady to get out of the truck.”

      I really don’t want to do that.

      Rocco makes a sound, getting the woman’s attention. She sighs and motions for one of the women holding him to remove his gag.

      He says, “She’s not getting out of the truck until you put your guns away. All of them.”

      The woman nods. “Fair enough. Ladies, please put your weapons on the ground, where these men can see them.” To Rocco, she says, “We expect the same in return.”

      My hand itches to pull my pistol out and end this.

      Rocco says, “Fine.”

      Jeff’s jaw tics, but he puts his pistol and knife on the ground. Harper does the same. The woman raises an eyebrow, looking at me. Cursing, I toss my gun to the ground.

      “Happy?”

      “Indeed.” She calls out to Nikki, “Come out, miss. We just want to talk.”

      Nikki doesn’t want to move, her debate etched on her face. Finally, she puts her pistol on the dashboard and gets out. I notice, however, that she keeps her knife on her. Good girl. She slowly comes toward us.

      The woman points to the fire. “Let’s all sit there. It’s too cool to stand away from the warmth.”

      She puzzles me, going from scary to reasonable, and that makes her all the more unstable in my book. Nikki is the first to sit, going between Jeff and Harper, which makes me feel better. They’ll protect her, even if I can’t.

      Nikki asks, “What should we call you?”

      “I’m Pearl Hart. You may call me Pearl.”

      Nikki’s eyes widen. “Like the outlaw?”

      Pearl nods, looking pleased. “Figured I ought to be able to pick a fitting name in this new world we live in. What’s your name?”

      “I’m Nikki. That’s Jeff, Harper, Rocco, and Dave.”

      Pearl looks at me. “I assume you’re the Alpha?”

      “The what?”

      “Are you the man in charge?”

      I reply, “No one is in charge. We’re all equals.”

      She hums. “Even Nikki?”

      “Yes, even Nikki. Why wouldn’t she be an equal?”

      One of the other women lets out a laugh. “Because men have oppressed females since the beginning of time.”

      Nikki replies, “It’s not like that with them. We’re a team.”

      “And lovers?”

      “Not that it’s any of your business, but yes.”

      Pearl’s eyebrow lifts. “With all of them? My, you impress me, Nikki.”

      I say, “Enough chitchat. You said you wanted to talk, so let’s talk.”

      Pearl’s eyes narrow. “Fine. What brought you this way?”

      “We’re trying to get to California.”

      “How did you end up in Canadian, Texas, then? That is not the normal route one would take to go to California.”

      Jeff speaks up. “Canadian? That’s not right.”

      “I assure you it is.”

      I’m guessing by the confused look on Jeff’s face that we either took a wrong turn or these women are full of shit.

      Pearl says, “It’s an easy mistake. I hear the signs on the highway have been… modified.”

      “By whom?”

      She shrugs. “Hard to say.”

      One of the women with Pearl smiles, making me wonder if it was them. But why? What purpose does it serve them to have people accidentally end up here? So they can rob them? Kill them? What?

      “My turn. How did we trespass?”

      “How does anyone trespass? You came onto our land without permission.”

      “I’m calling bullshit.” Rocco says, “There’s a family out there.”

      “We’re aware.”

      “Are they trespassing?”

      “No. They have permission to be here.”

      I ask, “Then, may we have permission to be here?”

      “I haven’t decided. What is your purpose for going all the way to California?”

      Nikki says, “You wouldn’t understand.”

      “Try me.”
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        Nikki

      

      

      I grit my teeth before saying, “There used to be six of us.”

      Saying it aloud makes my heart ache.

      Realization fills Pearl’s eyes. “Ah.”

      “His last wish was to go home, to California. We couldn’t make it happen while he was alive.”

      “So you’re going to try now that he’s dead?” She shakes her head. “You must have loved him a lot.”

      “More than he ever knew.”

      A regret I’ll have to live with, too. I should have told him more often. Heck, I should tell all my guys how much I love them every day.

      Pearl says, “There are bad people on the road. Are you sure it’s worth the risk?”

      “In my experience, there are as many good people as bad.”

      “Then you’ve had a better experience in the apocalypse than we have.”

      “Is that why you patrol the area?”

      A shadow flickers across her face. “We’ve had to learn things the hard way. The most important lesson is that men can’t be trusted.”

      She gives Dave a pointed look and I become defensive.

      I say, “I respectfully disagree. I would be dead if Dave hadn’t saved me.”

      “Oh? Do tell.”

      “The outbreak began on the same day I was supposed to get married. My groom joined the Dead and was about to kill me when Dave showed up, saving me.”

      Sometimes, when I close my eyes, I can still remember the first time I looked into his eyes. He had just killed my groom-to-be, the mistress, and my almost-mother-in-law and was wiping blood from my face, making sure none got in my eyes. When we looked at each other, I felt something I never felt the entire time with my fiancé. Looking back, it was love at first sight.

      “You got lucky then.”

      I nod. “Very lucky. And then I met Jeff, Harper, Rocco… and Noah.”

      “Noah. He’s the one who died?”

      I blink back tears, nodding.

      She says, “I hate to be the one to tell you this but going to California is a suicide mission. The roads are dangerous, and the journey won’t bring you peace.”

      “The roads are dangerous here.”

      And what in the fuck does she know about what’ll bring me peace?

      One of the other women says, “The last traveler we saw coming from the west said it’s worse out there. The moaners outnumber the living. Too many people died when it began and now there’s no hope for humans.”

      “But you haven’t seen it yourself?”

      Pearl answers, “We’ve not left this area. We’re lucky. We have shelter. Food. Supplies. Our women and children thrive here. We’re safe and haven’t met a threat we can’t handle.”

      Dave asks, “But no men?”

      “No men. That is our rule.”

      I shake my head. “You say you have children. How does that work?”

      “Some of us have… needs. Needs that can be met without the trouble of inviting a man back to our home.”

      Rocco snorts. “Is that why you’re out here, patrolling?”

      Understanding dawns on me. That’s why the signs on the highway are tampered with. They want people – No. Men. – to come their way so they can use them for sex. But what happens to the men after? My gut tells me it’s not good.

      Pearl glances at Rocco, as if he’s an irritating insect buzzing around her. “No, we’re patrolling to make sure no one gets too close. Believe me when I say, there are more of us out there than you know.”

      A thought crosses my mind. One I can’t ignore. One that has to be spoken.

      “Are any of the children male?”

      A shorter woman behind Pearl flinches as Pearl nods.

      “Yes.”

      “What happens to them?”

      “When they’re old enough, they will be sent away.”

      The woman behind Pearl reaches for the hand of the woman next to her. My stomach feels heavy. Something’s not right.

      Jeff asks, “What age?”

      “Pardon?”

      “What age is ‘old enough’?”

      Pearl answers in one word. “Six.”

      

      Rule 23: Expect the unexpected in the goddamn apocalypse.
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      Nikki gasps, as if she’s heard wrong. “Six?”

      “It’s an age when they can defend themselves.”

      “But,” I spit out.

      “But they won’t be able to find our home once we take them away. They’ll be forced to find a new means of survival.”

      Any kid they send out there is dead. There’s no way a fucking six-year-old can live on his own! Hell, even before the outbreak, a six-year-old didn’t have much of a chance. But now? No way.

      “How many kids have you sent away?”

      “Not kids. Just males. And we haven’t had a male reach that age yet.” Pearl points over her shoulder. “Rachel and Leah each have males that will be released soon.”

      Released. Like they’re fucking animals. Rage boils in my veins. I was put in the system as a kid, like a piece of trash being tossed away without a second thought. No one ever wanted me, either, so this really fucking pisses me off.

      Pearl goes on, “The Judgement of Solomon is meant to be fair. The females live safely with us. The males must stand on their own.”

      One of my foster families was super religious, so I hate that I fucking know what this nut-job is talking about.

      “In the Bible, King Solomon was going to cut the baby in half, not toss it to the biters. And, he did it so the real mother would step forward by making the ultimate sacrifice.”

      Pearl’s eyes light up. “A man of faith. How surprising.” She goes on, “King Solomon’s test made the real mother bow down, saying the other woman could have her baby. This is the same thing. The mothers are bowing down, so that we may all be safe.”

      I turn to Rachel and Leah. “And you’re seriously okay with this shit?”

      One of the women nods immediately, but the other looks hesitant—as she fucking should.

      “Pearl has created a safe place for us, where we don’t have to worry about men using us for our bodies, and there’s no fear of the moaners getting us.” She stands a bit taller. “I’ll proudly release my son during the full moon.”

      The goddamn full moon? Is this bitch for real?

      “You realize that your son is as good as dead then, right? The biters are always more active during the full moon. Or, is that your plan? Send him out there so he’s killed as soon as your back is turned?”

      She shrugs. “He will die so that my daughters will be safe.”

      Jeff asks, “Why not kill them when they’re born? Why make them live with you for six fucking years?”

      Pearl answers, “It would be too hard on the mothers to take them when they’re so young.”

      I feel fucking sick, like I’m seriously about to vomit everywhere. Most of the women with Pearl are nodding, but I can’t help to notice that one isn’t.

      Dave asks, “How many children are males?”

      Pearl glances at him, as if she doesn’t trust his question.

      “There are four, currently. As I said, most don’t survive past infancy.”

      I can’t help but to wonder if it’s because the mothers realize what fate their sons will endure, so they kill them.

      “I’ve learned enough information.” She stands. “Are you leaving when the sun rises?”

      Her sudden mood shift confuses me.

      Dave nods. “Yes.”

      I can tell by his tone that he means it, too.

      “Then I expect we’ll have no problems with each other. Ladies, let us leave these men.” She turns to Nikki, “You may join us, if you’d like. There’s always a place for women who need a home.”

      Nikki replies, “I’m fine here.”

      I’m surprised she’s not telling this bitch off. She has better restraint than I do, that’s for damn sure.

      “I suspected you would say that.” She looks around. “Don’t try to find us. You won’t live to dawn if you do.”

      The women back away, into the trees, and it’s as if they were never here.

      Nikki jumps to her feet, coming to my side. She unties my hands and then throws her arms around me, hugging me tight.

      “Why is it always you?” she asks.

      “What?”

      “You got taken the last time we went looking in the woods for someone.”

      I laugh, trying to ease her pain. “At least I wasn’t shot this time.”

      Dave slaps my back. “Glad you’re okay, though. I was worried when you didn’t answer me back.”

      “I found a family out there. When I realized they weren’t any harm, I was coming back to find you. That’s when I literally ran in to that crazy bitch.”

      Nikki looks into the distance. “I can’t believe they think what they’re doing is okay.”

      Harper says, “Doesn’t look like they’re all on board. Did you see the shorter one with dark hair? I thought she was going to burst into tears when Pearl was talking about releasing her son at the end of the month.”

      Dave replies, “Maybe they’ll change their minds.”

      But we all know the chances of that happening are slim to none. Hell, no one wanted me as a child, and that was under normal circumstances. These poor kids don’t stand a chance in the mother fucking zombie apocalypse.

      Dave sighs. “We should get some sleep. I’ll take first watch. Make sure they don’t come back.”

      Everyone settles in, but I’m not sure any of us will be able to sleep. Not after this.
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      I stare up at the sky until it begins to lighten in soft pinks and reds as dawn approaches.

      Red in the morning, a sailor’s warning.

      I hope that doesn’t prove to be true today.

      Finally, I can’t take it any longer and sit. Dave smiles at me. He’s leaning against the truck, so I join him.

      He pulls me into his embrace, kissing me. “Were you able to sleep at all?”

      “No.”

      “I don’t think the others did, either.”

      Rocco calls out, “Fucking right we didn’t.”

      Dave says, “Let’s eat and get on the road. I want to get out of here as soon as possible.”

      Harper says, “I’ll open some canned fruit.”

      While he does that, the rest of us pack our sleeping bags. There’s a stream nearby, so I walk to it, testing the water. It’s cool, but not unbearable, so I scoop some into my hand and rub off the grime off my skin. Dave joins me, doing the same.

      “I think I’m going to miss showers most of all,” I say. “Didn’t realize how spoiled I was.”

      He laughs. “Well, we’ve dealt with worse.”

      “Yeah.” I sigh. “Dave, I can’t stop thinking about Pearl and what she’s doing to those poor kids.”

      “I know. Can’t figure out a solution, though. She’s not kidding when she says they’re armed. And it’s risky to go against them, when they outnumber us. If there were more of us, I’d say we find them and save those boys.”

      I nod. “I know. It just sucks and makes me feel helpless.”

      “Best we can hope for is some of their women change their minds before they send those boys to their deaths.”

      My stomach feels heavy and I wrap my arms around Dave, letting him hold me in return.

      He kisses the top of my head. “It’ll be okay, Nik.”

      I tilt my face, kissing him. Our tongues meet and he pulls me closer.

      I say, “I love you. So much.”

      “I love you, too, Nikki.”

      We continue to kiss until we’re both breathless. I’m about to suggest that we have a quickie, when a tree branch breaks nearby. We both become alert, reaching for our knives. Dave holds me close, as not to draw attention to ourselves.

      “Please, I need help,” a woman whispers.

      We turn and find one of the women who was with Pearl standing by the trees. Next to her is a little boy with dark hair. My breath catches in my throat.

      Dave asks, “Are you alone?”

      She shakes her head and moves. Behind her is another little boy holding the hand of an even smaller boy.

      I say, “Pearl said there were four-”

      She turns, where an infant is strapped to her back.

      Holy. Fuck.

      She says, “My name’s Rachel. This is my son.”

      I ask, “What’s his name?”

      Her face pales. “I never… the males don’t have names.”

      I pray my mouth isn’t gaping.

      Dave says, “You said you needed help.”

      She comes closer and so do the three boys.

      “We left Pearl’s and, once she finds out, she’s going to come looking for us. Is there any way we can go with you?”

      Dave’s jaw tics. I touch his arm and he meets my gaze.

      He asks, “Why would she come looking for you? Aren’t you just helping along her process?”

      Rachel’s chin trembles. “Pearl talks a good game. What she doesn’t mention is that we’re not allowed to leave. The ones that have left, she searches until she finds them and brings them back, just to kill them.” She glances at the boy holding her hand. “My son turns six at the end of the month. We can’t stay.”

      “What about the other boys? Why are they here?”

      She replies, “Their mothers want them to live, so they sent them with me. They can say they had no idea I took them, putting all the blame on me.”

      Dave says, “You realize this isn’t going to solve the problem, right? She’s going to keep killing the males, if they live to be six.”

      “It might. And, at least these four will be safe.” She inhales. “So, can we come?”

      I look at Dave, nodding.

      He sighs. “Come on. We need to tell the others.”

      Rachel’s eyes fill with tears and she motions the kids to follow. The smaller boy with red hair reaches up, holding out his arms to me. He’s so small compared to the other two kids.

      “How old is he?”

      “Two.”

      Two? God damn.

      I shake my head and pick him up, following Dave back to the campsite. Our journey has just taken an unexpected turn, but I still feel like I’m on the right path. Besides, Noah would have been tickled that our group was growing.

      

      Rule 24: Doing the right thing is never easy.
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      Dave comes from the tree line after being gone a while. I’m certain he and Nikki were out there having sex. Lucky bastard. When Nikki walks out next, holding a kid with red hair at her hip, I’m floored.

      Rocco mutters, “What the fuck-”

      Dave shakes his head as one of the women from last night follows behind Nikki, a child holding onto each hand.

      Nikki says, “This is Rachel. She, her son, and three little ones are coming with us.”

      I’m sure my mouth is hanging wide open.

      Harper doesn’t miss a beat. “We can move some things around in the truck. It’ll be tight, but we can make it work.”

      Rachel nods. “Thank you.”

      Nikki says, “I know you said the boys don’t have names, but it might be easier if we knew what to call them.”

      “At home, they were just called boy. Pearl said they didn’t deserve a name.” She shakes her dark head. “I can’t believe I stayed there so long.”

      I ask, “Any family names you want to use?”

      She glances at the boy to her right with dark hair. “My father’s name was Carter.”

      Nikki smiles. “Carter. I like it. What about the others?”

      Rachel points to the infant on her back and the red-headed boy. “They’re brothers. Can’t really think of anything to call them.”

      I say, “I knew a set of brothers growing up. Owen and Preston.”

      She nods. “That’s perfect.”

      The other child says, “Momma used to call me Benji when we were alone but told me not to tell anyone. Said it was short for somethin’.”

      Fuck. He had a secret name because his mom was too much of a coward to stand up against Pearl.

      I squat so I’m at his level. “Bet it was short for Benjamin.”

      “Yeah. I think I’ve heard that before.” He looks me up and down. “Are you my dad?”

      “No. I’m your new friend. My name’s Jeff.”

      “Cool. I’m hungry.”

      I let out a laugh. “My friend, Harper, will get you something, but we need to get in the truck. You can eat in there.”

      Nikki asks, “Does anyone need to take a potty break before we go?”

      My eyebrows lift, but Carter and Benji nod.

      Rachel says, “I’ll take them and check the others’ diapers.”

      Diapers?

      Nikki comes to my side, smiling. “I guess you never had to babysit growing up?”

      “Nope. Dealt with a shit-ton of cats, though.”

      She laughs. “Well, kids are a bit different.”

      Rocco joins us, putting his arm around Nikki’s shoulder.

      “I’m glad she’s here, and I’m glad she chose her kid’s life.”

      Nikki says, “Me, too. I think Noah would like this.”

      I nod. “I do, too.”

      Dave joins us. “We should get on the road soon. I’m not sure if Pearl will really come after us, but I’d rather not find out.”

      “Let’s load up.”

      Rachel comes back. “We’re ready.”

      Dave says, “Harper will feed the kids in the truck. Is Preston still taking a bottle?”

      She nods, looking pained. “I was able to bring a can of formula.”

      Which won’t last long.

      Nikki says, “We’ll make it work. Come on.”

      She picks up Owen, the same child she carried earlier, and goes to the truck. Dave gets into the driver’s seat and Nikki climbs to the middle seat.

      She says, “Rachel, why don’t you, Preston, and Carter sit up here, with me? Benji can sit in the backseat with Rocco, Jeff, and Harper.”

      Rocco looks from Harper to me. “Going to be a tight fit.”

      I say, “Only for the person in the middle.”

      Harper and Rocco’s mouths drop, and I laugh loudly.

      “Rock, paper, scissors?”

      They nod. After three rounds, Rocco grumbles as he gets in the middle.

      “Fucking rigged, I tell you.”

      Nikki laughs. “You’ll be fine. And we can switch spots later.”

      Dave starts the truck once everyone is inside and takes off. We’re all alert, not knowing if Pearl or any of her ladies are nearby, waiting.

      As we leave, Benji, who’s on Harper’s lap, asks, “Where’s my mom?”

      Nikki looks over the seat. “She couldn’t come with us.”

      “Oh.”

      He leans against Harper with a sigh, making me sad for the kid.

      I say, “Hey Benji. Have you ever played rock, paper, scissors?”

      He shakes his head.

      “Well, I’ll show you. It’s fun, isn’t it, Rocco?”

      “Sure is.”

      Benji watches, giving his full attention to the rules.

      “Think you’ve got it?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Okay. On three.”

      He picks up the game and plays everyone in the backseat. Then he plays Carter over the seat.

      Rachel smiles. “I think you’ve created a monster.”

      “Nah. Besides, it’ll give them something to do.”

      Because this journey is just beginning.
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      We’ve been traveling for an hour or so, dodging vehicles on the road. Rachel keeps looking out the window, as if she expects to see Pearl.

      I ask, “How long were you with Pearl and her group?”

      She replies, “Too long. I knew Pearl before the outbreak.”

      Dave questions, “Has she always been such a man-hater?”

      “Yes, but with good reason. She’s been through a lot and it’s left a bitter taste in her mouth.” She glances at Carter. “I guess I never thought she’d take it this far.”

      “The other women, they were really okay with you taking their kids and staying behind?”

      She winces. “Owen and Preston’s mom begged me to take them. Leah, on the other hand, was quite alright with Benji being released at the end of the month.”

      That surprises me. She took the time to name him. Maybe there was a piece deep inside that didn’t really want him to die.

      I ask, “Does she know you took him?”

      “She does now.”

      Dave says, “Well, I think what you did is pretty badass.”

      “Thank you.” She glances out her window again. “I won’t be at ease until we get to Amarillo, though.”

      Jeff replies, “Was your home in Canadian?”

      “Just outside, at an old ranch. I know Pearl won’t go as far as Amarillo, though. She’s scared to get too far away.”

      “Will any of the others follow?”

      “That I’m not sure of. I’d like to say no, because I didn’t take any supplies, but they might do it out of anger.”

      Harper says, “We’ll cross that bridge when we get there.”

      “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised that Pearl took this to an extreme. As you guessed, Nikki, she idolizes Pearl Hart.”

      Rocco ask, “Who is that again? An actress, from before?”

      If only. Our dear Pearl idolized an outlaw, and I think for a very specific reason.

      I say, “She was an outlaw who was a feminist before feminism was a thing. She dressed up like a man and robbed a stagecoach. When she was caught, she gave an epic quote - I wish I could remember it.”

      Rachel lets out a small laugh. “I shall not consent to be tried under a law in which my sex had no voice in making.”

      “Damn.” Rocco whistles.

      “Believe me, Pearl made sure we all knew the quote. Said it should be as important as the Pledge of Allegiance.”

      Rocco replies, “That’s some fucked up shit.” He glances at Benji, who’s laying across his lap. “Crap. Sorry for the language.”

      Rachel replies, “They’ve heard worse.”

      Baby Preston stirs and lets out a small wail. Rachel presses on his hand and he stills almost right away. I’ve never seen anything like it in my life.

      She notices me watching and says, “All the children are taught from birth to be silent. We use this same method on boys and girls to protect them and us. It also works on their legs.”

      I don’t know if I should be impressed or feel sorry for the children. But I guess that’s life in the apocalypse.

      I say, “I can hold him, if you need a break.”

      Owen is fast asleep across my lap and Carter is looking tired. Rachel hands Preston to me, and I kiss the top of his head, holding him close. He’s going to have red hair when he’s older if his eyebrows are any indication.

      “Did his mother have red hair?”

      Rachel shakes her head. “No. We assume it was the father, or maybe a grandparent.”

      I ask, “Did you know Carter’s father?”

      “Yeah, we were high school sweethearts. He was hanging around the ranch, trying to get me to leave and we met up one night.” She pauses. “Pearl had him killed the next day, saying he stole a cow. I know he didn’t, but there was no proof to save him. A few months later I found out I was pregnant.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      She smiles, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. “I try to tell myself I got the better part of the deal, but sometimes I wonder how things would’ve turned out if he hadn’t died.”

      Dave says, “Well, you’re safe now.”

      “Am I?” She goes on, “I’m sure you’re good people, but it’s just hitting me that I’ve left a safe home behind for the unknown.”

      “What would have happened if you’d stayed?”

      “After this? I would be killed. So, I guess I’m doomed either way.”

      I don’t like where this is going, so I ask, “Did your group run into other groups very often?”

      “Yes, but mostly because Pearl changed the signs on the highway. People think they’re on I-40, when they’ve really taken a scenic detour.” She pauses. “I’m feeling sick. Can we stop for a bit?”

      Dave glances at me, before pulling onto the shoulder of the road, and the uneasy feeling intensifies. Rachel gets out, bending over as she retches.

      “Should we check on her?” Rocco asks with a frown.

      I hand baby Preston to Dave. “I’ll do it.”

      I climb from the truck, going to Rachel’s side. Her hands are on her knees and she sniffles.

      “I thought I could do this.”

      “Rachel-”

      She stands. “I have to go back. I can’t do this.”

      I point to the empty road. “We haven’t seen a single soul since we left Canadian.”

      “That’s good. That means I won’t run into any trouble.”

      I take her hands into my own, finding her palms sweaty. “Rachel, you said it yourself. If you go back, you’re dead.”

      “Maybe not. Pearl is reasonable. Once she realizes that I just moved the timeline for releasing the boys up a little, she’ll be thankful.”

      I seriously doubt that.

      Trying a different approach, I ask, “What about Carter?”

      “He’s safe.” There’s a flicker of hesitation. “You’ll take care of him, won’t you?”

      “Rachel, listen to me. You don’t want to go back. There’s a chance you might not ever see your son again if you leave.”

      “There are other women there who are pregnant. What if they have sons?” She takes a step back. “I have to do this.”

      “Rachel-”

      She gives me a watery smile. “Please tell Carter how much I loved him. Don’t let him forget me.”

      Loved. She said loved, not love. Reaching into her shirt, she pulls a locket from around her neck and shoves it into my hand.

      “Tell the others I said thank you. For everything.”

      She takes off running before I can reply.

      “Rachel!” I call after her. “Please don’t do this.”

      Jeff jumps from the truck, coming to my side. “What in the fuck is she doing?”

      “She’s going back.”

      He meets my gaze.

      “She’s made her decision,” he says in a flat tone. “All we can do is wish her well.”

      I want to go after her. I want to cry. I want this fucked up world we live in to be over.

      Finally, I nod. “Let’s go.”

      

      Rule 25: One act of goodness doesn’t atone for fear.
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      Jeff and Nikki get back into the truck, shock etched on their faces. Nikki takes the baby from me and gives a slight shake of her head. Fuck. I can’t even see Rachel in the mirror anymore, so I start the truck and take off in the direction we were originally headed.

      I say, “It’s better this way, while she’s still able to go back home. She might even make it by night.”

      I think we all know she won’t live to see morning, not if Pearl is as ruthless as I suspect she is.

      Rocco lets out a small laugh. “Gives us a bit more room.”

      I look over to Carter, who’s still fast asleep. What will the kid think when he realizes his mother is gone?

      Nikki follows my gaze and says, “She gave me a locket to give him.”

      She holds the silver heart in her hand, opening it. Inside, is a photo of Rachel and a man.

      “I think it’s Carter’s father.” She closes it. “At least he’ll have something to remember her by.”

      Rocco says, “I’m sure he would rather have his mom than a piece of silver.”

      This has to be a sore subject for him. He doesn’t talk about his past much, but what little he’s said about his time in the foster system isn’t good.

      I say, “We’re not too far from Oklahoma. I wonder if it would be better to turn around and take the kids back to Elijah, where they’d be safe.”

      Nikki is going to see this suggestion as a way for us to go back home, saying we tried. I’m not going to lie – if we were to go back now, it wouldn’t bother me.

      Harper surprises me by saying, “It’s too risky to go back. If we go through Canadian, there’s a chance we’ll run into Pearl again. And we have no idea what we’ll find on other routes.” He glances down at Benji. “I say we keep going.”

      Nikki smiles at him before glaring at me.

      “Fuck. It was just a suggestion.”

      “I’m sure,” she replies in a dry tone.

      Maybe my girl knows me better than I think. I shake my head, smiling.

      

      The kids sleep for about an hour. Baby Preston is the first to wake up, letting out a single cry before sucking his thumb.

      “He needs a diaper change, which means Owen probably does, too.”

      Owen stirs at his name. “I hungwee.”

      Jeff curses. “And they’re hungry.”

      I say, “There were signs a few miles back. There should be a town coming up. Should we see if we can find diapers and formula?”

      We can get by with our food for the three little ones, but not the baby. He’s going to need formula for a while. That, unfortunately, is going to be hard to find.

      Harper answers, “Might not be a bad idea. How close are we to Amarillo?”

      Jeff glances at the map. “Still have a way to go.”

      I say, “If the town is safe, we should stop there for the night. It’ll give us a chance to look for supplies and let the kiddos burn some energy.”

      Nikki smiles. “I think that’s a great idea.”

      

      We stop in a little town called Groom, Texas, where a large cross looms in the horizon. The sun shines brightly behind it, as if welcoming us in.

      Rocco says, “Guessing this was a religious town.”

      I say, “Good. Maybe we’ll run into some godly people who will help us.”

      “Sure man,” Rocco says. “And I’ll find my real parents out here and we’ll all live happily ever after.”

      Jeff helps Benji and Carter from the truck.

      Carter looks around. “Where’s my mom?”

      I cringe, not knowing what to say. I mean, how in the fuck do you explain this to a kid?

      Nikki says, “She went back to your old home.”

      “Oh. Okay.”

      He runs over to Benji, where they play a quick game of rock, paper, scissors.

      Nikki comes to my side, baby Preston in one arm and Owen in the other. “I worry this happiness isn’t going to last long.”

      Like when the sun goes down and he wants his mom to tuck him in. Fuck. What will we do then? I plant a fake smile on my face.

      “We’ll make it work somehow.” I reach for Owen, taking him into my arms. “Come on. Let’s check that motel over there.”

      There’s a sign proclaiming the town population is only seven hundred. I wonder if any of them hung around after the outbreak began, because this town looks like a ghost town. I step over a metal fence that’s fallen at some point.

      The motel is tiny with maybe eight rooms, all connected by a covered walkway. Part of the awning is down, so I go to a door that’s not blocked.

      Nikki says, “Let me hold Owen while you check the room.”

      I hand him back to her and pull my gun out. I try the knob and am surprised when it opens. Nikki gives me a look as I tap the door, seeing if there are any biters inside. I move cautiously into the room, which smells like mildew. Dust covers everything and there are no signs of humans.

      Judging by the decorations and furniture, this was a boutique motel themed after the 70s.

      Nikki lets out a laugh. “Look.”

      Against the wall is a travel crib lined with orange shag carpet.

      “What are the chances of that?”

      She replies, “That’s the apocalypse for you. Always throwing curve balls and surprises.”

      She puts Owen and Preston onto the bed, surrounding them by pillows.

      “I’ll clean up in here. Tell Jeff to bring the other boys inside, so you all can go look around.”

      I kiss her. “You’re amazing.”

      When I step outside, I run into Jeff.

      “Perfect. Nikki’s in there, with the two little ones. Said to leave Carter and Benji with her so we can take a look around.”

      He nods. “On it.”

      Scooping the boys into his arms, he goes into the room. When he leaves, Nikki closes the door, locking it. I try the knob just to be safe.

      Jeff says, “Nik said it was unlocked. You sure no one’s living here?”

      “I’m sure. There aren’t any fingerprints in the dust on the furniture. Plus, I’d like to think someone staying in there would open a window to get that smell out of the room.”

      To prove my point, Nikki opens both windows in the room, making a face at us.

      Jeff asks, “Think one of us should stay back here with her?”

      Nikki calls out, “I’ll be fine. I have my gun.”

      Jeff sighs and says, “Let’s see where Harper and Rocco are.”

      We go to the main street, which is what you’d expect to find in a small town. Old brick buildings line both sides of the street. And, there isn’t a franchise store in sight. At the end of the street is a white chapel, steeple and all. I bet this town used to decorate for the holidays, too. I sigh. Those days are long gone.

      Harper and Rocco are peering into a grocery store window when we reach them.

      Harper says, “Looks empty inside. No biters, either.”

      I tap on the glass just for good measure.

      “Did you try the door?”

      They look at me like I’m crazy, but when I try the door, it opens.

      Jeff says, “I’m sensing a trend here and I don’t like it one fucking bit.”

      Rocco asks, “What does that mean?”

      “The motel door was unlocked, too.”

      They shoot me a look.

      “I know. Seems weird. But not the strangest thing we’ve come across.”

      We enter the store and I stop in my tracks.

      “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”

      The store hasn’t been touched. I’m talking every shelf is full, as if the apocalypse never happened and the store is waiting for someone to turn the lights on.

      Harper asks, “Think anyone tampered with the food?”

      There was a group back in Oklahoma that had dealt with tampered food while they were living on their own. Said it looked untouched, but then they all got sick.

      “I think those people mentioned the cans that were tampered with had tiny holes in them.”

      Harper puts it back. “Let’s just get what we need. Diapers. Formula. Clothes.”

      “Good idea.”

      Jeff grabs a shopping cart. We walk past several aisles until we reach the one proclaiming infant products. It’s kind of mind blowing that all this stuff is still here. Jeff grabs formula and bottles, putting them in the cart.

      “I’m glad you know what you’re looking for,” I say.

      “Dude. Your brother literally had an infant. Did you not feed her? Change her diaper?”

      I shrug. “Nope.”

      He rolls his eyes, getting other items that I have no idea about.

      I pick up a stuffed animal. “Should we get this?”

      “Sure, Dave.”

      I can’t tell if he’s serious or not, so I toss it into the cart.

      Jeff says, “We should see if they have any pediatric medicines.”

      “Lead the way.”

      He snorts. “Maybe you should go look for snacks or toys for Carter and Benji. Maybe a coloring book. Something in your expertise.”

      I laugh and salute him, going to look around. I find Rocco on the greeting card aisle. He’s reading one and jumps when I approach.

      “Easy man.”

      He holds up the card, grinning sheepishly. “Thinking about getting one for Nik. It’s something Noah would have done.”

      I take the card from him, skimming it over. It’s sappy as hell and most definitely something Noah would have done.

      “I think that’s a great idea.”

      Rocco smiles and continues browsing.

      Harper is two aisles over, putting pregnancy tests and condoms into a cart. My heart does something strange in my chest.

      “Know something I don’t?”

      “No, but with all these kids, I figure we should try to be smart with Nikki.” He sighs. “It scares the shit out of me when I think of her getting pregnant. Especially on the road, in the middle of nowhere.”

      I know what he means. Back in Oklahoma, I think we all developed a case of baby fever. Hell, how could we not? First Grey and Kat had their kid. Then Norman and Jo. And then Eli and Daisy-

      I say, “Grab them all.”
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        Harper

      

      

      We finish up in the store and decide to walk the rest of the street. As far as we can tell, there’s no one here. Which is odd. Why did they go and leave everything behind?

      Dave points. “Let’s try the church.” At my look, he shrugs. “You never know.”

      The church sits at the end of the block. As we get closer, I see that the paint is peeling off and looks worse for the wear. There’s also dried blood splattered on the steps.

      Jeff says, “That’s not very promising.”

      The doors are unlocked, too, and we go inside. I bite back a gag. Three bodies hang from the rafters, one clearly the preacher. But someone’s done them a favor. Each took a bullet between the eyes.

      A note is pinned to the preacher’s pantleg.

      “Repent, then, and turn to God, so that your sins may be wiped out, that times of refreshing may come from the Lord.” Rocco rips down the note, tearing it up. “That’s some fucked up shit right there.

      Something went down here. Something bad. And I don’t like it one bit. What if the person who did this is still nearby? What if this town is too good to be true?

      I say, “Let’s get back to Nikki and the kids.”
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        Nikki

      

      

      Benji and Carter help me pull the linen from the beds. It’s filthy and we’re better off putting our sleeping bags on top of the mattresses. I glance down. I just hope there’s not fucking bedbugs. I shudder. They might be one of the worst things I’ve encountered. And, that nursery rhyme about them didn’t aptly prepare me for the horrors of being eaten alive at night. I scratch my arm, remembering.

      Benji asks, “When are we going home?”

      “We’re not. We’re going on an adventure. Do you know what that means?”

      He shakes his head, but Carter nods.

      “It means we’re doin’ something fun.”

      “That’s right.”

      I toss the linen outside and look around the room. It’s already better now that the dust is gone and the windows are open. It’s just hard to believe that no one raided the motel. Hell, there’s even a little travel shampoo bottle in the bathroom, as well as toilet paper, which is almost unheard of these days.

      I glance out the window. Clouds are building in the distance and the air is humid. Maybe that’s why I feel as if something ominous is about to happen.

      I say, “Let’s peek outside and see if we see the guys.”

      We go outside and look, but don’t see them. Hopefully they’re finding lots of stuff to bring back to us.

      “Come on, boys, let’s play a game.”

      I grab the complimentary notepad and ink pen and draw a tic-tac-toe grid. The boys pick it up and entertain themselves while I watch. Then I check on Owen and Preston, who are snuggled against each other in the crib as they nap. It’s strange, suddenly having these little ones to look out for. I think back to Daisy saying I’d make a great mother. I laughed at her, saying it wasn’t in my cards. Guess the jokes on me.

      Dave says, “You look like you’re a million miles away.”

      I jump. “Shit. You scared me.”

      “Sorry.” He motions for me to follow him outside. “Look what we found.”

      I follow him outside where Harper, Jeff, and Rocco each stand in front of shopping carts full of supplies. Not just any supplies, though. Baby supplies!

      “You actually found diapers?”

      Jeff replies, “Got them in different sizes. They had some cloth ones, too, so I grabbed them. You know, as a last resort.”

      Harper says, “We found canned baby food that hasn’t expired and formula.”

      “And clothes.” Rocco holds up a stuffed animal. “And a few toys.”

      “You guys, this is-”

      My words are cut off as thunder booms in the distance. The wind picks up, blowing dust everywhere.

      Harper says, “I’ll take first watch.”

      I run to his shopping cart and push it right into the hotel room. Jeff and Rocco barely get inside before the sky opens and rain pours down.

      Dave stands in the doorway, looking out.

      “What is it?”

      He glances at me. “Just can’t shake the feeling that something bad is coming our way.”

      I don’t want to tell him that I have the same feeling.

      Rocco comes to my side. “I feel it, too.”

      Well shit.

      

      Rule 26: Sometimes crosses don’t offer sanctuary.

      Rocco’s Note: This ain’t a Disney movie, folks. No happy ending here. But at least we got baby formula.
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      The rain comes down by the bucketful, hitting the ground so hard that it bounces three feet back into the air. And then the hail starts. I lean forward, looking out the windshield. Lightning flashes across the dark sky and thunder shakes the truck. That’s fucking Texas for you. People always used to talk about the moody weather in Oklahoma. Well, Oklahoma ain’t got shit on Texas.

      The door to the motel room opens and Nikki runs out, covering her head with a towel. I lean over, opening the passenger door. She climbs in, slamming the door shut.

      “Brr. It’s gotten colder.”

      “Knowing our luck, it’ll snow.”

      She cringes. “Oh, don’t say that!”

      “It’s been known to happen and we’re still in early spring.” I grin. “What brings you out here?”

      She opens her bag, handing me a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. “This is the last of Cooper’s bread. We used some of the peanut butter that Rocco found today. The kids really enjoyed it.”

      “Good thing they weren’t allergic. Would have been a hell of a way to find out.”

      She blanches. “God, I didn’t even think about that!”

      “Funny how we used to be obsessed with allergies and other things like that. I guess the Dead trumps them all.”

      She replies, “That’s just the world we live in.”

      I take a bite of my sandwich and moan.

      “Fuck. I’d forgotten how good this is.”

      She grins. “Rocco cried a little when he ate his.”

      “I’d give anything for a soda to go with this.”

      “I can’t help you with that, but I did bring a bottled water for you.”

      She grabs it from her bag, handing it to me.

      “What else do you have in there?”

      She pulls out a blanket and then a box of condoms. My cock twitches, like a trained dog.

      “Dave told me what you said in the store.” She laughs. “We’re on the same page. No babies. Not yet.”

      “Good.”

      She wiggles her eyebrows. “So… want to fool around?”

      “Do you really have to ask?”

      She moves closer and kisses me slowly. I like it that she wants to take charge. Her hands cup my face, holding me still as she licks and tastes me. A soft moan escapes my lips when one of her hands moves lower, cupping me.

      Her eyes are hooded. “That’s one thing I love about you, Harper.”

      “What? My big cock?”

      She smiles, shaking her head. “How into me you are. It’s a turn on knowing how much I effect you.”

      I thrust into her palm. “Oh, I’m very much affected by you, ma’am.”

      She snorts at that but continues stroking me until I’m rock hard.

      “Want to move this party to the backseat?”

      “I thought you’d never ask.”

      I climb over first, laying across the seat. It’s a little cramped, so I bend my knees. She comes over next, straddling me. This cramped position puts her sweet pussy directly over my cock. As if thinking the same thing, she rocks her hips until we’re both moaning.

      I kiss her and say, “Unless you want me to come in my pants, I suggest we open up that box of condoms. Now.”

      Her grin is wicked, and she rubs against me one more time before grabbing the condoms. I pull my pants down, putting on the rubber. She watches me with hungry eyes.

      I reach for her pants, unbuttoning them. “Ride me.”

      She settles onto my cock, sliding up and down me, pure bliss on her face. Reaching beneath her shirt, I palm her breasts until her head tilts back in pleasure. Her pace increases and I know she’s close. She reaches between us, rubbing her clit until she cries out my name.

      I thrust a few more times before I reach my own orgasm, setting her off again. She moans as she rocks against me until we’re spent.

      She falls against my chest with a happy sigh. “There’s just something about fucking in the backseat of a vehicle.”

      I grin. “I’ll have to remember that.”

      That rain continues to fall outside, making soothing patterns on the roof of the truck. She yawns, snuggling against me.

      “I love you, Harper.”

      “I love you more, Nik.”
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        Nikki

      

      

      Something taps the window, startling me awake.

      “It’s just me,” Rocco says.

      Harper grumbles and sits. Rocco opens the front door, getting in.

      “Sorry to disturb, but it’s time for me to take over watch.”

      Harper glances at his watch. “Shit. Time flies when you’re getting banged by a hottie.”

      That makes me laugh. Harper leans over, kissing me.

      I say, “I think I’ll keep Rocco company for a bit.”

      Rocco fist pumps the air. “Aw yeah.”

      “That doesn’t mean sex, Rocco.”

      He frowns and Harper laughs.

      “See you two later,” he says as he gets out of the truck, winking at me before he closes the door.

      Rocco climbs over the seat and pulls me into his embrace.

      “Are we really not going to mess around?”

      I laugh. “Is sex all you think about?”

      He looks me up and down. “I’m not sure if anyone’s ever told you this, but you’re kind of smoking hot, Nik.”

      I pretend-fluff my hair. “Keep going.”

      He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a pink envelope that’s folded in half. “Here.”

      I take it from him, opening it. It’s a romantic card – you know, the kind they used to sell at stores around Valentine’s Day – and I swear to god I melt as I read it.

      “Rocco-”

      My voice is husky, and I blink back tears.

      Leaning forward, I say, “I love you, Rocco.”

      His ears turn pink. “I love you, too, Nik. I know I don’t say it enough, but I do. You’re my everything.”

      “Well, now you’re definitely getting laid.”

      He does another fist pump, before pulling me onto his lap. I’m exposed this way, since his legs are so muscular, and he doesn’t waste this opportunity. Reaching between us, he slips his hand into my pants, cupping my pussy. I rock against his hand and he rewards me by rubbing my clit before finger-fucking me.

      “How sore are you?”

      I love that he asks.

      “A bit tender, but I think I can handle a romp with you.”

      “Good. Got any condoms?”

      I laugh at that. “You all are going to take that very seriously, aren’t you?”

      He nods. “Don’t want a baby Rocco running around here just yet.”

      My pussy clenches around his fingers and he grins. Reaching to the floorboard, I grab a condom from the box and open it. Rocco lifts me with one hand, pulling his pants down. It’s fucking hot as hell. I slide the condom on, pumping him a few times for good measure. A soft moan escapes his lips, sending a rush of desire to my core.

      He says, “You’re fucking coating my fingers right now.”

      To prove his point, he pulls his hand back, showing me. And then he licks his digits clean. This time, I moan.

      I tug my pants down and settle onto his cock. There’s a moment of pure bliss as I take him in all the way. His hips jerk, fueling the fire deep inside of me. I ride him, using his body to chase my orgasm and he’s more than willing to let me.

      My stomach tightens and I let out a deep moan.

      “That’s right, baby. I want to feel your sweet pussy milking my cock.”

      His dirty words send me over the edge and I cry out a string of incoherent words. He groans and then his cock throbs deep inside of me.

      “Fuck, you feel so good,” he breathes out.

      I kiss him. “You’re not so bad yourself.”

      He grins. “Better than Harper?”

      That makes me laugh, and I don’t give him an answer. Because they each rock my world in different ways.

      I smack his shoulder. “You should probably, I don’t know, actually take watch while you’re out here.”

      A sexy pout forms on his mouth and I kiss it away.

      “Stay out here with me?”

      “There’s no place I’d rather be.”

      And I mean it.

      

      Rule 27: Make time for sexy time.

      Rocco’s note: But, like I mentioned way back in Rule 9, ALWAYS put a raincoat on it!
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      We leave the motel before the sun is up. The storm drew out the biters and they roam the streets freely. Hell, they’re what woke me up early this morning. If we hang around here too long, we liable to get stuck.

      Carter, Benji, and Owen sit between Nikki and I in the front. Nikki has baby Preston in a sling, snuggling him close to her chest. I have to say, she looks damn sexy in this new motherly role.

      Rocco, Jeff, and Harper are in the backseat. Rocco’s snores fill the cabin, making the little ones giggle.

      I grin at Nikki. “Some things never change.”

      Benji leans over, looking out the window. “Is that my dad?”

      There’s a biter walking toward the truck, skin hanging from its body. I’m certain it was a female, but I don’t voice that thought.

      Nikki asks him, “Why would you think that’s your father?”

      “My mom said my dad was a monster,” he replies simply.

      Kid logic.

      I reply, “No, Benji, that’s not your dad.”

      “Oh.” He turns his attention to Carter, forgetting all about the biter outside. I can’t help but wonder what his mother meant. Was Benji’s father a biter, or was he a monster in an entirely different kind of way?

      Jeff leans forward. “We should hit Amarillo by nine. After that, we’ll be going into New Mexico.”

      Nikki says, “Hopefully we make good time.”

      But, we’re in the apocalypse. Of course, nothing goes to plan. I mean, that’s the only consistent thing when you fucking think about it. Chaos.

      The road ahead is filled with biters roaming around. Thankfully, they’re not moving as one unit, but it still makes driving through them a pain in the ass. Before we left Oklahoma, Grey and Elijah modified this truck for me, using a snowplow so we can push biters aside. But, no matter how hard we tried, we couldn’t figure a way to stop the scent of death from seeping into the vent system.

      Carter and Benji gag as a fresh wave of death trickles into the truck.

      Carter says, “That smells gross.”

      Nikki glances over their heads and says to me, “Too bad we didn’t take the peppermint oil Kat kept shoving at us.”

      I laugh at that. Kat was one of those people who was into natural oils before the outbreak began. Swears by them even now. Got a headache? Try this. Feeling down? She’s got an oil for you. Not keeping it up in bed? Yup, there’s an oil. She even went as far to suggest there was an oil that could cure cancer. But, as much as I teased her, I’d seen for myself how they could work in certain circumstances.

      Harper says, “I took a bottle from her.”

      When I look at him in the mirror he shrugs sheepishly.

      “It helps with my headaches.”

      He pulls two burp cloths from the diaper bag and drops some peppermint oil onto them. Nikki takes them, putting them around the boy’s faces, bandanna style.

      Benji says, “This smells yummy.”

      It does, in fact, make the entire truck smell better.

      Nikki asks, “How many bottles did you really bring?”

      He laughs, “I have enough.”

      Meaning he stocked the fuck up.

      I nod. “Good job, Harper.”

      Jeff says, “Looks like we’re almost to Amarillo.”

      “About fucking time,” I reply. “We’re only three hours behind your schedule.”

      “I can’t control outside factors. Back in the day, we’d be in California by now, sipping a beer on the beach.”

      Harper groans. “Don’t say the b-word.”

      We all laugh at this, until Nikki lets out a curse.

      “Owen feels warm to me.”

      I glance down. His face is washed out, but his cheeks are bright red, clashing with his red hair. How did we not notice this before?

      Rocco leans over the seat, feeling Owen’s forehead. “Yeah, he’s definitely warm. Let me grab some Tylenol.”

      Owen takes the medicine like a champ and leans heavily against Nikki.

      Rocco says, “I’m sure it’s nothing.”

      But the entire mood has changed in the truck. Because, what if it is something?
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        Rocco

      

      

      Two hours later, Owen’s forehead is still warm to the touch and he whimpers, making me feel fucking helpless.

      I say, “Wish the Army had taught me more about pediatric medicine.”

      If he were bleeding, I could stop it. Hell, I could even do minor surgery, if needed. This, on the other hand, I have no fucking idea how to fix.

      Nikki kisses the top of his damp head. “You’re doing great, Rocco.”

      But it doesn’t feel like I’m doing shit, and every whimper he lets out cuts me right in the gut.

      Dave lets out a string of curses that makes Benji and Carter giggle.

      “What’s a mother fucker?” Carter asks.

      Nikki cuts her eyes. “A bad word that you shouldn’t say.”

      Dave says, “We’ve got a problem.”

      Ahead, a horde moves down the road, heading straight toward us. There has to be at least a hundred of them. Too many to take on, that’s for damn sure.

      Jeff grabs the map. “Shit. There’s no other route.”

      Dave grimaces. “I know.”

      He stops the truck, cutting the engine, and turns to the boys. “Want to play a game?”

      They nod, eagerly, as they always do when their idol speaks to them.

      “Okay. We’re going to put you on the floorboard of the truck and then we’re all going to be as still as possible. No talking. No giggling. Nothing.”

      Benji asks, “Do we get candy?”

      “Yeah, you’ll each get three pieces of candy.”

      I knew that candy from the store would come in handy. Both kids bounce in excitement. Nikki helps them onto the floorboard, telling them the rules again. At the same time Owen whimpers and Preston lets out a small cry.

      “He’s hungry,” Nikki says, panic lacing her words as she looks at Preston.

      Which means he won’t be satisfied until he’s fed.

      I say, “Hand him back here.”

      Harper grabs the formula and scoops the powder into the bottle, shaking it a few times. I’m so fucking thankful that Nikki had the bright idea to pack bottles with water in them before we left the motel this morning. Harper hands me the bottle and Preston latches on, making little sounds of pleasure as he eats.

      “Shit. Wish I loved eating as much as he does,” Jeff says with a grin.

      “Shh,” Dave says. “The horde’s almost here.”

      Nikki holds Owen close and says, “Carter. Benji. The quiet game starts now.”

      They nod and everyone is silent.

      The groans of the Dead fill the air about the same time I catch a whiff of them. Fuck. But we have to leave the windows cracked because it’s too hot otherwise. The peppermint oil isn’t even helping. They move closer and one bumps into the truck, rocking it. Nikki makes another sound to silence the boys.

      If the biters notice us, then-

      “There’s a man straight ahead,” Dave says under his breath. “He’s looking right at us.”

      I lean forward ever so slightly to look where Dave is gazing. An older man stands at the top of the hill holding something in his hands. He jumps up and down, shouting. Is he trying to get our attention or the biters?

      “What’s that fucker doing?” Harper whispers. “He’s going to get killed.”

      The Dead notice the man and move as one unit toward him. Though they’ve grown slower over time, they’re still dangerous when there’s this many of them. The man walks slowly, leading the horde away from us.

      When they’re gone, I say, “That was a fucking death sentence for that man.”

      Nikki says, “We need to see if he’s okay.”

      Harper replies, “Like hell we do.”

      “He risked his life to draw the horde away. There’s no telling how long we might have been stuck here if he hadn’t.”

      Dave and Jeff exchange a look. A look, I’d like to point out, that we all know. They’ve made up their minds and we’re not going to check on the man.

      Nikki says, “Fuck all of you.”

      She grabs her pistol and jumps out of the truck. Harper and Jeff let out curses, following her. I grin. Damn, she’s spunky and it’s one of many things I love about her.

      Dave says, “We can’t leave the boys here, alone.”

      I put Preston over my shoulder, burping him. “Harper and Jeff will keep her safe. Isn’t that right, Preston.”

      Preston lets out a massive burp and gurgles contentedly.

      “You’re really good with him,” Dave says, smiling.

      “Thanks. I used to help out in the last foster home I lived in. They had, like, eight kids.”

      “Shit.”

      I laugh. “Right?”

      It was chaotic at times, but I never felt more wanted. It was the closest thing to a family I had. Until I blew my knee out and my football scholarship went down the drain. After that, my foster parents didn’t give two shits what I did, which was why I ended up enlisting in the Army as soon as I fucking could.

      Dave checks Owen and says, “He doesn’t feel as warm to me.”

      “Let’s hope the medicine is working.”

      He shakes his head, letting out a little laugh. “Noah would have loved this so much.”

      “Seeing us with all these kids or just having them around in general?”

      “Both.”

      I grin. “The kids would’ve loved him, too.”

      “It somehow feels right, having them here with us. I think back to how I was a few years ago and I’m not sure I would’ve been so accepting of the situation.”

      “Nah man, you would have done the right thing, even back then. You might have been a dick, but you had heart.”

      He laughs. “Thanks.”

      Carter asks, “Can we look out the window now?”

      “Sure buddy,” Dave says. “Come here.”

      Both boys get up, careful not to bump Owen on the seat. Benji gets in Dave’s lap, looking happy, and it makes me smile.

      “We’re doing the right thing. And, as Grey would say, everything happens for a reason.”

      Dave glances out the window. “Just wish we knew where the others are.”
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      Jeff and Harper reach my side as we get to the top of the hill. The man is nowhere in sight, but the horde is still moving away from the road.

      “Where did he go?”

      Jeff frowns. “He probably didn’t make it.”

      I walk down the hill. Blood stains the pavement making me wonder if Jeff is right.

      “Stop where you are.”

      We freeze and I look around. There’s no one there.

      A man asks, “What are you doing out of your truck?”

      Jeff meets my gaze, shaking his head. He can’t see the man, either.

      I ask, “Are you the man who led the biters away?”

      “Biters. That’s a fun term. I’ve always called them rotters, but biters works, too.”

      Harper looks behind us. Where is this man hiding?

      “You didn’t answer my question. Why’d you get out of the truck? I led the rotters away so you could get out of here safely. I didn’t intend for you to do it on foot.”

      I say, “We wanted to make sure you were okay.”

      “Wow.” There’s a pause. “That’s pretty reckless.”

      “Can you show yourself to us?”

      There’s no reply.

      “Sir?”

      “I don’t trust people,” he finally says.

      Jeff nods. “That’s understandable. As Nikki said, we just wanted to see if you were okay.”

      “I am.” He pauses. “Did I see kids in your truck?”

      I answer, “We have four little ones with us.”

      “You look entirely too young to be the mother of four kids.”

      I smile. “Thank you. I’m not their mother, but they needed to be saved, so we saved them.”

      “That admirable.”

      “Well, as I said, we wanted to see if you were safe. We won’t take any more of your time.” I add, “Thank you for helping us.”

      I turn and he calls out, “Wait.”

      There’s rattling in the trees above us and I gasp.

      “Holy shit.”

      

      Rule 28: On occasion, answers lie in unexpected places. Like in the trees.
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      Above us, there’s the biggest treehouse I’ve ever seen in my life. It’s like a house in the sky, windows and all. It’s even painted white, with green trimming and shutters. The older man lowers a rope ladder and climbs down.

      “How did we not see that?” Harper mutters.

      “Because I’m an expert in camouflage,” the man replies. He reaches the ground and holds out his hand. “My friends call me LD or did before the rotters took over.”

      “Nice to meet you, LD. I’m Nikki. That’s Harper and Jeff.”

      He holds out his hand, so I shake it.

      “You can tell a lot from a person’s handshake,” he says. “You’re strong and confident. I like it.”

      Jeff looks around. “Are you out here alone?”

      “I have a few buddies that come around every now and again, but, for the most part, it’s just me.”

      “Have you lived here long?”

      LD laughs. “When the outbreak began, I thought it would blow over like everything else did. MRSA. Bird flu. Anthrax. West Nile. Zika virus. Ebola.” He shrugs. “Guess the joke’s on me.”

      Harper says, “You seem to know a lot about contagious diseases.”

      LD blinks. “Guess that’s my old life creeping back on me. Before, I worked for the CDC. I was mostly stationed in third world countries, studying different outbreaks. None of them were like this, though.”

      He’s not joking there. I can remember when there was a big Ebola scare. People were panicked, as they should’ve been. That was just a small taste to what we were about to get with the zombie apocalypse.

      “Was there any indication this was going to happen?”

      “I’ve thought about that a lot over the years. The short answer is yes. Humans were destroying the earth. It was only a matter of time before the earth struck back.” He shakes his head. “I was in Laos, in Southeast Asia right before all hell broke loose. I’ll never forget it. The birds started dropping from the sky, dead, with black ooze coming from their mouth and eyes. We gathered a few to send off for sampling, but I never saw any results. By the time I got stateside, it was already too late.”

      Harper asks, “How’d you end up in the treehouse?”

      LD replies, “I was in Houston when the outbreak made itself known to the public. Didn’t have any family, but I knew I had to get out of big cities, so I headed north. Ended up here and saw the treehouse. Thought it might be a good place to live.”

      Harper looks up, shaking his head. “Pretty damn neat, if you ask me.”

      “My only regret is not being able to get the solar panels working.”

      I smile. “We actually have some experience with solar panels. Mind if we take a look?”

      He’s hesitant, so I say, “You don’t have to, LD. Just thought I’d offer before we get back on the road.”

      “Better tell your friends in the truck to come this way.” He pauses. “And I’ll show you the treehouse.”

      Jeff says, “I’ll go grab them.”
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      I shake my head as I head back to the truck. The fucking apocalypse is crazy. What are the chances of running into someone who worked for the CDC? Who lives in a treehouse? A mansion in the sky, at that.

      Dave gets out of the truck when he sees me. “Where’s Nikki and Harper?”

      I reply, “I’ll show you. Get back in the truck.”

      I climb into the passenger’s seat, careful not to disturb Owen, who’s looking better. Rocco grins from the backseat where Carter and Benji play and baby Preston sleeps through it all.

      I say, “We found the man who led the horde away. He’s going to show us his treehouse.”

      “His what?” Dave asks.

      I grin. “You’re not going to believe it until you see it.”

      I tell him where to go. When we go down the other side of the hill, Dave pulls off the road next to Nikki, Harper, and LD. Carter and Benji jump from the truck, going to Nikki’s side.

      Rocco says, “Good thing we’re stopping. They need to burn off some energy.”

      He grabs the baby sling, strapping it on and then puts Preston inside. I grin at the sight. Rocco is a mountain of muscles, so it’s comical seeing him with a baby belted to his chest. Dave picks up Owen, who protests as only a toddler can. Poor guy might look better, but he obviously still doesn’t feel good.

      LD calls out, “Better quiet him down. Don’t want that horde to come back this way.”

      Dave uses the same method that Rachel had used on Preston earlier and it works.

      He shakes his head. “Man, those people were crazy, but this little trick will come in handy.”

      We reach Nikki, Harper, and LD.

      I say, “LD, this is Dave and Rocco.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Dave says.

      Rocco nods his head and then looks up. “Holy shit. You weren’t kidding about the treehouse. Looks like something out of Swiss Family Robinson.”

      LD grins. “I thought the same thing when I saw it. Come on. I’ll show you around.”

      He climbs up the rope ladder. Nikki, of course, is right behind him. Harper is next, calling down to Carter and Benji on how to climb. The boys are more than willing to climb, reaching the top faster than I think any of us would like. Rocco grins, going next with baby Preston.

      “Need help getting him up?” I ask Dave.

      He shakes his head and climbs with one arm, holding Owen in the other. I’m the last to go up, making sure there’s no imminent threat around us.

      When I reach the top, I’m surprised that I’m able to stand up without bumping my head. There’s a deck around the actual treehouse, making it safe to stand.

      “Does this go all the way around?” I ask.

      “Sure does. Come on, I’ll show you.”

      We follow him on the deck. The handrail is made out of thick rope and is actually very sturdy.

      LD says, “The view on the west side is amazing.”

      He’s not wrong, either. From this viewpoint we can see for miles. Far in the distance, the horde is still moving away.

      “How did you get the biters to leave?”

      He grins. “I have a few battery-operated radios. Just had to get close enough to one of them and put it around its neck. He did the rest of the work for me. For some reason, they can’t stand the white noise sound and it drives them away.”

      I don’t know if I should be impressed or not. I mean, in theory it sounds like a good idea, but there are also a lot of things that might go wrong. Like, what if the biters turn around?

      LD says, “Let’s go inside.”

      He opens the door and I’m floored when we step inside. It’s fucking nicer than the motel we stayed in last night. Cedar paneling on the walls and floors. Framed windows with curtains. A mini kitchen. Two couches that look brand new and a recliner. Fuck. This is amazing.

      Harper asks, “What’s through the door?”

      “The bunk room.”

      We enter a room that’s as big as the living room. There are three sets of bunk beds and a twin-size bed.

      LD says, “There’s a small composting bathroom through that other door. No shower, but at least I don’t have to take a shit in the sticks.”

      Dave turns to LD. “This is fucking unbelievable.”

      LD laughs. “I know. I think the treehouse was used for glamping.”

      “Glamping?”

      “You know, glamorous camping or something like that. Camping without the grit.” He shakes his head. “I can’t complain too much, though, because it’s worked out for me.”

      I say to Dave and Rocco, “He has a solar panel he’s trying to hook up. Nikki told him we might be able to help.”

      Dave nods. “Yeah, we can definitely try.”

      LD says, “I’d be much obliged.”

      Owen uses this moment to let out a groan and Rocco and Nikki go to his side.

      “What’s wrong with the tyke?”

      I reply, “He’s had a fever.”

      “Maybe he should lie down, and the baby, too.”

      Nikki smiles. “That would be great. Thank you.”

      Dave says, “I’ll head onto the roof and see what I can do.”

      LD waves in acknowledgment and leads Nikki back to the bunk room.

      When they’re gone, Dave lets out a laugh. “This is kind of unreal.”

      “Agreed.”
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      Jeff and I go outside and climb onto the roof of the treehouse, though calling it a treehouse feels odd. The metal roof is studier than most homes I’ve seen.

      Jeff says, “LD mentioned that he worked for the CDC before the outbreak.”

      “Too bad they didn’t see the zombie apocalypse coming.”

      He snorts. “Right? He mentioned he was in Asia before it all started. Said he saw some birds acting weird.”

      “I think everyone has a theory. Remember people saying it started in Atlanta? And then that one guy was convinced it was in the water.” I laugh. “I think people will justify it any way they can so they can sleep at night.”

      Besides, even if there was a reason why the outbreak began, it won’t change the world we live in now. Until there’s a cure, it’s all just a pipedream.

      Jeff gets busy, pulling the solar panel back so we can see what we’re working with.

      “This panel has never been used. Wonder where he got it?”

      “He made it sound like it was here when he found the treehouse.”

      I say, “He’s got some damn good luck then.”

      We adjust a few things before we’re satisfied.

      “Guess working on these in Oklahoma came in handy,” Jeff says.

      I frown. Every time I think about Oklahoma, it’s like I’ve been punched in the gut. I know it hasn’t been that long since we left, but I never thought I’d miss my brother as much as I do. And I still can’t shake the feeling that everything is about to blow up in my face.

      Jeff asks, “What’s the look for?”

      “Look, I know why we’re going to California, but the further we get from Oklahoma, the more I wonder if we’re making a mistake.”

      Jeff pauses. “We’re doing it for Nikki.”

      “I know that,” I say defensively. “But I can’t help but wonder what she’s going to do when we get there and she’s still hurt. All this will be for nothing.”

      “Not nothing, man. We save four kids because of this journey. And I really think this trip will help Nik heal.”

      “And if it doesn’t?”

      “Then we’ll stand by her side until she finds out what will heal her.”

      I don’t want to be that person, but I say it anyway.

      “At what cost, Jeff?”
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      “At what cost, Jeff?”

      I freeze, my breath hitching in my throat. I shouldn’t be listening to them talk when they have no idea I’m down here. I was just going to tell them that the lights flickered inside. That there was hope.

      And then I hear what Dave is saying. Every last word.

      My eyes sting with unshed tears. Why didn’t he say any of this to me before we left Oklahoma? Or, had he and I just didn’t want to hear it? I know they all were hesitant to leave, but I didn’t expect this.

      Harper comes out, startling me.

      “Did you tell them?”

      I have to clear my throat twice before I can speak. “No. I got distracted by this beautiful sight before me.”

      It’s only a small lie, really.

      He doesn’t miss a beat and calls out, “Jeff. Dave. The lights flickered inside. Keep doing whatever you’re doing.” To me, he says, “I’m glad we met LD. He’s a good guy.”

      I nod and Harper goes back inside. Jeff and Dave are silent as they mess around with the solar panels until they finally get it working. When they get down, it’s as if nothing was ever said. Hell, Dave doesn’t even look embarrassed as he plants a kiss on my cheek as he passes.

      Jeff stops. “You okay?”

      “Yeah. I’m good.”

      He smiles. “Let’s go see what LD thinks about having a working solar panel.”

      I follow him inside, but I can’t help but wonder if the others resent me, too. And, now that I know how Dave feels, should I ask him or let it go?

      

      Rule 29: Eavesdropping only leads to heartache, even in a mansion in the sky.
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      LD is happier than a kid at Christmas, turning the light switch on and off. He just can’t get over the fact that Jeff and Dave got the panel working.

      He says, “I found an old dorm refrigerator. Wonder if I can hook it up, too? Or will that use too much power?”

      Dave replies, “I don’t see why not. It’s not going to use very much juice.”

      LD does a little jig that’s kind of adorable. “Excellent.”

      Rocco looks around. “Where’s it at? We can hook it up for you.”

      “Oh, I keep it in a storage unit a few miles out. I’m a bit of a collector, so when I scavenge, I tend to bring things back. Didn’t want to clutter this place up, so I leave most of my treasures out there.”

      I reply, “We can use the truck to help you bring it back, if you’d like.”

      “That would be helpful. Otherwise, I’ll have to use my wagon.” He thinks. “Yeah. Let’s go.”

      I can only imagine what this wagon looks like. Knowing him, it’s modified or something.

      Rocco says, “I’ll stay back with the kids. Don’t want to wake Owen and Preston.”

      At that moment Owen comes from the bunk room, thumb in his mouth. His skin tone looks better and his eyes aren’t as glassy. He comes to me, arms raised, so I pick him up.

      “Are you feeling better, Owen?”

      He nods and asks, “Momma?”

      I pat his back. “Your momma isn’t here, baby.”

      He sighs, laying his head on my shoulder, hugging me

      Rocco puts his hand over his heart. “Fuck, that’s precious.”

      I grin, kissing the top of Owen’s head. He lets me hold him for a bit more before wanting down to play with Benji and Carter. Preston wakes up, probably from all the noise the others are making, and cries once, making his presence known. Rocco gets him bringing him out. He, too, is happy, now that he’s had a nap.

      Rocco says, “I’ll still stay. Keep them entertained.”

      LD says, “Bring them with us. They’ll be fine.”

      Benji stands. “Are we going on another adventure?”

      “We sure are,” I say, smiling.

      Rocco helps me put the baby sling on, and I make sure Preston is secure before nodding to Dave. Dave leads the way, showing the boys how to climb safely down the ladder. They, of course, go down so fast that it makes my breath hitch in my throat. If one of them falls – I can’t even think about it.

      When everyone is safely on the ground, we load up in the truck. LD sits in the front with Dave and I, holding Carter on his knee.

      Harper asks, “How do you keep people from going into the treehouse when you’re gone?”

      LD replies, “It’s not a foolproof plan, but look back at the tree.”

      We all look. The treehouse is almost invisible because of the leaves and branches. And the ladder blends in against the bark of the tree.

      “Took forever to stain the rope without making it slippery, but I finally got it right. Besides, time’s all we have anymore.”

      He gives Dave directions and we travel several miles away from the treehouse.

      “You walk this far, on foot,” Jeff asks.

      “Yeah. It’s not that bad. About five miles.” He laughs. “It’s a lot easier than the time I tried to drive to Arizona.”

      I ask, “What happened then?”

      “Got almost to the Arizona and New Mexico state line and discovered that the highway was gone. I’m talking, blown to bits. Almost drove into a massive crater.”

      Dave questions, “Were there any other routes?”

      “Not out there, in the middle of nowhere. I turned my butt around and came back to my treehouse.” He goes on, “Some of my buddies tried to go the same way. Said they went off the road. Didn’t make it very far, either.”

      “What stopped them?”

      “Every road they came across out there was damaged, like there had been a big fight. Finally, they gave up and came back, too.”

      Dave glances over at me and I cringe. Shit. If this is true, then we’re going to have to change our travel plans.

      LD says, “Turn up here.”

      We arrive to an old storage complex that’s in the middle of nowhere. LD gets out, opening the gate for us. We drive through and he closes the gate, getting back into the truck. We pass a pile of dead biters that have obviously been there a while.

      “When I found this place, it was overrun. Once I cleared them out, this storage complex was my own personal playground.” He grins. “You wouldn’t believe the shit people stored before the outbreak.”

      We go toward the back of the complex, where the larger units are, parking in front of number thirteen.

      Rocco lets out a laugh. “Interesting number choice.”

      “It was the only empty one when I got here. Probably some superstitious bullshit.” He peers at Rocco. “Don’t tell me you believe in that crap?”

      Rocco replies, “Let’s just say that if I see a black cat walking under a ladder, I’m out of here.”

      We all laugh, and LD shakes his head.

      “It’s humorous that you still believe in that, after everything that’s happened.”

      Rocco shrugs. “Who’s to say the outbreak didn’t begin because someone forgot to cross themselves before walking into a cursed room?”

      To prove a point, he makes the sign of the cross on his chest before going into the unit. Dave snorts, but does it, too, following Rocco inside. Harper gives me a sheepish look, before crossing himself and going after Dave.

      Jeff replies, “It might seem crazy, but our crew developed little superstitions while we were deployed.”

      He, too, makes the sign of the cross before entering the unit. The boys attempt to do it, giggling, as they go in. It’s cute how Owen trails after Carter and Benji. One day soon Preston will be doing the same thing.

      LD says, “For the love of god.”

      Shaking his head, he walks in. I glance around before making the sign on my chest and on baby Preston. Hell, if you can’t beat them, might as well join them.

      When I get inside, I stop. Oh, my good lord. LD is a hoarder. Like TLC could’ve done a show on him.

      He grins proudly. “Isn’t this amazing?”

      “It’s… something alright.”

      He goes to a stack that’s haphazardly leaning to one side and says, “This is my latest find. Newspapers from Amarillo the day the outbreak began. I figure when this is over people will pay big bucks for it. Might be worth something one day.”

      Harper replies, “Maybe. I always assumed most people would want to forget this, if it ever ends.”

      “Nah. There’s a collector for everything.” He makes a spreading gesture with his hands. “Feel free to look around and grab a few items for yourselves. The weapons are locked up, so the little ones should be fine to browse, too.”

      Dave glances at me, before shrugging. We each take off in a different direction to look around. As I walk, I’m amazed by two things. One, that LD was able to bring all this junk inside by himself. Two, that the stacks haven’t toppled over, killing him.

      Jeff joins me and says, “He doesn’t just have a dorm refrigerator. There’s enough appliances back there to fill a store.”

      I snort. “I think our friend has a hoarding problem.” I see a stack of books ahead. “But, I guess I can’t complain.”

      He grins as I go to the books, which have stamps from the Amarillo Public Library. I pick out a few picture books as well as a few romance novels. Dave comes over, tactical packs and duffel bags in hand.

      “Not sure where he got these, but we can use them.” He looks at my books and says, “Nice find.”

      Jeff lets out a hoot. “I think I’ve died and gone to heaven.”

      Dave grins. “Bet he found cigars.”

      We make our way a few stacks over. Sure enough, Jeff is holding several boxes of Cubans that have never been opened.

      He dabs his eyes. “Never thought I’d see these bad boys again.”

      “You don’t smoke, though,” I point out.

      Or, he hasn’t for as long as I’ve known him.

      He laughs. “Oh, I’ll make an exception for these.”

      Rocco comes over, football in hand. “The boys might like to play with this.”

      Dave grins. “Hell, I’ll enjoy tossing the ball around, too. Remember when we were overseas and you-”

      “Fuck yeah I remember! Thought for sure I was going to get kicked out of the Army for that one.”

      They both laugh, remembering some shared memory.

      Harper comes over with what looks to be a crossword puzzle book.

      He holds it up. “These Sudoku books haven’t been touched.”

      I’m not sure what kind of response he’s looking for, so I say, “I take it that’s a good thing?”

      “Damn straight it is.”

      I shake my head. “You never cease to amaze me.

      LD joins us, grinning. “So, you each found a trinket? I’m glad. I think I have a tendency to collect too many things, but this is a good reminder that my hobby isn’t a bad thing.”

      I reply, “It’s like stepping into the past.”

      “I know, which is how I wanted it. Maybe I’ll charge people one day to walk through here and rebuild their lives.”

      I snort at that. “Maybe.”

      Carter and Benji come over, each holding iPhones. People used to pay so much money to have these phones. Now, they’re nothing more than overpriced paperweights. Or, if you’re in a real bind, to throw at the Dead.

      “What’s this?” Carter asks.

      These poor kids have never seen a cellphone, or any phone. It’s kind of mindboggling.

      Dave replies, “It’s a cellphone. A long time ago people used to pay a lot of money for them, so they could talk to each other.”

      Benji laughs. “That’s weird. Why didn’t they just open their mouth and talk?”

      Dave says, “You could talk to people far, far away.”

      Both boys are in awe now.

      Carter asks, “Across the ocean?”

      Benji whispers, “What’s an ocean?”

      Carter whispers back, “My mom showed me a picture of the ocean. It’s like a big pond.”

      “Oh,” Benji replies, clearly impressed.

      Dave nods. “Even across the ocean.”

      Carter cradles his phone now. “And we can play with these?”

      LD says, “Sure can.”

      Benji asks, “How do you talk on it?”

      Dave takes the phone, putting it to his ear. “Ring ring. Is Benji there?”

      Benji laughs. “I’m right here.”

      Rocco whispers, “You’re supposed to answer by saying hello.”

      “Hello?”

      “Hey Benji, this is Dave. Do you and Carter want to play?”

      Carter puts his phone to his ear. “This is Carter. I want to play!”

      Benji reaches for the phone, so Dave hands it to him. They run off, having a pretend conversation.

      Rocco laughs. “Poor kid. Doesn’t even realize he’s holding it upside-down.”

      LD says, “There’s a lot of things those boys won’t be able to do that we had. TV. Computers. Going somewhere without the fear of rotters. Kind of sad, when you think about it.”

      It is sad. I glance down at baby Preston. He’ll never know what it’s like to be a child without fearing the Dead. I snuggle him against me, inhaling his scent.

      And then I realize I don’t see Owen.

      “Where’s Owen?”

      Dave says, “He was with Jeff the last time I saw him.”

      Jeff shakes his head. “I haven’t seen him since we got inside. I’m certain he followed Carter and Benji.”

      “Benji. Carter,” I call out. “Do you know where Owen is?”

      “Ring ring!” Carter yells back.

      Sighing, I answer, “Hello?”

      “This is Carter and Benji.”

      “Hi Carter and Benji. Do you know where Owen is?”

      “Sure do! He went outside. Said he wanted his Momma.”

      The horror of realization assaults my body and I feel faint. Dave takes off running, without saying a word. Harper, Jeff, and LD go after him.

      Rocco comes to my side, pulling me into his embrace. “It’s going to be okay. The gates were closed. He won’t have gotten far.”

      From outside, we hear Dave yell one unmistakable word.

      “Fuck!”

      

      Rule 30: Chaos is the only thing that’s constant.
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      I run outside, putting my hand on Preston’s back, so he doesn’t jolt around too much. Dave, Harper, Jeff, and LD are at the gate, so I rush toward them.

      “What is it? Where is he?”

      Dave steps back and I see what made him curse. There’s a gap in the gate, small enough for a toddler to get through. A piece of Owen’s yellow shirt is dangling from the metal.

      “What are we waiting for?”

      Dave replies, “We’re trying to decide if we want to take the truck or go on foot.”

      “I vote we go on foot.”

      Dave nods. “Let’s go.”

      We slip through the gate and spot Owen’s footprints in the mud. He’s heading east, so we do, too.

      Dave asks LD, “Is there anything this way that he might go to?”

      “Nothing this way for miles until you get back to the treehouse.” He pauses. “Except for a creek.”

      Unease makes my body quake.

      He won’t go to the creek, I try to reason with myself. He won’t.

      “The footprints stop in the grass.” Dave says, “We need to split up. Everyone has a gun, right?”

      We all nod.

      Dave glances at me. “Are you sure you want to be out here with Preston? What if he cries.”

      “He’ll be fine.”

      At least, I hope he will be. But I have to be out here, looking for Owen. He’s my responsibility and I failed him.

      Dave nods. “Let’s go. Everyone be on guard.”

      We take off in different directions. I try to think where a toddler would go. Benji and Carter said he wanted his mother, but what would that equate for him? It breaks my heart thinking about it.

      I go behind the storage unit where I almost run right into a biter. I swallow a scream and grab my knife from my belt, which takes longer since I’m working around the baby strapped to my chest. The biter reaches for us, so I use my foot to knock it down. It stumbles backward, which gives me enough time to stab it through the temple. It lets out a groan and stills.

      I remove my blade, cleaning it on the grass. Baby Preston gurgles at me.

      “That’s right. Aunt Kiki killed the yucky biter.”

      Preston bounces, smiling up at me and, for a moment, I feel peace.

      “Nikki! Dave! Anyone!”

      I look around, trying to figure out which direction Jeff yelled from.

      “Jeff! Where are you, man?” Dave yells back.

      “Head north. Hurry!” His voice is laced with panic.

      Looking up to the sun, I guesstimate which way is north and take off running. Thankfully, I see Harper ahead and hurry to catch up to him. Dave is farther ahead, running as fast as he can, which makes us pick up our pace even more.

      We finally reach Jeff, who’s looking down into a ravine.

      Dave lets out a string of curses. “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck!”

      Below us, the horde from before is back. I know this, because one of them wears a radio that’s blaring white noise around its neck.

      Jeff says, “LD went down there, just before the horde arrived. He said the dry creek bed leads back to the treehouse and that he thought he saw footprints heading that way.” He lets out a shaky breath. “The horde came from the direction he was going.”

      Dave replies, “That doesn’t mean he’d dead. Either of them.”

      But, there’s a good chance they’re not alive.

      Jeff looks at us. “I don’t know if I can go down there. If either one of them-”

      Dave says, “I’ll go.”

      Harper shakes his head. “We’ll all go. We can walk up here, where it’s safe, and look down.”

      We all agree and begin walking. There are so many biters beneath us, reaching up. It makes me dizzy just looking at them. One false step and I’d be a goner.

      “How did they turn around? The last time we saw the horde, they were miles out.”

      Harper replies, “The one with the radio might have turned back, leading them this way.”

      Or Owen might have screamed when he fell into the creek bed, drawing their attention.

      My breath hitches in my throat and I blink back tears. We walk for what feels like miles. The creek bed lowers, and we see where the biters entered, as more are falling in.

      “Fuck,” Dave says. “Look.”

      LD’s hat is on the ground ahead of us.

      “That means he got out,” I reply. “He might have Owen!”

      Harper nods and we rush forward. The treehouse comes into view in the distance, sending relief through my veins.

      That’s what happened, I tell myself. LD found Owen and took him back to the treehouse, where they’re both safe.

      But then Harper stops dead in his tracks, his face paling.

      “What is it?”

      He points. Blood stains the ground in front of us and my stomach roils. It’s fresh-

      Ahead, three stray biters feast on something… or someone.

      I can’t look.

      God, I don’t know what I’m going to do if it’s-

      Jeff and Dave move as one unit, taking down the three biters. They’re still as they look at the biter’s feast.

      Finally, Jeff says, “It’s LD.”

      Harper says, “That means there’s still hope.”

      Dave looks heavenward, as if he’s trying to regain his composure.

      I say, “Why did LD come all this way? Did he see Owen?”

      Is there still hope for that poor boy? If we call out Owen’s name, we’re putting ourselves at risk. Besides, there’s no guarantee he’ll even answer.

      Jeff squats. “There are small footprints here, heading toward the trees.”

      I take off running. Ahead, I hear the unmistakable gurgling of fast-moving water. Oh god! If Owen gets too close to the water-

      “Owen,” I call out. “Are you out here, honey?”

      I hold my breath, listening.

      “I know you’re scared, but you need to come out, so we can go home.”

      “Home?” Owen’s small voice says from behind me. “Momma?”

      I turn. He’s peering from a bush, dirt and blood covering his face. My pulse pounds in my neck. Whose blood?

      Holding out my hand, I say, “Come on, honey.”

      He’s hesitant, but comes out, right into my arms. I pick him up, which makes Preston let out a cry. I hold both of them close and I shake in silent sobs.

      Dave, Jeff, and Harper find me like this. Dave pulls me into his arms, kissing the top of my head.

      “It’s okay, Nik. He’s safe.”

      Is he? Because it doesn’t feel like any of us are safe. And I can’t help but wonder if it isn’t my fault.

      Harper says, “Let me take a look at him. I know I’m not as good as Rocco with this stuff, but I’ll do my best.” He squats and says to Owen, “Can Uncle Harp look you over, buddy? Make sure you’re not hurt.”

      Owen looks at me and I give him an encouraging nod. He plops his thumb into his mouth and walks to Harper.

      “Okay, buddy. Let’s see where this blood is coming from.”

      He lifts Owen’s tiny arms, checking him over. Finally, he stands.

      “I think the blood is LD’s. It’s not coming from Owen. There’s not a scratch on him.”

      “Thank fucking god,” Dave says.

      Owen looks around. “Momma? Home?”

      I let out a sob, pulling him into my arms. The guys stand there, not knowing what to do as I cry. And sometimes, that’s all you can do. Be there while someone breaks down.

      

      Rule 31: Never underestimate the power of a child wanting his mom.
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      Harper stays with Nikki and Owen at the treehouse while Jeff and I make our way back to the storage unit on foot. We pass the remains of LD and I shake my head.

      “Poor fucker. He didn’t deserve to die.”

      Jeff replies, “He died saving Owen. I have to believe that.”

      But we don’t know that for sure. For all we know, LD was trying to get home to save himself. There are no signs that he actually helped Owen at all.

      Jeff says, “I’m worried about Nikki. About what this will do to her.”

      “Why? This isn’t the first time we’ve lost someone.”

      “This is different. She’s been through a lot these past few days. First Rachel and now LD. I’m worried it’s going to hit her all at once.”

      I jab my finger behind us. “You don’t think her little breakdown was it hitting her?”

      “No. I don’t.” He sighs. “She’s never grieved for Noah. That pain is buried deep inside of her. When that comes out-”

      “I know, Jeff. That’s why I didn’t want to leave Oklahoma.” The words come out in a rush. “We both know she’s not going to get closure by going to California. At least back home we had support.”

      “You had support, Dave, not her. We’re Nikki’s support. We’re her family. That’s why we’re out here, remember?”

      I have an urge to punch a tree. Or maybe even Jeff.

      He eyes me. “Fucking try and see what happens. I know you as well as you know yourself, Dave.”

      That makes me snort.

      “I just want to get to California, so we can turn around and come back to Oklahoma.”

      “Might not be that simple.”

      It will be. I know it.
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        * * *

      

      We reach the storage unit and Rocco comes out to meet us.

      “Fuck. He’s dead, isn’t he?” He takes in a deep breath. “I fucking knew something bad was going to happen today. Fuck. How are we going to tell the other kids?”

      I say, “Owen’s alive. LD, on the other hand, didn’t make it.”

      “Fuck.” He drags the word out, but looks less pained, as if the death of an adult is better.

      I slap his back. “Let’s load up what we need, get the boys, and head back to the treehouse. Nikki needs us.”

      We end up taking a few more items than intended. Rocco grabs one of the newspapers that LD bragged about, tucking it into his backpack.

      When he sees me looking, he shrugs. “Who knows. LD might have been onto something. This might be our golden ticket one day.”

      “Maybe, but you just lost a lot of money since you folded it.”

      Rocco looks pained, and I laugh. Jeff brings Carter and Benji out. They’re still talking on their cellphones, making me smile. LD was right about one thing – these kids are missing out on so many things that we took for granted. In some ways, they’ll have it better than I did growing up. In other ways, there are things they that they should be able to experience but won’t be able to. Technology. Movies in movie theaters. Heck, even soda and fresh candy, like M&Ms.

      Sighing, I close up unit number thirteen. Maybe someone will come along and find a safe haven here. Hell, maybe they’ll see what LD saw and keep adding to the hoard of goods inside. The thought makes me smile.

      Jeff says, “Let’s go. We’re losing daylight dicking around here.”

      The boys laugh and I shake my head, but we load up and head back to the treehouse.

      When we get there, Rocco asks, “Are we going to stay the night here?”

      “I think we should.”

      No one is in the mood to be crammed in the truck right now.

      Rocco says, “Feels strange knowing LD won’t be up there, talking our ears off.”

      Jeff and I don’t reply. What can we say?

      Jeff takes the boys up the ladder, to the treehouse, while Rocco and I rearrange our finds. I make sure to put the books in the truck cabin, so Nikki will have them within her reach while we travel.

      Rocco leans against the truck. “I hope this isn’t the start.”

      “The start of what?”

      “Of the craziness that tends to follow us around every time we’re out here in the open. First the Amazonian women. Then the kids. Then a guy living in the trees. What’s next?”

      “Hopefully clear roads and smooth traveling.”

      “I hope you’re joking, because that’s a naïve thought.”

      I shrug. “Crazier things have happened before.”

      “I remember Noah talking about his home. He did it more when he first joined our group, like most new recruits do.”

      “I remember that, too.”

      “Said his mom was a saint and his step-dad was the devil.”

      I look at Rocco. “And?”

      “Just makes me wonder what we’re getting in to. He didn’t talk about his stepdad much, but I got the feeling they didn’t get along. Knowing our luck, he’ll be the one we find in California, and Nikki will have to deal with that, too.”

      “We won’t let anyone be a dick to Nikki.”

      Rocco eyes me. “I hope you mean that.”

      For some reason, I wonder if he’s talking about me.

      We finish organizing and Rocco says, “If you don’t mind taking the first watch, I’d like to check on Nikki.”

      “Sure.”

      He climbs up the ladder faster than he ever did in boot camp and disappears into the treehouse. Going to the back of the truck, I lower the tailgate and sit.

      What if he’s right? What if all the crazy shit that we’ve seen is just the beginning? What then?
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Rocco

      

      

      I hope I’ve given Dave something to think about as I go inside the treehouse. Sometimes he jumps without looking and it affects us all.

      Jeff and Nikki are sitting on a couch when I enter the treehouse. Jeff is feeding Preston, and they both laugh at something he does.

      “Where are the boys?”

      “Harper is putting them down. They’re already tired and ready for bed,” Nikki replies.

      “How’s Owen doing?”

      Nikki frowns. “He’s still asking for his mom. I’m not sure what we can do about that.”

      I sit in the recliner next to the couch. “When I was a kid, I can remember some of the little ones asking for their parents, especially during the first few months. There’s not anything we can do, except for make him feel safe.”

      Nikki says, “Harper is lying down with him, so hopefully that will help for tonight.”

      “The sad truth is, eventually Owen will forget his mother. He’ll start to look at us as parental figures. They all will.” I point to Preston. “He’ll have it the hardest, because we’ll be the only parents he’s known.”

      Jeff gets a pained look on his face. “When I was married the first time, we talked about having kids, but it just never worked out for us. It’s kind of crazy thinking that it took the apocalypse to make that dream a reality.”

      I’m surprised. I never knew Jeff wanted to be a dad. But he’s going to be good at it. Better than me, that’s for damn sure.

      Nikki says, “I never saw myself having kids. I’m sure that was partly because my fiancé was a douche, but still…” She caresses Preston’s cheek. “Now, it doesn’t seem so bad. Plus, I’ve seen how happy Dahlia, Hilly, and baby Noah made Daisy, Kat, and Jo.”

      “I can one-hundred percent say that I never wanted kids.” I shake my head. “I knew my job would keep me away and I didn’t want to leave a kid with only one parent, who may not be able to handle it.”

      Plus, I have my own fucked-up emotional baggage from not being wanted. I can admit that, to myself at least. And I didn’t want it to carry over to an innocent child.

      Nikki asks, “What makes you think your spouse wouldn’t be able to handle it? I knew a lot of single parents before the outbreak who did a great job.”

      I snort. “Where did I get that idea? The Army, mostly. There were brochures everywhere about life after a cheating spouse. Or being a single parent after divorce. Or how to handle joint custody.”

      I cringe when I think about the rack after rack of information the Army had for any situation. How to talk to your kids. How to date after deployment. How to handle being an amputee. How to live with PTSD and your family. Looking back, it’s sickening.

      “The worst part was seeing our friends live through it. One of our buddies came home, to a house he was paying for, and discovered his wife banging his dad. To add insult to injury, she was pregnant. So, his half-brother’s mother is his ex-wife.”

      Nikki’s mouth forms a perfect O. “Holy shit.”

      Jeff says, “He’s not exaggerating, either. It fucked our buddy up. He went through a dark place. We weren’t sure if he was going to pull through.”

      “But he did?”

      Jeff and I meet gazes. No. He hadn’t. In the end, it had been too much for him.

      I say, “We lost a lot of friends who were deployed with us. Some in battle, some after. It’s the part of the gig they don’t mention while recruiting you.”

      She says, “I’m sorry.”

      It’s two simple words, but my eyes water.

      “Thank you, Nikki.” I let out a small laugh. “Hell, if I had met you before, I might have felt differently about kids.”

      I mean it, too. Nikki is amazing. The best damn thing to happen to me and my friends.

      Nikki asks, “So, how do you feel about having the boys around?”

      “Like the universe has an odd sense of humor. I was so scared when we couldn’t find Owen today. While you all were looking for him, I was trying to keep Benji and Carter calm. It hit me that it might not be so bad to be a parent.”

      “Good,” Nikki replies. “Because it’s going to take all of us to raise them.”

      It scares me, but I think I can do it.

      I say, “We’ll do this together, all of us. We’ll make it work.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Nikki

      

      

      I’m surprised how open Rocco is being right now.

      Jeff must think the same thing, because he says, “Shit, man.”

      Rocco shrugs. “We’ll keep them safe and show them love. That’s all we can do, right?”

      

      Rule 32: Sometimes, love comes from the most unexpected places.
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        Nikki

      

      

      The next morning, we wake and the vibe inside the treehouse is peaceful. Sleeping in the trees was a dream. At one point, some biters passed by, but they never even knew we were there. If we had come across something like this after we left Boston, we might have stayed there, not risking a dangerous journey south.

      The treehouse provides safety for many reasons. Biters can’t reach us, and humans don’t naturally look into the sky when looking for other people.

      I voice my thought to Jeff, who agrees.

      “Might be something to consider if we ever have to build a home.”

      Dave shakes his head. “No need for that. Our home is in Oklahoma.”

      That makes me pause.

      By the time we pack up and get everyone in the truck, the mood is tense, and we leave the treehouse and Amarillo behind. We’ve lost people, but this somehow feels like it’s our fault. Hell, maybe even my fault. LD was perfectly safe until we stopped to check on him. If we had kept driving, he might be alive today.

      Jeff must be thinking about LD, too, because he says, “I wonder if LD was right about the highway being out near Arizona?”

      “We won’t know until we get there,” Dave replies.

      “That’s what worries me. If he’s right, we’re going at least five hundred miles out of the way for nothing. We’re at a point where we can swing up through Colorado and not be any worse for it.”

      Dave sighs once, loudly. “Fine. Tell me where to go.”

      I ask, “Dave, are you okay?”

      His jaw tics and I’m not sure I want to hear what he’s about to say.

      He finally shakes his head. “I’m fine.”

      But we can all tell he’s not.

      No one pushes him to speak his mind, though, which also says a lot.

      Jeff says, “Take a left up here. We’re getting off the highways for a while, but I think this is the path to go.”

      I remember my friend, Skeeter, telling me a story once, about a road trip she took as a kid. Her parents had the bright idea to take a cross-country trip, but her dad only wanted to take the scenic routes, and how they were all miserable being cramped together for so long.

      That’s kind of how I’m feeling a few hours into our trip. We’ve traveled down state highways, side streets, and through old towns. At points, the biters are so thick, that we’ve turned around and chosen a different path. Each time that happens, the scowl on Dave’s face gets worse.

      And the kids… my god, I never knew traveling with kids was so exhausting. They’re bored today, and I’m not sure if it’s because the thrill of traveling is wearing off, or if they can sense the underlying tension with Dave. Either way, it’s not pleasant because nothing I offer occupies them for long.

      Finally, Dave pulls over at another old motel.

      “If this place isn’t safe, I saw signs for an old RV park. We can check it out,” Jeff says.

      Dave nods once, before getting out to check the area. He comes back a bit later, holding a thumb up.

      This motel is in worse condition that the one we stayed at in Amarillo, but there’s a gated playground that the boys run to right away. They laugh and chase each other around a slide, having the time of their life.

      I close my eyes when the truck is silent.

      “Please let us be on the right path,” I say to myself.

      Because I don’t know what I’m going to do if we’re not. When I get out, I see Harper waiting for me at the motel door.

      “It’ll be okay, Nikki.”

      I smile, knowing he’s not buying my act.

      “I hope so, Harper.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Harper

      

      

      We’ve been traveling for weeks now and still haven’t made it very far. The weather keeps fucking up our plans, causing delay after delay. Plus, I’m not so sure getting off the main highway in Amarillo was a good idea. Because it feels like every road we’ve taken has been a dead end.

      Jeff sits on the tailgate of the truck, smoking one of his precious cigars. His eyes are closed, and he looks at peace, even though there’s chaos around us. It does something to my insides, and I have to let out a small laugh just to shake the feeling away.

      “Stop staring at me, man. I can feel your eyes boring into me.”

      “Sorry. Just wishing I could feel as happy as you look.”

      He holds up his cigar in offering.

      “Nah. My granddad died of lung cancer a long time ago. Swore to my grams that I wouldn’t touch the shit.”

      Jeff smiles. “I get that.”

      I sit next to him, not getting too close. “How much time do you think we have left before Dave blows a gasket?”

      “I was just wondering the same thing. He’s held on longer than I thought.”

      I shake my head. “Should one of us talk to him?”

      “Won’t do any good. You know how he is.”

      Yeah. Unfortunately, I do.

      When we were deployed, Dave would hold it together until we weren’t mission critical, and then he would blow up. No one knew when it was coming, but it hung in the air, like a storm on the horizon. That’s what it feels like now.

      Jeff stands. “Smells like rain. Bet we have to hang around here for another day or so.”

      “At least we’re getting closer to Colorado.”

      He nods once, patting me on the back as he passes, and I try not to jump at the jolt I feel. I want to stop him, but I don’t. I’m not sure if this is a good time to tell him what’s really on my mind. Hell, what it boils down to is I’m scared. Jeff and I have had a special relationship for years. I’m not sure when it changed, but it has. But what if it’s one sided? What then?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Nikki

      

      

      The weather finally breaks, and we cross into Colorado. I’m worried at how high the creeks are that we pass. We all knew leaving in spring was risky, but none of us planned on traveling this far north. Heck, Jeff didn’t even get a chance to study the weather patterns in Colorado.

      Carter tugs on my sleeve. “I’m hungry.”

      “Let’s get a snack from the bag.”

      Traveling with kids for more than a month has enlightened us in many ways. We now have a snack bag ready to go at all times. There’s also a change of clothes for Owen and Preston, in case they have an accident, which has happened more than once. In a million years, I never thought I’d have to change an infant who had a blowout in his clothes, but here we are.

      Owen is snuggled up next to me. His nightmares have become less and less to the point that he sleeps through the night without asking for his mom. But, that’s also because he’s started calling me Momma. At first, I tried to explain that I was just Aunt Kiki, but he shook his head, calling me Momma.

      Finally, I just went along with it because I couldn’t stand the sad look in his eyes when I said no.

      Owen yawns. “Momma, I hungwee.”

      I pull out his snack, and he takes it happily. Dave glances at me in the mirror but doesn’t say anything. He’s become so cold and I don’t know why.

      Jeff says, “If we’re lucky, we’ll make it to Colorado Springs in a few days.”

      I’ve started to hate this saying of his. Every time he says it, something happens.

      As if to prove my point, something pops, and the truck pulls heavily to the right. Dave groans, and the truck comes to a stop.

      I say, “Oh, shit.”

      And then Preston lets out the wettest fart I’ve ever heard in my life. I know without looking that we’ve just had two blowouts.

      

      Rule 33: Tires aren’t the only thing that can have blowouts.

      Nikki’s Note: Seriously, kudos to all the parents who’ve dealt with this. I may never recover.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dave

      

      

      How in the fuck did we blow a tire? Eli put new ones on before we left, and we’ve been safe - not driving over debris.

      Harper comes to my side. “Need any help?”

      I shake my head. “Just finished.”

      “We’re lucky the spare was a full sized one.”

      I snort. “Lucky, unless it happens again, and then we’re fucked.”

      I pick up the ruined tire, looking it over. There’s no reason why it should have blown out on us.

      Harper says, “We should help the others put up the tent.”

      I sigh. “No, we should keep going. Find somewhere safe to sleep.”

      “Come on, man. The kids are tired. We’re all tired. There’s no telling when we’ll come across a safe place to stay.”

      “Fine.”

      Harper shakes his head. “Doomsday Dave is back.”

      He gives me a pointed look, grabbing the tent. I toss the jack and wrench in the back of the truck.

      The others are a few feet away from the road, setting up the tent for the kids. The rain has let up a bit, but the clouds are still heavy, as if the storm is just beginning. Rubbing my temples, I take in a deep breath before joining the others.

      Nikki gives me a smile as she cradles Preston, who is now freshly washed, thanks to a nearby stream that wasn’t too cold. I smile back, remembering what Elijah told me before I left. I need to be here, in this moment with my family, otherwise, I’m going to fuck this up.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Rocco

      

      

      Dave sits next to me, adding wood to the fire. He just saved me a trip.

      “Thanks, man.”

      “Looked like it was getting low.”

      “I’m surprised it’s this chilly this time of the year.”

      Dave replies, “We’re getting close to the mountains. Warm days and cool nights. I just hope the rain stops.”

      I grin. “I just wish we had more than one tent.”

      “I bet LD had tents at his place,” he shakes his head. “Too bad we didn’t grab one.”

      “Maybe we’ll get lucky.”

      “Maybe.”

      I glance at him. “You finally get over whatever’s been bothering you?”

      He snorts. “I’m trying, man. I’m trying.”

      “Good.” Standing, I say, “I’m going to grab Nikki. See if she wants to hang out in the truck.”

      Dave snorts. “Good luck.”

      I peer into the tent. Nikki and Jeff have Preston and Owen between them. Harper is by Carter and Benji, telling them a silly story.

      Nikki sits. “Everything okay?”

      “Just wanted to see if you wanted to take a walk.”

      “Sure.”

      She gets up, careful not to wake Owen and Preston. I take her hand, leading her to the truck.

      She grins when we get inside.

      “Take a walk, huh?”

      I lean in, kissing her. “Just wanted to make sure you are doing okay. If it leads to sex, it leads to sex.”

      She pulls me close. “Good thing I had the same thought.”

      Her hands unbuckle my pants and I help her tug them down. She starts to get in the floorboard, but I stop her.

      “I want to make you feel good, babe.”

      She grins I pull her on top of me before rolling over so she’s beneath me. I pull her pants and panties off, leaving her bare from the waist down. Lowering my head, I breathe in her scent before licking the juices already flowing from her pussy. When I flick my tongue over her clit, she shivers.

      “Like that?”

      She moans and I grin.

      “You’re going to love this.”

      I lap my tongue into her pussy, making circles. Her legs spread, granting me more access, so I push three fingers inside. She rides my digits and tongue, moaning incoherent words.

      “That’s right, Nik. Fuck my tongue like you want to fuck my cock.”

      She cries out, her body milking my tongue and fingers. It’s so fucking sexy.

      When she stops shaking, she says, “I want you in me. Right now, Rocco.”

      I grin and move over her. When we kiss, she lets out a deep moan.

      “I can taste myself on you.”

      “You taste like honey, babe.”

      She’s about to say something when I slam into her throbbing pussy without warning. Her words die off, replaced by a look of pleasure. When she toys with her tits, I almost lose it. She lets out a groan, her body tensing right before she climaxes again. Her greedy pussy is my undoing, and I come, too, my cock throbbing deep inside of her.

      The truck smells like sex, sweat, and the sweet smell of Nikki.

      I kiss her. “Damn. I planned on rocking your world, but you rocked mine.”

      She laughs. “I’ll take that compliment.”

      I glance out the window, realizing it’s raining again.

      “Shit, I didn’t even hear the rain.”

      “Me either.”

      She pulls me close, snuggling against me. “Thank you, Rocco. I needed that more than you know.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Nikki

      

      

      Rocco holds me close as a small thunderstorm moves through. He plays with my hair and I smile.

      “What?”

      “Just thinking about our first date.”

      He grins. “One of the best days of my life.”

      “Mine, too.”

      “I wonder, sometimes, what it would have been like to meet you before.”

      I reply, “Before? I was pretty boring, before.”

      He asks, “What did you like to do for fun?”

      “Mostly hang out with Skeeter.”

      “If we’d met, what was your favorite restaurant?”

      I answer, “Anywhere with a good margarita.”

      “Oh, so you were a lush?”

      I laugh, smacking his chest. “No, but a drink would help take the edge off the nerves that came along with a date.”

      “I get that. I would have a beer, so that’s the same difference.”

      “Sometimes, I look back on my relationship with Steve. We met in college and kept in contact after until we started dating. He was safe.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I explain, “I never felt any of the emotions with Steve that I do with you, Harper, Jeff, and Dave. Even when he cheated on me, I didn’t care, not really. That should have been a big warning.”

      “I think we’ve all had bad relationships.”

      I smile. “Oh yeah?”

      “I had a girlfriend once who was nothing more than a tag chaser. Didn’t see it at the time, but she damn near had me convinced we should get married.” He laughs. “Who knows how that would have panned out.”

      “I’m glad we both ditched our exes.”

      Or, in my case, my ex joined the Dead.

      “Me, too, Nik. Me, too.”

      There’s a tap on the glass and we find Dave peering in.

      Rocco groans. “Guess I should run. I think he wants to chat with you.”

      He dresses and kisses me before he gets out.

      Dave climbs in and lets out a whistle. “Looking good, Nikki.”

      I laugh. “I bet you say that to all the girls.”

      He leans over, kissing me. I let myself get lost in the moment.

      When he pulls away, he says, “I need to apologize. Again.” He shakes his head, letting out a small laugh. “Seems like that’s all I do these days. But I mean it. I’m sorry.”

      “I just wish you felt like you could talk to me instead of bottling everything up.”

      He replies, “It’s not in my nature to just say what I’m feeling. But I’ll try.”

      “You know, I’m here if you need me, right?”

      “I think I’m supposed to be saying that to you.”

      “Maybe.” I look him in the eyes. “Dave, I know it was hard for you to leave Oklahoma.”

      He flinches.

      “It was hard on me, too, but I have faith that we’re doing the right thing.”

      He stills and doesn’t say anything.

      “I just think about Noah, and how this is what he wanted.”

      “Nikki, did Noah ever once say to you that he wanted to go back to California, other than when he was dying?”

      My post-coitus buzz immediately goes away and I prepare myself for a fight.

      “Dave-”

      “Can’t you fucking hear yourself? You’re asking us to go on a crazy mission with you and there’s no guarantee his mom is even going to be there.”

      “I know that.”

      “Then why?”

      I don’t have an answer for him.

      He sighs. “Nikki, I think you should go to the tent with the others so I can take over watch out here.”

      I’ve never felt more dismissed in my life, but I nod and pull down my shirt and slip on my pants. He won’t even look at me as I leave.

      I can’t help but wonder if our relationship is going to survive this trip.

      

      Rule 34: The only thing worse than a cockblocker, is a post-coitus buzz killer.
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        Nikki

      

      

      Weeks go by and we still haven’t made it to Colorado Springs. Between the weather, the biters, and having to make frequent stops to accommodate the kids, it’s adding time and starting to take a toll on us all. The tension between me and Dave is unbearable, but he won’t talk to me. Each and every time that I try, he walks away, like a fucking child would. Even the kids have picked up on his bad mood, shying away from him.

      Rain pours down, making it hard to see the road ahead. I close my eyes, remembering how much Noah hated thunderstorms. Said they made him uneasy, which is kind of how I’m feeling right now.

      Jeff says from the backseat, “We should pull over.”

      Dave shakes his head. “Still have ten miles to go.”

      I’m starting to hate his self-imposed travel goals each day. He pushes everyone to go as far as we can from dawn to dusk, until I want to scream at him. He hasn’t said it, but he’s trying to get us to California as fast as he can so we can go back to Oklahoma. Hell, I have to wonder if he even wants us to make it to San Diego. If we keep running into obstacles, then he might get to a point where he says fuck it and goes back to Oklahoma. I’m not sure what I’ll do if that happens.

      Carter tugs my sleeve. “I have to pee.”

      “Again? Fuck,” Dave spits out.

      “He can’t help it, Dave.”

      He grips the wheel and replies, “I’ll find a place to stop.”

      We drive for miles, until Carter is bouncing on the seat, moaning. I’m afraid he’s about to have an accident if we don’t stop soon.

      “Dave. Seriously?”

      Finally, he pulls over and gets out. Carter follows him, dropping his pants before he’s away from the truck.

      I ask Benji, “Do you need to go, too?”

      He nods, but says, “Dave scares me. Can Jeffie come?”

      Jeff smiles. “Sure, buddy. Come on.”

      They get out and so does Harper.

      Rocco puts his arms around me, pulling me close.

      “If he doesn’t lose his fucking attitude, I’m going to vote he sits in the bed of the truck for the rest of the trip.”

      That makes me snort. “I’m sure that’d go over well.”

      “Or maybe he needs to be slapped.” He peers at me. “You up for that?”

      “I think I might be the source of his problem.”

      “How do you figure?”

      “The further we get from Oklahoma, the worse his mood gets.” I sigh. “And, I overheard him talking to Jeff while we were at the treehouse in Amarillo. Then, a few weeks ago after you and I had our little romp in the truck, he basically said the same thing to me.”

      “Ah.”

      “I know, I shouldn’t have been listening.”

      “Fuck that. You have every right to know what’s being said about you. I can’t believe he hasn’t had the balls to say it to your face.”

      I lift a shoulder. “Maybe he’s scared.”

      “Maybe so, but that doesn’t mean he can take it out on you. Or the kids. Hell, or even on us. We all know Dave is moody, but this is some bullshit right here.”

      They all come back before I can reply.

      Dave starts the truck, taking off so fast the tires squeal.

      “Fuck, go easy on the tires,” Rocco says. “We don’t have another spare.”

      Dave slows and asks, “Has anyone seen any signs for towns or rest stops?”

      Harper replies, “I think this stretch of road is an old tollway. There might not be anywhere to stop.”

      “Of course not.”

      And it’s too cramped in the truck for us to all sleep inside. The tent won’t work, either, because it’s too wet outside.

      Dave says, “I’ll drive until I find somewhere we can stop.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Everyone is asleep except for Dave and me. I’m fighting it so hard, and fear I’m about to give in.

      “Go to sleep, Nikki. I’ve got this.”

      I shake my head. “No can do. You know my rule.”

      He smiles at this, and, for a moment, I feel like everything is okay between us.

      “Ah. Which rule is this?”

      “The passenger stays awake with the driver, so the driver isn’t suffering alone. This is actually a pre-apocalypse rule, but I figure it should carry over.”

      “Makes sense.” He shakes his head. “I remember one time my old man took me to a show. He had a few drinks and ended up dozing off at the wheel.”

      “What happened?”

      “I yelled at him and he swerved so hard we almost went off the road. Think it scared the shit out of him.”

      “Where was Elijah?”

      Dave frowns at that. “He was already away at college.”

      The mood has shifted again, and I know Dave’s done talking.

      I’m not going to push him - not now - but sooner or later we’re going to talk. Whether he wants to or not.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Jeff

      

      

      Dave wakes me up by tapping on my boot with his. When I don’t respond right away, he kicks me harder.

      “You’re up for watch.”

      “Fuck. Go easy on me. Feels like we just got here.”

      Dave drove until god knows when, finally pulling over at an old rest stop. But we were able to roll out our sleeping bags in the bathroom, where it was semi-clean and semi-dry.

      Stretching, I go outside. Dawn is close, the sky is clear and it looks like we might not get any rain today. If we’re lucky, we’ll hit Colorado Springs.

      I make a circle around the building, making sure no one is lurking about. A lone biter roams down the street, but it’s not worth taking down. Pulling a cigar from my jacket, I sniff it, debating if I want to smoke.

      “Better be careful,” Harper says as he joins me. “You’re going to run out of them eventually.”

      I grin and tuck it back in my pocket. “Sometimes a whiff is good enough for me. What are you doing up?”

      “Had to take a leak.” He yawns. “Figure we’re going to head out soon, so I thought I’d get a head start on breakfast.”

      He goes over to the truck, looking in the back. His shirt stretches over his muscular back and I look away before he notices me watching.

      He calls out, “What are you in the mood for? Dry biscuits with jam or just fruit?”

      What am I in the mood for? That’s a loaded question.

      I shake my head, shoving down my first reply. “Fruit is fine.”

      “Good call. The kids seem to like it best.”

      He carries a can back inside, leaving me to my thoughts.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Harper

      

      

      Jeff seems tense as I pass him. Hell, maybe he’s picking up on the shitty vibes Dave keeps pushing out into the universe. I’m a firm believer that you get what you put out, and Dave’s asking for some bad juju.

      As if to prove my point, Dave is taking his shirt off with a disgusted look on his face when I enter.

      “What happened?”

      “Preston’s diaper leaked.”

      I laugh, which makes him scowl even more. “Could have been worse, man. He could have had diarrhea again.”

      Dave looks horrified now, making us all laugh.

      Nikki says, “I wish there was running water in here. He needs a bath. They all need baths.”

      Rocco replies, “The only water I found is a creek and that water was ice cold.”

      I say, “We can bring a couple of buckets in here and let it get to room temperature.”

      “No. We’re leaving as soon as we can,” Dave says. “We’re already losing daylight.”

      The sun just rose thirty minutes ago. I don’t point this out. Nikki shakes her head, pulling Preston’s clothes off.

      I squat next to her. “Maybe wherever we stop tonight will have running water.”

      She smiles, but it looks forced. “Maybe.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The next few weeks are pure hell, but we’re finally in Colorado Springs. It must be the rainy season here, because that’s all we’ve dealt with, making travel a nightmare.

      Jeff, who’s driving, says, “Guys, this road is flooded ahead. I don’t want to risk it.”

      Nikki says, “Please don’t. Drowning in a flood has always been a fear of mine and I’d rather not make it a reality in the apocalypse.”

      Jeff nods. “I’m turning around.”

      Dave sighs. “Which way do we go now?”

      Jeff answers, “I’m going to head toward Denver.”

      Dave nods, though it looks like he wants to say more.

      We drive until it gets dark. Jeff finally pulls over at a gas station. I’m surprised to see a light on inside.

      Dave sees it, too, and says, “Keep going.”

      Jeff nods, getting back onto the main road. We drive until nearly midnight, finally stopping at an old fire station. No one is around and we have to break a window to get inside. But there’s running water, and it’s warm.

      Nikki puts her hand over her heart. “We can take showers.”

      She’s fucking beautiful when she’s happy. I lean over, planting a kiss on her cheek.

      “Come on, Nik. Let’s clean these kiddos up.”

      We take the boys into the locker room style bathroom and turn on the water on two of the showerheads. Carter, Benji, and Owen run back and forth between the two sprays of water, splashing and having a good time. Nikki smiles and washes baby Preston, who coos contentedly.

      She laughs. “My sweet baby’s hair is getting so long. We’ll have to cut it soon.”

      I say, “I think that’s supposed to be a big moment in a kid’s life.”

      “We’ll have to save a lock of it.” She nuzzles the top of his head. “I’m going to miss these curls, though.”

      I will, too, to be honest.

      We finally wrangle the other three down, washing them until they’re clean. By the time we dress them and put them to bed, they’re exhausted, but so are we.

      Nikki yawns. “I want to take a shower, but I’m so tired.”

      Jeff enters the room at that moment and says, “Come on, Nik. We can help each other wash.”

      When he wiggles his eyebrows, I feel a rush of desire that goes straight to my cock.

      I stand. “Yeah, Nikki. It’ll be fun.”

      Jeff grins. “That’s what I’m talking about.”

      “You two are incorrigible.”

      But she follows us to the bathroom, undressing as she walks. We undress, too, and Jeff prowls toward Nikki, his toned body moving lithely. Her nipples are rock hard, and she flashes him a challenging look. It must be his undoing, because he pulls her flush against his body.

      He covers her mouth with a growl that makes goosebumps raise on my skin. Nikki thrusts her tongue into his mouth, and he sucks on it.

      Breaking the kiss, he says to me, “Play with her tits.”

      I move in front of her, dropping to my knees. Her dark areolas drive me wild and I can’t wait to taste them. Her breast fills my hand like a ripe fruit, and I give her a little squeeze. Air hisses between her lips. Covering her nipple, I lightly graze it with my teeth until she’s moaning. Then I pull back, blowing cold breath against it.

      She makes another sound of pleasure, holding my head in place. When I nip her, she arches against me.

      “Fuck,” Jeff breathes out. “That’s so hot.”

      I glance up, finding him stroking himself, watching us. He’s so close that I feel the heat coming from his body.

      Nikki whispers, “I need one of you to fuck me. Now.”

      Jeff flashes a sexy smile. “How about both of us. Are you up for that?”

      She sways toward him, nodding.

      Jeff says to me, “You take her front and I’ll claim her ass.”

      His words set me on fire, and I nod, standing. Nikki reaches down, stroking my cock. Grinning, I pick her up, holding her legs just beneath her knees. I back up against the shower wall for support. Her pussy is like a fireplace, warming my skin. Inviting me in. I look down. Slick arousal coats her pussy.

      “Spread your juices around,” I say.

      She does as I say, moaning when she drags her thumb over her clit. Reaching down, I position myself, touching her slick opening with the head of my cock. Her eyes close as she breathes heavily. I rub my cock up and down her pussy, feeling her body quiver with anticipation.

      Jeff groans. “Fuck, this is torture.”

      Grinning, I enter her slowly until I’m completely filling her.

      She makes a sound of pleasure this time. “God. Yes.”

      I thrust slowly into her, driving her wild, until her nails scrape my skin.

      I nod to Jeff, “I think she’s ready.”

      Jeff stands behind her, holding onto her hips. She moans deeply as he enters her.

      “You feel so fucking good,” he breathes out.

      He meets my gaze and my cock twitches. Together, we find our rhythm, Nikki arching into us. When she squeezes her inner muscles, I feel a spark growing deep inside.

      “Your pussy is trying to milk my cock,” I say. “It’s like a fist, holding me tight.”

      I begin to thrust shallow and fast. Jeff meets my gaze again, letting out a groan that sends sparks of pleasure straight to my cock.

      “Goddamn,” he sighs.

      I know the feeling. Nikki reaches between us, raking her thumb over her clit. It’s enough to make her explode around me. Jeff’s hand touches mine and I groan, jetting my seed into Nikki. Jeff comes at the same moment and I swear to god I see bright white lights as intense pleasure takes over my body. His cock throbs so hard that I swear I can feel it, too.

      Slowly, I pull out of Nikki. She sighs in contentment, leaning heavily against me. When Jeff pulls out, she all but goes limp.

      I kiss the top of her head. “Come here, Nik, and let me wash you.”

      She can barely keep her eyes open as Jeff and I wash her hair and body. When we’re done, Jeff wraps her in a towel, carrying her from the bathroom. I stand under the spray of water, cleaning myself.

      I’m trying not to look too much into this, but, damn, it’s hard not to. Sighing, I finish showering and dress. Jeff and Nikki are in a sleeping bag together, but I don’t miss the heated look he gives me as I pass. A look that gives me hope.

      

      Rule 35: Love is inevitable.

      Harper’s Note: Even when you can’t admit it to yourself.
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        Nikki

      

      

      The next morning, the sun is out, and I hope that means we’re going to have a good day. Jeff and Harper each kiss me good morning, which makes my morning even better. They rocked my world last night and I slept so good because of it. It’s almost like we’re back in Oklahoma. The kids are in a good mood, too, and happily climb into the truck. Even Preston, who’s teething, gurgles at me, showing off his new tooth.

      Jeff says to Dave, “Once we hit Denver, we’ll go west. It’ll be a straight shot from there.”

      Dave replies, “Good.”

      We drive for several hours, not stopping once. I think the boys sense Dave’s urgency to get us to Denver, so they don’t ask for bathroom breaks and play quietly with each other.

      The road curves and the mountains come into sight. My breath hitches in my throat. Nature has taken over, covering everything in vines that have little white flowers blooming on them. There are deer grazing in the distance and seem unaffected by our presence. Owen ooh’s and aah’s over them, making me wonder if this is the first time he’s seen one before.

      “It’s beautiful.”

      Dave’s expression is grim. “We can’t go this way.”

      He points and then I see it. The bridge that we need to cross to get over the river has collapsed at some point, maybe even from the storm that passed through the other night. My chest feels heavy.

      Rocco asks, “Where’s the next bridge?”

      Dave’s tone is flat. “We have to go back fifty miles and head toward Colorado Springs.”

      Each man has a different look etched on their faces. Rocco looks defeated. Harper, a little sad. Jeff, well he can’t even look me in the eyes. And Dave looks so very tired. I think we were all counting on this so much.

      Dave says, “Let’s call it a night here. Maybe there’s some good fishing in the river.”

      He parks the truck, right there in the middle of the road, and takes off without looking back. I want to go after him, but Jeff stops me.

      “Don’t. He needs to cool off.”

      My eyes water and I whisper, “Why do I feel like this is my fault?”

      “No one expected this trip to be easy. I think we’re all just tired.” He gives me a small smile. “Come on. Let’s find some wood.”

      We gather wood and have a fire going in minutes. The boys sit close to it, staying warm. I try not to worry about Dave, but it’s hard not to.

      He comes back a bit later with two large fish in hand.

      Harper grins. “Now this I can work with. Hand those babies over.”

      Carter and Benji are fascinated with the fish and stay at Harper’s side while he cleans them. Dave stands back, watching.

      I go to his side. “Can we talk?”

      He nods once.

      I take baby Preston to Rocco, who is also holding Owen.

      He smiles. “Good luck. Yell if you need backup.”

      “Thanks, I think.”

      Dave leads me away from the others. I’m reminded of the time he took me to the old cabin in the woods, where we had sex for the first time. Judging by the way his jaw is clenched, I don’t think that’s going to happen now.

      “What’s up?”

      I want to laugh at his simple question. Does he really not know?

      “I was hoping you might be able to tell me.”

      His eyebrows lift. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      I decide to jump right in.

      “Before we left Oklahoma, do you remember what I told you?”

      “Which part?”

      “Really, Dave? The part where I said I would understand if you didn’t want to leave with me.”

      He sighs. Loudly.

      “Of course, I remember. Like I told you the other night, I don’t want to talk about it.”

      But I do. I’ve been tiptoeing around him because I’ve felt like I made him leave Oklahoma and his family. But that’s not the case and he needs to know it. He has to stop fucking blaming me.

      “I wonder how Daisy is doing every day.”

      His head swings toward me, but I go on.

      “I wonder if baby Dahlia is rolling over yet. Hell, I wonder if the crops are doing well. And have any new people arrived looking for safety.” I smile. “When I close my eyes, I see Grey and Elijah walking around, making sure everyone is safe and sound. Norman and Jo play with baby Noah, surrounded by, like, fifty kittens.”

      That makes him chuckle.

      “I see Cooper and Theo working in the kitchen. And, even though we’re not there anymore, I see our chairs next to Daisy and Elijah’s, in case we show up.”

      “Nikki-”

      “And I see the cemetery where our loved ones are buried. Noah. Andrews. Marianne.” I swallow the lump in my throat. “When I think of Noah, I know we’re doing the right thing, even if you don’t agree.”

      He doesn’t say anything, so I keep going.

      “You said a few weeks ago that Noah never mentioned going home until he was dying.” My voice cracks. “You’re wrong, Dave. He talked about it with me all of the time. He wanted to go home to see if his mom was still there, but he didn’t. Do you know why?”

      Tears stream down my cheek and I brush them aside.

      “Why?”

      “Because he was happy enough being with us. We were his family and he could live with that. But he didn’t deserve to settle. None of us do.” I inhale deeply. “You have to stop blaming me for leaving Oklahoma. No one made you go, Dave, and if you can’t get on board then I think the best thing that can happen is we find you a vehicle so you can go back to Oklahoma.”

      His eyes are wild as he looks down at me.

      “I won’t hold it against you, but I can’t keep going this way. You snap at the kids when it’s not their fault. You snap at Harper, Rocco, and Jeff, too. They say they’re used to it, but that doesn’t make it right.” I turn to face him. “But you blame me above the rest. Because this was my idea. And I’m tired of letting you make me feel like I’m wrong for wanting to do this.”

      “Nikki, we were safe there.”

      I snort. “Come on. We all know safety never lasts in the apocalypse. And, I’d like to point out that we’ve been safe out here. Other than Pearl and her group, and LD, we haven’t had any run-ins with other groups.”

      He shakes his head. “I just don’t understand why this is so important to you.”

      “And I don’t understand why you don’t understand.” I shake my head. “I mean it, if you can’t get on board, then you need to leave. Tonight.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Dave

      

      

      I feel like I’ve been punched in the gut. No, it’s worse than that. My chest is tight and it’s hard to breathe.

      Nikki turns to leave, but I grab her hand, stopping her.

      “Nik-”

      “I mean it, Dave. I can’t do this anymore.” She blinks back tears. “I want us both to be happy. If that means letting you go back to Oklahoma, then that’s what needs to happen.”

      But that’s not what I want. Not really. So, it’s time I’m finally honest with her.

      I let out a shaky breath. “I’m scared.”

      “What?”

      “I’m scared that you’re not going to find what you’re looking for in California. I’m scared that when we get there, Noah’s mom won’t be there and then you’ll still be hurting.” I turn so I’m facing the river, so she can’t see what a fucking coward I am. “Our love and support haven’t been good enough for you to heal. How are we going to help you if you don’t find what you’re looking for?”

      “Dave-”

      “Maybe I should amend that statement. I haven’t been able to help you through this. What if you decide you don’t want me? What then? Or, what if you decide you don’t want any of us?”

      She touches my arm. “That’s not going to happen.”

      “Nik, I’ve seen it happen. Hell, I’ve lived through it.”

      Her eyes widen in understanding. “This isn’t a war, Dave, and you’re not on deployment. I’m not going anywhere.”

      It kills me that this feeling of insecurity goes back to my ex-fucking-wife. That she was able to make me almost fuck up this relationship with Nikki. But the situation is similar. I came back from deployment and she wanted to find something that didn’t exist. When she couldn’t find it, she divorced me and left. And it took a long fucking time to get over it.

      “Look at me, Dave.”

      I glance at her.

      “I love you. So. Fucking. Much. I’m not going anywhere, but I need you to be happy, too. It means a lot that you left Oklahoma just for me. But I’m not a good enough of a reason. You have to want to be out here, too.”

      “What are you going to do if you don’t find his mom, Nikki?”

      It’s her turn to look out to the river.

      “Believe it or not, I’ve thought about it.”

      This surprises me.

      She goes on, “Noah used to talk about when he was little, before his real dad passed away. They would go to the beach and play all day. The last thing they would do was put their feet in the water and just stand there.” She smiles. “So, if we get there and his mom is gone, I want to go to the ocean and stand in the water. That will be my goodbye to him.”

      “Are you sure that’ll be enough?”

      She smiles sadly. “It’ll have to be.”

      I pull her into my arms. “I love you, Nikki, and I’m sorry I keep hurting you.”

      “Don’t be sorry. I understand more now that we’ve talked.” She pokes my chest. “That’s the key. We have to talk things out. I keep telling you this, but I hope you listen this time.”

      “I’ll do my best to be more open.”

      She pulls me down for a kiss. “I hope you do, Dave, because I don’t want to let anything come between us.”

      “Me either.” I kiss her for good measure. “Just to be clear, I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Good. Now let’s get back and eat some of that fish you caught.”

      I take her hand into mine, bringing it to my lips. I’ve learned my lesson. I’m going to be honest with Nikki, because I don’t want to lose her. And because she deserves the very fucking best.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Jeff

      

      

      Nikki and Dave come back holding hands and neither bearing battle wounds.

      I breathe out, “Thank god.”

      Harper comes to my side. “Think they talked?”

      “I think so.”

      “About fucking time.”

      I glance at him. “Maybe we can take a walk?”

      “Sure.” He tells Rocco, “The fish is done if you want to pull it from the fire.”

      We head in the opposite direction from everyone, taking our time.

      “This reminds me of that time we were in Switzerland,” Harper says. “It was like being in the middle of The Sound of Music.”

      I laugh. “Pretty sure the movie took place in Austria, but I know what you mean.”

      “Noah couldn’t stop singing songs from the movie.” He shakes his head, smiling.

      As we walk, I take in our surroundings. There’s not a single biter in sight. The grass is vibrant green and comes to our knees with little pink and white flowers poking out here and there. In the distance, the mountains loom, with peaks still white with snow. And, somewhere around us, there’s a creek gurgling. Fucking Disney-like perfect.

      I sigh. But am I going to ruin everything?

      “What’s going on, Jeff?”

      “That’s a loaded question.”

      “Try me.”

      I stop and he does, too.

      “We’ve known each other for a while, right?”

      Harper peers at me. “Clearly.”

      “Done a lot of things together, too.”

      “Jeff, what is this all about?”

      I sigh and turn so I’m facing him. He looks unsure as he stares back at me. I decide to lay it all in the open.

      “I think I’m developing feelings. For you.”

      He blinks twice.

      “Don’t get me wrong. I fucking love Nikki with all my heart. But every time we’re together with her I wish you and I had a bit more contact.”

      His throat bobs. “So that caress the other day wasn’t an accident?”

      I shake my head.

      “How long have you been feeling this way?”

      “For a bit.”

      He’s silent.

      Fuck. What if I’ve messed this up?

      Suddenly, his lips slam against mine, in a kiss that leaves me breathless.

      When he pulls back, he says, “I’ve been waiting to tell you the same thing.”

      His lips meet mine again, more demanding this time. I’m shocked at my own eager response to him, pulling him close. Suddenly, I’m very excited to see where this new journey is going to take me. Because I’ve dreamt of this moment for a long time.

      Harper breaks the kiss, eyes dark with desire. “I want this so much, but I’m a little anxious.”

      He lets out a nervous laugh that does something to me.

      I tilt his chin up. “Hey, now. No need to be nervous. It’s just you and me.”

      I’m rewarded with a sexy grin.

      “Well, when you put it like that…”

      “We can take things slow, Harper. I just need you to know how I’m feeling.”

      “Have you ever done something like this before?”

      I nod. “Once, before I went to basic.”

      “I’ve never been with a man.”

      “But you’ve had thoughts or feelings about them in the past?”

      His cheeks darken. “Only about you.”

      “Good.” I brush my lips against his. “Me, too.”

      I’ve known for a while that I’m bi. Never felt the need to slap a label on myself, but now, I do. I need Harper to know that this isn’t a one-time thing. That there’s room in my heart for him and Nikki.

      “I’m bi, Harper. Just to put it out there.”

      He moans, deepening the kiss until we’re both holding onto each other, needing more.

      “Jeff?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Fuck taking it slow. I want you. Now.”

      A deep groan works its way up my throat. “Fuck. You sure?”

      “Yes.”

      I say, “Get naked.”

      Harper grins at my command, but pulls his shirt over his head, tossing it aside. Next are his boots, pants, and, finally, his boxers. God, his body is a work of art. Firm. Muscular. And made for me.

      I voice my thought and he says, “Your turn.”

      I undress, possibly faster than I’ve ever undressed in my life. He watches me with a sexy smile on his face. I pull him into my arms, kissing him. His chest hairs rub against my nipples, and I let out a moan.

      Reaching between us, I trail a path down his chest until I’m fisting his cock. This time, he’s the one making sounds of pleasure.

      Nibbling his earlobe, I ask, “You still sure?”

      He nods, tilting his head to grant me better access. I rub my beard against the sensitive spot on his neck before kissing the sting away. He lets out a throaty moan, his cock twitching in my grasp.

      “Let’s move this party to the ground.”

      His eyes are wild with lust as he lies down. I move over him, kissing him. His jaw. His lips. His nipples. And lower. When I take his cock into my mouth, he lets out a deep groan that sets my blood on fire.

      “Fuck. Jeff.”

      Looking up, I meet his gaze as I suck him off. His cock is big and girthy. I bob my head back and forth as he becomes wild beneath me. His reaction fuels me on, my own cock throbbing painfully between my legs.

      “Jeff, I’m so close,” he pleads.

      Pulling back, I say, “I’m going to suck you off, Harper, but one of these days I’m going to take your sweet ass.”

      I need him to want everything that we’re doing. If that means taking it slow, then that’s what I want to happen.

      He groans. “Yes.”

      I brush my lips against his. “We’ll take it slow and I’ll make you feel so good.”

      He nods. His trust in me is almost my undoing. I go between his legs, taking his cock into my mouth. I can tell the minute he stops overthinking and gets lost in the moment. His hands urge me on as his legs spread, inviting me in. Licking my finger, I reach between his legs, slipping a finger inside. He moans at the contact, but rocks his hips.

      I lick and suck until he cries out my name as he orgasms. When I’m sure he’s sated, I pull back and jerk myself off, coming in hot spurts next to him. He watches with hooded eyes as I moan his name.

      Giving me a lazy smile, he says, “I could’ve helped you.”

      I kiss him. “I know. You can next time.”

      

      We lie out there, in our own private paradise, getting to know each other’s bodies until the sun is high in the sky. My body is still tingling when I finally get dressed.

      Harper shakes his head. “Fuck. I can’t stop smiling. That was…”

      “Damn near perfect.”

      Leaning over, we kiss.

      “Yeah. Perfect.”

      I say, “We should get back and talk to Nikki.”

      A look of worry flashes across his face. “I hope she’s okay with this.”

      “I think she will be.”

      Because I know our girl. She’s got the biggest heart out of anyone I’ve ever met. I glance at Harper. But he’s a close second.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Nikki

      

      

      Jeff and Harper come back from their walk, looking happier than I’ve ever seen them. I’m not sure if the others noticed how long they were gone, or that they have grass in their hair.

      Jeff comes to me, kissing me on the cheek. “Can we talk? Alone?”

      I smile. “Sure.”

      He takes one hand and Harper takes the other as we go away from the group.

      Jeff says, “We have something we need to tell you.”

      He and Harper exchange a look that makes my heart ache.

      “Harper and I, well, shit…” He shakes his head. “I don’t know how to even say this.”

      Harper says, “Jeff and I have feelings for each other. We want to see where this goes and we want you to know, since we both love you, so very much.”

      Jeff looks shocked, but a smile breaks out across my face.

      “I wondered when you would say something to each other.”

      Jeff’s mouth opens. “You knew?”

      “I wondered.”

      “But… how?”

      “Remember that time we all messed around before leaving Oklahoma? There was something different about it. And then I saw the way you each looked at each other.”

      Harper grins, looking pleased with himself.

      Jeff shakes his head. “Well, we just wanted you to know. It’s not going to change anything between us.”

      I laugh. “But the two of you will be seeing more of each other. I get it. And I’m happy for you both.”

      Jeff pulls me into his arms. “Damn, how did we get so lucky?”

      I hug him back. “I’m the one who’s lucky, Jeff.”

      And I mean it.

      

      Rule 36: Love is Love.
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        Nikki

      

      

      There’s a peace amongst the group as we finally make our way out of Colorado that hasn’t been there since before we left Oklahoma.

      Rocco holds his hand out the window, middle finger in the air.

      I laugh. “What’s that for?”

      “Saying my goodbyes to Colorado.” He grins. “And hello to Utah.”

      Jeff replies, “With any luck we’ll be seeing Nevada soon.”

      Dave says, “If not, we’ll figure out another path until we get there.”

      I take his hand, smiling. “We’ll get there.”

      Harper adds, “Damn right we will.”

      Even the kids are excited as the scenery changes. The roadsides are blooming with life, as spring has truly awakened the earth. Fresh, green grass grows high, as do the wildflowers.

      I say, “I used to love collecting flowers when I was a kid.”

      Dave glances over at me before pulling the truck off the road, coming to a stop.

      “What’s wrong?”

      He shakes his head, smiling. “Nothing’s wrong. Just thought we all might like to stretch our legs. Maybe pick a flower or two.”

      My heart does something funny in my chest, but I nod.

      “I’d like that.”

      Rocco says, “Shit. Look at Dave giving us a run for our money.”

      But his eyes dance with laugher. We get out of the truck, doing a quick scan of the area. When we’re sure it’s safe, Dave tells the boys they can play for a bit. Jeff takes Preston from me, grabbing a blanket from the truck, spreading it on the ground.

      “I’m going to let Mr. Preston work on his crawling skills.”

      I swear to god it seemed to happen overnight. One moment he’s on his stomach and the next he’s moving across the room. But it’s adorable watching grown ass men kneel, cheering him on, as Jeff and Harper are doing now.

      Dave comes to my side, handing me a pink flower. I take it, grinning.

      He says, “Let’s take a walk.”

      He leads me away from the others, down a hill covered in flowers. I reach down, picking a few here and there.

      “It’s strange that there’s not any biters out here.”

      He shrugs. “Not so strange. There might not have been many people in this area to turn into biters.”

      I notice he has a blanket tucked under his arm. My lips twitch.

      “What’s that for?”

      He grins, looking sheepish. “Thought we could sit for a bit.”

      I pretend to think. “Maybe for a bit.”

      “I only need four minutes of your time.”

      That makes me snort. “I wouldn’t walk around telling people that.”

      He laughs, loud, showing his teeth. “You’re right. The guys won’t let me live it down.”

      He spreads the blanket out, and sits, patting the spot next to him. For a moment I think maybe I’ve misread the situation. Maybe he just wants to talk? I sit next to him and he takes my hand into his.

      “I can’t believe I went so long being a dick toward you.”

      I glance at him. “Dave, it’s okay.”

      “No. It’s not.” He shakes his head, “Eli warned me before we left Oklahoma not to let my past fuck up my future. He’s always known me better than I know myself.”

      “You didn’t fuck anything up. And, every couple has arguments or disagreements. The important thing is we worked it out.” I laugh, remembering. “Hell, even Daisy and Elijah got into it from time to time.”

      He smiles, too. “You’re right.”

      I move closer to him, inhaling a scent that’s entirely Dave.

      “Know what else is good about fighting every now and again?”

      “What?”

      I nip his earlobe. “The making up.”

      I kiss a path down his jaw, capturing his mouth with my own. He kisses me back, and I quiver at the sweet tenderness that holds so much heat. He reaches out, pulling me into his arms. His cock presses between us and I rub against him.

      “Know one of my favorite things about you,” he asks as his runs a finger over my breasts.

      “What?”

      His hand slips under my shirt. “Your nipples and how much I love to suck them. Bite them. Lick them.”

      He proceeds to do all three things to my nipples, right over my shirt. My nipples harden, poking against the wet material. He stares at me, eyeing me in appreciation.

      “And then there’s your pussy.” He unbuttons my pants with his free hand. “You’re always so fucking wet for me. Are you wet now?”

      My core clenches and I nod. “Yes.”

      “Let’s find out, shall we?”

      He gently lays me back against the blanket and pulls off my boots. My pants are next. When he takes off my panties, he takes his time, dragging his fingers across my skin. A moan slips past my lips and he smiles.

      “I could eat you out all day and never get tired of it. In fact…”

      Without saying another word, he pushes my legs apart. Giving me wicked look, he inhales deeply before dipping his head between my legs. I hold my breath in anticipation, waiting for him to lick me where I’m burning. He plants a kiss on my thigh. Then higher. Then another. When he kisses my pussy, I breathe out a sigh.

      He licks and tastes, teasing me until my hips rock against his face. I pant, wanting more.

      “Dave,” I moan. “It’s not your tongue I want.”

      He looks at me, eyes dark with desire. “Anything you want, babe. It’s yours.”

      He catches my lips, kissing me until I feel like I’m falling. He moves over me, holding onto my hips as he enters me. I swear to god, his thrust is torturously slow, but, my god, it feels so good. He pulls out before giving me another slow thrust. By the third time, I feel like a volcano about to erupt. My body is ready for a release and I lift my hips, trying to take him in all the way.

      He grins, making a tsking sound. “Not yet, baby.”

      I groan in frustration, but he slides into my soaking pussy again. My inner muscles flex on their own accord, gaining a groan from him.

      “Dave. Please.” My voice is hoarse to my own ears, thick with need.

      He pulls out again and I feel like I’m going to scream if he doesn’t give me what I-

      Dave slams back into me with a force that makes me gasp. Fuck! This is how it should be each and every time. He meets my gaze and I see fire in his depths. I groan as he hammers my pussy repeatedly. With a deep growl, he erupts deep inside of me at the same time I come. My orgasm is powerful, rocking my body like never before. I see white lights and writhe beneath Dave, wanting more.

      “Fuck,” he cries out, fingers digging into my hips.

      “I love you, Dave. So much,” I say as he throbs deep inside of me.

      “I love you, too, Nikki.”

      We kiss until we come down from the highs our orgasms gave us. Dave rolls next to me, putting his hand over his heart.

      “Shit. If that’s what make-up sex is going to be like, I insist we fight at least once a day.”

      That makes me giggle and I snuggle into his embrace.

      “That would be heavenly, but I’m not sure I can handle being rocked like that all the time.”

      He grins. “You’ve got it wrong. You rocked my world, babe.”

      I smile, feeling content.

      We lie there, for a good while. There’s no self-imposed travel deadline hanging over our heads. No tension between the two of us. Just love.

      Finally, Dave stands and gets dressed. “We should get back to the others.”

      I groan, but stand, getting dressed, too. Hand in hand, we walk back to the others.

      Rocco winks at me. “Have fun?”

      “Why do you ask?”

      He reaches out, pulling a smashed flower from my hair. “Let’s just say I’ve got a good idea what you did out there.”

      I laugh and look around. “Where are the kids and Jeff and Harper?”

      “There’s a stream nearby that’s not too deep. They’re swimming.” He smiles. “Come on, I’ll show you.”

      He takes me and Dave into the tree line, where the soft gurgle of water meets my ears. And then the joyous laughter of Carter, Benji, and Owen. I find myself smiling, too, as we walk up to them.

      They’re splashing in the water, wearing nothing but their underwear. Jeff sits to one side, baby Preston in his arms. Preston kicks his legs, sending water flying into the air. He does it again, laughing in only the way an infant can.

      Harper comes to my side, kissing my cheek. “Want to take a dip?”

      I nod and take my shirt and pants off. I don’t miss the heated look Dave gives me, so I give him a saucy look before stepping into the water. I’m surprised to find it’s not very cold at all.

      Dave, Rocco, and Harper join us, and we play with the kids until the sun is high in the sky.

      Harper’s stomach rumbles loudly. “Man, I’m hungry. Guess I better fix us some lunch.”

      I say, “We can all help.”

      Getting the boys out of the water is difficult, but by the time we get back to the truck they’re yawning. Dave spreads a blanket out and they lie down, falling asleep almost right away.

      Dave’s lips twitch. “Guess we’re hanging around here for the rest of the day.”

      But he doesn’t sound mad about it.

      So, that’s what we do. We have a picnic in the grass. After the boys wake up, we go back to the stream and play for hours. When we settle into the tents, we’re all happy. Hell, I haven’t been this happy in, well, in longer than I can remember.

      I close my eyes, saying a silent prayer of thanks. Because we all deserved a good day like this.

      

      Rule 37: Believe that you deserve to be happy.
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      “Nikki, it hurts.”

      My eyes water and I don’t know what to do to make this right. Noah cries out again. Blood oozes from underneath his head. Where is he hurt? I don’t remember checking his head!

      When Dave meets my gaze, the truth hits me. Noah isn’t going to make it out of this alive. A sob works its way up my throat, but I have to be strong. It isn’t fair for Noah to see sadness. Not right now.

      Reaching out, I take his hand into my own and-

      

      My scream wakes me up from my dream.

      Dave’s voice breaks through the fog left behind from my nightmare. “Nikki! Wake up, baby. It’s just a dream.”

      I force my eyes open, finding every male inside of the tent awake, staring back at me. Dave pulls me into his arms, holding me.

      Jeff reaches for my hand. “It’s been a while since you had one.”

      I sniffle, realizing I was crying in my sleep.

      Jeff asks, “Was it the same one?”

      I nod, trying to forget.

      Why can’t I fucking forget?

      Harper takes my other hand, looking me in the eyes. “Nikki, it’s time. You have to talk about the day Noah died or you’re never going to be able to heal.”

      A sob escapes my lips and I pull away from them, going outside. My tears mix with the rain falling from the sky. Dave, Jeff, and Harper follow me, but don’t get too close.

      “How,” I finally ask.

      Harper says, “Just talk, love. Say what you’ve been holding in all this time.”

      It sounds so easy.

      Can it really be that simple?

      The hole deep inside of my heart aches so bad I want to scream and tear at my chest until the pain stops. I stand in the middle of the road, rain pouring down on me. Closing my eyes, I finally let myself think about that day.

      “I remember,” I begin.

      

      Everyone was so pumped. We had weapons. We had several people to fight. Hell, we even had a freaking tank, thanks to a woman and three men living near Mustang. We finally had the upper hand against Air and his men after the ambush at the mall.

      Marianne stood next to me. I hadn’t liked at her at first, after hearing how she had treated Daisy in the beginning, but she’d really come around since Daisy had been taken. In fact, this outing was her idea after Air and his men left a package at our gates. It was meant to scare us. They were wrong. It gave us hope and made us even more determined to get Daisy back.

      “Boss, we need to act now. If we wait-”

      Elijah looked up and I noticed the dark smudges under his eyes. There was no telling when he had last slept. In his hand, he held a strand of Daisy’s hair. It was sickening to see all of her long locks in the box, and now Air was going to pay.

      Elijah nodded. “I know.”

      Marianne said, “Dave and Grey were able to get intel on where Daisy is. This is our chance.”

      Elijah stood. “We’ll head out in an hour. Tell anyone who’s available that we’re going.”

      When he was gone, Marianne turned to me.

      “I hate to push him, but I think he’s starting to give up hope.”

      I’d noticed the same thing.

      I replied, “You didn’t say anything I wasn’t thinking. It’s now or never.”

      Noah left the group of men he was talking to and came to my side. He looked tired, but if he was, he never voiced it.

      “Norm is going to take the tank. Andrews and I will follow him in the truck.”

      “Norm knows how to drive the tank?”

      Noah grinned. “Guess he had to do it once on set. The funny thing is, he drives it better than Jeff.”

      Jeff walked up at that moment, punching Noah in the shoulder. “Hey now! I’ve been driving tanks longer than you’ve been alive.”

      Noah grinned sheepishly and we all laughed. It was strange, feeling so lighthearted right before a fight. But I took it as a good sign.

      Harper came over, kissing me. “Wish I was going out there.”

      But we needed people to stay back, too, just in case.

      I said, “We’ll be back before you know it.”

      We all piled up into our vehicles and took off. Dave, Rocco, and I rode with Elijah.

      Elijah said, “Air is getting sloppy. First the package and now the fire burning at dusk? He gave away their location and doesn’t even realize it.”

      Dave grinned at his brother. “I told you we’d get her back.”

      We finally reached the old warehouse where the smoke in the chimney had been spotted. Grey and a group of men were already there, ready to strike.

      Elijah called out, “Show no fucking mercy. If anyone lays eyes on Daisy, get her out of here.”

      Emotions were running high, everyone ready to fight. We moved forward toward the old warehouse. Our first round of fire didn’t do anything. When Grey threw a smoke bomb into the window, men began to run outside. That’s when we took them down. Shooting without mercy. All for Daisy.

      They began to fire back, but there were more of us. A few of our people fell to the ground, but more of others were dead.

      “Shit,” someone breathed out from behind me. “They’re starting to turn.”

      Sure enough, some of the fallen were already standing back up, with milky white eyes. In an odd way, the Dead helped us in our fight, attacking Air’s men. Elijah, Dave, and Grey pushed forward, going into the warehouse. More gunfire followed, so more of our people ran inside. Marianne gave me a smile as she ran in, too. If I’d known it was the last time I was going to see her, I would have told her how cool I thought she was.

      I stayed outside, fighting alongside Jeff and Rocco. More of Air’s men ran from the warehouse, some holding their hands up in surrender, begging us to let them go. Saying they were innocent. But there was no mercy for them, and they were killed on the spot.

      The tank made a loud sound coming down the street, Noah and Andrews following it in a truck.

      Jeff grinned and said, “Damn. Norm is a good driver.”

      I laughed and then fired at one of Air’s men.

      Suddenly, there was a loud boom and the ground shook beneath our feet. Glass shattered as the windows broke and black smoke poured out. Inhaling, I realized there was a chemical smell lingering in the air.

      Rocco noticed, too, and said, “Fuck! They’re using homemade bombs in there.”

      My heart slammed against my ribcage. Dave was in there! Jeff and Rocco rushed forward, going inside. Noah came running to my side, frowning.

      “I’ve got a bad feeling about this, Nik,” he said. “It’s all too easy.”

      This was easy?

      But he’d been to war and I hadn’t.

      There was a series of more explosions and Noah grabbed me, pulling me back. Shrapnel hit the ground, whistling. And then the screams began. Some, inside the warehouse. Some, outside.

      Noah pulled me behind one of the trucks. “They set this up and we walked right into their trap.”

      Trap? There was no way.

      “They’re coming from the south,” Andrews cried out.

      My stomach fell as vehicles sped down the road, coming straight for us. When they fired their guns, I knew we were fucked.

      Noah held me close. “Nik, we’ve got to get out of here.”

      “We can’t leave them behind.”

      “We won’t. We need to find Elijah and Dave. Let them know what’s happening.” He checked his gun. “I’m going to make a run for it. Stay right here. I’ll come back as soon as I can.”

      He gave me one last smile before he ran inside.

      It felt like I was alone for hours. In reality, it was only a few minutes. Noah finally came back, blood splattered on his face. I did a quick look over to make sure it wasn’t his.

      “Elijah won’t leave until he knows Daisy isn’t here. Dave said to get the fuck out of here.”

      I don’t want to leave anyone behind, but more of Air’s men keep coming. How are there so many? I have a horrible thought. What if the ones we killed at first really were innocent?

      I nodded. “You lead. I’ll follow.”

      He said, “We need to get to the tank. It’s our safest bet.”

      Together, we ran. Something whizzed past me, exploding in front of me. We dodged the debris, and the tank came into sight, running right over two of Air’s men.

      Noah grinned. “Tank’s always going to win.”

      I grinned back at him. “Hell yeah.”

      We waved our arms and the tank came to a stop, the hatch opening. Norm’s upper body popped out and he motioned us over.

      The next events were like a slow-motion sequence in a movie.

      One of Air’s men jumped onto the back of the tank, climbing up. Norm never saw him coming. The man shoved Norman back into the hatch and then grinned at us, pulling a bomb from beneath his shirt.

      “No!” I cried out.

      Noah lifted his gun, firing at the man, but it was too late. The man dropped the bomb inside of the tank. Noah rushed forward.

      “Noah!” I screamed. “Don’t!”

      “I have to try!”

      Dave came to my side at that moment. “What in the fuck is he doing?”

      “Norman is in trouble!”

      Noah climbed up the tank and disappeared into the hatch. I held my breath, expecting the worst, but praying for a miracle.

      Norman’s body rose from the hatch and Dave ran over, pulling him out. I swear to god, I don’t know how Noah was able to lift him, but he did.

      Dave carried Norm to me, putting him on the ground.

      “Is he-”

      “He’s alive-” Dave’s words were cut off as another explosion shook the ground.

      I realized where it came from.

      “No!” I screamed until my throat felt raw. “Noah!”

      Dave’s eyes were wild as he rushed toward the burning tank. And then I saw a hand.

      “Dave! He’s alive!”

      Dave reached in, pulling Noah out. He dragged him over to me as I held my breath. Noah’s cries filled the air. He was in so much pain-

      Dave said, “We need to get him out of here.”

      Looking around, I saw one of the trucks. Dave saw it, too.

      “Take his feet.” He paused. “And Nikki… we have to hurry.”

      When I lifted Noah’s feet, he moaned deep in his throat.

      “I know, baby. I’m so sorry.”

      Together, Dave and I carried him to the bed of the truck. He yelled out when we put him down.

      “Nikki-”

      “Shh. I’m here.”

      Dave said, “I’m going to get Norm.”

      I nodded, holding Noah’s hand. He was covered in burns, but those could be treated, right?

      The truck dipped as Dave put Norman in the back, too.

      He said to me, “This is going to hurt Noah. A lot.”

      I nodded. He started the truck, getting the hell out of there. Noah’s body convulsed and he screamed the entire way home. When we arrived, the gates were open, as if they’d been expecting us.

      Harper met us at the doors. When he saw Noah, he took a step back.

      “He’s going to be okay,” I said. “We just need to get him inside.”

      Madness erupted around as more injured people arrived. Rocco was in the next truck, holding a blanket over an open wound. He rushed over to us as we got Noah from the truck.

      “Fuck!” He yelled. “It should have been me!”

      Noah moaned out, “No.”

      Rocco jumped into action. “Get him inside.”

      We carried him to one of the waiting beds. Rocco and Harper cut away Noah’s tattered shirt, which made Noah scream until his voice was hoarse. Bile rose up my throat. His skin was blackened and bleeding.

      Rocco said, “We need to check his airway. I don’t like the way he’s breathing.”

      Noah opened his mouth, trying to speak. I moaned. The inside of his mouth was blistered and bleeding.

      Rocco said, “Harp, we need morphine. Now.”

      Harper ran from the room. When he came back, he had syringe in his hand. He pushed the needle into Noah’s arm, and Noah cried out. But his breathing became less labored. Rocco moved to the top of the bed and froze in place. His face paled and he shook his head, as if he couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

      Noah stilled and opened his eyes, seeking me out.

      “Nikki, it hurts.”

      My eyes watered and I didn’t know what to say to make this right. Noah cried out again. Blood oozed from underneath his head. Where was he hurt? I didn’t remember checking his head!

      When Dave met my gaze, the truth hit me. Noah wasn’t going to make it out of this alive. A sob worked its way up my throat, but I had to be strong. It wasn’t fair for Noah to see sadness. Not right now.

      Reaching out, I took his hand into my own and he smiled.

      “I want to go home. I want my mom.” His voice didn’t sound like his own.

      Tears streamed down my face now, but I nodded. “We’ll make it happen.”

      He wheezed for a moment, fighting to speak again. “Dog tags in room. Give them to her.”

      “I will, Noah.”

      He smiled, again, this time looking at peace. This was it. He was leaving me. I could feel it.

      “Love you. All of you.”

      “I love you, too, Noah. Now and always.”

      Leaning forward, I placed a kiss on his lips as he took his last breath.

      “No,” I moaned. “No!”

      Falling forward, I sobbed. My sweet Noah. He didn’t deserve this!

      Dave grasped my shoulders. “Nikki. We have to stop him from turning.”

      I nodded and stepped back. Dave pulled his knife from his belt, his hand shaking.

      “Wait.”

      He turned and I held out my hand. “I have to be the one to do this.”

      “Nikki, no,” Harper said.

      “It has to be me.”

      Dave stared at me, finally handing the knife over. Moving next to the bed, I looked down at my sweet, sweet Noah. With a sob, I turned his head, sliding the blade through the back of his neck, ensuring he’d never turn into a monster. And then I ran from the room. I ran until I thought I was going to die. But the pain I felt never went away.

      

      Blinking, I finish speaking. Tears stream down my face and my throat is raw.

      “I think I’ve been running all this time.”

      Dave is the first to move, wrapping his arms around me, surrounding me with his warmth.

      “Nikki, there was nothing anyone could have done to save him.”

      “I know, but I still wonder.”

      Harper says, “I think he wanted a chance to say goodbye.” He smiles. “Sounds like something he’d do, at least.”

      I think so, too.

      Jeff says, “You’ve got to let this pain that you’ve been carrying around go, Nikki. Noah wouldn’t have wanted you to carry this sadness around.”

      “I’m trying, but I miss him so much.”

      My voice breaks, and it hits me – he’s gone.

      My sweet Noah is gone.

      He’s gone.

      Gone.

      Falling to the ground, I yield to the sorrow deep inside of me, sobs shaking my body.

      Dave sits next to me, pulling me into his arms. And then Harper surrounds me with his warmth. And Jeff. And then Rocco is there, too. And the boys.

      I sit there, surrounded by the people who love me most in the world and I’m able to finally say goodbye to Noah.

      

      Rule 38: Goodbyes are never easy.
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      We spend the next month making our way through Utah and Nevada. When we reach California, I feel a peace deep in my soul.

      Harper kisses my hand. “You look happy.”

      “I am.”

      Jeff comes over, baby Preston in hand. “Guess who just took his first steps.”

      “He didn’t!”

      Jeff puts him on the ground, where, after much encouraging, baby Preston walks into my arms. I pick him up, spinning.

      “My baby’s so smart.”

      He smiles back at me. “Momma.”

      I kiss his cheek. “That’s right. Momma’s so proud of you.”

      Dave stands in the doorway, watching with a grin on his face.

      “Fuck. This is going to make me cry.”

      Rocco comes inside with Owen, Carter, and Benji.

      “Okay. The boys have all gone to the bathroom and are ready to go.”

      Dave says, “I think we might make it today.”

      My stomach flutters. “I think so, too.”
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        * * *

      

      We travel for a few hours. With each mile we trek, I feel Noah’s presence even more. Finally, the housing addition we’ve been looking for comes into sight. It’s holding up better than most of the other buildings we’ve passed, but there are signs that the structures are starting to crumble.

      I don’t miss the look that Dave gives Jeff. Even though they’re hopeful, they’re worried we’re not going to find anyone here. But I meant what I said to Dave in Colorado. If Noah’s mom isn’t here, I’ll be fine. Especially now that I’ve been able to say goodbye to Noah.

      Rocco says, “According to the address on the last letter Noah got, his mom’s house should be a block over.”

      Dave turns down the next street.

      “What’s the house number.”

      “2811.”

      Dave stops in front of a very ordinary looking house. It’s smaller than the rest on the block. The front windows have been boarded up at some point, and now suffer from dry rot.

      I say, “I’m not sure what to do.”

      Dave smiles. “That surprises me. I thought you’d be running from the truck, bursting through the front door.”

      “That was before.”

      He takes my hand. “Babe, you can do this, and we’re all here for you.”

      I nod once.

      Harper says, “I’ll stay here with the boys until we know it’s safe.”

      I give him a thankful look before opening my door. The air is cool, with hints of the ocean on the wind. I pull my jacket closer and open the gate that leads to a small walkway. Dave, Jeff and Rocco are right behind me, which gives me strength to move. One step. Another. And another. Until I reach the front door.

      My hand shakes as I knock.

      I think we all hold our breath, waiting.

      From the corner of my eye, I think I see the curtain move, but when I look, it’s still. I knock again.

      Rocco says, “Nik, I don’t think anyone is here.”

      But I swear I saw movement in one of the windows. I knock again and wait. I’m not leaving until we’re sure this house is empty.

      The door cracks open and two little eyes stare up at me. “I’m not supposed to let anyone in, but I don’t want the doorbell to wake up my mom.”

      My eyes water. His eyes look just like Noah’s.

      “Is your mom napping?”

      He nods. “She’s tired a lot. Come in. I don’t want the chompers to hear us.”

      I say, “We have a few more people in the truck. Hold on.”

      I motion for Harper to join us. The little boy looks at Carter and Benji as they get closer and then disappears into the house. We follow, closing the door behind us. My nose is assaulted with the scent of human feces and I bite back a gag. Dust covers the furniture and there’s a corner piled with trash. In the midst of it all, there’s a tiny trainset on a table where this child has obviously been playing.

      Benji says to me, “It smells in here.”

      God, leave it to a child to tell it like it is.

      The boy says, “We don’t have anything here, if that’s what you came for.”

      I shake my head. “We wanted to talk to your mom.”

      He frowns. “She can’t talk.”

      I squat so I’m at his level. “My name’s Nikki. What’s your name?”

      “I’m not supposed to tell anyone.”

      I nod. “That’s smart. Well, my friends and I used to know someone that knew your mom.”

      “Did they die?”

      My eyes water. “He did.”

      “My mom is going to die, just like my dad.” He goes on, “Then I’ll be alone.”

      I glance up to Dave, who looks worried.

      “Hey little man, my name is Dave. My friend is a doctor. Can he go look at your mom?”

      The boy looks hesitant, but finally nods. “Come on. Her room is this way.”

      We follow him down a dark hallway, to the last room. He knocks on the door before opening it.

      “Momma, there’s a doctor here.”

      The source of the odor hits me full force and I swallow the bile that’s creeping up my throat.

      A raspy voice says, “A doctor? Are you sure?”

      We enter the bedroom and I want to sob at the sight before me. A small, frail woman lies in her own filth in her bed. Dirty laundry is piled to nearly to the ceiling and there’s rotting food on a table near the bed.

      She tries to sit but falls back with a shallow sigh.

      Rocco moves into action, going to her bedside.

      “Ma’am, my name is Rocco. I’m a medic. May I take a look at you?”

      She nods.

      I turn to the little boy. “Do you have a closet with bedding or anything like that?”

      He thinks and then nods. “In the hallway.”

      I follow him into the hallway. He opens a door near the bedroom. Sure enough, it’s filled with clean linen.

      I say, “I’m going to take this to my friend so he can change your mom’s bed. Do you have a bedroom?”

      He looks hesitant again, but says, “Yeah. Right over there.”

      “Okay. I’m going to change your sheets, too, if that’s okay with you?”

      He nods, so I pull down two sets of sheets. I tap on the door before entering. Rocco has his bag next to the woman, and he’s listening to her chest with a stethoscope.

      I hand the bedding to Jeff. “This is for her bed.”

      “Thanks.”

      I go back to the hallway where the boy is waiting. Carter and Benji watch from the living room, as if they’re afraid to come this way.

      “Okay, little man. Let’s go change your sheets.”

      He smiles, again reminding me of Noah. He opens the door to his room, and I go inside. It’s a typical room for a young boy. Sheets with cartoon characters on them. Toys scattered on the floor. But, what’s not normal is the pile of dirty clothes in the corner and empty aluminum cans under the window.

      I go to his bed, pulling back the blanket. There’s a urine stain on the sheets that’s turned brown over time. No telling when he’s had clean bedding. I strip the bed and put on the new linen while he watches.

      “Do you have running water here?”

      He nods.

      “What about electricity?”

      “Haven’t had that in a while.”

      I think for a moment.

      “How was your mom washing your clothes?”

      “In the bathtub. Come on, I’ll show you.”

      I follow him to an adjoining bathroom. He pulls back the curtain and I grin. Inside the tub, is a washboard and soap.

      “Do you have a clothesline?”

      “In the backyard.”

      “Want to help me with a project?”

      He nods.

      “Good. Can you gather up the dirty clothes in your room and bring them here?”

      He nods again and runs off. I turn on the water, warming it. I’m not sure if all the laundry can be saved, but maybe I can wash enough to help out. He comes back with an armful of clothes, dropping them next to me.

      “Good job. Now, can you try to find a laundry basket?”

      He runs off without replying and I get to work.
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      Rocco finds me in the bathroom a bit later. My arms ache from scrubbing, but I’m making progress.

      “How is she?”

      He glances over his shoulder before saying, “Not good. She’s sleeping. We were able to change her bedding and get her into a clean nightgown.”

      “What did you do with the soiled linen?”

      “Jeff took it and all the trash he could load into the truck. Going to dump it away from here. I think Carter and Benji went with him to get away from the smell here.”

      I nod, grabbing another shirt to wash. “Where’s Dave and Harper?”

      “Dave’s cleaning the living room and Harper is working in the kitchen.”

      “And the boy?”

      “He’s with his mom.”

      “He’s Noah’s little brother?”

      Harper nods. “She’s not talking much, but she did say he was her son.”

      “What did she… does she know why we’re here?”

      “We didn’t tell her. I want her to rest before we spring it on her.”

      “That’s probably for the best.”

      I wipe the sweat from my brow and grab more laundry.

      Harper says, “Let me do that. You’re tired.”

      I give him a weak smile but stand. He’s right. My arms are killing me. I go to the living room, where Dave and the little boy are putting trash into a sack. Owen sits in a chair watching them and Preston is in his travel playpen. The boy is following Dave around, awe in his eyes, reminding me so much of how Noah used to look at Dave.

      Dave says to him, “Good job, buddy. Now, can you pick up your toys and take them to your room?”

      He frowns. “My dad used to say that to me before the chompers got him.”

      Dave says, “I’m sorry your dad isn’t here.”

      “He was mean. You’re nice, though.” He ducks his head and runs from the room.

      When he’s gone, I say, “You’re good with him.”

      Dave looks at me, shaking his head. “The kid’s Noah’s mini-me. Swear to god, he looked at me a bit ago and all I could see was Noah.”

      “I noticed that, too.” I point around. “Looks good in here.”

      “Rocco thinks the filth is aggravating her symptoms.”

      “It wouldn’t surprise me.”

      Harper comes from the kitchen, with Preston strapped to his back, and says, “You guys have to see this.”

      We follow him into a surprisingly clean kitchen. He goes to a door and disappears out of sight.

      “Are you coming?”

      I go first and see there’s a stairway. The stairs creak as I go down and the air feels cooler. Harper stands at the bottom, flashlight under his chin. He lets out an evil laugh.

      “You’re such a dork.”

      He leans forward, kissing the tip of my nose. “One of my many charms.”

      Dave reaches the bottom and asks, “What’s the big surprise?”

      Harper shines the flashlight around. There are shelves on each wall, all full of canned foods.

      “Someone went through a lot of trouble to stock up this place. And, judging by the trash I found, the kid’s good with a can opener.”

      I shake my head. “This is pretty amazing.”

      Harper says, “I’m going to fix soup for dinner. Something she can eat.”

      I nod and help him carry some cans upstairs. Dave follows us and goes into the backyard to look around. When we get to the kitchen, we discover Jeff, Carter, and Benji are back.

      Benji grins at me. “It doesn’t stink like poop anymore.”

      He and Carter giggle, as if sharing an inside joke. Probably a poop joke, judging by the way their eyes sparkle with mischief.

      I say, “Want to help Harper make dinner for our new friends?”

      The little boy appears in the kitchen doorway. “I’m the one who cooks for my mom.”

      Harper meets my gaze and says to the boy, “Well, would you like to help, too? I’m going to make a veggie stew. Have you have it before?”

      He shakes his head and inches closer to Carter and Benji. I’m wondering if this is the first time he’s been around kids his own age.

      I say, “This is Carter and Benji. Owen is the smaller one in the chair and the baby’s name is Preston.”

      Harper twists, so the boy can see Preston.

      Carter asks, “What’s your name?”

      The boy shakes his head.

      Carter says, “We didn’t have names before, either. Want us to name you?”

      “I have a name. I’m not supposed to tell strangers.”

      Carter looks at Benji. “We’re not strangers. We’re friends, right Benji?”

      Benji nods. “Yeah!”

      The boy glances at me before saying, “My name is Adam, like in the Bible.”

      My heart does something funny in my chest and I smile. “Nice to meet you, Adam.”

      Adam smiles back and then goes to the stove, where Harper is cooking. “What’s your name?”

      “I’m Harper.”

      I smile and say, “I’ll leave you to it.”

      Jeff follows me into the living room. He pulls me into his embrace and the first tear falls from my eyes.

      “Noah has a kid brother,” I sniffle. “And he’s the spitting image of him.”

      Jeff kisses the top of my head. “I know. It’s mind blowing.”

      Rocco comes from the bedroom and sees us embracing.

      “Everything okay?”

      “Just in shock about Adam.” At his puzzled look, I say, “Noah’s brother.”

      “Ah.”

      Jeff asks, “Is she still resting?”

      “Yeah.” He frowns. “I’m worried I’m not going to be able to help her much.”

      “Do you know what’s wrong with her?”

      He shakes his head. “She was too weak to speak. Maybe after she rests…”

      Jeff says, “Well, all we can do is finish cleaning and make sure Adam is being taken care of. That will help her a lot.”

      I look around. “Is Dave still in the backyard?”

      “Must be.”

      “I’m going to check on him.”

      Because I’m kind of feeling like I could use some air, too.

      

      Rule 39: Eyes are windows to the past, to those we lost and loved.
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      Nikki comes up next to me, touching my arm.

      “Hey. Are you okay?”

      I nod my head toward the mound of dirt in front of me.

      “I think the boy dug this. It’s not very deep.” My throat is tight. “And the grave marker says dad.”

      She gasps. “No.”

      But there’s no denying it.

      “I’m sure Noah’s mom was too weak to do this herself.”

      She sniffles and I glance at her, seeing her eyes are bright with unshed tears. I pull her close against me.

      “His name is Adam. He told us when Benji and Carter introduced themselves.”

      I smile. “Adam. Like the Bible.”

      “That’s what he said, too.”

      I shake my head, remembering.

      “The first time I met Noah, he was fresh out of basic. He came bouncing up to us, papers in hand. When Jeff asked what his name was, he said, ‘Noah. Like the Bible.’”

      A damn tear escapes my eye and I brush it away.

      “I know I’ve asked it before, but can you ever forgive me for giving you such hell about wanting to come here?”

      “Dave-”

      “I was so wrong, Nikki, and if you had listened to me or let me have my way - Carter, Benji, Owen, Preston, and now Adam and his mom would be dead. Because I was too damn scared to leave.”

      She hugs me tight. “We were all wrong. I thought coming here would magically seal the wound in my heart. It’s still there, though it hurts a bit less now.”

      Another tear falls down my cheek. Fuck.

      “Things sure have a funny way of working out, don’t they?”

      She nods. “They do.” After a moment, she says, “Let’s go inside.”

      We find the boys helping Harper make dinner. They’re all grinning, and Carter and Benji are talking a mile a minute.

      “We stayed in a treehouse,” Carter says. “It was cool, and I wasn’t scared at all.”

      Benji nods. “And then we got to sleep outside a lot and play in creeks.”

      Adam’s mouth is open. “All alone?”

      “Well, Mom was there-“ Carter stops talking, putting his hand over his mouth.

      “What is it?” Adam asks.

      “Well, Nikki isn’t our real mom, but she’s kind of like a mom.”

      Adam glances at Nikki before asking, “Where’s your real mom?”

      “Our moms stayed at our old house while we went on an adventure,” Benji answers. “And one day we’re going to go back and tell them all about it.”

      I put arm around Nikki’s waist, pulling her close.

      “You okay?” I whisper.

      She nods, giving my arm a squeeze.

      Adam looks at me and asks the boys, “Who is your dad?”

      Benji says, “We don’t have dads, but we have Dave, Jeff, Rocco, and Harper, and they’re better than dads because they’re super cool and aren’t monsters.”

      This time Nikki asks me, “Are you okay?”

      “Feels like there’s a damn frog in my throat,” I reply, trying to laugh off the onset of emotions I feel.

      “The little ones have been calling you Dad, too. As Rocco said, it was only a matter of time.”

      I smile. “That means I’ll have to try to set a good example.”

      Not like my old man did. I make a vow right then and there to be the best father figure I can be.
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      A bit later we’re all sitting around the table, eating veggie stew. Rocco comes back from checking on Adam’s mom.

      “She ate a bit of stew and is sleeping now.”

      Adam glances up. “She sleeps a lot, even when I try to wake her.”

      Carter asks, “What’s wrong with her?”

      Adam shrugs. “I dunno. She’s just sick.”

      Rocco catches my eye, motioning me to follow him. Nikki sees this, too, and follows. In the living room, Rocco runs his fingers through his hair.

      “It’s bad. I’m not sure she’s going to make it through the night.”

      I ask, “Should we try to talk to her?”

      He shakes his head. “She needs rest more than anything. All we can do is wait and see.”
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      We settle in for bed. We’ve put our sleeping bags in the living room and the boys insisted on sleeping in Adam’s room, with him. Every now and again we hear their giggles.

      Rocco lies next to me, looking at the ceiling.

      “Everything okay?”

      He lets out a small laugh. “Just thinking about how fucked up this world is. We come all this way, find Noah’s mom, and she’s dying.” He pauses. “The real kicker is she has a picture of Noah on the side of her bed, from his Army graduation.”

      I touch his arm. “She’ll pull through and then we can tell her.”

      “I hope so.”
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      The next morning, I wake up at the same time Rocco does.

      He stands. “I’m going to check on her. Keep the boys back.”

      His hand is at his belt as he leaves, and I realize it’s in case he needs his knife. My stomach feels heavy and I stand, pacing back and forth.

      It feels like he’s gone forever. By the time he gets back, Jeff, Harper, and Dave are awake, too.

      Rocco smiles. “She’s doing much better today.”

      We all let out a sigh of relief.

      Harper says, “I’ll fix breakfast.”

      After we eat, Dave looks at me.

      “It’s time, Nikki.”

      We make sure the kids are occupied and make our way to her bedroom. When I step inside, I’m surprised to see her sitting. She still looks frail but looks better overall.

      “Good morning,” she beams. “I don’t know how I can ever thank you for what you all did.”

      Dave says, “There’s no need to thank us, ma’am.”

      “Please, call me Esther.” She goes on, “I was just telling Rocco that you have been an answer to my prayers.”

      I move closer to her bed and see the photo on the nightstand that Rocco was talking about. She notices me staring and lifts the silver frame.

      “This is my other boy. He’s in the Army.”

      My throat aches, but I nod. “We know.”

      “You do? How?”

      Dave says, “Jeff, Harper, Rocco, and I were in his unit.”

      “I thought you all looked familiar. Noah sent a photo a long time ago. Hold on.” She reaches into her nightstand, pulling it out and handing it to Dave.

      Dave lets out a laugh and shows me. In the photo, Dave, Jeff, Harper, and Rocco lean against a tank. Noah sits in the hatch, looking so proud. It’s so ironic and I shake my head in disbelief.

      Jeff takes the photo and says, “I forgot all about this.”

      Esther smiles. “I didn’t hear from Noah very often, but when I did, he always spoke highly of you all.” She peers at me. “How did you know Noah?”

      “We met after the outbreak began.”

      “Ah.” She gives me a knowing look. “And when did you fall in love with him?”

      I blink back tears. “I knew when he asked me on a date. Took me to an old Italian restraint and cooked me pasta.”

      “My boy – always a romantic at heart.” Her eyes mist over. “He’s gone, isn’t he?”

      I nod. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. I always knew he’d find his way home one way or another.” She pauses. “Did he suffer?”

      Yes. “No.”

      “Was he bitten?”

      I shake my head. “He died saving another person in our group.”

      She smiles. “That sounds like my sweet boy.”

      I say, “At the end, he said he wanted to come home to you.”

      Reaching into my shirt, I pull his dog tags off, handing them to her. My skin feels naked without the embossed metal warming it, but this is what I came here for.

      She closes my hand around them. “You keep them.”

      She leans back, closing her eyes.

      Rocco asks, “Is the pain back?”

      She nods and he goes to his bag, pulling out a syringe. After he gives it to her, she sighs.

      “I’m dying.”

      Harper asks, “Is it something that can be cured?”

      Her lips lift in a small smile. “The doctors used to say yes, but sometimes you just can’t save a person.” She goes on, “I have breast cancer. Before the outbreak, I was in remission until one day I wasn’t. Been fighting it ever since, but now medicine is hard to come by.”

      Jeff says, “Maybe we can-”

      “It’s too late. I feel it spreading throughout my body. I’ll be gone, sooner rather than later.” She smiles. “But my prayers were answered today.”

      “How so?”

      “Each night I pray that Adam will be taken care of when I’m gone. And that one day Noah will come home to me.” She looks so peaceful as she says, “But I got it wrong. When I die, Noah will be waiting to take me home. And Adam will be in good hands with people who loved Noah.”

      I go to her side, taking her hand. “We’ll take care of him. We promise.”

      She nods, closing her eyes. We leave her, so she can rest.

      In the hallway, we hear the boys playing.

      Jeff shakes his head. “This is a full circle moment.”

      “How so,” I ask.

      “There are five of them,” he nods his head toward Adam’s room. “And there were five of us. Total full circle.”

      Dave says, “Things have a funny way of working out, don’t they?”

      “They sure do.”

      

      Rule 40: As Dave said, things have a funny way of working out.
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      Esther lives for two more months. In that time, we share stories of Noah and tell Adam all about him. He’s heard of his older brother, of course, and is in awe that we knew him. In the evenings, we eat meals together, as one big family and take walks around the block when there aren’t biters around. And in this time, I heal more and more each day.

      One day, Esther looks at me.

      “I’m ready to see Noah now.”

      We all think she’s just having a bad day. By dinner, Rocco comes out, a worried look in his eyes.

      “She’s sleeping hard and is hard to rouse. I’m worried.”

      She makes it through the night. In the morning, we’re all around her bed, Adam sitting next to her.

      She runs her fingers through his hair. “I love you son, but it’s time for me to be with the Lord.”

      “I don’t want you to go, Momma.”

      “I know. But we’ll be together one day.” She smiles. “And you have family who will take care of you.”

      He sniffles and she pulls him close hugging him.

      To me, she says, “Take care of him, Nikki.”

      “We will. I promise.”

      She lets out a sigh. “I hear Noah calling my name.”

      She passes a moment later, a peaceful look on her face. Jeff and I take the kids out of the room while Dave, Rocco, and Harper take care of Esther.

      Adam sits on my lap, leaning his head against me.

      I kiss the top of his head and ask, “Do you want to talk about it, Adam?”

      He shakes his head, but says, “What are we going to do now?”

      Jeff replies, “Now? Well, we’re going to eat dinner. And later, we might take a walk.”

      “Just like always?”

      “Just like always.”

      He stands. “Come on Benji. Carter. I want to play.”

      They run to his room, Owen and Preston trailing after them.

      Jeff says, “Kids are amazing. He’s handling this a hell of a lot better than I would have.”

      “I was thinking the same thing.”

      

      We bury Esther in the backyard, next to her second husband. We didn’t know him, but Adam thought she would want to be buried at his side. After, we go inside and make dinner. We keep up a normal routine until Adam feels safe and secure.

      One day, Dave comes inside, a smile on his face.

      “I have an idea. Let’s take the boys to the beach.”

      We pack up in the truck and drive across town to the empty beach. There are a few biters around, but we take them down with ease. When it’s safe, all five of the boys get out, laughing and playing. Rocco produces the football he found at LD’s storage unit in Amarillo, and they toss it around until the sun is high in the sky.

      After lunch, Preston sleeps cuddled against my chest and Owen at my side. Jeff sits on my other side, sleeping with a serene expression on his face. The boys play with Harper, Rocco, and Dave, and I watch, smiling. When the little ones wake up, Rocco takes them, so I stand, walking down the beach.

      I wasn’t sure what we would find when we left Oklahoma. I hoped, of course, that we would find Noah’s mom. I never expected any of this. The boys. Our journey. Saying goodbye to Noah. And the deep love I feel for Dave, Rocco, Harper, and Jeff that has grown stronger with each moment that passes.

      I walk down the beach, picking up tiny shells. Jeff joins me at one point, kissing me until I’m breathless. Then Rocco calls him over to toss the football.

      When I make my way back, the sun shines down on me, warming my skin. We’ll need a fire soon, but, for now, everything is perfect. Jeff, Rocco, and Harper splash in the water with the boys, laughing so loud it startles the birds.

      I close my eyes. Sometimes I have this dream that we’re in Oklahoma, with our loved ones, even those who didn’t make it. Daisy. Elijah. Grey. Kat. Norm. Jo. Cooper. Noah.

      But then I wake up and realize that life has a way of knowing what we need even before we do. One day, we’ll make the journey back to Oklahoma, to our loved ones. But right now, this is where we’re supposed to be.

      Adam runs to me, arms open. “Come play with us, Nikki.”

      I take his little hand into mine. Dave smiles, coming over to us. He takes Adams’s other hand and we swing Adam as we walk. We reach the water and Dave scoops Adam into his arms, taking him in to the ocean to play with Carter, Benji, Owen, and Preston.

      The waves roll over my feet and I curl my toes into the wet sand, remembering what Noah told me a long time ago. For the first time since the outbreak began, I am at peace.

      

      Rule 41: There is beauty at the end.
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        Spider bite

        Refugee from an alien planet

        Mutant

        Billionaire seeking revenge

      

      

      Yeah... None of those explain what happened around the world three years ago. People woke up changed. I woke up changed. But we're not all good.

      Heroes

      Villains

      All fighting for answers.

      All fighting each other.

      My name is Alpha. I was the first. And I'll be the only one standing when this is over.
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