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      My best friend gave me this name when the world came to an end and we said our goodbyes. She told me to write everything that happened to me after the outbreak, and promised she’d read it one day.

      This is my story. It’s not always pretty, but I suppose life isn’t pretty, either. Not with the Dead walking amongst us. But my men and I will do whatever it takes to find safety. Together, we’ll rely on each other to fight the Dead and the world that is crumbling around us.
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      “You’re seriously missing my graduation? For a freaking date?”

      My mom stands in the foyer with a frown on her face, making the lines in her forehead stand out even more. She looks a lot like a villain in a Disney movie right about now, wearing a short, red dress, that she took from my closet without even asking to borrow. All she’s missing is a coat made out of puppies.

      She sighs, as if I’ve taken up too much of her time yet again. “You’ve always been an ungrateful little shit.”

      This isn’t a fight I want to have. Not today, on a day that’s supposed to be happy. Heck, I’ve waited as long as I can in my room, but if I don’t leave now, I’m going to be late. Of course she’s still here, ready to take one more jab at me. Why wouldn’t she be?

      I want to point out that she’s known about my graduation for months now. And how hard I’ve worked to get here. Extra high school classes that led to college classes at night that led to this moment. When I actually started going to the campus, I was only seventeen. So it pisses me off when she acts like this is nothing, when it’s pretty darn amazing that I’m graduating college with a four-year degree at twenty, way earlier than most.

      Her date, on the other hand, was made two days ago. Forty-eight freaking hours.

      “Mom, can’t you reschedule? Please?” I hate that my voice breaks.

      “No. I can’t. Do you know how long I’ve been trying to get him to agree to a date?” She grins, and it comes off as sly. “If I play my cards right, he might even be your new daddy.”

      “Great. Just what I always wanted - step-father number five.”

      Or was it six?

      Her frown turns into a glare. “This is your father’s doing, isn’t it? He’s always put you against me, making my life hell!”

      My parents have been divorced since I was four, but you wouldn’t guess it the way my mom carries on. My third step-father told me that she never really got over my dad, especially after he remarried a few years later. Though I try to split my time between their homes, I’ve felt less and less welcomed at my dad’s since they had their third child.

      He claims nothing is different, but the last time I was there all my stuff had been packed up and replaced with a crib and little blue baby clothes. It hurt more than I thought possible, but he says I’m an adult now and can take care of myself.

      This, unfortunately, means I have to be at my mom’s house. Whether I like it or not. I don’t have the budget to be picky, especially when I don’t pay rent here. And, what money I have made, I’ve been saving for my move to New York.

      There’s a knock on the front door and I cringe. I really don’t want to run into her date right now. But she throws open the door, grinning widely. I notice she has red lipstick smeared on her front teeth and bite back a laugh. That’s a small piece of karma I’ll gladly watch her get.

      “Deputy. Look at you, showing up early.”

      Austin steps in the foyer, flowers in hand. He gives her a bouquet and then surprises me by handing me a smaller bouquet of daisies and baby’s breath. I meet his gaze, wondering if this is coincidence or if he remembered me saying these were my favorite flowers.

      “Paige,” he says, “good to see you.”

      “Yeah. You, too.” I put the flowers on the table and say to my mom, “Don’t wait up for me. I’m sure there is going to be some kind of after party.”

      My mom says, “Don’t forget you’re not as old as the others. Just because you’re graduating doesn’t mean you can get shitfaced. Got it?”

      Austin’s mouth opens, like he’s about to say something, but I slip past him.

      Look, he’s not a bad guy. It’s the opposite. He’s the deputy sheriff in our town and he’s really sweet. He’s also younger than my mom, closer to my age than hers. And he’s hot, like really hot. Hot enough that I’ve had more than one naughty dream about him. For some unknown reason, he’s agreed to go on a date with my mom. It’s just too much to process and makes me feel icky about the whole thing. Like, why didn’t he ask me out instead?

      I cross the yard to my waiting Uber. Am I being a coward by running off? Maybe. But it’s better than another awkward conversation with Austin, especially today.

      

      When I get to the campus, I find my best friend, Jodi, who is already wearing her cap and gown. She stares at me as I walk toward her and I know what she’s going to say before she even opens her mouth.

      “She’s not coming, is she?”

      “Nope.”

      “What a bitch!” Jodi goes on, “Well, my parents are here and that’s better than having to see your mom, right?”

      It’s sad to say that her parents have been better parents than my own. They remembered birthdays that were forgotten at my house. When my dog died while I was in high school, they went with me to the vet to pick up her ashes. My mom simply laughed at the time and said I was wasting my money. And god knows she didn’t offer to help cover the cost.

      As if to prove a point, Jodi’s two moms come up with their arms open.

      Marla says, “Look at our girls, Kim! Can you believe they’re graduating today?”

      Kim dabs her eye in a joking manner. “Seems like yesterday they had fruit punch stains on their clothes.”

      Which wasn’t possible, since I hadn’t met Jodi until middle school. She, too, studied hard so that she could graduate college early. Her moms liked to say it was because we were going to take over the world. I can get behind that.

      Jodi snorts. “You’re too dramatic, Mom.”

      But the love between the three of them makes my heart ache.

      Marla’s phone dings and she looks at it. “Oh wow. Looks like work needs me to come in early tonight.”

      “Is it that virus going around?” Kim asks.

      “The ER has been flooded for days. I’ll be glad when it passes.” She wags her finger at Jodi and me. “Be sure to wash your hands, girls. And don’t dirty dance with anyone who looks sick.”

      Before we can reply the announcement is made for guests to take their seats. Jodi and I go backstage and get in line. Our last names start with different letters, so I can only see the back of her head. She turns and waves at me just as the person behind her sneezes right in her face. Jodi wipes her now wet face with a look of disgust. Good thing her mom didn’t see that, I think with a grin.

      The line begins to move. With over fifteen hundred classmates, this walk is going to take a while. But we’ve earned it. We leave the curtains and make our way down the stairs, snaking through the audience. I’m almost to the front when I meet Austin’s gaze. He smiles at me and I trip over my own feet, nearly falling. What is he doing here?

      I finally make it to my seat. My hands shake and I clasp them together. Does Mom know he’s here? Glancing over my shoulder, I see he’s still there. That I didn’t dream him.

      The ceremony begins and I watch classmate after classmate walk the stage. Someone coughs near me and I glance over. It’s surprising how many of my classmates aren’t here because of the virus going around. Each empty seat has a balloon tied to it that’ll be released when the ceremony is over. There was a huge protest about how the balloons could hurt the environment, but it was voted down at the last minute.

      My name is called and I stand. This is it.

      My heels click as I walk up the steps to the stage. I shake the hand of the Dean and then one of my favorite professors gives me the piece of paper signifying my diploma. Someone yells out my name and I know it’s Kim. Smiling, I look out to the crowd, my gaze going where Austin was. But he’s not there. Disappointment surges through my veins and I try to shake off the feeling, telling myself he doesn’t matter.

      Before I know it, I’m standing outside with Jodi and her parents. The humid air hits me in the face and I tug at my gown, unbuttoning it.

      Kim fans herself. “Whose bright idea was it to have this outside?”

      “Just be glad we’re not graduating in June,” Jodi replies. “We’d all end up with chub-rub.”

      Kim snorts, agreeing.

      Jodi asks me in a low tone, “Did I see Austin out there?”

      “Yeah. I didn’t know he was coming.”

      “Sure didn’t stick around, either.” She grabs my arm, pulling me back. “Gross. Maybe the student council was right about the balloons hurting the birds.”

      There are at least fifteen blackbirds dead on the ground in front of us. One looks as if it’s fallen from the sky in midflight, forever frozen in place, with black ooze coming from its mouth.

      “That’s really sad,” I reply. “And seriously stinky.”

      Jodi nods. “I feel bad for whoever has to pick them up. Hope they wash their hands.”

      Marla drops her phone into her bag and says, “Girls, I hate to cut this short, but I have to run. Work keeps blowing up my phone.” She wags her finger. “If you’re going to drink tonight, make sure you Uber home.”

      “We will, Mom.” Jodi says before throwing her arm over my shoulder. “Let’s go celebrate.”

      My mood turns around. She’s right. It’s time to have some fun.
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      I’m tipsy when the car drops me off at the park near my mom’s house. Call it a perk of living in a small, southern town. No one cares if you have a couple of beers as long as you don’t get behind the wheel. My chest tightens for a moment. I’m leaving soon. I purposely chose a job on the East Coast to put some distance between my mom and me. It’s a great opportunity and, if I play my cards right, I might even end up working at a publishing house by the end of the year. But the thought of leaving Arkansas makes me sad, like I’m leaving something special behind.

      I’m surprised to see Austin sitting on a park bench that faces our house. A beer sweats on the seat next to him, surrounded by a few empties.

      “How long have you been out here,” I ask.

      He shrugs. “A while.”

      I lean against the side of the bench. For some reason I can’t seem to walk away from him, which is part of my problem in general. The fact that he agreed to go on a date with my mom should be enough for me to get over this crush I have on him, but nope, it seems I’m still coming back for more.

      “I was surprised to see you today. Guessing that date didn’t go well with my mom.”

      “No. It didn’t.” He stands. “Better get inside. It’s not safe out here in the dark, alone.”

      I want to point out that I’m not alone, but there’s something in his hazel eyes that makes me push away from the bench and go to my mom’s house. When I go inside, my ears are assaulted with loud music blaring from the direction of her room. Oh god. She’s listening to Enya. She must be pissed.

      I climb the stairs, going to my room. I’ve already started packing. No sense in putting it off, but, as I look around, I feel that same sad surge as before. When I grab a stack of books on my desk, a picture floats to the floor. I know what it is right away and pick it up. It’s from a few years ago, when I met Austin for the first time.

      We’re at a picnic and he’s standing next to me, smiling at something I’ve said. Jodi sent it to me after she snapped it, saying we looked like a couple. And then I went and printed it off. That’s right around the same time the inappropriate thoughts began, to be honest. I ought to tear it in half, but can’t bring myself to. Instead, I tuck it into a book and pack it away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Mom is on a rampage the next morning. She bursts into my room without knocking and throws something at me, hitting me on the arm so hard I know I’ll bruise. I sit, rubbing the spot, while trying to shake the fog in my brain.

      “You better make sure you take all of your shit with you when you leave. Anything left behind is going straight to the thrift store.”

      We’ve already had this fight several times. She knows I can’t take all of my stuff because everything is so expensive in New York. I had to rent a single room that’s smaller than my bedroom here. I don’t even have my own bathroom where I’m going. I’ll be sharing with three other women, which ought to be interesting.

      “Mom, you said it was okay to leave it until I get settled.”

      “I changed my mind. People can do that. Just ask that asshole I was supposed to go on a date with last night!” She runs her hand through her dark hair that has more silver than I remembered. “Thank god I dodged that bullet.”

      I start to reply when she wags her finger at me.

      “I mean it, Paige. Anything left here is going to be tossed out.”

      When she leaves, she slams the door so hard the only picture I haven’t packed away falls and hits the floor, shattering the glass. When I pick up the frame, I snort at the irony. It’s literally the only photo of the two of us, taken by my dad when I was born. She normally doesn’t let anyone take pictures of her because she’s too much of a perfectionist. In the photo, she’s holding me with a look of love on her face that makes my chest ache. A look, I’d like to mention, that I’ve never seen from her since.

      My dad likes to say my mom is afraid to love anyone because she lost her parents when she was young. I’m not sure if that’s true or not. If it is, what does that mean for me? My dad literally walked away from me when I was three and my mom acts like I’m a bother.

      Grumbling, I throw the broken frame away and assess the stuff in my room. I’m not sure if she’s serious, but it seems I need to look for a storage unit to rent.

      By the time I come downstairs, my mom is nowhere to be found. Her keys are gone, too, and I let out a soft sigh. At least I won’t have to deal with her for a while. Opening the door, I inhale. The air is calm and it’s not too hot yet.

      When I step on the porch, I find Austin pushing the lawn mower into our garage. He offered to mow our lawn about a year ago after he saw me fighting our old mower one day. My mom, of course, jumped at this offer, but it surprised me. When I asked him about it, he said he didn’t think I should have to do it.

      He closes the garage and wipes his forehead with a towel. Not going to lie, one of my favorite pastimes is reading a book on the porch while he’s mowing. I can peek over my book and watch the muscles ripple under his shirt. And when he gets all sweaty-

      He smiles. “Morning. Surprised to see you up so early after last night.”

      “I’m about to head out to get Jodi. We’re going to a storage unit down the street so I can check it out.”

      His eyebrow lifts. “Storage unit?”

      “Mom is saying I can’t leave anything behind or she’ll toss it.”

      “Fucking unbelievable.”

      This might be a shock to him, but it’s typical behavior from my mom.

      “I’m not really surprised.”

      “It’s still not right. Give me a minute and I’ll come with you.”

      “Don’t you have to work today?”

      “Nah. I took the day off.”

      He goes to his truck, and takes off his shirt, putting on a new one. I try not to watch, but I do get a glimpse of his tanned back.

      He comes back to me, smiling. “Let’s go, kiddo.”

      Ugh. That word is literally a lady-boner killer.

      “Still hate when you call me that.”

      He doesn’t reply. Instead, he puts his hand on the small of my back as we walk to his truck. I try not to look too much into the gesture. Instead, I focus on the monster in front of us. I’m not sure about most states, but in Arkansas the officers have the option of driving a truck. And damn, does Austin look good in it.

      He opens the door for me before jogging around to the driver’s side.

      When we take off, I say, “You didn’t have to come with me.”

      “Might as well. I’ll probably be needing a unit myself.” He makes a face, like he’s eaten something sour. “My landlord is raising my rent. She’s calling it a bachelor’s fee.”

      His landlord is one of my mom’s best friends. I’m sure this fee has something to do with that.

      “Ouch. Where will you go?”

      “Rhys offered to let me crash at his place until I figure things out.”

      Where Austin is kind and compassionate, Rhys is… dangerous. Tall. Sexy. Salt and pepper hair. Eyes that see too much. Rhys and I don’t cross paths much and I’m glad for it. Because if my thoughts about Austin are bad, the ones I have about Rhys will send me straight to hell. He screams sex and my body is more than willing to comply. Jodi says it’s because I have daddy issues. Between my feelings for Rhys and Austin I’m starting to think she might be right.

      I shake my head and say, “I’ll pray for you.”

      Austin snorts. “He’s not that bad, Paige. Never did understand why the two of you butt heads the way you do.”

      Because Rhys found the picture I have of me and Austin. He was at our house for my mom’s annual Christmas party and was snooping around. I still remember when I went into my room and found him standing next to my bed, the picture in hand.

      “Well, well, well, princess. What do we have here?”

      I low-key loved it when he called me princess. There was something in his tone that did things to me and the looks he gave me didn’t help matters. The dress code for the party was black tie, but Rhys didn’t care. He wore dark jeans and a dark shirt that made him look a little bit like the devil. A sexy devil, nonetheless.

      I went to grab the picture, but he held it high where I couldn’t reach. Not unless I pressed myself against him to get it, which I did debate doing for a half of a second.

      “Does your Momma know you have this? Word around town is she has her eyes set on Austin.”

      “Rhys, give it back.”

      He looked at it and said, “You know, I have a photo from that day that I like to look at, too. Want to see?”

      I nodded, curious to see what it was. He pulled his phone out and unlocked it. I was shocked to see my own face smiling back at me. But, unlike the picture with Austin, I’m in my little black bikini in the pool at a party after the county picnic.

      At the time, I noticed him taking it, but didn’t make a big deal about it until Jodi and I were alone. She said he’d taken it because he thought I looked hot, but I had laughed her comment off. Was she right all along?

      Heat rose in my cheeks. “Why do you have that?”

      He leaned in, close enough that I could smell the liquor on his breath. “Let’s just call it my personal inspiration at night.”

      My breath hitched in my throat. Did he mean-

      I met his gaze, which was smoldering back at me. Shit. When had he leaned in? Or had I?

      “Oh, there you two are,” my mom said from the doorway. “We’re about to pop the champagne.”

      Rhys handed me the picture back with a wink and followed my mom like nothing had happened. When he was gone, I sat on my bed. It felt like he’d been hitting on me, but was I putting too much weight on it? When I went downstairs, he stood next to Austin and my mom, never looking at me for the rest of the night. So maybe it had been all in my mind.

      Blinking, I shake my head and bring my thoughts from the past. Ever since that night I’ve been afraid that Rhys is going to tell someone what he found. I know it’s just a photo, but not everyone would see it that way. Plus, I don’t want to have an awkward conversation with Austin about it.

      I reply, “Guess it won’t be your problem much longer to worry why I don’t like him. I’ll be gone by the end of the month and I don’t plan on coming back.”

      He doesn’t reply, but the vibe in the truck has changed.

      We arrive to the storage complex and I hop out of the truck before he has a chance to open my door. I’m sure it’ll piss him off, but I don’t need him to do it for me. The manager comes out and gets some information from me before showing me a few of the units.

      “Now this one right here is my most popular one, but this is the last one I have available, so you and your husband will need to let me know right away if you want it.”

      My mouth opens and shuts. Austin’s eyes dance with merriment and he waits for me to correct the man. But I have other ideas.

      I loop my arm through Austin’s and say, “Oh, we ain’t married yet. He’s gotta divorce my momma before we can get hitched.”

      The man’s eyes widen and a deep purple blush creeps up his neck.

      I lean forward and whisper loudly, “I just hope they get divorced quick. I don’t want this baby born out of wedlock.”

      The man sputters something and says he’ll give us a few minutes to talk things over. He’s still red when he leaves and I can’t help but to laugh as I unlink my arm from Austin’s.

      Austin peers down at me. “Our baby, huh? You know that’s going to spread around town, especially when people find out I didn’t go on a date with your mom. They’ll say it was you I was after all along.”

      I shrug. “You weren’t doing anything to correct his assumptions.” I move around the unit. “I think this one might be too big. What do you think?”

      When I turn, he’s watching me with a look I can’t describe on his face.

      “What?”

      He clears his throat and replies, “You should get this one.”

      And leaves me standing there in the middle of the unit.
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      The ride home is quiet and he lets me out in front of the house before driving off. Mom throws the door open, hands on her hips.

      “Was that Austin?”

      I nod.

      “Where did he go in such a hurry?” She holds up her hand. “Never mind. Don’t answer that. I don’t want to know.”

      I reply, “I found a storage unit. If I can borrow Jodi’s SUV, I’ll have everything out by the end of the week.”

      I don’t want to ask Austin to help me, especially after what just happened. Instead, I push past my mom and go to my room. I’m dialing Jodi before the door closes.

      “Hey. I thought you were coming over. I would’ve slept in if I’d known you were going to bail on me.”

      I feel bad for ditching Jodi, but not bad enough to miss out on alone time with Austin. I catch her up on everything that’s happened, including my strange morning with Austin at the storage unit.

      “Hold up. They didn’t go on a date? Is that why he was at your graduation?”

      “I’m not sure. Maybe?”

      “Girl! What if they didn’t go on the date because he’s secretly been in love with you the entire time!”

      I laugh, “Sure, Jodi. That makes perfect sense.”

      “I mean it, Paige. He’s always shrugged off your mom’s advances. Maybe he realized he was about to go on a date with the wrong person.”

      My breath hitches and I have to clear my voice before I can speak. “Well, it doesn’t matter. I’m moving, remember.”

      “I’m still mad that you’re leaving me.”

      “You can always find a job there.”

      We both know she won’t, though. Once she takes the NCLEX and becomes a registered nurse she’s going to work at the same hospital as her mom.

      “And you can find a job here.”

      I grin. “Touché, my friend. Touché.”

      “So what are you going to do about Austin?”

      “There’s nothing to do, Jodi. But I was thinking about going out tonight. Want to join?”

      She lets out a sigh. “I can’t. I promised I’d stay at home and watch movies with the moms. You can come over here, though. I think we’re doing zombie flicks.”

      “Maybe. I’ll let you know.”

      I end the call and make a deal with myself. I’ll go out for a bit and see if I meet anyone interesting. If not, I’ll go to Jodi’s and veg out.
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      The house is empty when I leave. Mom went on a terror around noon and I haven’t seen her since. I’m kind of glad, too. She would have something to say about my skirt being too short, which it is. But I’m on a mission to have some fun.

      Since I don’t plan on drinking, I drive my own car across town to an area filled with dive bars that don’t check IDs as long as you pay the cover fee. The first two look dead, but the third has several cars parked in the adjoining gravel parking lot and loud music plays. I park and go inside, paying the entry fee. The woman slaps a pink band on my arm, marking me as underaged, but I don’t care. My favorite song is on, so I go to the dance floor and get lost in the music.

      A few guys try to dance with me, but they’re not my type, so I spin away until strong hands grasp my hip, steadying me. I find myself looking into Rhys’ dark eyes. But the song isn’t over and he’s a surprisingly good dancer, so I grind against him until my nipples are hard and my panties are wet. And he’s liking it as much as I am, if the hardness pressing against my stomach is any indication.

      The song ends and switches to something slow and sappy. He tries to pull me against him, but I laugh and leave him standing on the dance floor. It’s not that I don’t want to dance with him. I do. I really do. And that’s the problem. Because guys like him are trouble.

      I go to the bar and get a water. I feel Rhys’ presence and turn. He moves toward me and I resist taking a step back. He’s always been this way. Intimidating. Dangerous. And something I can’t put my finger on.

      “Want to tell me what that was about?”

      I shrug. “Didn’t want to slow dance with you.”

      His eyebrow lifts. “What’s a smart girl like you doing in a place like this? I’m pretty sure your momma wouldn’t approve.”

      That makes me snort. “I could say the same about you, but you’re not smart, are you?”

      He grins, baring his teeth. “Can’t say I’ve been accused of that. Those honors usually go to your would-be step-daddy.”

      I cringe. “He’s not my step-father.”

      I’m not sure why he likes getting a rise out of me, but, my god, this man knows how to push my buttons.

      “And isn’t that just interesting. Wonder what happened to make him cancel the date with your momma?”

      “Not my problem. Now, can you get out of my way?”

      He shakes his head. “Why don’t you find us a spot and I’ll grab us a bucket of beer.”

      I make a buzzing sound. “Wrong. Why don’t you go do whatever you were doing before and I’ll do the same.”

      I try to maneuver around him, but he counters my move by spinning and pulling me against his side. My pulse pounds in my neck as I catch a whiff of cologne and a hint of something entirely Rhys.

      “Rhys, let me go.”

      His eyes darken. “I’d rather not. Be a good girl, princess, and get us a table.”

      I nod and he lets me go. There’s one lonely table in the back of the bar and I snag it. A burly man with tattoos covering every exposed inch of flesh leers at me before coming to the table.

      “Is this seat taken?”

      Rhys arrives at that moment and says, “As a matter of fact, it is. Now fuck off.”

      The man holds up his hands. “Didn’t mean any disrespect, Rhys.”

      Rhys stands with his arms crossed until the man is gone. When he sits, it’s as if nothing happened.

      “What was that all about? Are you some kind of club boss or something?”

      He snorts. “You watch too much TV.”

      “I’m not blind. That was some kind of power exchange.”

      “Power exchange,” he all but purrs. “I like the sound of that.”

      I’m not sure what he means, but I flush nonetheless. Judging by the wicked gleam in his eyes, it’s something naughty.

      He slides a beer toward me and opens his own, putting the bottle to his lips. I watch, mesmerized, as his throat works when he takes a sip.

      “You can’t look at me like that.”

      I blink. “What?”

      “Fuck. You’re such a baby.” He runs his fingers through his hair. “This is a bad idea. I should just let you go get into whatever trouble you came here for.”

      His sudden mood shift confuses me.

      “Rhys?”

      He stands. “Have a good night, princess.”

      He strolls away without a backward glance. For some reason it makes me furious. I’m about to go after him when the bartender screams for everyone to shut up. The room goes eerily silent while the bartender turns up the volume. The local news is on, interrupting CMT, which means it must be something bad.

      “We go live to downtown Little Rock. Gus, can you describe what you’re seeing?”

      The feed switches to a plump man, who is currently sweating bullets. Someone near me snorts and says it’s probably some kind of drug bust or another shooting.

      “Chuck, the sight here in Little Rock is right out of a horror movie. Bodies everywhere. People attacking other people. All reportedly connected to the mysterious virus that’s spreading across the country.”

      The screen cuts to a map of the country. It’s all white, with a few red spots, mainly in bigger cities, like Dallas. The reporter talks about the symptoms as the dots on the map spread, like a growing spiderweb. It’s as mesmerizing as it is terrifying.

      “Again, if you see anyone displaying any of the symptoms, the Civil Authority is urging you to get away from them and seek shelter until help arrives. Do not try to assist them.”

      Someone mutters next to me, “Heard it’s some kind of virus the government put in the water.”

      “It’s the birds. They’ve been dropping out of the sky for weeks.”

      “Bullshit. This is an attack on U.S. soil, clear as day.”

      Different theories are tossed around until my head aches. I stand. I’m not going to find what I came here looking for – not since running into Rhys.

      Grabbing my purse, I go outside and literally bump into the source of my torment, who is currently making out with a woman. My stomach sours and I feel… hurt.

      Turning, I find my car. There’s a random man leaning against the van next to where I’m parked. I slow my pace. I’m sure he means no harm, but, as a woman, I’ve learned to be leery of a man near my car in the dark. He’s coughing and appears to be on the phone, so maybe I’m safe. I glance over my shoulder. If Rhys wasn’t being a pig right now, I could’ve asked him to walk me. Instead, I square my shoulders and push the unlock button on my key fob.

      When my car chirps the man jumps as if I’ve scared him.

      “Sorry,” I call out.

      He doesn’t answer, but turns away from me, moaning. Maybe he’s breaking up with a girlfriend? Definitely possible, especially if he’s been drinking. I’m almost to my car when I take a good look at him. Even in the streetlight, his skin is chalky white and he’s sweating profusely. My pulse thuds in my neck. Too bad I hadn’t paid closer attention to what the reporter was saying instead of stewing over Rhys.

      Was sweating something to look out for? Weird skin tone? The man looks up and I gasp. His eyes are bloodshot with milky lenses. That’s definitely not normal. He staggers toward me.

      “Dude, stay where you are.”

      He sniffs the air and I swear to god he snaps his teeth together.

      “I don’t know what kind of bath salt, crazy drugs you took, but you need to stop.”

      Another sniff. I back up and feel a sharp pain in my leg. Glancing down, I let out a curse. I bumped into a jagged edge on my bumper and now my freaking leg is bleeding.

      “Crap,” I mutter.

      The man lunges at me and I don’t have time to defend myself. I cry out as I fall to the gravel. He’s strong and I know I’m not going to be able to just shove him off.

      “Rhys! Help me!” I cry out. “Rhys!”

      I’m going to go down fighting. If this dude is going to rape me, right here in the open, I’m going to make noise until he stops me. He’s above me and a black ooze is forming in the corner of his mouth. Now I think I’m in more trouble than I realized. He’s not trying to rape me. He’s trying to kill me. As if to prove this thought, he grabs ahold of my neck and squeezes. My throat burns and my eyes water as I try to breathe.

      Suddenly, the man is next to me on the ground and Rhys pulls me to my feet.

      “What the fuck, man?”

      I stand behind Rhys and say, “I think he’s on something. Or he’s sick.”

      My voice is hoarse and it hurts to talk. Rhys turns to me looking me over.

      “Fuck, Paige. This is my fault.”

      I’m about to agree when the man stands and lunges for us.

      “Look out!” I cry, barely giving Rhys enough warning to defend himself.

      He shoves the man back and pulls a knife from his belt, flipping it open. It might be the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen in my life. Yeah. I know it’s a bad time to have thoughts like that.

      Rhys says, “I’m going to give you one chance, fucker. Leave. I don’t want to hurt you.”

      The guy comes at us again and Rhys kicks him, sending him flying backward. He lets out a grunt when he hits his head on the bumper of his van and falls to the side.

      “Is he…” I can’t even say the rest.

      Rhys glances at him. “He’s knocked out. Come on, princess, let’s get you out of here.”

      He puts his arm around me and I lean into his warmth.

      “But my car,” I say, looking over my shoulder.

      “We can get it in the morning.”

      He takes me to his Jeep and opens the door. When I sit, he lifts my leg, looking at the cut.

      “I think it’ll be fine once we wash it.”

      Through the window I see the man stand.

      “Rhys, he’s waking up. I want to go.”

      He nods and goes around to the driver’s side, getting in. We peel out of the parking lot, sending gravel flying into the air. My hands shake and I clasp them together.

      “I’m so sorry that happened, Paige. He didn’t, you know, touch you, did he?”

      My eyes fill with tears and I shake my head. “No. It just scared me, you know?”

      When I sniffle, he lets out a curse and pulls over. We’re in the middle of nowhere, but I’m not afraid to be alone with him. He puts his arm around me, pulling me close to his chest.

      “This is my fault, princess, but I’m here now.”

      His lips press against my forehead and then on my cheek where my tears are falling. I lift my head and kiss him without thinking. He stills when my lips touch his and I fear I’ve made a mistake. But then he lets out a curse and kisses me back.

      Listen, I’ve been kissed before, but not like this. This is a man who knows what he’s doing and what he wants. And I think he just might want me.
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      Rhys pulls away, rubbing his thumb over my bottom lip. Without saying a word, he starts the Jeep and pulls back onto the road. I’m torn between being turned on and confused. When we turn onto another street, I realize he’s taking me to his apartment. He parks and gets out, coming to open my door. My body tingles when he helps me down.

      He leads me to his apartment without letting go of my hand. I’ve been here before, with my mom, who was looking for Austin. But being here now feels more adult. I enter first and he’s right behind me. His place is the typical bachelor pad with leather furniture, no decorations, and a huge TV, but it suits him. He spins me so I’m facing him and my breath hitches in my throat.

      “I should send you home to your momma,” he says in a husky tone.

      “But you won’t?”

      He shakes his head. “No. I won’t.”

      Feeling bold, I stand on my tiptoes and kiss him again. He doesn’t hold back this time and pulls me flush against his body, holding me in place while he worships my mouth. I moan when he cups my breast through my shirt and I thread my fingers through his hair.

      “What in the fuck is going on here?”

      Rhys and I pull away as if we’ve been caught, which I guess we technically have.

      Austin stands in the doorway of one of the bedrooms glaring at us. He’s holding another beer in his hand and I hope he’s not developing a bad habit.

      Rhys lets out a small laugh. “Fucking figures you’d be here early.”

      “It’s a good thing I was, too.” He meets my gaze. “What are you doing here with him, Paige? He’s old enough to be your father.”

      His tone makes me bristle. “That’s not fair, Austin. And aren’t you two the same age?”

      Rhys puts his hand on my shoulder and says, “Besides, it’s none of your business.”

      The tension in the room goes up a notch and I let out a nervous giggle. Both men glare at me before glaring at each other.

      Austin says to me, “I think you should leave.”

      “I can’t. I rode with him.”

      Austin snorts. “Let me guess, he picked you up at a bar?”

      Rhys replies, “You need to watch what you say, friend. Don’t say anything you can’t take back, especially when you don’t know shit about what happened tonight.”

      Austin says, “I know exactly what I’m saying.” To me, he says, “Paige, come on. I’m taking you home.”

      “She can stay if she wants.”

      Both look at me, waiting.

      I’ve always aimed to be the good girl, doing what is expected of me. But tonight I want to do something… wild. Something that goes against all of the rules and makes me feel alive. I want to play with fire and that fire is Rhys.

      I shake my head. “I’m staying with Rhys.”

      Rhys smirks. “We’ll be in my room if you need us.”

      He leads me past Austin, to the last door on the right. Austin curses before slamming his own door.

      Inside, I smell Rhys’ cologne and it makes my stomach flutter, but not as much as looking at his massive bed. It’s huge, which is fitting for someone like Rhys. Hell, even the dark bedding screams sex.

      Rhys tips my chin so I’m looking at him. “I’m not expecting anything from you, princess. Seeing the look on Austin’s face was payment enough.”

      I grin. “It was pretty awesome, wasn’t it?” I pause. “You don’t think he’ll call my mom, do you?”

      He sits on the bed. “Nah. Not after their fight yesterday.”

      I sit next to him and ask, “What did they fight about?”

      “You really don’t know?” He shakes his head, smiling. “I’m not sure I’m the one who should tell you this.”

      “Well now you have to.”

      “They fought over you.”

      “Me? But why?”

      “Austin found out you were graduating yesterday and asked your mom why she wasn’t going. She said she’d rather spend her time with him. When Austin said he didn’t want to go on the date, she accused him of having feelings for you.”

      My mouth opens and closes twice.

      He gives me a wicked look. “And when he didn’t deny it, she lost her shit.”

      “You’re making that up.”

      He holds up his hand. “Scouts honor.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t believe you.”

      He shrugs. “Why would I lie, princess?”

      He has a point, I suppose. My stomach feels strange. What if Jodi was right all along?

      Rhys eyes me and says, “Let’s get some sleep.”

      “But I thought-”

      “I know what you thought and that ship sailed when you got that dreamy look in your eyes just now.” He stands and pulls back the covers. “Come on. I swear I’ll be the perfect gentleman.”

      I trust him, so I climb under the covers. When he settles in next to me, I snuggle against him.

      “Thanks Rhys.”

      “For what?”

      “For not being a dick.”
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        * * *

      

      I awake the next morning with Rhys’ morning wood poking me in the back. For a moment I’m not sure where I am until I glance over my shoulder and see him sleeping with his mouth slightly agape. He’s sexy when he’s awake, but now there’s something about him that tugs at my heart. He looks sweet and innocent, like he’s the one who needs protecting.

      As much as I like watching him sleep, I really need to pee, so I try to get out of bed without waking him by climbing over him. I end up rubbing against him instead. Sparks of pleasure shoot throughout my body from the contact.

      He lets out a moan as he rolls onto his back and says, “Princess, that’s one hell of a way to wake up a person.”

      I grin. “Sorry.”

      “Hell, don’t be sorry.” His hands go to my hips and he moves me lower so that I’m straddling his cock. “Let’s have a little fun.”

      I’m not sure what he means at first. His hand trails under my shirt, roaming intimately over my breasts. When he flicks my nipple I moan and rock my hips. His cock rubs against my panties and I rock again, loving the spark of arousal I feel.

      He grins. “Now you’ve got it, princess.”

      His hand slips into my bra and he frees one of my breasts. Leaning forward, he sucks my nipple through my shirt and then blows.

      “Ah,” I pant out. “That feels…”

      “Good, doesn’t it?”

      I nod. Feeling bold, I rock against him again. My skirt inches up and I want more. Reaching, I hike my skirt around my waist and settle on him again, rocking my hips. He lets out a sound of pleasure.

      Feeling bold, I say, “You know, this would feel better if you didn’t have pants on.”

      His eyebrow lifts. “Would it now?”

      Without missing a beat, he reaches between us and unbuttons his jeans. I help him pull his pants and boxers off and then proceed to grind against him. I feel more of his cock as it rubs against my panties. It’s so big and hard and making me so wet. He latches on my breast, sucking until I’m moaning out his name. He reaches between us with his other hand and slips it into my panties.

      “Fuck, princess, you’re so wet.”

      I rock against his hand. “Rhys, do you have a condom?”

      He nods and reaches over to his nightstand, pulling one out. A moment later he has it on and pulls my panties aside as he slides into me, stretching me in a delicious way.

      “God, you’re so big,” I moan.

      “Come on, princess, ride me.”

      In this moment I share a lot of firsts with Rhys. While I’m no virgin, I’ve never had sex this way before. And I’ve never had sex with my panties pulled aside, which is seriously a lot hotter than I imagined it would be. And I’ve most definitely never had a man look at me the way Rhys does.

      Bracing my hands on his shoulder, I rock against him like I was before. Soon, we find our rhythm and the sounds of our bodies joining fills the room.

      “You’re so fucking tight.”

      I moan something incoherent back, which makes him smile.

      “Rhys, I’m so close.”

      Reaching between us, he rubs my clit and I shatter into a million glowing stars, crying out his name. He lets out his own sound of pleasure as his cock throbs and pulses inside of me. When I’ve stopped shaking, I fall against his chest.

      “Hi,” he says, kissing my head.

      I kiss him back. “Hi.”

      With a sigh I climb off of him and go to the bathroom. After I finish, I wash my hands. The woman looking back at me in the mirror looks different somehow. I wonder if anyone else will notice.

      When I get back to bed, Rhys has lost his shirt and is gloriously nude. I eye him greedily.

      I whistle and say, “Dang old man, you have a rocking body.”

      He grins. “Show me yours, princess.”

      I undress slowly, taking my time, proud of my toned body. His hungry eyes make me feel even more powerful. When I finally get in bed next to him, his cock is hard.

      He winks. “I think he likes you.”

      And then he pounces on me, taking me again and again until we’re both spent.
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      We spend the rest of the day in bed. At one point, the front door slams hard enough to rattle the walls as Austin leaves.

      “Guess he finally took the hint,” Rhys says with a laugh.

      A bit later, Rhys goes to the kitchen and comes back with some food. We decide to have a picnic on the bed and he feeds me grapes.

      “Are you nervous about moving so far away,” he asks, taking me by surprise.

      “I haven’t really thought about it, I guess.” I shrug. “I’m mainly excited to get away from my mom.”

      He snorts. “I can understand that. She’s a grade-A bitch.”

      “You understand my plight then.”

      He feeds me another grape and says, “I almost got out of here once. I was about your age and had a job opportunity out west.”

      “What happened?”

      “Met a girl. Got tied down for a bit.” He sighs. “I always wonder how my life would have turned out if I had left.”

      I say, “You still could, you know. You could go out west and see what happens.”

      “Nah. I think this town broke me. I’m too tame to be out in the wild.”

      Something about his admission makes my heart ache.

      “How old are you?”

      He snorts. “Not old enough to be your daddy, if that’s what you’re getting at.”

      “Daddy,” I purr. “I like the sound of that.”

      And just like that, words stop and we speak with our bodies.
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        * * *

      

      I stay at his place for two days. By the third I can’t ignore that I need clothes and my phone charger. Plus, the longer I’m here, with him, the more I fear how hard it will be to leave at the end of the month. It’s crazy how fast I’m falling for him.

      Rhys takes me to the bar so I can get my car.

      “You’re coming over tonight, right?”

      I kiss him. “Of course. See you in a bit.”

      When I get home, I’m surprised to see Austin’s truck in the driveway, full of boxes and furniture. He never came back to Rhys’s, but I guess I didn’t think about where that meant he was. And then I look at the truck again and realize the boxes and furniture are mine.

      When I open the door, Mom rushes toward me. “Where have you been? Why haven’t you answered your phone?”

      Austin comes from the living room, crossing his arms. I guess he didn’t tell her.

      “Sorry. My phone died. Is everything okay?”

      She glares. “Only that your shit is still in my house.”

      “Mom-”

      “Austin has everything in his truck. He’s heading over to the storage unit now. The least you can do is go with him to unload the boxes.”

      Gritting my teeth, I nod once. She wants me gone? Fine. Without saying a word to Austin, I go to his truck and climb inside. He gets in the driver’s seat a moment later.

      “Paige-”

      “I’d rather not talk right now, Austin. Just take me to the storage unit.”

      He nods and pulls out of the driveway. When we get there, I help him unload my bed and furniture in silence.

      “Your mom said you can stay in the guest room.”

      I toss a box on the ground and reply, “How kind of her.”

      “It’s only for a few weeks.”

      That makes me snort and I don’t reply.

      He grabs another box and asks, “Was Rhys inappropriate with you?”

      I glance up. He’s not looking at me, but his shoulders are tense.

      “Inappropriate?” I hum. “Whatever do you mean?”

      He meets my gaze this time. “You know what I mean.”

      “It’s not really any of your business.”

      “Paige.”

      I toss the last box down. “Nothing happened that I didn’t want to happen. There. Does that answer your question?”

      He stares at me and I can’t tell what he’s thinking. Finally, he nods.

      The ride back to the house is quiet. When we get there, he drops me off and leaves. I go to my room and grab my duffle bag with my clothes and a box with my personal items. It’s funny looking around this room now. You would never know that I lived here my entire life. With a final glance, I leave, ignoring my mom as I walk to my car.

      Backing out of the driveway, I plug in my phone. It chirps as messages come through from the past few days.

      

      Jodi: Guess you’re not coming to movie night. You missed Zombieland, FYI.

      Jodi: I’m hoping you met someone.

      Jodi: Is my bestie getting laid right now?

      Jodi: Bow-Chicca-bow-wow!

      Jodi: Okay, your mom keeps asking if I’ve seen you. Everything okay?

      Jodi: Now I’m getting worried. Why aren’t you answering your phone?

      Jodi: My mom said she’s looking for your name on the ER lists. Please call!

      

      I dial her, feeling guilty that I worried her. She answers on the first ring.

      “Paige! Where have you been?”

      “Sorry. It’s been a crazy few days and my phone died.”

      She lets out a sigh. “Well, you’re obviously not at home. Where were you?”

      A small giggle escapes my lips. “You’re not going to believe me when I tell you.”

      After I catch her up, she screams out, “You fucked Rhys! Oh my god. How was it? Is he hung? Is that where his big dick energy comes from?”

      I laugh. “It was… Jodi, it was amazing.”

      “I think this deserves pizza. Can you come over?”

      I glance at the clock. Rhys said he needed to work for a bit, so this will be perfect.

      “Heck yeah I can come over. I’ll be there in five.”

      When I get off the phone with her, I call Rhys.

      “Princess. Miss me already?”

      “Not as much as you miss me.”

      He says, “Heard you had to deal with some shit at home. You okay?”

      “Yeah, just mad. I was calling to let you know I’m going to my friend’s house before coming back to your place.”

      He replies, “Can’t wait to see you.”

      As I hang up, I realize that I can’t wait to see him too.
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      Jodi is waiting for me in front of her house. When I park, she throws open my door and grins.

      “There she is. The Dick Slayer!”

      I laugh. “That’s the worst one yet!”

      Jodi has been trying to give me a nickname since we met. Says it’ll make our friendship even stronger. But, after so many failed attempts, it’s more of a game now. I mean, would you answer to Pagiey-Paige or Paiger? Me either.

      “Mother of Dicks?”

      “Have you been watching Game of Thrones again?”

      “Guilty. Come on. I paused at a good part.”

      Knowing her, that means she paused on a sex scene. Sure enough, when we enter the living room two characters are frozen in the throes of passion on the TV.

      “Gross. Aren’t they related?”

      She grins. “Everyone is related on this show.”

      “Touché. Have you ordered the pizza?”

      She flops on the couch and replies, “One meat lover’s pizza for Paige the Horny coming right up.”

      I snort. “Thanks, Jodi.”

      She grins. “I’m going to miss you when you’re gone. You know that, right?”

      I sit next to her, leaning my head on her shoulder. “I’m going to miss you, too.”

      We sit in silence for about two minutes before Jodi turns to me, grinning.

      “So… you never did answer my question. Is he hung?”

      I laugh. “I don’t kiss and tell, but I will say this. I’m walking funny today.”

      “I knew it!” She pauses. “Are you going to tell him about the erotic story you wrote about him and Austin?”

      Jodi is the only person alive who’s read my stories. She thinks I should try to publish them, but they’re mostly for fun. And there’s no way I’d ever read them to Rhys.

      I nod. “Yup. I’m going to read it to him tonight and then whip out the ole ball-gag and fuzzy handcuffs.”

      We both giggle until tears stream down our cheeks. When Marla gets home, she looks at us like we’ve lost our minds.

      “Girls, have you been in the liquor cabinet?”

      Her question only makes us laugh harder.

      “No, mom. We’re totally sober,” Jodi says between laughs.

      “Well, that’s good, I think.” She sits on the loveseat, propping her feet. “This virus might just kill me. The ER has never been this busy before.”

      Jodi mutes the TV and asks, “Any more weirdos?”

      Marla laughs. “Honey, it’s the ER. I see weirdos on the daily. But none like the other night.”

      “What happened the other night,” I ask.

      Marla replies, “We had a patient come in that was having a bad reaction to drugs. Kept trying to bite people.”

      “Yikes,” I say.

      “He was found in the parking lot of a local bar. Looks like someone had already kicked his ass once and he probably needed it.”

      I freeze. “Which bar?”

      “One of the ones in the bad part of town that a good girl like you would know nothing about.”

      My heart is pounding. What if it’s the same guy from the other night?

      “What happened to him?”

      “We stabilized him and sent him to psych. I never followed up to see how he was.”

      Jodi says, “Well, at least you don’t have to worry about him.”

      “No, I just have to worry about the rest of the city now.” She sighs. “People just don’t understand that hand-washing saves lives. I really believe this virus would be over if people would just take care of themselves.”

      Jodi says, “At least you’re off for a few days.”

      Marla groans and replies, “I said I’d go in for a few hours tonight. They’re understaffed and I felt bad.”

      “Mom!”

      “I know, I’m a pushover.” She kisses the top of Jodi’s head. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

      When she’s gone, I turn to Jodi.

      “I think the guy your mom was talking about might be the same one who tried to attack me.”

      “Wait! Did Rhys try to beat him up after?”

      I nod and she lets out a dreamy sigh.

      “That is seriously hot, Paige.”

      “Whatever. What if he tries to press charges?”

      “Then you tell the truth – that he tried to attack you. Besides, he was trying to bite people in the ER. He doesn’t sound like he’s an upstanding citizen.” She unmutes the TV. “Now, let’s see what mess Jon Snow gets into next.”

      

      Jodi and I watch a few more episodes of Game of Thrones. Midway through Rhys starts texting.

      

      Rhys: You still coming over?

      Me: Funny, I was just thinking about coming.

      Rhys: Dirty girl. I can make that happen, too.

      Me: I’m going to hold you to that.

      Rhys: What are you doing now?

      Me: Jodi and I are watching TV and we were just talking to her mom.

      Me: Guess what? Her mom works at the ER. I think the guy from the other night ended up there.

      Rhys: Good. Better than being on the streets.

      Me: She said he was trying to bite people.

      Rhys: Sounds like him. Guess I didn’t hit him hard enough.

      

      “Stop texting. You’re missing a good part,” Jodi says between a bite of pizza.

      I grin as my phone buzzes again.

      

      Rhys: Austin called me a bit ago.

      Rhys: Wanted to know if I’d seen you.

      Me: He was at my mom’s house earlier. He helped me take my stuff to a storage unit.

      Me: He asked if you were inappropriate with me.

      Rhys: No shit. What did you say?

      Me: Basically that I wanted everything that happened between us and that it wasn’t his business.

      Rhys: Bet that pissed him off.

      Me: He’s a big boy. He can handle it.

      Rhys: Princess, you are my hero right now.

      Rhys: Hurry up and get home. I miss you. And so does my cock.

      

      I flush as I read his words.

      

      Me: Oh really? Are you hard, Rhys?

      Rhys: You trying to kill me?

      Me: Depends on the answer.

      Rhys: Yes, I’m hard. Painfully so. I’m about to unzip my pants and take care of it.

      Me: Don’t you dare! I’ll be home in a few!

      Rhys: I’ll be ready.

      

      I stand and say to Jodi, “Got to run.”

      “Who were you texting?”

      “Rhys and he’s horny.”

      She lets out a cheer. “When did you turn into a badass, Paige?”

      I grin. “I’ll call you tomorrow.”

      As I leave, she catcalls me, making me grin. Once in my car, I speed across town to Rhys’ apartment.

      “Honey, I’m home,” I call out as I enter the front door.

      Rhys is on the couch and mutes the game he’s watching. I drop my bag by the door and make my way to him. Leaning over, I kiss him. He pulls me over the couch, onto his lap.

      “Fuck, I’ve missed you today,” he says between kisses.

      I cup him through his shorts. “I can tell.”

      He groans when I slip my hands beneath the band and stroke him.

      “Is Austin coming over tonight?”

      He shakes his head. “Not that I’m aware of. Why?”

      Grinning, I drop to my knees and free his cock. I’ve never been one to think a penis is beautiful, but his is. Long, girthy, and a head that begs to be sucked. I pump him a few times before taking him into my mouth. Air hisses through his lips and he leans his head back on the couch as he watches me.

      “Fuck me, princess.”

      I pull back and say, “I’m going to fuck you with my mouth first, if that’s okay.”

      His eyes are pure fire as I lick and suck his cock. When I hum, his hips jerk.

      “Where did you learn that trick?”

      I hum in response and he moans. I work him until his cock slides down my throat. Tears fill my eyes, but I don’t gag. Instead, I bob my head faster. He thrusts against me as he loses control.

      “Paige,” he cries out right before he shatters.

      Seeing him come undone like this makes me feel powerful. I just brought this man to his knees and now he’s coming in my mouth. And I swallow every last drop. When I pull back and climb onto his lap, he kisses me.

      “I can taste myself on you,” he says.

      I lick his bottom lip. “I love the way you taste.”

      He reaches between us and slips his hand into my shorts, into my panties. I’m wet from sucking him off and he rubs my juices around. He pulls his hand out, licking his coated fingers.

      “Mmm. Sweet, just like you.” He asks, “Have you ever tasted yourself?”

      My cheeks flush. “Once. I was curious after reading an article in a magazine.”

      He groans. “Did you masturbate first?”

      He slips his hand back into my shorts, rubbing. I nod and rock against his hand.

      “Who did you think about?”

      I kiss him, letting my tongue dance with his. “Do you really want to know? It’s very naughty.”

      He makes another sound and slips a finger inside me. “Fuck. Hearing you say naughty is hot as hell.”

      I ride his hand and say, “It was a few days after the holiday party, but for some reason I kept thinking about you.” My breath hitches as he adds another finger. “So, I got into my bed, under the covers and touched myself.”

      His cock is hard again, pressing between us, fueling me on.

      I say, “Here’s the naughty part. I imagined you coming into my room. But you weren’t alone.”

      He lets out a deep groan. “Austin?”

      I nod. Saying the words out loud sends a rush of pleasure straight to my core.

      “Oh god, I’m so close.”

      “Tell me what you imagined, and I’ll make you feel so good, princess.”

      My nipples are hard and my body screams for release, but I want to please him and please myself.

      “I pictured the two of you getting into my bed and taking me at the same time. Him in the front. You in the back.”

      “God damn,” he breathes out.

      And then he touches me there. I cry out, shattering into a million pieces. Rhys captures my mouth with his, taking over. His fingers never stop working me and I moan at the invasion, loving how good it feels. When I shatter again, he sucks on my neck.

      “One day I’m going to take you in your sweet ass, princess,” he says. “But tonight, I want to feel you come around my cock.”

      “Yes,” I breathe out.

      He stands and carries me to the bedroom. When he puts me down, we both undress as fast as we can. My phone dings from the living room, but I ignore it. I get on the bed while he grabs a condom. When he moves over me, we both sigh.

      “Hi,” he says as he thrusts.

      Smiling back, I say, “Hi.”

      His pace is slow, and he worships me with his body.

      I say, “As much as I like this, I want it rough, Rhys.”

      His eyes are dark as he replies, “I’m at your service, princess.”

      His pace increases until we’re both wild against each other. I wrap my legs around his waist, taking him deeper. His hands dig into my hips, lifting me. The look on his face is primal and raw and is my undoing. I cry out his name as I come, riding wave after wave of pleasure. He’s right behind me, moaning as he finds his own release.

      Our lips meet and the kiss is like the smoldering heat that joins metal.

      “Holy crap, that kiss was a huge turn on,” I moan.

      “You’re a huge turn on, Paige.”

      I grin. “You called me Paige, not princess.”

      He rolls off me and pulls me into his embrace. Our bodies are still slick, and I resist licking his chest. I mean, I don’t want him to think I’m weird or something.

      “The first time I saw you, you reminded me of a princess, locked in a tower. I wanted to pluck you right out of there.”

      “Does that make you my knight in shining armor?”

      He shakes his head. “No. I’m definitely the villain.”

      I kiss him. “No, you’re not. Want to know what I thought about you the first time I saw you?”

      He eyes me and nods.

      “I thought you were so sexy. You kind of intimidated me, but I was too turned on to be scared.”

      He grins. “Do you remember the first time we met?”

      I think back and nod. “At the picnic?”

      “Good memory. What all do you remember about that day?”

      “Meeting you, obviously.”

      “I’m flattered. Anything else?”

      “Why all the questions?”

      He smiles, and I’m not sure what it means. “What did you think of Austin the first time you saw him?”

      My stomach flutters and I decide to be honest, if he’ll let me.

      “Promise you won’t hold it against me?”

      He nods.

      “I thought he was hot, too, which is gross considering everything, right? My best friend says I have daddy issues because I’ve always liked guys who are older than me.”

      “Do you want to know a secret?”

      I prop myself up with one arm. “Sure.”

      “When Austin pulled your mom over last month, he thought it was you. He’s been talking about you for a while now. I think he first noticed you at the county picnic when we all met.”

      I know exactly what he’s talking about. My mom had come home all but floating into the house. Said she had borrowed my car, which had pissed me off, but she didn’t care because she had asked the hot deputy out on a date and he’d said yes.

      My cheeks flame. “Stop teasing me.”

      “I ain’t teasing, princess. I’m telling you this because I think you should know.”

      His expression is serious, and I know he’s not joking.

      “He pulled your car over that day with the intention of asking you on a date. When he got to the window, he found your Momma instead and she asked him out.” He snorts. “Austin’s a good guy and has always lived by the books. He took it as a sign that he shouldn’t be chasing after you.”

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      “Just want you to know all the facts before this,” he points between us, “goes any further. You told me that you’ve fantasized about him. Might not have to be just a fantasy.”

      Sitting, I say, “I didn’t tell you that so you could use it to get rid of me.”

      “Believe me, princess, I’m not trying to get rid of you. I just don’t want you to regret anything that we’re doing.”

      My heart melts a little. “Rhys.”

      Leaning forward, I press my lips to his. We kiss and I know we’re about to end up having sex again. But then my phone starts chirping from the living room. With a curse, I pull back.

      His lips twitch. “Someone is sure trying to get hold of you.”

      “Let me see who it is and then we’re going to bump uglies.”

      He salutes me. “Aye aye.”

      I go to the living room and grab my phone. There are forty missed calls from Jodi and several text messages. My stomach drops as I dial her, knowing something has happened.

      “Paige,” she sobs. “I’m at the hospital. I need you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

      

    

    
      Rhys drives me to the hospital, holding my hand the entire time. Jodi was so upset that she couldn’t tell me what had happened, so I don’t know what to expect. It’s bad, though. I can feel it.

      We arrive and park. Rhys opens my door and then holds my hand again as we walk into the ER. We go to the main desk and give them Jodi’s name. The receptionist’s eyes widen, and she sends us to a room at the end of the hall. My breath hitches as we reach the Chaplain’s room.

      Opening the door slowly, I find Kim and Jodi sitting together, praying. Jodi see me and jumps to her feet, rushing to me and throwing her arms around my neck.

      “She’s gone, Paige. Mom is gone.”

      I shake my head in disbelief. “No! How?”

      “It was the patient from the other night. She went to check on him when she got to work. When she went into his room, he attacked her.”

      I feel faint, but Rhys steadies me.

      He asks, “Did they arrest him?”

      Kim replies in a flat tone, “They killed him. He was out of his mind and wouldn’t get off Marla.”

      Kim looks dazed and I fear she’s in shock. Hell, who could blame her?

      Jodi whimpers, “Paige, he ripped her throat out with his teeth and was trying to eat her when they found them.”

      My stomach roils and I take deep breaths trying to regain control before I vomit everywhere.

      There’s a knock on the door and it startles us all.

      A man in a white coat enters followed by a priest. I reach for Jodi’s hand, holding it tight. And then Austin enters. He’s wearing his uniform, so he’s here on business.

      He eyes me and Rhys before looking at Kim. “Kim. Jodi. I am so sorry to hear about Marla.”

      Jodi sniffles and Kim simply nods.

      “We’ve called in a detective from Little Rock. He’s had some experience with cases like this.”

      Kim shakes her head. “I just don’t understand how this happened to my sweet wife.”

      “We believe the suspect was on drugs.”

      “That doesn’t bring her back.” She stands. “I want to see her. Someone take me to Marla.”

      Jodi’s face pales. “Mom-”

      The physician nods. “I’ll take you to the morgue.”

      They leave followed by the priest.

      Austin says, “Rhys, let’s give the girls some time alone.”

      The look he gives Rhys leads me to believe he has some words to say to Rhys, too.

      Rhys kisses the top of my head. “I’m just outside this door if you need me.”

      When they’re gone, I sit next to Jodi. She leans her head on me as she cries.

      “What am I going to do, Paige?”

      “We’ll get through this.”

      “You’re leaving me, remember?”

      “Jodi, you know I’m here for you no matter the distance.”

      We sit there, in silence, for a while. Finally, Jodi stands.

      “I want to get out of here. I want to go home.”

      “Rhys and I can give you a ride.”

      She shakes her head. “No. I need to be alone. Will you let my mom know?”

      Her voice breaks as she finishes speaking.

      “Of course, I will.”

      We leave the tiny room and step into the hallway. Austin and Rhys are nowhere to be seen, so I give Jodi a hug.

      “Call me if you need anything.”

      She gives me a weak smile. “I will.”

      I watch her leave, wishing there was something I could do to help her. I’ve known Jodi long enough to know that she needs this time alone. Pressing her to let me come over will only make her mad. With a sigh, I go to the nurse’s station.

      “Do you know where the deputy sheriff went?”

      The woman at the desk shrugs. “He got on the elevator with the good lookin’ guy. I’d guess they went to the morgue.”

      “Which floor is that?”

      She narrows her eyes. “We don’t give that information out to the public.”

      “Look, lady. I know you have a job to do, but the woman who passed away tonight was my best friend’s mom and also worked here, at this hospital. Her wife is currently in the morgue viewing the body and I need to give her a message before I can leave. So, if you could help me out, that would be great.”

      “Basement. Last door on the right. If anyone asks, you didn’t hear it from me.”

      I smile. “Thank you.”

      I get on the elevator and press the button for the basement. When I step off, I’m surprised that the lights are so dim. You’d think it’d be as bright as the rest of the hospital. Something clinks as it hits the floor and I jump before laughing at myself. I’ve obviously watched too many horror movies.

      The sound came from a security guard’s desk. As I pass, I grin. He’s fast asleep and his flashlight is on the ground next to him. Obviously, they’re not too worried about people moving about on this floor. I make my way toward the end of the hallway. I’m not sure if my mind is playing tricks on me, but I keep getting a whiff of something decaying, like a dead mouse or something.

      I used to work in a diner in high school. The door to the morgue reminds me of the industrial refrigerator, like we had at the diner, but with a window in the center, which is not what I expected the morgue to look like. I glance in and see Kim’s back. She’s shaking, as if she’s crying. I hate moments like this because I feel so helpless. Like, I wish there was something to do, but there isn’t, and I really don’t want to bother her right now, so I take a step back.

      A loud wail fills the air and I gasp, before realizing it’s only Kim. My heart breaks for her even more. Quietly, I go back to the security desk. He’s still sleeping, so I send Kim a text before getting back on the elevator. As the doors close Kim’s wails get louder. That poor woman.

      When I reach the main floor, my phone dings.

      

      Rhys: Paige, where in the fuck are you?

      Me: I’m in the front lobby. I was looking for you.

      Rhys: Stay put! I’m coming to get you!

      

      I sit in one of the chairs, trying not to make eye contact with the guy wearing a mask across the room. Every time he coughs it sounds wet, like he’s about to hock a loogie, and it’s grossing me out.

      Rhys steps off the elevator and rushes toward me.

      “Hey,” I say.

      “We need to go.”

      He grabs me by the arm and leads me outside. His pace doesn’t slow until he literally puts me in the front seat of the Jeep.

      When he gets in, his eyes are wild. “Princess, I have a bad feeling about this. Some of my buddies in the east are saying that this virus is spreading faster than the media is saying.”

      “Do you think that’s what was wrong with the man who killed Marla?”

      He nods. “I didn’t want to say it in front of them, but Marla isn’t the first person who’s been killed this way.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Austin told me. He’s been scanning different radio channels, listening.” He points. “Speak of the devil.”

      Austin pulls up next to us and gets out, coming to my window.

      His eyes swirl with different emotions. “Did you tell her?”

      Rhys nods. “Just finished. We think the man who killed Marla was infected.”

      My eyes water all over again and I shake my head. “I think Marla’s death might be my fault then.”

      Austin glances at Rhys.

      “I haven’t had a chance to tell you this part.” Rhys explains, “The other night when Paige came over it was because I pulled some dick off her at a bar. We think it’s the same guy, the one who bit Marla.”

      “Fuck.” He turns to me. “Paige-”

      Rhys says, “Austin, we don’t have time for this bullshit. Is anything being said on the radio?”

      He nods. “Little Rock is flooded with reports of similar attacks. They’re saying the dead are coming back to life.”

      “Like zombies?” I let out a laugh that sounds more hysterical than humorous.

      “Yes.”

      His answer is so short. So simple. And yet it scares the shit out of me.

      “What’s the plan,” Rhys asks.

      “A lot of people are heading away from big cities. Sounds like the best thing we can do is get out of here for a bit.”

      I ask, “Where will we go?”

      Rhys answers, “I have a cabin in the mountains. It’s secluded enough that we should be fine until this shit blows over.”

      Austin says, “We have to get Sally.”

      “Like hell we do!” Rhys shouts back.

      Austin lets out a curse. “We’re not leaving her behind.”

      “Maybe Paige doesn’t want her mom to come with us. Ever think of that?”

      Both turn to me, waiting.

      “While I’m not thrilled at the idea of her coming, I also can’t just leave her behind.” I pause. “And, I’d like to tell Jodi and Kim, too.”

      Rhys mutters something under his breath, but Austin nods.

      “Let’s get your mom first. Text Jodi and tell her to pack one bag. I’ll call Kim and let her know the plan.”

      Rhys replies, “We’ll meet you at Sally’s in an hour then.”

      Austin takes a step toward his truck and then stops.

      “Rhys. Take care of her. I’ll never forgive you if something happens.”

      The look he gives me as he finishes speaking tells me everything I’ve ever wondered about Austin. He most definitely has feelings for me. But what does that mean for me and Rhys?
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      As we pull out of the parking lot, Rhys lets out a laugh.

      “Now do you believe me about Austin?”

      I can’t look him in the eyes and reply, “And yet he still wants to get my mom before we leave town.”

      “I told you, that’s because he’s a good guy.” He reaches over, taking my hand, “It’s okay, princess. I’ll survive.”

      “Rhys-”

      My words are cut off as the radio beeps three times before an automated voice comes over the speakers.

      “This is an emergency alert message. The Civil Authority has issued a contagious disease warning for the entire state of Arkansas including the cities of Little Rock, Hot Springs, Fayetteville, Texarkana, Fort Smith, Pine Bluff, and Jonesboro. Travel to all surrounding states is restricted. Avoid contact with persons with any of the following symptoms: fever, sweating, vomiting, confusion, and erratic behavior. Do not approach persons who appear hostile. Shelter in place and await further instructions. This is not a test.”

      Rhys and I make eye contact. Blood roars in my ears and I feel dizzy for a moment.

      He presses the gas pedal and says, “Call Jodi. Tell her we’re coming to get her.”

      My hands shake as I dial Jodi.

      “She’s not answering her phone,” I say, panic lacing my voice. “Why isn’t she answering?”

      “Cell phone towers might be jammed.”

      I know he’s trying to make me feel better, but it’s not working. We pull up in my mom’s driveway and he parks behind her jag, which will piss her off.

      “As soon as we leave here, we’ll swing by Jodi’s place.”

      I lean over, kissing him. “Thank you.”

      “Anything for you, princess.”

      We get out and go up the sidewalk. The sun is setting, and the temperature has gone down. We’re almost to the door when our elderly neighbor, Mrs. Lopez, comes over, whispering loudly to us.

      “Don’t go in there!”

      I smile. “Hello, Mrs. Lopez.”

      “Girl, didn’t you hear me? Don’t go in there.”

      Rhys asks, “Why not?”

      “I think Sally is sick.” Mrs. Lopez points to a window on the second floor. My bedroom window. “Saw her moving around up there. Didn’t look right. And the news said to stay away from sickly people.”

      “Fuck,” Rhys breathes out. “Paige, stay here. Don’t move. Mrs. Lopez, you should go back to your house and lock the doors.”

      “Will do, sonny.” She hobbles off toward her house.

      Black spots dance in my line of vision. Rhys is about to leave me when I grab onto his arm, holding on for dear life.

      “You can’t leave me out here, alone!”

      His jaw works, but he finally nods. “Stay behind me. If I say get out, you run and don’t look back. Understand?”

      I nod once. Hand in hand, we enter the front door. Nothing seems out of place, but there’s a loud sound from the second floor. Rhys leads the way up the stairs.

      “Should I call out for her,” I whisper.

      “Fuck no.”

      We reach the top. My door is closed and I know for a fact I left it open.

      “Why is she in my room?”

      We reach the door. There’s definitely movement coming from the inside. My hand shakes and I press it against my thigh to still it.

      Rhys says, “I’m going to open it slowly. I need you to stay back.”

      I nod and move away. He grips the knob and takes in a deep breath before opening the door. It opens silently. Rhys’ body blocks me from seeing into the room, but his shoulders tense and he lets out a string of curses. My curiosity gets the best of me and I move next to him so I can see into my old room.

      My god – how I wish I stayed behind him - because the sight before me will haunt me for the rest of my life.

      My mom is hanging from the ceiling fan, her neck in an unnatural angle. The fan is on and somehow the designer scarf she’s hanging by has twisted so that her body is jerking about. But that’s not the worst of it, not by a long shot. She’s dead, but she’s also alive somehow. Her milky white eyes stare at us, but I know she doesn’t see us, not really.

      Rhys moves into the room and flips the switch off, so the fan comes to a stop. Mom sniffs the air and then her teeth snap together, reminding me of the guy from the bar.

      “Is she-”

      My stomach roils right before I vomit all over the carpet. Rhys comes to my side and holds my hair from my face until I’m finished. I wipe my mouth with my palm, unable to look at her. But she lets out a groan, willing me to stare at her. So, I do.

      Rhys says, “She’s gone, Paige.”

      Her body spasms and she reaches for us, as if to prove us wrong.

      “Come on, Paige. We need to get out of here.”

      I shake my head. “We can’t just leave her here like this.”

      He rubs his temples as he thinks and then pulls out his cell, dialing someone. For a moment I don’t think the call is going to go through.

      “It’s me. What do I do if I come across one of those things?” He glances at my mom. “Yeah, I’m sure. What do I do? In the head? Are you sure?” There’s a pause. “We’re at Sally’s.”

      He ends the call, tucking his cell in his back pocket.

      “Who was that?”

      “Austin.” He shakes his head. “He’s on his way, but he doesn’t need to see this, either.”

      “What did he say to do?”

      “Paige-”

      “Rhys, I want to know. What did he say?”

      “Said people are claiming the only way to kill the infected is by injuring the brain.”

      My mom jerks, reaching for us again, and I cringe.

      “Go to the hall, Paige. I’ll take care of her.”

      I shake my head. “No. You’re going to need help getting her down.” I can see his inner turmoil, so I reach out. “I promise I can do this.”

      “I know you can, princess, but that doesn’t mean you should have to do it.”

      My mom groans and I look at her.

      “That thing up there isn’t my mom, not really.”

      “Then let’s do this and get the fuck out of this house.” He says, “I’m going to cut her down and then stab her through her temple.”

      It sounds so very medical when he puts it like that, but I know it’s not going to be that simple. He pulls a knife from his belt and flips it open. The irony that it’s the knife from the other night isn’t lost on me. He goes behind her, ignoring her snarls.

      “Count to three and then start talking. Keep her attention on you and I’ll cut her down and handle the rest.”

      I have an out of body experience in this moment. Like, this thing in front of me is my mother and is also somehow an actual zombie. And now I’m tasked with helping to take her down. Rhys meets my gaze and gives me a nod of encouragement.

      Inhaling, I clap my hands, getting my mom’s attention.

      “Mom, look at me.”

      She turns her milky gaze on me and groans deep in her throat.

      “I’m sorry I wasn’t good enough for you, but you weren’t the best either.”

      She snarls and reaches for me. Rhys uses this moment to reach and cut at the scarf.

      I go on, “I don’t even want to know how you really felt about me, but at least now I guess I don’t have to worry about it. So, thank you for that.”

      The scarf gives and she falls to the ground with a thud. But Rhys drops the knife, too.

      “Fuck!”

      Mom’s head jerks toward Rhys and she stands on shaky legs. And then she lunges. I’m shocked at how fast she is. Rhys stumbles back, trying to keep her from biting him, but she’s too strong. They crash into the dresser and Rhys lets out a small scream. Crap! Looking around, I see the knife on the ground. With shaky hands, I pick it up.

      “Paige, no! You don’t have to do this.”

      But I do. Rhys and I make eye contact and he nods, finally seeing this is the only way. He grabs my mom by the arms, holding her in place. I move toward them and stab at her temple, but it’s a lot harder than the movies make it seem. Mom snarls and turns her head toward me at the same time I strike again, this time shoving the blade through her eye socket. She lets out the most ungodly sound I’ve ever heard in my life and then falls to the ground.

      “Did I-”

      Rhys jumps to his feet and pulls me against his chest, kissing me. “You were so brave, princess.”

      I close my eyes, trying to block the image of my mom, now dead on the ground.

      “Let’s get you out of here.”

      I nod in agreement. But then I see a piece of paper clipped onto the waistband of her pants. Pulling from Rhys, I grab the note.

      

      To whomever may find me,

      If what they are saying is true, then the whole world is on a path straight to hell and I want no part of this. Tell my daughter that she was a disappointment. She ruined my life the day she was born, forcing me to forgo all my dreams. And she deserves what she gets.

      -Sally

      

      With a moan, I hand the letter to Rhys and walk out of the room without a backward glance.

      “Son of a bitch,” he mutters as he follows me. “Paige-”

      “It’s fine. I want to get out of here. Now.”

      I go down the stairs two at a time, fearing I’m going to be sick again. I feel hot and cold at the same time. When I step outside, I bump into Austin.

      “Easy there.” He looks at me. “Paige, what’s happened?”

      Rhys answers for me. “Sally hung herself. Left a note.”

      He hands it to Austin.

      I say, “I’m going to the Jeep.”

      I don’t want to be there while he’s reading it and I feel lightheaded. Sitting, I lean forward, taking in deep breathes until the dizziness passes. The Jeep dips as Rhys gets in next to me, taking my hand into his own.

      “Let’s get Jodi,” I say.

      Because I can’t be here any longer. This place never felt like home and my mom’s actions have just sealed it straight to her grave.
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      We’re both silent as we drive across town. Austin follows behind us. As we get closer to Jodi’s house, I notice several driveways where families are piling items into their vehicles. Most look as if they’re in shock, not that I blame them.

      Rhys comments, “We have to hurry. It’s going to be hell getting out of town on the highways.”

      I try calling Jodi but get another busy signal. When we arrive at her house, she’s sitting on the porch swing, watching her neighbors across the street. I leap from the Jeep and rush toward her.

      “Jodi! I’ve been trying to call.”

      She lifts her broken phone.

      “What happened?”

      She lets out a small laugh that holds no humor. “I dropped it after the hospital called me.”

      Austin and Rhys join us on the porch.

      Austin asks, “Why did the hospital call?”

      “There was another attack. They were calling to see if I knew where my mom was.” She shakes her head and clarifies, “They’re looking for Kim. They can’t find her now.”

      Her chin wobbles as she finishes speaking. I sit next to her, hugging her, but I don’t miss the look that Austin gives Rhys. He knows something.

      I say, “Jodi, we’ve got to get out of town. Whatever this virus is, it isn’t good.”

      She looks at me, shaking her head. “I’m not going, Paige.”

      “But-”

      “I can’t leave. What if my mom comes back and I’m not here? She won’t be able to get ahold of me. Not until I can get a new phone, at least.”

      I say, “Jodi, I understand, but what if something did happen? What then?”

      Her jaw clenches. “We don’t know for certain something has happened to my mom and I refuse to believe God would take both parents from me in the same manner on the same freaking day.”

      My heart breaks for my best friend. This is too much for a person to handle, but she has to listen to us.

      Austin steps up. “Jodi, I know this is a lot to take in, but the reports coming from the hospital aren’t good. Everyone in the basement is dead or has turned into one of those monsters.”

      Jodi flinches. “Like I said, I’m staying here.”

      I know Jodi better than anyone. We can sit here and talk until we’re a hundred years old, but she’s made up her mind, so she’s not coming.

      I say, “We’re going to Rhys’ cabin near Hot Springs. I’ll have him write down directions in case you want to find us. I’ll text you, too, in case you get a new phone.”

      She nods. “Thank you, Paige.”

      Austin hands Rhys his notepad and Rhys jots down the directions.

      He says, “When you get to the fork in the road, take the left path. It’s less traveled, but it’ll get you where you need to go.”

      “Thank you all. For everything.” She smiles weakly. “Take care of her, boys.”

      I throw my arms around her neck, hugging her tight. “When this is all over, we’re going to binge watch Game of Thrones, okay?”

      She shakes her head. “I think we both know nothing will ever be the same after this.”

      I hate that she’s right. My eyes water as she pulls away.

      “I just thought of the perfect nickname for you.”

      “Oh yeah?

      “Paige of the Apocalypse, the First of Her Name.” She smiles a little. “This might be your biggest inspiration yet. You. Austin. Rhys. All in one cabin. It’s too good not to write.”

      I let out a small laugh. “I’ll write it if you promise to read it one day.”

      “Deal.”

      Austin clears his throat. “I hate to rush you, but it’s getting late. If we want to be on the road before dark, then we need to go now.”

      Jodi hugs me again. “Goodbye, Paige.”

      I hate how final this feels, like we’ll never see each other again.

      I hug her back. “I’ll see you soon.”

      I’m the first to pull away and go to Rhys’ open arms. He holds me as we leave. I don’t look back once, either, though I desperately want to. I can’t bring myself to see her sitting there, like everything just might work out.

      We get in the Jeep and Rhys follows Austin’s truck. I blink when I realize where we’re headed.

      “Why are we going here?”

      “Supplies.” Rhys replies. “Austin grabbed all the canned food from your house but says there will be more here.”

      Supplies haven’t even crossed my mind.

      I say, “I don’t have any clothes.”

      “I grabbed your bag from my place as well as my shit. We’re good to go.”

      Unease makes my stomach roil. Are we really good to go, because it doesn’t feel like it. Not in the least bit.

      The parking lot of the police station is eerily empty. We get out and join Austin.

      “Where is everyone?”

      Austin replies, “Most of them are at the hospital.”

      His tone is grim, and I flinch.

      “Do you think Kim is dead?”

      He nods. “I do.”

      Rhys asks, “What’s the latest news?”

      Austin glances at me before replying, “It’s spreading. Rapidly. Someone was bit and went to the fifth floor. Now there are reports of the living dead on that unit with no signs of stopping.”

      I let out shaky laugh. “This is unreal.”

      “Which is why we need to grab what we can and get the fuck out of town. Once the news catches wind about this, it’ll create a widespread panic. Our time is running out.”

      Rhys says, “Then let’s get in there and get what we need.”

      Austin leads the way into the station. I’ve been here before, but I’ve never seen it like this. The main room looks as if time has frozen everything. The TV in the corner is on, but muted, showing something happening in Dallas, Texas. People are running from a building, some covered in blood.

      The desks where the officers sit are empty. Paper lines the floor as if they were too busy to make sure their documents landed safely on the desks before fleeing. There are coffee mugs that have long cooled and half-eaten sandwiches.

      Rhys says, “We should check the kitchen.”

      Austin nods and leads the way. Inside the refrigerator are serval lunch pails and sacks. Rhys grabs them all.

      “Shouldn’t we leave some in case they come back?”

      Rhys shakes his head. “Nope. We need this and they won’t be coming back once they realize what’s happening.”

      He takes me by the hand, following Austin down a hallway. Austin pulls a set of keys from his pocket and unlocks a door.

      “You sure this is safe?” Rhys asks.

      Austin nods. “Yeah. We’ve only got one in here and this is the only way to the armory.”

      I drag my heels. “Whoa. Where are we going?”

      Austin glances over his shoulder. “It’s okay.”

      We walk through a barred door. And then another. And then I see the cells. I come to a stop.

      “I don’t think I should be in here!”

      Rhys laughs at me, which pisses me off.

      “You’re fine, princess. I won’t let anyone get you.”

      There’s a snort from a cell further ahead. “Big talk, dude. Must be compensating for something.”

      Austin says, “You mind your business and don’t talk to her.”

      Whomever is in the cell lets out a laugh. “Or what?”

      Rhys replies, “Or I’ll make you wish you’d listened.”

      Austin goes to a door at the end of the hallway.

      “Hey,” the man cries out. “You can’t fuckin’ leave me here! I’ve got rights!”

      Austin ignores him and goes into the room. He calls out, “Rhys, I need your help.”

      Rhys follows, leaving me alone. The man in the cell moves closer and I can see he’s about the same age as Rhys and Austin, but where they are clean cut, he’s not. In fact, his dirty brown hair hangs in his eyes.

      He leers at me and says, “Like what you see, darlin’?”

      “I’m sorry. The scent of crap is so strong in here that it’s making my eyes water.”

      I’m being catty, but he cringes, as if I’ve wounded him.

      “That ain’t my fault. They all ran out and forgot about me. Haven’t seen anyone all day.”

      He pushes his hair from his face and I’m shocked to see how handsome he is, in a very rugged sort of way.

      Rhys and Austin choose this moment to come out of the back room, each carrying duffle bags.

      Austin says, “Paige, get away from the cell.” To the man, he says, “I told you, don’t talk to her.”

      Rhys glares at the man and adds to me, “We’ll be right back.”

      They go toward the front of the police station, leaving me and the man alone.

      “You have to help me. If they leave me, I’m going to die here. I haven’t seen anyone all day. I haven’t eaten since last night.”

      I take a step toward him. “What’s your name?”

      “Darren.”

      “What are you in here for Darren?”

      He curses. “Some stupid bullshit. I was speeding and your father pulled me over.”

      “He’s not my father.” I shake my head. “So just speeding? Nothing else?”

      “I had some weed in the car, but that’s it.”

      Austin and Rhys come back at this moment. Both men glare when they see how close I am to the bars and I take a step back.

      “Thought I told you not to talk to her,” Rhys says.

      I ask Austin, “Did you pull him over for speeding?”

      Austin nods. “Yeah, but it was the gram of marijuana and outstanding warrant that landed his ass in jail.”

      “He says no one has been here all day. That he hasn’t had food.”

      Something flickers across Austin’s face.

      I say, “If that’s true, then he’s right. We can’t leave him here. If we do, then he will die. And I can’t leave here knowing that.”

      There’s been too many deaths today, can’t they see that?

      Austin runs his fingers through his hair. “Paige, we don’t know him.”

      I glance at Darren. “I know enough. If he ends up being a creep, we can tell him to fuck off.”

      Rhys lets out a small laugh. “You always think of everything, don’t you, princess?”

      I stand, waiting for them to answer.

      Austin says, “It’s going to be crowded at the cabin if he comes.”

      “Not any more crowded than if my mom had come.”

      Rhys shrugs. “She’s got you there.”

      Darren asks, “Does this mean I’m coming?”

      Austin glares. “If you make one wrong move, you’re gone. Got it?”

      Darren nods and Austin pulls a set of keys from his pocket. Rhys moves closer to me while Austin unlocks the door.

      Austin says, “Come on. This will go faster if we each carry a bag.”

      The room at the end of the hallway is indeed an armory.

      Darren lets out a laugh. “This is some funny shit right here. A cop stealing from the station and no one is going to stop you.”

      Rhys says, “In case you haven’t caught the news lately, there’s some major shit going on in the world and we’re trying to save your ass.”

      This sobers Darren. “That’s still going on? Is that why everyone ran off today?”

      Austin replies, “It is. So, stop talking and help me load this bag.”

      Darren nods and goes to help him. Rhys and I each grab bags and fill them with ammo and weapons. We go to the truck two times before Austin says we can leave.

      Rhys says, “Paige and I will ride in the Jeep.”

      His message is clear and Austin nods. Darren simply smirks.

      When we get in the Jeep, I turn to Rhys.

      “We’re doing the right thing by bringing him.”

      “I hope so, princess.”
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      The drive to Hot Springs takes nearly five hours, mostly because the highways are so packed with people trying to get out of Little Rock.

      Rhys says, “Looks like we got out in the nick of time. I imagine people trying to leave tomorrow will be stuck out here all day.”

      At one point we pass a wreck, where someone is slumped over the steering wheel.

      “Should we stop and help?”

      Rhys shakes his head. “We’re not going to take a chance.” At my look he goes on, “Austin thinks injured people are more likely to turn into the biters.”

      “Biters. That’s an… interesting term.”

      He shrugs. “That’s what they are, right?”

      I glance out my window. “I hope Jodi is okay.”

      He takes my hand but doesn’t reply.

      When we get near Hot Springs, Rhys takes an exit that leads to a bumpy, gravel road. Soon, we reach the fork in the road and he takes the left path. The road only gets worse from there and we travel for an hour on it.

      Rhys says, “Most people think this is a dead end because the road is so bad, but they’re wrong.”

      He points ahead where a massive cabin looms in the distance.

      I let out a laugh. “I was honestly expecting a shack.”

      He grins. “I’m wounded.”

      We pull in front of the two-story cabin and get out, stretching our legs. The sun has long set, but there are lights on inside the cabin.

      “Is someone else here?”

      He holds up his phone. “I used my app to turn the lights on. Not sure how long the power grid will be up, but there are solar panels, too.”

      We climb the steps as Austin and Darren arrive. Rhys scoops me into his arms, carrying me over the threshold. In some way, I feel like he’s also marking his territory somehow.

      “Welcome home, princess.”

      He sets me on my feet so I can look around. The first floor is an open floor plan, with a kitchen, dining room, and massive living room. The living room faces a wall made of windows. In the distance, I see the glimmer of water.

      “There’s a pond?”

      He nods. “One of the biggest selling factors for me. Come on, I’ll show you upstairs.”

      We climb the wooden steps to the second floor.

      “There’s two bedrooms and a composting bathroom.” He grins. “Don’t worry, we’ll make Austin take care of it.”

      “I heard that,” Austin calls out from the first floor.

      Rhys points across the cabin to a loft area that sits above the living room. “That space can be used as another bedroom. Probably where Darren is going to sleep.”

      “This is impressive. Did you build everything?”

      His cheeks darken in a blush. “I did.”

      “Rhys, that’s so amazing!”

      He smiles down at me. “Glad you like it. You haven’t seen the best part.”

      He pulls me into one of the bedrooms and closes the door behind us. I laugh when I see the bed.

      “You have a thing for massive beds, don’t you?”

      “You’ve seen my cock. I’m a big boy who needs a big bed.”

      Grinning, I say, “Well, I guess I can’t argue with that.”

      “The bed isn’t what I wanted to show you, though I like where your mind went. Come here.”

      He leads me past the bed to the window. And then I see it. There’s a cozy window seat that overlooks the pond. On each side of the window there are hand-built bookcases filled with books. But, not just any books. Books I had in my own room.

      I turn to him, grinning. “Stalking me, much?”

      But I kiss him, letting him know how special I think this is.

      “Always knew I’d get you up here. Thought you’d like having some familiar books to read.”

      “Thank you.”

      He lets out a sigh. “Guess we’d better get down there and help carry in the ammo. Don’t want Austin to be pissy our first night here.”

      Grinning, I lead the way downstairs. Austin and Darren are dropping bags in the living room. Darren winks at me as I pass and I’m not sure why, but I grin back at him.

      Outside, the air is humid, and frogs sing to each other from the pond. If it wasn’t the end of the world, it might be beautiful.

      I voice my thought and Rhys replies, “It had to end sooner or later. Mother earth has been trying to give us signs for a while that we were fucking things up.”

      “Is that why you built a sustainable cabin?”

      He nods. “Figured it wouldn’t hurt to be ready. There’s a cellar under the house that can double as a bunker, too.”

      “Dang. Look at you.”

      Austin comes from behind and says, “Don’t feed his ego, Paige. If his head swells, there won’t be room for the rest of us.”

      Rhys says in a low tone, “That’s not the head you should be worried about.”

      I snort in response and Austin groans.

      “I heard that.”

      We quickly unload the truck and go inside. After Rhys tells Darren where he can sleep, Darren goes up to the loft.

      Rhys asks, “Is anyone hungry? I can throw together something real quick.”

      Austin replies, “While you’re doing that, I’m going to scan the radio. See if there’s anything new.”

      I follow Rhys to the kitchen to make a simple meal.

      “You had me fooled,” I say. “You can cook. You built this house. What else can you do, Rhys?”

      He grins. “You’ll just have to stick around and see.”

      I wrap my arms around his waist. “Deal.”

      We set the table and I put some food back in case Darren wakes up. Sure enough, he climbs down the loft, rubbing his stomach.

      “Something smells good.”

      I say, “We’re having spaghetti and garlic toast.”

      He sits at the table, digging in. I watch in fascination as he shoves food into his mouth. He’s not even swallowing.

      He looks up. “What? I told you I was hungry.”

      Austin sits at the table, sighing. “The virus is spreading. Heard reports of infected people near Mount Ida.”

      Rhys says, “That’s getting close.”

      I rub my arms. That’s too close, really.

      “The National Guard is moving into Little Rock to set up a perimeter. They’re trying to contain the virus, but I think they’re too late. Heard similar reports coming from Oklahoma City, Dallas, and Memphis.”

      Darren asks, “Does this mean I don’t have to go back to jail?”

      Austin glares. “It would appear so. So, if you have somewhere else you need to be, feel free to leave. Preferably sooner than later.”

      Darren scoops up more spaghetti. “Nope. I’m good here. Besides, I’m probably safer here with you, since you’re a cop.”

      I laugh. “He’s not wrong.”

      Austin ignores me and says, “We need to go to town soon and see what supplies we can get before the stores run out. We need more batteries for sure.”

      “How long will it take for the stores to be restocked,” I ask.

      There’s a pause where they all just look at me. I shift in my seat.

      “Paige, they won’t be restocked, not if this is as bad as we think it is.”

      Rhys adds, “Things are about to get a whole lot worse.”

      Austin nods. “That being said, I say we start taking shifts at night to make sure no on tries to sneak up on us.”

      Rhys starts to protest, but Austin holds up his hands.

      “I know you have cameras around here, but we both know that type of stuff won’t last.”

      “Fine. But we’re taking your truck.”

      “Fine.”

      The rest of the meal is spent in silence, each person seemingly lost in their own thoughts. I keep thinking about Jodi. I pull my cell from my pocket and send her a text.

      

      Me: We made it to Rhys’ cabin.

      Me: Just wanted to let you know I’m thinking about you.

      

      I wait for a reply, but there’s not one. Sighing, I put my phone up and stand.

      “I’m going to bed. Goodnight.”

      I’m sure it’s rude to leave the dishes, but right now I need to be alone. As I climb the stairs, I hear Rhys and Austin talking in low tones to each other. I’m sure they’ll have questions, but for now I just want to sleep.
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      I wake up cuddled next to Rhys. We’ve settled into a routine here, but today we’re going to town to get supplies.

      He says, “Morning.”

      “Morning. I forgot where we were for a minute.”

      He stretches. “Me too. Nothing like realizing the world you’re waking up to is going to hell.”

      “I had a dream about my mom last night,” I say. “She was a monster in it, and I didn’t kill her. I couldn’t.”

      He pulls me close. “I’m sorry you had to see her like that, princess. That had to be hard.”

      “Not as hard as knowing her last thoughts were so hateful toward me.” I sit. “Crap. I should try to call my dad. He needs to know what’s happened.”

      I can’t believe I didn’t think to call him before now! Reaching for my phone, I dial him. It rings once before going to voicemail.

      Rhys says, “I’m sure he’s fine.”

      “You don’t have to do that, you know.”

      “Do what?”

      “Tell me everything is fine when it’s clearly not. The world is on fire. It’s okay to just tell it like it is.”

      He smiles. “I met your dad once when I was out with Austin and your mom. Your dad seems like the type to be able to take care of himself and his family.”

      I nod. “I hope so.”

      “Would he go anywhere? Maybe a relative’s house?”

      “He might go to my grandma’s house in Conway.”

      I dial her house phone and she answers on the first ring.

      “Paige! Thank you, Jesus! We were so worried.”

      There’s a bit of static and I fear I’ve lost her for a moment.

      “Granny! Is Dad there?”

      “He is! They made it here early this morning. Where are you and your mom? Are you safe?”

      My Granny has always been one of those nurturing people who can make you cry just by asking the right question.

      My eyes water and I reply, “Mom didn’t make it.”

      “No!” She calls for my father to get on the phone and then says, “Where are you? We can come and get you.”

      My dad gets on the phone. “Paige! Where are you?”

      “I’m with Austin and Rhys.”

      “Let me speak to your mother.”

      “Dad, she didn’t make it. She’s- gone.” My voice breaks and I fight the tears that are coming.

      He gasps as if he’s hurt. “Paige! Honey! I can come and get you. Just give me an address.”

      But I know this won’t work. Not really. He has a new family and needs to focus on making sure they’re safe. Plus, I would only be a hinderance to them.

      I sniffle. “No, I’m okay, I promise. I just wanted to make sure you were okay. I love you, Dad.”

      The universe has a wonderful sense of humor because my phone cuts off at that moment. I try to call him back, but it doesn’t go through.

      Rhys presses his lips against my temple. “At least you know he’s safe.”

      We sit in silence until Austin calls us from downstairs.

      Rhys says, “Take a shower. You’ll feel better.”

      I nod and go to the bathroom. He’s right. I feel like a whole new person after showering. I pull my hair into a high ponytail and dress in shorts and a t-shirt. When I get downstairs Darren is at the table eating and Austin and Rhys watch him from the living room.

      Austin says, “We need to go to town. Sounds like they’ve had some looting.”

      Darren lifts his head. “Shit. That’s not good. Means martial law is coming.”

      Austin raises his eyebrow. “And what do you know about martial law?”

      “Probably more than you. I served in the Army when I was younger. Saw a lot of things.” He finishes his food. “And if there’s looting, some hothead is going to try to take charge. It won’t end well for anyone.”

      Rhys shrugs. “Then it’s settled. Let’s go get some shit and get out of there.”

      Austin goes upstairs. When he comes down, he hands Rhys a pistol.

      “Don’t I get one?” Darren asks, smirking.

      Austin shoves it against his chest. “Make one wrong move and it’ll be your last.”

      Darren replies, “I’m innocent, man. No need to worry about me.”

      “I’m sure.” He glances at his watch. “We need batteries, canned food, and general supplies. If something seems hostile, then our plan is to get the hell out of there.” He says to me, “Paige, when we get back, I need you to be ready to let us in.”

      My mouth drops open. “You’re joking.”

      “Why would I be joking?”

      “I’m not helpless, Austin. And you’re nuts if you think I’m going sit here, by myself.”

      My voice rises with each word that I say until he’s flinching.

      Rhys laughs. “Told you.” To me, he asks, “Ever use a gun?”

      “My mother has been chasing after the deputy sheriff for years, which meant dragging me along while she tried to lure him. That meant taking a firearm class. What do you think?”

      Rhys holds up his hands. “Damn, woman. A simple yes would have sufficed.” He glances down at me. “That was also hot as hell.”

      I snort. “You can thank me later.”

      Darren whistles. “Damn. You’re hooking up with him? I just knew for sure you were banging the deputy.”

      Austin and Rhys speak at the same time.

      “Watch it, prick!” Rhys says.

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about!”

      Darren laughs. “Oh, but I think I do.”

      I step in the middle of them. “We’re wasting time. Let’s go.”

      Austin and Rhys nod, walking outside. Darren falls in step next to me.

      “They make it too easy,” he says with a shake of his head.

      “Try not to piss them off,” I reply.

      He grins. “I’ll try my best.”

      I’m not sure if he means he’ll do his best be good or piss them off. My gut says it’s the latter.

      We get into the truck and Austin takes off before my door closes. He turns the scanner up, listening.

      “Reports of gunfire in Hot Springs, at the bank. Requesting officer response.”

      “That’s a negative. All units are deployed on other calls.”

      “Reports of looting in Mount Ida. Requesting backup.”

      “Reports of domestic disturbances at the following addresses-”

      Austin turns down the radio, frowning. “It’s getting worse.”

      Rhys replies, “So, we’re looking for batteries, canned goods, general supplies. Anything else?”

      Darren says, “Medical supplies. Might not need them now, but they’ll come in handy.”

      Rhys nods. “Good idea. Anything else?” When no one says anything, Rhys goes on, “We get in and get out. Try not to make yourself look suspicious.”

      Darren says, “We probably shouldn’t have come in the cop’s truck, then.”

      Austin and Rhys exchange looks, and I let out a laugh.

      “Well, it’s too late now,” Austin says defensively. “We’ll just have to hope no one tries anything.”

      We arrive into town to find pure chaos. People mill about everywhere, all in a hurry. There are several trucks piled high with supplies. And the weapons – it appears everyone in this region is packing. We drive pass a man and young child. The child has a gun over his shoulder.

      Austin parks in front of the grocery store.

      Rhys says, “This might get ugly. We need to split up.”

      Darren says, “Paige and I will go to the pharmacy on the corner.”

      I nod. “Let’s go.”

      I jump out before anyone can stop me and take off toward the pharmacy. Darren catches up, throwing his arm over my shoulder.

      “Slow your roll,” he says. “If we burst in there like this, it’s going to draw attention.”

      I slow my pace and we casually stroll down the sidewalk, though the world is crumbling all around us. A couple rush from an electronics store, arms full. There’s a yell and a man runs after them, gun in hand.

      I meet Darren’s gaze.

      He says, “On second thought, let’s get what we need and get the fuck out of this town!”

      We enter the pharmacy and Darren grabs a shopping cart. There’s a long line of people waiting to get their prescriptions at the back of the store and the vibe coming from the group is very hostile.

      “Wonder how long they’ve been here?”

      An elderly woman overhears us and says, “Three damn hours. That’s how long!” She raises her voice, “And I’m getting sick and tired of waiting. I got to get home and feed my cats.”

      Others agree and get loud, too.

      “Just give us our meds.”

      “You have no right to withhold them!”

      “My boy is at home, dying. If he dies because of this, I’ll kill you myself!”

      My eyes widen.

      Darren says, “Go down that aisle and load up the basket with whatever you can grab.”

      “Where are you going?”

      He grins. “I’m going to help these good people get their pills.”

      I start to protest, but he pushes me toward the aisle before taking off. He’s sent me to the first aide area, which is smart. I knock boxes upon boxes of bandages, gauze, peroxide, anti-inflammatory medicines, antiseptics, splints, and topical ointments into my cart. I then move to the next aisle, which has supplements and protein powders. While this wasn’t on Austin and Rhys’ list, I feel these items might be useful.

      There’s shouting from the back of the pharmacy as I move to the third aisle, where I load up on toilet paper, detergent, and shampoo. A gun fires and I gasp, as Darren comes up, arms full.

      “Let’s go!”

      He throws the items into the basket and takes it from me. We bypass the cashier counter – which is empty – and go outside.

      I put my hand over my heart. “What happened in there?”

      He shrugs. “Just had to help the pharmacist see that the people wanted their stuff now, not later. He came around once he realized no one was after the narcotics.”

      “Yeah, but how long will that last?”

      He glances over his shoulder. “Probably until the end of the day. The people inside just wanted what they needed to get by. Others will look to fill their addictions. If that pharmacist is smart, he’ll grab what he needs and get the fuck out of there.”

      We reach the truck and begin to unload. I see that Darren grabbed antibiotics and several boxes of allergy pills.

      He grins. “I get bad hay fever. Thought I should stock up on the good stuff that’s behind the counter.” He holds up the protein powder. “This was a good find.”

      “Thanks.” I look around. “I wonder where Austin and Rhys are?”

      “Let’s go check the store.”

      Darren and I enter the grocery store. The chaos in the pharmacy is nothing compared to in here. People fight over frozen meats. One man reaches into a woman’s cart, pulling out bread. She pulls a gun out, cocking it.

      “Holy shit,” Darren says. “This is worse than that Black Friday crap I saw last year on TV.”

      We make our way deeper into the store, finally finding Rhys and Austin on the canned good aisle. Their cart is full, but a woman and man block them from leaving, each holding a gun pointed at Austin and Rhys. My breath solidifies in my throat. No!

      Austin says, “You’re not going to gain anything by doing this.”

      The man replies, “I beg to differ. I’ll have twice as much food.”

      “Give us your basket. Now,” the woman demands.

      But they don’t realize we’re behind them. Darren reaches into his pants, pulling out his pistol, so I do the same. Rhys gives me a slight shake of his head. It’s enough that the man notices and turns. Darren strikes him in the temple with the handle of his gun. The man groans and crumbles to the ground.

      “What-” the woman turns, and I strike her, too.

      Unfortunately, I either don’t have as much practice as Darren or I don’t hit her hard enough, because she lunges. I fall to the ground so hard that my teeth rattle and I feel dizzy. Her hands go around my throat and she tries to choke me.

      “Paige!” Rhys says, as he pulls the woman off me.

      What happens next feels like a slow-motion clip in a movie. The woman grabs her pistol from the ground and pulls the trigger. Rhys’ body jerks and he falls backward, into the shelves. A red spot blooms across his upper arm, soaking his shirt. Austin and Darren jump on the woman, subduing her. And through it all I hear someone screaming.

      “Paige! He’s okay, but he needs help up,” Austin says, looking up at me from the ground. “Paige! Listen to me.”

      It’s then that I realize I’m the one who’s screaming.
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      “Paige! Snap out of it,” Darren says.

      Inhaling deeply, I go to Rhys’ side. He groans as he stands and I hold onto him, making sure he doesn’t fall.

      Austin pushes the cart past the couple, and we follow him. Like the pharmacy, the store is breaking out in madness. People scream and yell at each other, but we pay them no attention. Outside, Rhys climbs into the backseat of the truck. He gives me a weak smile as I get in next to him.

      “I’m okay. Promise.”

      The back of the truck dips as Austin and Darren literally throw the food into the truck bed. They get in a moment later and Austin backs up before peeling out of town.

      Austin asks, “How you doing, man?”

      “I’ve been better,” Rhys replies.

      He moves and the wound bleeds again. I grab a clean oil cloth from the floorboard and apply pressure to his arm as we drive back to the cabin. He’s looking a little green and it’s worrying me.

      “Princess, I swear I’m fine. It just grazed me.”

      I kiss his temple. “Shh. Just rest until we get home.”

      When he dozes off, I try not to panic. Austin meets my gaze in the mirror.

      “It’s probably just shock.”

      Darren nods. “As long as he’s not breathing weird, he should be okay.”

      Austin asks, “Have a lot of experience getting shot?”

      “Like I told you before, I served my country. Saw some things in the process.”

      I get the feeling that Darren is being vague on purpose. The shadowed look in his eyes confirms this.

      When we get back to the cabin, Rhys awakens.

      “How are you feeling?”

      He lets out a groan. “Feels like I’ve been shot.”

      I grin at his small joke. “Let’s get you inside and see how bad it is.”

      Austin and Darren help him from the truck while I unlock the door. Inside, they take him to the couch. Austin unbuttons Rhys’ shirt, pulling it back. Rhys’ arm is pale and the wound is the size of a dime.

      “Looks like the bullet went clean through. We need to clean it up and stop the bleeding,” Austin says.

      “Too bad we don’t have an Israeli bandage,” Darren mutters. “They sure came in handy overseas in our trauma kits.”

      Austin lets out a small laugh. “Who in the hell were you in your former life?”

      Darren shrugs and goes to the kitchen. He comes back with a small first aid kit, opening it.

      “This is going to hurt,” he tells Rhys right before he cleans the wound.

      Rhys flinches and leans on me. Sweat dots his upper lip and brows. When Darren is finished cleaning the wound, he wraps it with a gauze bandage.

      “There. If it keeps bleeding, we’re going to have to cauterize it.”

      Austin inspects the bandage. “Impressive. You might be useful after all.”

      Darren grunts in response and goes to the kitchen.

      I ask Rhys, “Do you want to lie here or go to bed?”

      “Here. Just for a bit.”

      I kiss his forehead. “I’m going to help Darren put the food away. Holler if you need me.”

      Austin follows me into the kitchen, going to the radio. The first station he goes to is nothing but static.

      Darren pauses at the cupboard. “Must not be anyone manning it today.”

      Austin replies, “That’s what I’m thinking.”

      He flips to another station, where a reporter is live from Little Rock.

      “The scenes on the streets of Little Rock are getting worse each day. Unfortunately for us, there is no end in sight.” The reporter goes on, “We now go live to the state capitol where the Governor has issued a state of emergency.”

      Darren snorts. “He’s a day late and a dollar short. Should have told people to get the hell out of dodge a week ago. That’s what I was trying to do.”

      I ask, “Where were you going?”

      He shrugs. “Hadn’t got that far. Just knew I needed to run.”

      Austin glances up. “I’m sure you did.”

      Darren replies, “I don’t give a shit what you think about me, but it’s the truth. I saw the birds a few days before the first occurrence happened in Little Rock. They were acting all crazy. Knew something bad was coming.”

      The hairs on the back of my neck stand. “What did you see?”

      “They were migrating but weren’t following the normal paths. Saw a few fly right into buildings, killing them on the spot. Even saw them falling from the sky, dead. And my grandma always said the animals know before we do.”

      I think of all the dead birds at my graduation. Shit! Darren’s right! Austin shakes his head and switches stations. The mood has changed now, and I just want to get out of here. I finish helping put away the canned goods and check on Rhys. He’s sleeping, so I go upstairs, my hands shaking.

      When I get to my room, I close the door. Everything from the last few days comes crashing back and I fall to the ground, crying. Marla is dead. My mom killed herself. Kim might be dead. I may never see Jodi, my dad, or his family again. And I’m pretty sure nothing will ever be the same. I’m only twenty – I’m supposed to have my whole life ahead of me. And now – now I just don’t even know.

      But, sitting here bawling my eyes out isn’t going to solve anything. So, I get up and go to the bed. Maybe a nap will help.
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      There’s a knock on the door that jolts me awake. My eyes are gritty as I blink, trying to clear my head.

      There’s another knock. “Paige? Are you okay?”

      I have to clear my throat a few times before I can reply. “I’ll be down in a second.”

      Austin replies, “Okay.”

      I feel like there’s more he wants to say but doesn’t. I get out of bed and go to the bathroom. A quick glance in the mirror confirms that I look like I’ve been crying. Great. My dad used to say I inherited my mom’s crying face. He wasn’t wrong, but I frown at the thought. Splashing water does little to help my splotchy face, but it’s the best it’s going to get.

      When I get downstairs, I’m surprised to see the sun has set.

      “What time is it?”

      Austin, who is in the kitchen, replies, “After nine.”

      “Where is everyone?”

      “Darren is asleep, and Rhys wanted to take the first watch.” He jabs his thumb toward the front door. “I told him he was being stubborn headed, but you know how he is.”

      I go to the window, looking out. Sure enough, Rhys walks back and forth on the porch, gun over his shoulder. His pace is somehow soothing. Austin joins me at the window, handing me a mug of coffee.

      “I added some sugar, just the way you like it.”

      “That’s sweet that you remembered.”

      He gazes down at me. “I remember everything you tell me.”

      My heart flutters and I’m not sure what to say.

      He gestures to the couch. “Want to sit and chat?”

      Something in his tone makes me nod. We cross the room where Darren’s snore fills the air from the loft above.

      I ask, “What do you think would’ve happened to Darren if we hadn’t shown up?”

      He cringes. “Hard to say. He’s just lucky you talked us in to letting him tag along.”

      “I don’t think he’s a bad guy. I think he’s misunderstood.”

      “Always seeing the best in everyone.”

      I smile and ask, “What did you want to talk about?”

      He hesitates. “Rhys told me he talked to you a bit the other day. About me and your mom.”

      My cheeks feel warm. “A bit.”

      “How do you feel about what he told you?”

      “Which part?”

      I feel like we’re both dancing around the subject, neither willing to outright say what we mean.

      He lets out a sigh. “He said he told you about when I met you at the picnic.”

      Oh crap. Apparently, we’re diving right in.

      “He told me a little.”

      “Paige, we don’t have to do this if you don’t want to, but I don’t want to leave it just hanging there between us.”

      I turn so I’m facing him. “You have to understand how weird this is. I thought Rhys was joking, but the more I see, the more I wonder.”

      “So then why don’t you ask me how I feel?”

      “Austin, tell me what you feel?” I can’t help that it comes out as a question, because I’m still not sure how if I want to know.

      He smiles and it might be the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen in my life. “I feel like the world’s biggest idiot.”

      “Uh. Okay?”

      “Hear me out. I met a woman once when I was new to town. She was young – too young, really – but I couldn’t help the way I felt about her. We met at the county picnic and she was the prettiest damn thing I’d ever seen in my life.” He smiles. “Do you remember that day?”

      Blinking, it’s like I’m right back there.

      

      I usually hated the county picnic, but this one was different. I was now an adult, at least in the eyes of the law. That’s right, I was finally eighteen. Jodi and I texted about what we were wearing, so we’d coordinate without matching too much. I rode with my mom, planning to ride home with Jodi after.

      Mom said to me, “Don’t forget that I’m having people come over after the picnic for a swim.”

      That was code to make sure I wasn’t around, which I was more than willing to oblige. Her parties were notorious around town. Heck, that’s where her last two husbands had come from.

      I nodded. “I’m going to Jodi’s tonight.”

      The picnic was crowded when we arrived, but Jodi had saved us a spot next to her family’s blanket. Mom rolled her eyes and went to mingle while I spread my blanket out. She never did like Jodi’s moms and I didn’t understand it.

      “Did you hear the new deputy is here?” Jodi’s eyes danced and she bounced on the heels of her feet. “Mom said he’s super dreamy, which says a lot.”

      I snorted. “Dreamy? Like McDreamy?”

      We were both on a Grey’s Anatomy kick, so this made both of us giggle.

      “Definitely a McDreamy!” She glanced over my shoulder. “Oh! He’s by your mom. Let’s go meet him.”

      She grabbed me by the hand, tugging me along. There was a group around my mom, but instead of it being men, it was mostly women, which was unusual. My mom hated being around other women because she said they were all jealous of her. I think she just didn’t like competition.

      “See. He’s already luring in all the cougars,” Jodi said with a laugh. “And your mom is front and center.”

      As we got closer, I could see a man with dark hair standing next to my mom. The crowd parted and I literally stopped in my tracks. He was – oh lord – the most gorgeous man I’d ever seen in my life. Tall. Dark headed. Tanned skin from being in the sun. He wore his khaki colored deputy sheriff uniform and even had shades on. So. Sexy.

      Mom tittered as we got closer and said, “Deputy, you are simply a delight. Where has the sheriff been keeping you?”

      The deputy smiled. “Thank you, ma’am.”

      Mom noticed me and said, “Oh! Here’s my daughter, the one I was telling you about. You’ll have to be sure to tell her what you told me about New York City.”

      My mom had been on a rampage lately, trying to tell me how I was wasting my time even considering moving to New York after I graduated.

      I smiled through gritted teeth. “Nice to meet you. I’m Paige.”

      “Hi Paige. I’m Austin.”

      He held out his hand and I shook it, jumping at the jolt I felt when we touched. When he let my hand go, I rubbed my palm on the side of my shorts, as if to get rid of that feeling. Mom turned her attention back to him, so Jodi and I walked off.

      A bit later Austin ended up at my side and touched my arm, startling me.

      “Hey Paige.”

      I can neither confirm nor deny if I had a few drinks by this point, but I let out a small hiccup.

      “Deputy Austin. To what do I owe this pleasure?”

      He laughed. “You’re not driving tonight are you?”

      “Nope. Jodi is my D.D.”

      “Good.” He took a sip of his beer. “How’s your day going?”

      I spread my hand, making a sweeping gesture. “Can’t beat a day like this.”

      He smiled down at me. “No, you most certainly cannot.”

      Jodi came up at this moment and said, “Y’all are too cute right now. Let me take your picture.”

      I grinned up at Austin. “Act like I’m saying something funny.”

      He let out a laugh at the same time Jodi said, “Got it! Thanks!”

      She chased after some kids we went to high school with, but I felt my phone buzz in my pocket.

      “That’s your D.D?” He chuckled. “You might need to find a backup.”

      I was feeling more sober at this point and nodded in agreement. We strolled around and ended up at a bench away from the commotion. I sat, fanning myself. The heat of the day was starting to get to me.

      “Your mom mentioned you’re a sophomore in college. That’s pretty impressive.” He paused. “So that makes you – what – twenty?”

      “Actually, I’m eighteen. I’ve been taking a fast track at school so I can graduate early.” I smiled. “Just trying to get out of this town.”

      “And go to New York?”

      “Yeah.” I made a face. “I know she doesn’t think it’s a good idea, but she doesn’t understand it, not really.”

      “So, tell me about it.”

      I spent the next hour talking his ear off, but he didn’t act bored, not even once. Instead, he surprised me by asking tons of questions. I’d never felt so at ease talking to someone of the opposite sex, either, even when he put his arm around the bench and leaned in toward me.

      Mom found us a bit later and said the party was moving to our house. She surprised me by suggesting I should ride with Austin, so he didn’t get lost. As we walked toward the parking lot, another gorgeous man joined us. This man made me feel small, like he could scoop me up and eat me if he wanted. And I kind of wanted him to.

      “Paige, this is my friend Rhys.”

      I smiled. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Picking them kind of young, aren’t you?” Rhys asked Austin.

      Austin had scowled, making Rhys laugh.

      “Don’t worry. Your secret is safe with me. See you at the pool party.”

      He took off toward a black Jeep while Austin opened the passenger door of his truck.

      “Sorry about him. He likes to run his mouth without thinking.”

      “Have you known him very long?”

      He smiled, as if remembering. “Yeah. We go way back. He’s actually the one who told me about the job here.”

      I gave him the directions to my mom’s house, and we talked the entire drive over.

      “What do you like to do for fun around here,” he asked me.

      I shrugged. “I’m probably not the one to ask about that. I’ve spent the last few years studying every moment I can.”

      “Do you ever go to the movies?”

      I nodded. “Sure.”

      “Maybe we can catch one sometime?”

      My cheeks felt warm, but I nodded. “I’d like that.”

      We arrived at the house and Austin parked behind my mom’s car. Loud music blared from the backyard. Austin got out and opened my door. When he took my hand, I couldn’t help but smile. And then Rhys walked up, pushing his way between us, throwing his arms over our shoulders.

      “Hope there’s booze here.”

      I snorted. “You clearly haven’t met my mother.”

      I led them to the backyard and then went upstairs to change. While I was in my room, I looked at the text from Jodi.

      

      Jodi: OMG! I’m dying. You two look like a couple!

      Jodi: <<pic>>

      

      I stared at the picture, feeling all sorts of emotions, but mostly turned on. The way he was looking at me… Gah!

      

      Me: Are you coming over to swim?

      Jodi: Hell yeah. I’ll be there in a bit. Why?

      Me: I’m thinking about wearing IT.

      Jodi: Shut up! You have to!

      

      I glanced at my closet, as if I could see my hidden bikini through the doors.

      

      Me: I’m doing it!

      Jodi: Yes!

      

      I put my phone on my nightstand and went to the closet. Reaching to the top, I pulled down the little sack with my bikini in it. I’d bought it after Jodi had dared me. I mean, I knew I wouldn’t wear it, but this way I didn’t have to listen to Jodi gloat that I was a coward. But now I was glad that I had it.

      I hopped in the shower and quickly shaved my legs, jumped out, pulling my hair into a high ponytail. When I put the little black bikini on, it was like I had an out of body experience. The cool material clung to my curves, making my nipples so hard that they were noticeable at a glance. Dang! I looked freaking hot!

      I put my wrap on and went downstairs. Jodi was waiting, with a huge grin on her face.

      “Dang, how fast did you drive to get here?”

      She laughed. “Don’t ask. Do you have it on?”

      I nodded and she let out a squeal.

      “This is going to be awesome. I can’t wait to see what the sexy deputy does when he sees you in it.”

      “What makes you think this has anything to do with him?”

      She poked my side. “Because I know you, Paige.”

      Shaking my head, I went outside. I did a quick look around but didn’t see Austin.

      Jodi noticed, too, and said, “Maybe he’s in the pool house changing. You should go look. Get some alone time with him.”

      But I was too scared to do that, so I made sure my mom wasn’t looking and dropped the wrap, diving into the pool. Jodi jumped in, too, cannonball style, splashing me in the process. That’s when I noticed Rhys, staring at me. There was a hungry look in his eyes that sent jolts of pleasure straight to my core. I swear, I felt his gaze traveling across my body.

      Feeling bold, I floated on my back, going past where he stood. We made eye contact as he lifted his phone, snapping a picture. I should have said something, but I didn’t. And then he adjusted himself. I pressed my legs together, wishing I could touch him, too.

      He squatted at the edge of the pool and I could see that he was hard. “You’re trouble, aren’t you, princess?”

      His rumbly voice made me even wetter, if that was possible.

      I blinked innocently at him. “Not me.”

      Austin came out of the pool house at that moment and saw Rhys and I talking.

      “Rhys. Let’s get a drink, man.”

      I swam backward, feeling dismissed. But then Austin glanced over his shoulder at me, giving me a look that set my blood on fire. A look I hadn’t forgotten.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15

          

        

      

    

    
      “Do you remember that day?”

      I nod, shoving the past back where it belongs. “Of course, I do. How could I not?”

      “When I asked you what there was to do around town, I was hoping we could go on a date.” He sighs. “But then I got scared.”

      “Scared?”

      “When I came out of the pool house and saw you looking up at Rhys it hit me how young you were. And then I felt like a creep for even thinking of asking you out. I’ve gone back and forth since then on whether I should ask you out or not.”

      Wow. Jodi was right all along.

      “Rhys said when you pulled over my mom that you thought it was me. I’m assuming you didn’t feel gross about it then?”

      I hope not, at least.

      He lets out a small laugh. “No, I didn’t. But it felt like a huge sign from the universe when I walked up to the car and saw her and not you.”

      “So… what? Are you trying to say you’ve wanted to date me the entire time and not my mom?”

      “Yes. That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

      I know my mouth is hanging open.

      “Damn,” a voice from above us says, dragging out the word to at least six syllables. “That’s some fucked up shit, deputy.”

      We both look up to find Darren peering down. He doesn’t look a bit sorry for eavesdropping, either.

      Austin replies, “No one asked what you thought.”

      A thin chill hangs on the edge of his words, but Darren simply laughs.

      “You’re right, but that doesn’t make it any less fucked up. You’ve lusted after her since she was how old?” At Austin’s look, Darren goes on, “Just trying to determine how much of a sicko you are.”

      Austin spits out. “She was eighteen when we met.”

      “Just barely, I’m sure. How old were you? Thirty-five?”

      “Not that I owe you an explanation, but I was thirty-three when we met.”

      This is honestly news to me. Maybe it’s because he’s outside a lot, but I thought he was closer to forty, even back then. In some way, it makes me feel less guilty about the inappropriate thoughts I’ve had about him in the past. That means he’s only thirty-five now and only fifteen years older than me.

      Darren makes a sound. “Not horrible, but the fact that you asked her mom out because you were scared makes you a grade-A creep.”

      A vein pops out in Austin’s neck. I’ve only seen him angry once and the same thing happened then. He stands and is about to say something when the front door opens, and Rhys comes in.

      He glances from Austin back to me. “Everything okay in here?”

      Austin replies, “It’s fine. Ready for me to take over watch?”

      Rhys nods. “Yeah. My arm is starting to ache.”

      He hands Austin his shotgun and Austin goes outside, slamming the door behind him.

      Rhys asks, “Did I miss something?”

      Darren snorts from the loft. “Only the deputy telling his almost-step-daughter that he has the hots for her.”

      My cheeks feel warm, but I don’t deny it. Well, everything except for the step-daughter bit. I really don’t think Austin would have been dumb enough to marry my mom once he got to know her.

      “Ah. I wondered if he was going to talk to you or just let it go. What did you say?”

      I shift. “I didn’t really say anything, other than it was odd that if he liked me that he still asked out my mom.”

      Rhys shakes his head. “Don’t think I didn’t point that out to him several times.”

      “I just don’t know what he’s wanting me to say.”

      Rhys replies, “I think you do know, though. He wants to know if he has a shot.”

      Darren chooses this moment to climb down.

      “Hell, if he has a shot then I want a shot.”

      Rhys says, “You met her a few days ago.”

      “So?”

      “So, you don’t even know her.”

      Darren shrugs. “I know enough. She’s obviously a saint or an angel to deal with you and the deputy.”

      I grin at that. “They’re not that bad, Darren.”

      “All I’m saying is if you’re taking applications for a boyfriend, then you know where my loft is.”

      Rhys says, “Jesus. I didn’t think things could get any stranger.”

      Darren winks and goes to the kitchen. Rhys sits next to me, rubbing his head.

      “This has been a fucking day.”

      I reply, “Tell me about it. The world is ending and somehow I have more date offers than I did my entire life.”

      This makes him laugh. “I find that hard to believe. I’m sure the boys were chasing after you, especially at college.”

      “If they did, they never made it known.”

      Rhys leans over, kissing the top of my head. “Or the deputy sheriff put the boys in town on notice and they were too scared to make a move on you.”

      “It all goes back to Austin, doesn’t it?”

      “Pretty much. That’s what I was trying to tell you the other day.”

      “I still don’t know what I’m supposed to do with that information.”

      Rhys leans in. “You remember what you told me the other night? About you, me, and Austin?”

      My entire body warms. “What about it?”

      “I think you know what you want, you’re just too scared to ask.” He gets closer. “And you never know what the answer will be.”

      “Are you saying you’ve done something like that before? With Austin?”

      He shrugs. “It’s not for me to say.”

      I stand. “I need some air.”

      Because this is a lot to process and I’m suddenly very hot.

      I go out the backdoor, to the deck that overlooks the pond. The frogs are singing to each other and would normally soothe me. Not tonight. Nope. Instead, I go back and forth between wanting to tell Rhys to stop pushing me toward Austin and wanting to find out what he means.

      “It can’t be that bad.”

      I jump and Austin steadies me.

      “Crap! I didn’t see you there.”

      “I can tell.” He looks at me. “You were a million miles away. Want to talk about it?”

      I let out a sigh. “You and Rhys are giving me a headache.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “You tell me you’ve liked me all along while Rhys is saying-” I shake my head. “You know what, never mind.”

      “Oh, now you’ve got to tell me what Rhys said.”

      I meet his gaze and I’m shocked to see raw hunger in the depths. Look – I’ve always been a sucker for his hazel eyes, which is why I tell him exactly what’s on my mind.

      “You want to know? Fine. While Rhys and I were screwing the other night, I told him I used to masturbate to the thought of being taken by you and him at the same time.” I move closer. “He suggested telling you this because I might be surprised at your response. But I don’t think you’re going to do a damn thing about it.”

      Austin is still for a moment and then he pulls me flush against his body, kissing me like I’ve never been kissed before. Parting my lips, I raise myself to meet his kiss. And when he groans, I feel it straight in my core.

      He’s the first to pull away, lips swollen and looking slightly dazed.

      “Is that all you’ve got, officer?”

      His eyes glint. “You should run to your room, Paige, because I’m only going to give you ten seconds before I come after you.”

      And suddenly I feel as if I’ve become the prey, about to be devoured.
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      My eyes widen and I take off without a second thought. When I pass Rhys in the living room, he stands.

      “You told him?” He whistles. “Holy shit, princess. I didn’t think you had it in you.”

      I don’t reply but climb the steps two at a time. I’m almost to the top when the backdoor slams. Blood roars in my ears as I reach my room. I go inside and kick the door shut. But it doesn’t close.

      When I look over my shoulder, I find Austin standing there, barely even winded. And Rhys is behind him with a wicked grin on his face. I take a step back and they come into the room. Rhys closes the door.

      “What are you doing?” My voice sounds husky to my own ears.

      Austin moves toward me. “You know exactly what we’re doing.”

      My pulse pounds in my neck, but also in my core. I’ve never been this aroused before and it’s kind of scaring me how much I want both of them. Rhys moves behind me, brushing my hair aside as he kisses my neck, sending jolts of pleasure across my body. His beard rubs against my sensitive flesh. My nipples harden and I let out a soft moan.

      He says, “You’re in control, princess. Whatever you want to happen will.”

      I swallow loudly and nod. He continues to kiss my neck, his teeth grazing my skin every once in a while. Austin stands in the same spot, not moving. In this moment, I know Rhys is right. I’m in control. And tonight, I want to act on something I’ve fantasized about for far too long.

      I say, “I like this, but I’d like it more if Austin was over here, too.”

      Austin smiles and I feel another rush of desire. He moves slowly toward me. Rhys pulls my hair, to the point that my skin prickles. Austin presses flush against me, his hardness rubbing against my stomach. He leans in, kissing a path from my jaw down to my neck. I sigh softly, leaning against Rhys.

      He says in my ear, “Tell us what you need, princess.”

      I tilt my head, kissing Rhys. “I’d like someone to play with my breasts.”

      Austin lets out a groan and drops to his knees. His hands slip under my shirt, fingertips icy, but palms fiery hot. When he cups my breasts, I’m the one who makes a sound of pleasure. Rhys unhooks my bra and then resumes kissing my neck while Austin rubs and palms my breasts.

      I say, “I want to take my shirt off.”

      Both men freeze while I pull my shirt over my head, tossing it to the ground, my bra right behind it. I kick off my shoes and unbutton my shorts. Rhys puts his hands over mine when I start to take my panties off.

      “Let me do that.”

      Rhys slowly lowers them down my legs, kissing a path on my skin. Austin looks up at me before covering my nipple with his mouth. I cry out when Rhys nips my back and then moves lower, to my butt. My body is on overload as Austin sucks my breasts, his hot mouth making me come undone, and Rhys licking me in places I’ve never been licked before. When Rhys slips a finger into my folds, I cry out, shattering.

      Rhys stands, his cock pressing into my back. “You told me your fantasy, princess. Do you want to make it a reality?”

      Austin stands, too, his cock even harder than before.

      “Yes.”

      Both sigh, as if relieved by my answer.

      I let out a nervous laugh. “I’m not sure of the mechanics, though.”

      Austin kisses me slowly. “Don’t worry. We’ll show you. Make you feel so fucking good.”

      Rhys pull away from me, going to the bathroom. He comes back with a box of condoms and a tube of lube.

      My lips twitch. “Do this often?”

      He shakes his head. “Nope, but ever since you told me your fantasy, I knew I wanted to be prepared just in case.”

      That’s actually really sweet.

      He says, “Austin is going to get on the bed and you’re going to ride him until you’re comfortable. Then, I’m going to take that sweet ass of yours.”

      I flush all over but can’t deny the surge of wetness between my legs.

      Austin kisses me and pulls me to the bed. He undresses and I get to see his toned body up close for the first time. And his cock… oh my. He might be bigger than Rhys, though I would never point it out. He puts on a condom and gets on the bed. Moving over him, I kiss him. His hand moves between my legs, rubbing my clit until I’m rocking against him.

      Using his chest to brace myself, I raise and then lower onto his cock. His tormented groan is a heady invitation and I ride him. We grind against each other, matching his urgency with my own lusty, unsated needs. When he flicks my clit, I cry out, shattering.

      Rhys asks, “Do you still want both of us at the same time?”

      I glance over my shoulder to find him nude, stroking himself. I nod once and he grabs a condom while I ride Austin. Rhys squirts lube on his finger and rubs it on my ass, slipping his finger inside. I moan at the contact.

      His hands grip my hips. “Lean forward while you ride Austin.”

      I do as he says. Austin cups my breasts, fondling my nipples until I’m panting. My body is hypersensitive from my orgasm and I’m not sure how long I’m going to last before coming again. The head of Rhys’ cock brushes my opening. Slowly, he fills me. There’s pain at first, but Austin rubs my clit until I feel like I’m burning from pleasure.

      “You good, princess?”

      I nod. Together, the three of us find our rhythm until I’m screaming out their names. I’ve never felt this full before and it’s the best damn thing I’ve ever experienced in my life.

      “God. I’m so close,” I moan, tilting my head back.

      Rhys captures my lips, kissing me. “You’re so fucking tight.”

      Austin says, “Come for us, Paige.”

      The look in his eyes is enough to make me come, and I scream out as my body pulsates around their cocks. They don’t stop thrusting, and I hold onto Austin’s chest as they seek their own release. Rhys comes first, which sets me off again. And then Austin shatters, yelling out my name.

      We fall against each other, Rhys crushing me against Austin. My body is still humming when Rhys pulls out of me. Austin does the same a moment later, kissing me.

      “We didn’t hurt you, did we?”

      I shake my head, suddenly so tired that I can barely keep my eyes open. One of them cleans me off with a cool rag, but all I can do is lie there with my eyes closed.

      “Sleep, princess.”

      I nod, letting myself drift into a world where I’m safe, all thanks to them.
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      The next morning, I wake up sandwiched between Rhys and Austin. It’s kind of surreal. I mean, I’ve lusted after both of these men for years and last night we had sex in every way imaginable. This must be what it feels like to sleep with a celebrity crush or something.

      “I love seeing you smile like that, princess.”

      I grin at Rhys. “It’s hard to stop smiling, to be honest.”

      “How are you feeling?”

      “Physically or mentally?”

      “Both.”

      I reply, “Physically I feel like I had the most amazing sex of my life. Mentally I feel at peace.”

      It’s hard to explain, but it’s true. I know the world is ending, but in this moment I am happy.

      Austin stirs next to me. “Good morning.”

      I smile at him. “Morning.”

      Rhys says, “We were just talking about how Paige feels.”

      “Oh?”

      “I feel good, to be honest.”

      Austin’s entire face lights up as he smiles. “Me too.”

      I moisten my lips. I’ve been thinking about something since last night and now seems like the perfect time to bring it up before it becomes an issue.

      “So, where do we go from here? Like, am I dating you both? Is that too weird for you?”

      Rhys replies, “Does it feel weird to you?”

      “Not really.”

      That’s the strange part. You’d think I would feel a little strange, but it feels right being with both of them.

      Rhys says, “The world as we know it has ended. I say, as long as we’re all happy then we’re good.”

      Austin adds, “I agree. I just want you to be happy, Paige. If that means sharing you with Rhys, then I’ll do it.”

      “I believe I’m the one sharing her with you, fucker. We were dating first.”

      I laugh at that and say, “Then let’s not make it complicated. I like both of you and I like what we did last night. All of it.” My cheeks feel heated as I go on, “I’d also like to have one on one moments with each of you.”

      Austin leans over, kissing me. “I’d like that, too.”

      Rhys nods. “I’m down.”

      I’m about to suggest we have a little fun when Darren bursts into the room, eyes wild.

      Rhys throws the sheets over me, covering my nakedness. “Fuck. Don’t you know how to knock?”

      “We’ve got bigger fish to fry! The Army is moving in.”

      Austin asks, “Where?”

      Darren goes to the window, throwing the curtains open. “In our fucking backyard.”

      Rhys and Austin spring from the bed, reaching for their clothes.

      “Fuck,” Rhys spits out. “How long have they been there?”

      “They just rolled in. Heard the fence breaking. I’m surprised you didn’t hear it.”

      Austin finishes buckling his pants and says to me, “Get dressed.”

      He leaves and Rhys and Darren follow. I slip from the bed, going to the window. Darren wasn’t kidding – the yard is covered with military vehicles and tents. There are even a few fires burning. Rhys storms toward one of the men, poking his finger into the man’s chest. Judging by the way the man’s head bobs back and forth, he doesn’t like what Rhys is saying. Another uniformed man joins the conversation, making sure his gun is on full display.

      My stomach knots. I grab my clothes from the floor and dress. By the time I get downstairs I can hear yelling.

      “You have no fucking right to be on my land!”

      Darren and Austin stand next to Rhys, but the uniformed man has way more people standing behind him. And they’re all holding their guns as if ready to fight.

      “Sir, as I said before, we have authority to take jurisdiction where needed. You can either work with us or we’ll remove you from the property.”

      “Fucking try and see what happens.” Rhys jabs his finger toward the fence. “When you leave you can fix that, too. I don’t want the biters to be able to waltz right in here.”

      The man laughs. “We’ll fix the fence, but we’re not leaving. And we can handle the Dead.”

      Austin says to Rhys, “Let’s go inside.”

      Rhys’ fists clench at his side and his jaw is so taut that I’m worried he’s going to break a tooth.

      Darren falls in step next to me. “I’ve got a bad feeling about this. Why are they here instead of in Little Rock?”

      He has a thoughtful look in his eyes.

      “What are you thinking?”

      “I think they’re deserters.”

      I glance over my shoulder, noticing some of them don’t have uniforms on and some of the vehicles have boxes on top, like they’ve brought personal items.

      We get inside and Rhys slams the door shut.

      “Un-fucking-believable. Who in the hell do they think they are?”

      Austin says, “I’m going to listen to the scanners. See if anyone else is dealing with this.”

      Darren clears his throat. “I know this ain’t what you want to hear, but I think we should pack up and find somewhere else to go. Those men have gone AWOL. There’s no telling what they’ll do if they figure out we have supplies.”

      Austin and Rhys look at each other, having a silent conversation.

      Finally, Rhys says, “We’ll give it a few weeks. If they aren’t gone by then, we’ll talk about leaving.”
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      Two months later, Rhys slams his hands on the tabletop.

      “I think we’re jumping without looking. You’ve heard the fucking reports. The biters are everywhere. We’re safe. We haven’t even had to deal with the Dead here.”

      Darren surprises me by standing. “No, we’re not safe, Rhys. Look what those fuckers did to Paige.” He points at my bruised cheek that aches when I move my mouth. “Don’t you get it? They could have raped her if we hadn’t walked up on them.”

      I shudder and Rhys flinches, but doesn’t deny what Darren says. I mean, how can he? Darren is right – if they hadn’t walked up-

      Austin, who is sitting next to me, adds, “They’re getting too bold. We can’t even go outside anymore. I know this place means a lot to you, Rhys, but we have to make sure Paige is safe. That’s our number one goal.”

      Darren nods. “I’ve seen them peering in the windows at night. They’re running out of food out there and it’s only a matter of time before they push their way inside. If that happens, we’re as good as dead.”

      Rhys looks down, gripping the edge of the table so hard that his knuckles turn white.

      I clear my throat. “I know you love this house, Rhys, but they’re right. We need to leave.”

      My jaw aches and I resist cupping it. I don’t want to make him feel worse right now.

      He looks up, defeat in his eyes. “Fine. Where do we want to go?”

      Austin says, “The big cities are overrun and it’s spreading. If we can find something in this area, we might be safe.”

      Darren shakes his head. “I vote we go south, to Louisiana. To the ocean. The Dead can’t get us if we’re on a boat.”

      “That won’t work,” Austin replies.

      “Why not? Is it because it’s my idea? Am I too stupid to figure this out?”

      Austin stands. “Calm down, man. It won’t work because we don’t have enough gas for the truck and I’m betting the gas stations around here are dried up.”

      “Oh. Didn’t think about that.”

      Rhys asks, “Austin, don’t you have a buddy with a house in Rogers?”

      “That’s three hours away. It’s too far, too. I do know someone with a place in Big Fork, though.”

      I say, “When do we want to leave?”

      Rhys sighs. “Early in the morning. If the biters are as bad as the radio is saying then it would be crazy to leave tonight, when we won’t be able to see.”

      Darren says, “We need to pack up without drawing attention. Can you move the truck next to the side door?”

      Austin nods. “I’ll need help. We can put it in neutral and push it.”

      Austin grabs the keys and goes outside, Rhys on his heels. I rub my temples. This day has been too much to handle. We were supposed to be safe here. What in the heck happened?

      Darren sits in Austin’s vacated seat.

      “You doing alright?”

      I smile a little, but it feels forced. “Ask me later.”

      “Look, it was only a matter of time before those fuckers tried something. They’re cowards and left their units. There was no way we could’ve ever trusted them.”

      But, for a time, we had trusted them. We’d even gotten along with them. Until they showed their true colors.

      “I just wish we could stay here. Rhys is right. This house is safe. I’m scared we won’t be able to find another place like it.”

      He lets out a small laugh. “I think you’re wrong, Paige. As long as we have each other, we’ll be fine.”

      Since meeting him, Darren has really opened up. I always knew he was a good guy, but now Austin and Rhys see it.

      I bump my shoulder against his. “Thanks.”

      “For what?”

      “For being you.”

      “That’s the first time I’ve heard that.” He nudges my shoulder back. “And thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “For giving me a chance. You could have told me to fuck off when Austin let me out of the cell. But you didn’t. No one’s ever taken a chance on me before.”

      “It’s their loss.”

      He glances at me. “You might not feel that way as time goes on.”

      “Guess we’ll have to wait and see.”

      “Guess so.”

      Austin and Rhys come back at that moment.

      Rhys says, “We moved the truck. We need to pack up and put the supplies by the door. We’ll load everything in the morning right before we leave.”

      Darren nods. “I’ll sleep down here. Make sure they don’t get any ideas.”

      

      The next few hours are spent determining what’s important and what we can live without.

      Austin lets out a frustrated sigh. “We can’t leave the ammo.”

      Darren counters, “We can’t leave the fuckin’ food, either. It’s a death wish if we do.”

      Rhys says, “I agree with Darren on this one. Plus, I don’t want to leave any food behind for these fuckers.”

      “How much will fit in the truck if I sit in the front with Austin and Rhys?”

      All three look at me, as if this idea never dawned on them.

      Austin nods. “It’ll be cramped, but that’ll definitely open up more space.”

      Rhys asks me, “Did you pick out any books to bring?”

      “It seems selfish to bring books when we’re sitting here trying to figure out if we need food or protection.”

      He says, “Pick two. There’s enough room for that.”

      I nod and go upstairs. I’ve already packed my clothes, getting rid of things I don’t need, but tucked the photo of Austin and I into my bag. I just couldn’t bring myself to get rid of it. There’s also a notebook in the bag. I keep thinking about what Jodi said, about me writing a story about Rhys, Austin, and myself. Now, I think I want to write what’s happening to us now, like a diary.

      Crossing the room, I go to the bookshelf and look the books over. It’s hard to pick just two, but I finally settle on my favorite romance novel and a childhood favorite. It might sound silly but having something that brought me joy when I was a child comforts me now.

      There’s a knock on the door and Rhys comes in.

      “You okay,” he asks as he wraps his arms around me.

      I nod. “I think so.”

      He spins me so I’m facing him. “I haven’t told you this, but I’m glad you’re here with me. There’s no one else I would rather be with.”

      “Me, too.”

      He kisses me, slowly. When he pulls away, he asks, “You’d tell me if you didn’t want this, right?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I know our relationship is happening at a bad time and everything feels like it’s moving fast. I just don’t want you to feel like you have to be with me.”

      Wrapping my arms around his neck, I say, “How many times do I have to tell you that I want to be with you before you’ll believe me? I know we got together at a bad time, but I think it would have happened sooner or later.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Yeah. Probably when I came home to visit. We’d run into each other at my mom’s holiday party. You’d follow me to my room, like you did that one night, but instead of teasing me about a photo you found, we would have sex.”

      He pulls me closer. “I like the way you think, princess.”

      “I mean it. I’ve always thought you were hot. We would’ve ended up hooking up sooner or later.”

      He grins. “I like hearing that.”

      I wiggle my eyebrows. “Want to have a little fun before we have to leave?”

      He groans. “Fuck yeah.”

      I push him back, onto the bed. “I think I want one on one time with you this time.”

      Reaching out, I unzip his pants, tugging them down his toned legs. His cock tents in his boxers and I grin.

      “I think he’s happy to see me.”

      When I cup him, Rhys moans. I rub and toy with him until he’s thrusting against my hand. That’s when I free his cock, taking him deep into my mouth. I lick and suck until he’s crying out my name. When he comes, I swallow every drop.

      Rhys kisses me and says, “My turn.”

      He pulls me on the bed, pulling my shorts off. I’m wet from sucking him off, which is no surprise. He gives me a wicked look right before he licks right between my legs.

      “Ah, that feels so good,” I pant.

      He’s a freaking god at this and licks and nibbles until I’m thrusting against him. When he sucks on my clit, I scream out his name as I come.

      “One of these days we’re going to try this six-nine style.”

      I nod, pulling him up for a kiss. When our tongues touch, I can taste myself on him. We continue to make out until his cock is hard again.

      I say, “Let’s get Austin.”

      He winks. “As you wish.”

      He opens the door, calling down for Austin. I undress and grab some condoms. Might as well enjoy the last night in the house, right?
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      The next morning Austin kisses me awake. I grumble, still half asleep.

      “I know it’s early, but if you want a shower you need to get up now.”

      My eyes open and I find him fully dressed, hair still damp. The shower runs from the bathroom. I peck Austin on the mouth before going to the bathroom. Rhys is in the shower, washing his hair, when I step in.

      He grins. “Now this is a sight I could get used to.”

      “Thought we might save water this way.”

      He pulls me against his slick body, kissing me. “Good morning, princess.”

      While I’d rather drop to my knees and suck him off, I know our time here is short, so I let him wash my hair while I shave my legs. He laughs at me, but I shrug.

      “Who knows when I’ll be able to do this again. I hope you like hairy legs.”

      He kisses me before saying, “As long as it’s your hairy legs rubbing against me and not Darren or Austin, I’m good with it.”

      We get out of the shower, toweling off. Back in the bedroom, I glance out the window. The sky is still dark, but there are hints of dawn. Rhys hands me my shirt and I pull it over my head. I don’t want to leave here, but the men outside have left us with no choice. Grabbing my bag, I walk out of the room.

      When we get downstairs, Austin and Darren are already loading the truck.

      “Did any of them wake up?” Rhys asks.

      Darren replies, “Nah. They were drinking last night. I’m sure they’re sleeping like babies.”

      Rhys nods and looks around, as if he’s trying to etch the cabin in his memory. I wrap my arms around him.

      “We’re doing the right thing.”

      “I hope so.”

      Suddenly, I remember we told Jodi we were coming to the cabin.

      “Crap! We can’t leave. What if Jodi comes?”

      Rhys says, “It’s been almost three months since we left.”

      “So?”

      His voice is low as he says, “I think there’s a chance she’s not coming.”

      My stomach twists. “I don’t believe that.”

      “Paige, we don’t know what’s happened to her since we’ve left. Maybe she found her mom.”

      Or maybe she’s dead. The words hang between us.

      He says, “Write her a letter. It’s not much, but if she does show up then at least she’ll know where we went.”

      I grab my bag from the floor, pulling out my notebook. Rhys gives me the address to the house we’re going to while I tear a page from my notebook. My hands shake as I write.

      

      Jodi,

      We had to leave because it wasn’t safe here anymore. We’re going to head to Big Fork. Austin has a friend with a house there. Please, come and find us, since you’ve made it this far. I love you so much and miss you.

      Love, Paige

      

      I jot down the address at the bottom and fold the page in half.

      My hands shake. “Where should I put it?”

      Rhys asks, “Where would she look for it?”

      I run upstairs and grab a book that Jodi loves. Downstairs, I slip the letter inside and place the book by the fireplace.

      “Hopefully if someone comes in after us, they won’t mess with the book.”

      “I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

      But we both know it might not be, especially if the men outside come in and trash the house looking for supplies.

      He takes me by the hand. “Let’s go, princess.”

      We go outside and I climb into the truck, sitting between Rhys and Austin. Darren is crammed in the backseat, supplies around him, but it looks like he and Austin were able to pack everything they wanted. We leave the cabin behind and I have an urge to get out of the truck and run back. I don’t want to leave.

      When we drive through Hot Springs, I’m shocked. Half of the town has burned since we were here last. There are deserted cars everywhere and signs of violence. But, that’s not the worst part. The Dead roam everywhere. It’s more frightening than I thought. Seeing one is scary. Seeing more than you can count is terrifying.

      “Holy shit,” Rhys breathes out.

      Darren rolls down the window. “Fuck. Can you smell that?”

      The scent of death assaults my nostrils and my stomach roils in protest.

      “Roll it up,” I beg.

      He does, gagging a little.

      Austin says, “Paige, don’t look ahead.”

      Of course, I look.

      There’s been a car crash at some point. A woman hangs through the windshield, but she’s not dead. Well, not in the sense that used to describe someone who died. She’s not alive, I’ll put it like that. Her arms move as if she’s reaching for something, but the windshield holds her in place.

      But, that’s not the worst part. She wasn’t traveling alone. In front of the vehicle is a car seat that was ejected. The infant didn’t survive, either, and is now one of the monsters.

      “Oh god,” I breathe out. “We have to stop.”

      “Paige, there are too many of them. If we stop-”

      “We can’t leave it! Not like this.”

      Austin nods once and comes to a stop next to the car.

      “I’ll do it,” Rhys says.

      “No, I will. You take care of the mother.”

      He looks at me and then hands me a knife. When we get out of the truck, the woman turns her milky white gaze on us. Rhys goes to her and I go to the infant. It reaches for me, with its grey hands and I shudder. It’s wearing a pink dress, which breaks my heart. This poor baby girl didn’t deserve to end up like this.

      I open the knife and kneel at the same time the baby opens its mouth, letting out the most unnatural wail I’ve heard in my life.

      “Kill it, Paige! The sound is drawing the attention of more biters!” Austin whispers from the truck.

      Blinking back tears, I push the blade through the temple of the baby. Unlike when I took down my mom, there’s little resistance as the knife slides in. The baby lets out a groan and is silent.

      Rhys comes to my side. “Come on, princess. We’ve got to go!”

      I let him lead me back to the truck. Seeing the town like this after three months scares me. What in the hell are we going to find when we leave?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            20

          

        

      

    

    
      Jodi,

      If you’ve found this, then you’ll know we made it to Big Fork. I loved it here so much, but we have to leave. Austin’s friends… well, they took off with half our supplies. They left us a letter saying they were going to Georgia, if they could make it. Austin just couldn’t believe that they did that to us. At least they left the truck, but only because they couldn’t hotwire it.

      We’re going to head north, to Russellville. I’m putting the address at the bottom of this note. I miss you, Jodi.

      Love, Paige

      

      Jodi,

      We’re moving again. Russellville is overrun with the Dead. We almost didn’t make it back while searching for supplies. All of the stores around here are empty, too, which makes our encounter with the biters even worse. Thank god Rhys had enough bullets to get us out of there. We managed to find gas, though, so we’re going to Rogers. Rhys knows someone there. Hopefully it works out better than last time. Please come. I’ll be waiting for you.

      Love, Paige

      

      Jodi,

      It’s strange leaving these notes for you. I know the guys don’t understand it, either. I see it in their eyes every time I leave one. They think you’re never going find them. Maybe they’re right. But I’m not going to stop. If you’re reading this, know there will always be one, wherever we are. And, Darren is under strict orders to leave one if something happens to me. I tried to ask Austin and Rhys, but they wouldn’t listen to me. It’s something I think we all have to consider now – our own demise.

      You don’t know Darren, but he’s… Jodi, he’s amazing. He’s different than Austin and Rhys. We suit each other and he doesn’t mind sharing me with Austin and Rhys. I can’t wait to catch you up on everything that’s happened. You won’t believe some of my stories with them.

      Sometimes I think about the little stories that I used to scribble down. You know – the dirty ones. Girl, I had no idea what sex could be like back then. But these three men have shown me how good it can be. And how safe I can feel with them.

      That being said, we’re moving on again. There’s a gang hanging around Rogers that is very territorial. Said we had to join them or die. Reminded me of something from an old Mad Max movie. We are obviously choosing to get the heck out of here. Maybe Eureka Springs will be less dangerous. Please be careful out there.

      Love, Paige

      

      Jodi,

      If you find this, you’ll see the blood staining the walls. We didn’t have a choice, Jodi. I didn’t have a choice. I never thought I’d say I killed a living person. But I had to.

      Please, come to Branson, Missouri. We’ll be waiting.

      -Paige.

      

      Jodi,

      Today we met another group while scavenging at an old resort in Branson. It was crazy – the resort looked like the old west and they rode up on horses. They are so nice, and I think we’re going to fit in with them. I had a moment where I cried, though. One of the women looked like you. God, I pray that you’re safe. And that you haven’t had to experience the horrors that we have.

      Please, if you find this, come a little further. We’ll be waiting in Springfield, at their house.

      Love, Paige

      

      Jodi,

      Everyone in the other group is dead. A horde of biters broke through our fence.

      We almost didn’t make it out.

      It’s not safe here anymore.

      We’re going to Joplin.

      -Paige

      

      Jodi,

      When did I become used to killing? Not just the Dead, either. I have my knife in my belt, ready to go at all times. I wonder what would have happened to me if I had made it to New York before this all started. Would I have died right away? Would I have found my way back home?

      Home.

      Such a small word. It used to mean something. Now, it’s a place to sleep where the Dead won’t attack you and the Living can’t find you. Our home in Joplin burned down last night. We don’t know if it was because of the storm that came through or if it was another group in the area marking their territory. All I know is we’re leaving Missouri and all the heartache we’ve found here.

      We’re going to try my cousin’s house in Pittsburg, Kansas. See if they’re still around.

      -Paige

      

      Jodi,

      My cousin is dead, but her house is intact. Her neighborhood turned itself into a small, gated community that welcomed us with open arms – or so we thought.

      Can no one be trusted?

      Men. Women. Children. It doesn’t matter. Everyone we meet is jaded. Hard. Dangerous.

      If you make it to Pittsburg, run. Don’t eat anything here, either. They poisoned the food, Jodi, and fed it to us. I think their plan was to eat us, too. How has the world come to this – where people would hurt others on purpose?

      We’re going to Wichita. I can’t even ask that you follow us anymore. It’s not fair. But I’ll leave a letter if we have to move on.

      -Paige

      

      Jodi,

      We met a man in Wichita who says it’s been nearly three years since the outbreak began.

      It feels longer.

      It feels less.

      It feels like there was never anything else other than this.

      Somehow, through it all, me, Rhys, Austin, and Darren have managed to stick together. I wish you were here. I miss you so much. Is it fair to even tell you that? I have no idea if you’re out there, all alone, or if you’ve found someone to share this new world with.

      As you can guess, we’re leaving Wichita. There are no supplies left and it’s becoming dangerous to scavenge. We’re going to Medford, Oklahoma. There’s a rumored community there, welcoming survivors in. I hope it’s there, Jodi, because I’m so tired of running.

      Please, come.

      -Paige.

      

      Jodi,

      Medford was heaven on earth until the devil himself arrived. We made it out, but I’m not sure how much longer we’re going to last. We’re starving here, Jodi. Darren saw a kitten roaming the streets today and tried to catch it, so we could eat. We haven’t had food in days.

      The kitten got away.

      How did it come to this - that I would be angry that a poor kitten got away, leaving me hungry?

      We’re leaving. Darren knew someone once who lived in Kingfisher. Maybe they’re still there?

      -Paige

      

      Jodi,

      What did we do to deserve this? Not you and I personally, but the world, in general. Rhys says it’s because we ignored the earth’s warnings. That this is a way to balance things. Darren swears the birds were trying to tell us. And Austin – Austin is obsessed with moving on.

      I just don’t know.

      I thought we had finally found a home. We were safe for so fucking long. And then one day, we weren’t.

      All I want is to help people. There has to be others out there who are kind, looking for likeminded souls. Right?

      We’re going to a little town called Mustang. I’m not holding my breath that we’ll find anything there, but what will it hurt to go?

      Things can’t get any worse.

      Can they?

      Love you always, Paige
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      The truck groans as it comes to a stop. Austin hits the steering wheel, as if that will do any good. We’ve been lucky it’s lasted us this long, but I think we all know this is it.

      “Fuck! Come on!”

      I’m in the backseat with Darren. He’s so bony that it hurts to lean against him, but I’m so cold that I’ll take any form of warmth that I can get. It seems winter is going to come early this year.

      Rhys says, “We knew it was going to happen sooner or later.”

      It’s a good truck, but it wasn’t meant to drive through zombies, getting guts and flesh stuck in the grill and engine. And now gasoline is hard to come by, especially gas that hasn’t been tampered with. So yeah, we’re lucky it lasted us this long.

      I ask, “Did we make it to Mustang?”

      Before the outbreak, the drive from Kingfisher to Mustang was just shy of an hour according to Rhys. Now, we’ve been on the road for days, trying to get to the small town that Rhys visited once. We don’t even have a purpose to travel anymore. Kingfisher was overrun, so we left. Simple. If Mustang is overrun, we’ll leave, too.

      Austin replies, “Barely.”

      The sun is getting low in the sky, so I say, “We need to find a place to sleep.”

      I can’t bear to sleep another night in the truck, without heat.

      Rhys points on the map. “The bar I was talking about is here, less than two miles away. Is everyone up for the walk?”

      No.

      We’re not.

      But we all nod and get out of the truck. Our supplies have dwindled down to a bag each and a few weapons. We don’t even have enough ammo to shoot our guns, so they’re more to intimidate others with. Luckily, we’ve become creative in killing the Dead. It’s the living that we have to worry about.

      Darren grabs my bag, throwing it over his thin shoulders.

      “Darren, you don’t have to-”

      He gives me a weak smile. “I want to, baby.”

      We fall in line behind Rhys and Austin. The roads here are overgrown and crumble beneath our feet. It makes walking in the dark dangerous. One wrong step and we break an ankle.

      Darren says, “We might get lucky here with all this growth. The deer in this area might be thick.”

      My mouth waters at the thought of eating actual meat that’s not from a rat or squirrel.

      A biter groans somewhere that we can’t see, but we all pull our knives, ready to strike. It stumbles from the woods near us, sniffing the air. We aren’t the only ones who have changed over time. The Dead have grown slower, making them less deadly if there’s just one or two. It’s also harder to tell the gender of what the biter was before it turned. Their scent, unfortunately, has gotten worse.

      This one has skin missing from the left side of its body, as if it’s scraped against something. It moves toward us, hands outstretched. Before, this would terrify me. Now, I raise my knife and strike it through the temple. My knife slides in with ease, making a squishing sound. The biter falls to the ground and I remove my knife, cleaning it on the grass.

      Rhys gives me a slight smile and says, “Only a bit further to go.”

      We walk until my feet ache. I’m about to tell them I can’t go on when the sky opens, and rain pours down on us. It’s cold and feels like needles pricking my skin. Thunder booms and the wind howls.

      Darren yells over the wind. “We need to find shelter!”

      Austin points and leads the way to an unknown destination. My teeth chatter as I follow. At one point, I slip on some mud and fall to my knees. What if this is how I die? Not by the Dead, but because I’m too cold to go on? Rhys comes to my side, scooping me into his arms. He’s tired, too, and shouldn’t carry me. The look on his face stops me from voicing this thought. Instead, I lean my head against his chest, trying to get warm.

      We reach a massive chain-link fence and walk around until we find the gate. The Dead roam freely around here, so we hurry inside. Darren and Austin close the gates just as the biters notice us. They hit the fence and gates, trying to get in. We’ve been in a scenario like this before, only the fences didn’t hold. Blessedly, this one does.

      The rain lets up and I see an immense structure looming ahead.

      Rhys asks Austin, “Should we risk it?”

      The storm picks up and hail begins to fall from the sky making our decision for us. If we stay out here, we’ll die.

      We reach the front doors of the building and Rhys puts me down. They’re unlocked, which makes me worried we’re walking into some sort of trap.

      “Is anyone here?” Austin calls out as we enter. He’s holding the only gun with bullets.

      The building groans as the storm rages on, but other than that we don’t hear anything, living or dead.

      Darren goes to the reception desk, picking up a piece of paper. “Looks like this place is an old National Guard facility. I’m surprised there ain’t no one here.”

      Rhys snorts. “Loyalty to our country died the minute the biters outnumbered us.”

      Darren glares, but doesn’t respond. How can he, after everything we’ve seen these past few years?

      Austin asks, “Where would the food be?”

      “In the kitchen,” Darren replies in a dry tone.

      He drops our bags to the ground and takes off. We follow, hands on our weapons, just in case. We pass a wall stained with blood. Obviously, there were people here at one time. Darren leads us through two sets of doors and to a kitchen. The shelves are empty and my eyes water. Of course, there’s no food left.

      Darren goes into another room, rummaging.

      I ask, “Is there any food?”

      Darren comes out, can in hand. “I think we might’ve got lucky this time.”

      He’s said that at the last three places we’ve been to, but I pray he’s right this time.

      Rhys asks, “It hasn’t been tampered with, has it?”

      We all learned that lesson the hard way and my stomach cramps, as if remembering.

      “Not that I can tell.” Darren opens it with his knife, dipping his finger in and scooping some beans into his mouth. “Tastes like cold beans to me.”

      He takes another scoop before passing it to me. My stomach rumbles and I shovel some into to my mouth.

      “God,” I moan. “This is delicious.”

      I eat another bite before handing the can to Austin. His eyes close as he eats and then gives the can to Rhys. Rhys give me a weak smile as he finishes the beans.

      “Was there anything else,” Rhys asks.

      Darren says, “There’s a few more cans. We might look around tomorrow and see what we can find.”

      Austin shakes his head. “No, we should keep moving and head west. It’s not safe here. We don’t know who might be coming back.”

      He’s been obsessed with going west for months now. I don’t know what he thinks he’s going to find out there, but I just can’t deal with it. Not right now.

      Rhys says, “We’re all exhausted, Austin. If we leave tonight, we’re putting ourselves in danger.”

      I ask Darren, “Where would the beds be?”

      “This way.”

      Austin curses, but follows us from the kitchen. Darren takes us to a room filled with bunks and cots. Some are missing bedding, but most are intact. I go to the nearest and fall onto it. My bones literally ache. I can’t remember the last time I’ve lain on a real mattress, even a shitty one. Rhys goes to the one next to me, laying down with a groan.

      “Fuck,” he whispers. “This feels so good.”

      Darren goes to the bunk on the other side of me. His snores fill the room a moment later. I don’t know how he’s able to fall asleep so fast after all this time.

      Austin stands in the doorway, arms crossed. He wants to argue about us staying here, but I’m not sure I can handle another fight. Each one that we have makes me love him a little less.

      I say, “Austin, it’s just one night.”

      With a sigh, he gets in to a bed.

      I know it’s not what he wants to do, but we’re exhausted. If he were to push the issue, I don’t know if I would follow him. Not this time. Not after all the bad decisions he’s made that’s affected us all.
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      Darren wakes me with a kiss the next morning. Sunlight filters in the room and I cringe as I look around. Mold grows on one of the walls and there’s blood on another. Most of the bunks have only god knows what smeared on them. I cringe. I’m fairly certain it’s feces.

      “It’s a good thing we found this place at night,” I say, “I’m not sure I would’ve pushed so hard to sleep here.”

      Darren laughs. “It’s a mess, but it can be fixed. Plus, you’ll feel better about it when I show you what I’ve found.”

      Standing, I stretch away the stiffness in my body and follow Darren from the room. He takes me to the kitchen where Austin and Rhys stand, huge grins on their faces.

      “Princess, I think this might be our new home.”

      Rhys steps aside and I see the counter, filled with canned foods. But, that’s not the best part. There’s also a bowl with eggs.

      “Where did you find these?” I ask, picking up an egg.

      Darren says, “Found them while I was looking around. Guessing there’s some wild hens in the area.” Darren goes to the stove. “It gets better.” He turns the knob and flames rise on the burner. “Stove works. So do the sinks and showers. Rhys even got the toilets to flush.”

      “You mean we can take an actual shower?”

      My eyes water at the thought of bathing. I can’t even remember the last time I’ve been able to do more than just wipe off, or, a whore’s bath, as Darren calls them.

      Rhys nods. “Still working on the hot water heater, but hopefully by the end of the day you can. And then we can work on the heaters.”

      I turn to Austin. “Aren’t you glad we came here?”

      He makes a face. “It’s a nice stopping point. Once we get a new vehicle, we’re out of here.”

      The room goes silent. Why can’t he see that no one wants to go west?

      He says, “I’m going to see if there’s any plates in the mess hall.”

      Darren calls after him, “Don’t try to fancy it up. It’s just a cafeteria.”

      When he’s gone, Rhys leans against the counter, rubbing his forehead. “I love that man to death, but he needs to give this place a chance.”

      I say, “I thought you wanted to go west, too.”

      “I just want you to be safe, Paige. And this place seems pretty secure to me.”

      Darren grunts. “I agree. There’s a pond out there and it looks like someone had a garden at one time or another.”

      I can’t imagine being in a place long enough to have a garden.

      “Are we sure no one lives here?”

      Darren and Rhys exchange looks.

      “What?”

      Darren answers, “We found a room on the second floor. Looks like they all drank drain cleaner together.”

      I feel sick. “How many of them?”

      “Six. On the plus side, I don’t think we’ll have to deal with anyone coming here, trying to take this place back.”

      Rhys shakes his head. “Not sure if that’s reassuring or not.”

      I ask, needing to change the subject, “So what’s our plan for the day?”

      “We need to look around and make sure the fence doesn’t have any weak spots. I’m going to work on the plumbing and see if I can get the showers draining.”

      I say, “I’m going to look around.”

      “Make sure you have your knife.”

      I tap my belt. “Always do.”

      

      I explore the building from top to bottom. There’s a locked door on the second floor that I pry open with my knife. Inside, I find more canned goods as well as some cleaning supplies. Judging by the set-up, it looks like there were two families living here. One upstairs, one downstairs. When I come to the room where they committed suicide, I stop in the doorway. The bodies have been removed, but the scent of death is hard to miss.

      Darren finds me standing there.

      He wraps his arms around me. “You okay?”

      “Just wondering what pushed them to this point?”

      “Could’ve been a lot of things that led to this.”

      I think it’s the unknown factor that scares me the most. Were they sick? Was someone after them? Had someone been bitten? Were they just tired of living?

      Darren says, “Lunch is ready.”

      “I’m not hungry.”

      I guess it’s something that happens when you don’t get meals on a regular basis – you’re just not that hungry.

      He says, “Rhys will come up here and spoon feed you if you don’t get your butt down to the kitchen.”

      That makes me laugh, because I know he’s not kidding. We go downstairs and I tell him about the room I found.

      “Good deal, babe. We can use all the canned food we can find.”

      “Did you have any luck?”

      He replies, “The fence is good. Found some old army tanks that don’t run. There’s also a shop that’s full of car parts. Not sure if the military did it or the people who lived here before us.”

      We enter the kitchen. Rhys is at the stove, stirring a pot. My stomach rumbles as I get a whiff of the most heavenly scent ever.

      “What is that delicious smell?”

      “Nothing special. Just a bunch of cans dumped in together to make a soup.”

      I stand next to him at the stove, “Rhys, this is fucking wonderful. Don’t you dare say anything else!”

      He laughs. “You just haven’t had a decent meal in a while.”

      I lift the spoon from the pot and take a small bite. “Oh god, this is amazing.”

      “Haven’t heard you moan like that in a while.”

      I jab his side. “Maybe your dick game just isn’t as strong as it used to be.”

      He tilts his head, laughing louder than I’ve heard him laugh in a very long time. I give him a quick hug.

      “What’s that for?”

      “I’m happy you’re happy.”

      He hugs me back. “Me, too, princess. Me, too.”

      I say, “I’m going to find Austin so we can all eat together.”

      He nods and I leave, smiling. I run into Austin in the hallway. He has a bag in hand.

      “What’s in there?”

      “Found some clothes that might fit everyone.” He looks down at his shirt, which has holes in it. “Can’t be any worse than what I have on.”

      “I wish we could wash them.”

      I’ve done a lot of things since the outbreak began, but, for some reason, the thought of wearing clothes belonging to the people who died here creeps me out.

      Austin replies, “I found some detergent.”

      Darren joins us and says, “That’ll go great with the washboard I found out by the pond. Guessing that’s where they were doing laundry.” He smiles. “There’s even a clothesline out there.”

      I frown. “Too bad it’s so cold out.”

      Darren says, “The cold won’t hurt anything. My grandma used to say cold weather was the best weather to hang clothes in. Said it left them nice and stiff.”

      I wish I could have met his grandma. Over the years, his stories about her have given me strength and made me feel closer to him.

      I say, “After we eat, we can go wash the clothes.”

      We enter the kitchen. Rhys is dishing up the soup in four metal bowls. For the first time in longer than I can remember, we sit on the floor, eating together. There’s no threat of the biters getting us, nor do we worry that someone around us might turn on us. It’s strange, in a way, to do something so normal.

      When we’re done, Darren and I go outside. I shiver, as the coat I’m wearing is too thin for this weather. But it’s all I have. As we get closer to the pond, I see the clothesline.

      I say, “I can’t believe we lucked out with this place.”

      Darren nods. “I know. Seems too good to be true after everything we’ve been through.”

      We grab the clothes from the baskets and wash them. I’m sure this might be enjoyable in the spring and summer when the weather is decent, but it’s hell dipping my hands into the cold water repeatedly. Finally, we finish.

      “Dang, I was going to suggest washing the linen on the beds, but I’m not sure I can stand to put my hands back in the water.”

      Darren grins. “Might be nice to sleep on clean bedding, especially if Rhys gets the showers going.”

      I groan. “Darn it. You’re right.”

      We head back to the building to gather the bedding. Austin is outside, looking at the tanks. He doesn’t even seem to notice us approaching.

      Darren says, “He’s hoping he can get one working.”

      My eyebrow lifts. “What does he think he’s going to do with a tank?”

      “Plow his way west.” He makes a face.

      “I really wish he’d drop that idea. We’d be better off here, trying to find other people to help.”

      Darren says, “He’s the type of guy who feels like he needs to save the ones he loves and no one else. Can’t blame him for that. What I can blame him for, though, is not listening to us.”

      He’s right. Austin is the type of person who wants to make sure we’re okay, but not help others. I’ve known that for years. But something’s got to give. Because we can’t keep on this way.
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      By the time Darren and I finish washing the bedding, the sun is starting to set, and the air has grown noticeably colder.

      Darren says, “I think it’s going to snow again tonight.”

      The clouds are heavy, and the wind has increased. It’s funny how we’ve come to listen to mother nature’s weather signals. Before, we would rely on weather forecasts to know what was going to happen. Now, we simply look to the sky.

      “Surely not. It’s too early for winter.”

      Darren shrugs. “I think Oklahoma is known for this type of weather, if I remember correctly.”

      I glance at the clothes hanging on the line.

      “Should we bring the laundry in?”

      “We better. If it rains, we’ll just be making more work for ourselves.”

      We pull down the linen and go inside just as it starts to rain. Darren looks outside, where the rain is bouncing off the ground.

      “Sure is pretty.”

      I wrap my arms around his waist. “I used to like sitting in my window seat in my room and reading when the weather was like this.”

      He kisses the top of my head. “Is that where Rhys got the idea for all the books at the cabin?”

      Out of all the places we’ve lived I miss the cabin the most. I wish so much that things had worked out differently for us there.

      I nod. “Yeah. It was such a surprise when he showed me.”

      “Don’t make me sound soft,” Rhys says with a grin, walking up to us.

      Darren replies, “Secret is out, man. We all know you’re a big old softie.”

      Rhys laughs. “I guess I can live with that.” He looks out. “Damn. It’s gotten colder out there.”

      I say, “Darren thinks it’s going to snow.”

      “I hope not. I was hoping to explore the area tomorrow.”

      Darren says, “Me too.”

      We head to the cafeteria and they discuss what their goals are for the next day.

      “We need a vehicle, first and foremost,” Rhys says.

      Darren shakes his head. “We need food. If it snows, we might get lucky and see a deer.”

      I throw the last blanket over an empty table to dry. “I hope we find both.”

      They grin at me, agreeing.

      When we’re finished, Rhys says, “I want to show you something.” He adds, “Both of you.”

      We follow him to a closed door near the bedroom. He opens it and I’m reminded of the locker room at my high school. The beige tiles look freshly washed, but the scent of mildew lingers in the air. Rhys leads us past the benches and lockers to another room filled with showers and toilets.

      He goes to the first shower and turns it on. The pipes groan and sputter before water sprays out. And then steam fills the room.

      I rush over, putting my hand under the water. “Oh my god! I can’t believe you got it working.”

      “Was there ever any doubt?”

      Darren snorts. “Don’t make us answer that.”

      Rhys laughs and pulls his shirt over his head.

      “What are you doing?”

      “We have running water and clean clothes. I’m going to take a shower.” He unbuckles his pants, sliding them down his thin legs and tosses them to the side. When he steps under the spray, he lets out a long groan. “Fuck. This is amazing.”

      Darren gives me a huge grin before doing the same. He turns the water on two spaces over and gets his hair wet.

      “Too bad there’s not shampoo,” I say with a frown.

      Because I really want to take a freaking shower, but it won’t do any good if I can’t clean myself.

      Rhys glances over his shoulder. “There is.”

      He holds up a bottle and my eyes water. I undress as fast as I can and go to the shower between the two of them. When the water is warm, I step under the showerhead, wetting my hair. Dirt and only-god-knows goes down the drain in a brown swirl. I stand there, letting the water run over me, until the water in the drain is clear.

      Rhys squirts shampoo into his hand before handing me the bottle. I pour a generous amount into my palm, getting a whiff of something floral and maybe even something fruity. At this point, I really don’t care what it smells like. I just want to wash my hair and body. I lather my hair up, rinsing and repeating until it feels clean. Darren hands me a washcloth that we washed earlier today, and I squirt soap on it. I scrub away the thin layer of grime until my skin is pink and glows. It’s kind of crazy how used I’ve gotten to being dirty.

      Darren lets out a groan. “Never thought I’d be this happy to wash my balls.”

      “Same,” Rhys says with a grin.

      I glance over at him. He’s lost so much weight, as we all have, but my heart still flutters when I look at him.

      “What?”

      I smile up at him. “Just admiring how handsome you are.”

      He leans over, kissing me.

      “Hey,” Darren says. “Am I chopped liver or what?”

      I laugh. “You’re a hunk, too.”

      He comes over, kissing me. When he presses against me, I’m surprised to find he’s hard. I voice my thought and he grins.

      He says against my lips, “Can you blame me? You look beautiful right now.”

      I kiss him back, wrapping my arms around his neck.

      Rhys says, “I’ll give you two some alone time.”

      I pull back and reply, “Get your butt over here, Rhys.”

      Finding a system that works with the three of them has taken some trial and error, especially with Darren, who didn’t like the idea of sharing me at first. Said it felt like I was cheating on him. But now we all have an understanding.

      Rhys goes behind me, kissing my neck. “You taste so good,” he whispers.

      Darren nips my lip and then drops to his knees. It imitated me at first that he liked oral sex so much. Now, I’m like hell yeah! His kisses a path down my stomach to my leg. Goosebumps rise on my skin when his five o’clock shadow brushes against my inner thigh. He lifts my leg over his shoulder, and I lean against Rhys for support. Rhys nuzzles my neck and cups my breasts, toying with them.

      When Darren’s hot breath hits my skin, I moan. He gives me a sinful look before kissing me down there. Soon, I’m thrusting against his skilled tongue. When I shatter, I cry out Darren’s name, but my pleasure is far from over. Rhys spins me so I’m facing him. There’s hunger in his eyes that I haven’t seen in a very long time. He lifts me, turning so my back is against the wall. I wrap my legs around his waist, kissing him. When he enters me, we both moan.

      Water rains down on us as he thrusts slowly into me.

      I kiss him again and say, “I’ve missed this so much.”

      “Me too, princess. Me too.”

      His pace increases until the sounds of our bodies meeting fills the room. Darren works his cock in his hand, watching us with lust filled eyes. When I shatter, he does, too, shooting his semen on the tiled floor. Rhys lets out a groan, coming, too.

      When he pulls out, our juices run down my leg. It’s risky letting him come inside of me. But I haven’t had a mensuration cycle in years, probably due to lack of nutrients. He kisses me and I melt all over again. I’m not going to lie – if I were to get pregnant, I’m not sure I would mind. Not if we have a safe place to live, and not when I think about a baby with his eyes and smile.

      I shake my head. Those kinds of thoughts are dangerous.

      Rhys says, “We better turn off the water.”

      Darren turns off the knobs and hands me a towel. We all pad back to the bedroom and go through the clothes Austin found earlier. It’s cold as hell in here, but it’s still better than being outside.

      Austin enters the room, eyebrow raised. “Looks like I missed out.”

      Rhys replies, “More than you know.”

      Darren snorts at that and Austin shakes his head.

      “I’m going to shower.”

      I pick out an oversized t-shirt and slip it over my head. My teeth chatter as I climb into bed.

      “I don’t remember it being this cold last night.”

      “You had more clothes on,” Rhys points out as he pushes his cot against mine, making the single bed a double.

      Darren pushes his cot on the other side and adds, “I have a solution. Sit tight.”

      He comes back a few minutes later, pillowcase in hand. The material stretches as if there’s something heavy inside. He reaches in, pulling out a brick.

      “Uh. Thanks?”

      “Shit, that’s hot.” He drops the brick on his cot. “Pull back your blanket.”

      I do as he says, and he puts the brick at the foot of the bed. Heat licks at my feet, warming me even more when I pull the blanket up to my chin.

      “This is genius, Darren.”

      His cheeks darken in a blush. “It’s not that special.”

      Rhys says, “I agree with Paige. I can feel the heat coming off her blanket.”

      “My grandma used potatoes when I was little. Might be something to aim for in the spring.”

      Austin chooses that moment to return, towel tied at his waist. I’m not going to lie – he looks damn good. But then he has to open his mouth.

      “We won’t be here in the spring. We’ll be out west, where it’s warm year-round.” He pauses. “In fact, I want to leave as soon as we get a vehicle. Maybe even a couple of days from now.”

      The room goes silent, but if Austin notices, he doesn’t let on.

      Darren hands Rhys a brick before putting one on his bed. He climbs in, moving closer to me. Rhys does the same and I feel my eyes growing heavy.

      I know I need to talk to Austin, but for now I just want to sleep in this clean bed. In clean clothes. Next to my clean boyfriends.
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      The next morning, I wake up feeling happier than I have in a long time. After I dress, I go to the kitchen where Rhys is making scrambled eggs.

      “Too bad we don’t have bread or bacon,” I say.

      He groans. “Don’t say the b-words around me.”

      “Fine. Too bad we don’t have potatoes.”

      He puts his hands to his chest. “You’re killing me, princess.”

      “Where are Darren and Austin?”

      He scoops a serving of eggs into my bowl and replies, “Darren is looking around the property some more. Austin found a map in one of the rooms and is making plans.”

      My stomach drops. “Plans?”

      He gives me a look. “You know how he is. He won’t be happy until we’re dipping our toes into the Pacific Ocean.”

      “He doesn’t even know if it’s safe there! For all we know, that might be where the outbreak began!” I huff. “Which room is he in?”

      Rhys shakes his head. “It’s on the other side of the building. Why?”

      As if he needs to ask.

      “I’m tired of Austin not listening to us.”

      He smiles, but it looks forced. “Paige, he’s trying his best.”

      “Is he? Can you really say that since we’ve found this place?”

      His expression becomes neutral. “We still haven’t explored the area.”

      “You sound just like him.” I eat my eggs and put the empty bowl on the counter. “I’m going to at least tell him what I think.”

      He nods. “I’ll be in here when you’re done. Maybe we can explore the area a little.”

      That gives me hope that he just might be on my side.

      I leave the kitchen, looking for Austin, and find him in what looks to be an old office. He’s leaning over a desk, studying a map.

      I tap on the door. “You busy?”

      He motions me in. “Just looking at different routes to take when we leave here.”

      Guess we’re diving right in.

      “Austin, I’m not sure I want to leave.”

      He sighs. Loudly. “We’ve been through this a-”

      I shake my head. “No. You’ve been over this a million times, Austin. I haven’t been on board with this plan in a long time.”

      He looks up. “What changed?”

      “I don’t know. Everything. Nothing at all.” I say, “I just don’t understand what you think you’re going to find out there. We’ve seen enough as it is.”

      We’ve seen too much.

      “That’s not a good enough reason to stay, Paige.”

      “Austin, what are you so scared about? Because you’re not even listening to what we’re all trying to tell you!”

      He can’t even look me in the eyes. “I’m scared that I won’t be able to keep you safe.”

      “Austin-”

      “Don’t say it’s not true. Paige, you’ve almost died six times since the outbreak began. Each and every one of those times is because I couldn’t keep you safe.”

      “We’ve all had close encounters. That’s just how things are now.”

      He stands. “I can’t protect you! Not when you won’t let me!”

      I stand, too, taking his hands into mine. “Austin, it’s not up to you to protect me. We’re in this together. The only thing we can do is live.”

      “That’s not good enough.”

      I don’t want to say this, not when he’s down, but he needs to hear it.

      “I’m tired of moving from place to place. If you insist on going west after we find a car, I won’t go with you.”

      His mouth falls open, but he doesn’t say anything.

      “I love you, Austin, but I mean it. I’m not going.”

      I leave and run into Rhys in the hallway. He was clearly listening to us but doesn’t look a bit ashamed.

      He pulls me in for a hug. “He needs to hear that, princess. Don’t feel bad.”

      I say, “I need some air.”

      Because it feels like the walls are closing in on me.

      Rhys says, “There’s something I want to show you. Darren found it.”

      We go outside, hand in hand. It’s gotten a little warmer, but the sky still looks heavy, like it might rain.

      Darren joins us. “You show her yet?”

      “Just about to.”

      I say, “Now I’m intrigued.”

      Rhys replies, “We think it might be why the dead haven’t gotten inside.”

      We reach the gate and Rhys leads me to a stairway that I didn’t notice before. When we get to the top, I can see the surrounding area for miles.

      “This is amazing. What is this?”

      Rhys says, “It’s a guard post. That’s not the best part. Look.”

      He points down. Below us, there are wooden posts with sharp ends, pointing outward in front of the fence. There’s also extra barbwire that’s been added at some point.

      Rhys says, “The spikes go all around. Whoever did this put a lot of work into making this place safe.”

      I sigh softly. “This just proves that we should stay here. Did you find anything else useful today, Darren?”

      He nods. “Saw some deer in a field at the other end of the property. Wasn’t able to get my gun out in time.” He peers down at me. “Maybe tomorrow I’ll get lucky and see the deer again.”

      “Gosh, I hope so.”

      Rhys says, “I want to explore beyond the gate.”

      “I want to come.”

      He smiles. “Let’s see if we can find a bigger coat for you and some empty bags.”

      That’s where he and Austin have always differed – he lets me be a part of the process while Austin tries to parent me. We go inside and I find a coat that’s two sizes too big for me. Darren says he doesn’t need one and Rhys finds one that fits him perfectly.

      At the front door I pause, looking over my shoulder.

      “Want to see if Austin wants to come?” Rhys asks.

      I do. But I don’t.

      “Go where?” Austin questions, coming up to us.

      Rhys replies, “We’re going to look around the area. Darren saw a deer earlier. Maybe we’ll get lucky.”

      Austin starts to open his mouth, but I give him a look.

      “Don’t come if all you’re going to do is talk about leaving Oklahoma.”

      Austin dips his head once and goes outside.

      Rhys throws his arm over my shoulder. “Good job, princess.”

      I roll my eyes but can’t help but to smile.

      

      We search the area, finding a few supplies. Nothing that will help us tremendously, though. Our most useful find is ammo and a rifle. I try not to think of how we found it next to a headless corpse.

      We’re about to head back when Darren spots a used car dealership.

      Austin makes a face. “We’re not going to find anything there.”

      Darren shrugs. “Worth a shot.”

      He leads the way to the fenced in lot. Dust and debris cover most of the vehicles, which is kind of reassuring in a way. The chances of running into other people here are slim.

      Rhys figures out the key system and we begin opening doors and trying to start the vehicles.

      About an hour into this, Austin lets out a loud sigh.

      “This is useless. If any of these vehicles worked, they would be long gone.”

      I glance up. “When did you become such a Debbie-downer?”

      He glares and doesn’t reply. I go to the next car and get in. We all knew it was a long shot finding a vehicle. On the upside, if we don’t have a car then Austin can’t talk about going west. On the downside, no vehicle means we’re stuck here, which might not be a good thing in the long run.

      I find the key ring that matches the number on the dash and turn the starter. The car sputters, which is more than any of the other vehicles have done.

      Darren has me pop the hood and says, “Try it again.”

      I do and the car starts. The guys let out cheers.

      Austin opens the passenger door and says, “Let’s get this baby home.”

      I want to point out that he just referred to the center as home, but I don’t want to start another argument. Darren and Rhys get into the backseat and I pull out of the lot. We’re almost home when the first snowflake falls. And then the fucking car dies right in front of the gates. We’re able to push it inside without drawing the attention of the Dead, but Austin’s mood has gone to shit.

      He kicks gravel at the car and says, “We’re going to get this piece of shit working and then get the hell out of here.”

      Rhys replies, “Austin, go take a walk. Cool off.” When he’s gone, he says to Darren, “Think there are any parts in that garage?”

      “Hard to say. I’m not the best with cars, but we can mess around under the hood and see what we come up with.”

      I pull my coat tighter around me. “We might have to wait. It’s coming down good now.”

      Darren looks up and a snowflake lands on his cheek. “Ain’t never seen it snow like this so early. Maybe we got it wrong. Maybe it’s closer to December.”

      I shake my head. “It can’t be. The trees still had leaves until a few weeks ago.”

      Rhys says, “Well, there’s nothing we can do about it now. Let’s push the car closer to the center and then call it a night.”

      

      By the time we get inside, my hands are numb, and my clothes are soaked. The snow turned into rain and then back to snow. We all stand over the stove in the kitchen, warming ourselves.

      Austin says, “I wish there was a way to safely start a fire in here.”

      My skin prickles. We’ve seen what indoor fires can do. People die. Houses burn.

      “It’s not worth the risk.”

      Darren says, “I’ll grab extra bricks.”

      We settle in as the wind howls and the snow turns to sleet because sometimes all you can do is say fuck it and go to sleep.
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      The next morning, we wake up to find the ground covered in snow. It’s beautifully untouched and the sun reflects off it, making the ground sparkle like diamonds.

      Austin says, “I’m going to look at the map again.”

      He’s been acting weird since we found the car and I don’t want to think about what his mood means.

      Darren kisses me on the cheek. “I’m going to take a look outside. See if I see any tracks.”

      Rhys is still sleeping, so I go to the kitchen to see how many supplies we have left. I’m organizing the canned food when Darren rushes in, grabbing the rifle on the table.

      “Is the deer back?”

      “No. There’s a truck pulling up!” He calls out, “Rhys! Austin! Get out here, now!”

      My stomach drops and I stand, pulling my boots on. Rhys and Austin come to the kitchen.

      “We’ve got company out there.”

      They grab their guns, too. It worries me that they take unloaded guns. I understand the purpose, but what if the other side actually has more ammo than us?

      “Stay in here, princess. We’ll let you know when it’s safe.”

      They leave without a backward glance. I grit my teeth together and grab a pistol, too. They’re nuts if they think I’m just going to hang around here, waiting. I put my coat on and go outside. My breath makes puffs of fog when I exhale. Snow covers the ground, but already shows signs of melting, but the clouds in the sky look heavy, as if we might get more by the end of the day.

      Austin and Darren stand on the ledges on either side of the gate, guns zeroed in on the vehicle outside of the gate. Rhys slips through the hidden door in the fence.

      I hold my breath, waiting.

      “What business do you have here?”

      A door opens and gravel crunches. “Name’s Elijah.”

      “I don’t give a god damn shit what your name is. What I want to know is what you’re doing here.”

      The man, Elijah, says, “We’re from the City. Ran into some trouble there.”

      I want to get closer, to look out, but I’m scared. Our history with other groups hasn’t been the best. What if this is some kind of trap? But my curiosity gets the best of me, and I move so I can look out. A man with dark hair stands next to an old truck. Inside, there are five other men. All look exhausted, something I can relate to.

      Rhys replies, “Don’t care. You need to answer my question before my guys take you down.”

      “We’re looking for supplies and help.”

      Rhys answers, “I’m going to give you a three-count. After that, my guys are going to start firing.”

      I bite the inside of my cheek. He shouldn’t threaten them. Not when we can’t back up our talk!

      Another man gets from the truck. “You need to calm the fuck down.”

      Rhys says in a low tone, “Do I now?”

      I let out a loud sigh. Rhys is going to get us all killed!

      “For the love of god, Rhys, stop being a dick!”

      Rhys glances over his shoulder. “Thought I told you to stay inside?”

      I slip through the gate and Rhys’ jaw tics.

      “God damn it, Paige! What in the fuck are you doing?”

      He doesn’t even realize he’s just said my name in front of these strangers, something we all agreed not to do a very long time ago. Names hold power and not everyone needs that kind of power over a woman.

      I ignore him and ask Elijah, “What kind of trouble?”

      “A group followed my brother from Vinita. Been threatening us.” He swallows. “And now they have my woman.”

      The anguish swimming in his eyes makes me want to weep.

      “That doesn’t sound good at all.”

      Elijah replies in a flat tone, “It’s not.”

      Rhys let out a snort. “You’re not buying this shit, are you? Letting new people in brings nothing but trouble or have you forgotten?”

      I glare. “I remember. But we have to help them.”

      If we don’t-

      Elijah says, “Your dad is right, Paige. Helping us might mean trouble finds its way here.”

      My cheeks are warm. “Oh, he’s not my dad. He’s my boyfriend.”

      Rhys moves so he’s next to me, putting his arm around my shoulder.

      A man with a long, grey beard, gets out of the truck and snorts. “Well, this is awkward.”

      Darren laughs from his post at the fence and my own lips twitch. I like this man right away.

      I say, “Come inside. I don’t want to attract the biters with all this noise we’re making.”

      “Park the truck just inside the gates and don’t try anything funny,” Rhys adds with a glare.

      They get back into their truck as Darren and Austin open the gates. They’re clearly having a heated conversation before the truck moves slowly inside.

      Rhys grabs my arms, spinning me. “What in the fuck are you thinking?”

      I look into his eyes. “Rhys, not everyone out there is bad.”

      “I don’t know how you can even think that after-”

      “Because I don’t know if I can go on if that’s how things are. We can’t be the only good people left.” My voice cracks as I finish speaking.

      I pull away from him and go toward the truck. The men get out, all looking uneasy, as if we’re the ones who can’t be trusted. If what Elijah says is true, then they have as much reason to fear us as we do them.

      Elijah clears his throat. “As I said, I’m Elijah. This is my brother, Dave. That’s Jeff, Harper, Noah, and Grey.”

      Each man nods their head as their name is called. The man with the beard is Grey, which makes me laugh. Is it his last name or simply a nickname?

      Darren and Austin join us.

      Rhys points, “That’s Austin and Darren.”

      Austin nods his head while Darren glares.

      Elijah says, “Nice to meet you.”

      Neither respond and I roll my eyes.

      “Don’t pay any attention to them. They’re just protective over me.”

      Dave replies, “As they should be.”

      “I have to ask, what did you do to the other group?”

      “We were just traveling from Missouri to Oklahoma. They had some sort of system set up in Vinita and set off some explosions. Said if we didn’t turn around, they would kill us.” Dave frowns. “If I’d known they were serious, I would have turned around, but I was trying to find my brother.”

      Unease creeps up my spine. What if it’s the same group we ran into in Missouri? Their warning sounds very similar to the one we were given.

      I ask, “So you didn’t kill any of their people or attack them first?”

      Dave shakes his head. “No, we didn’t.”

      I turn to Rhys, who lets out a groan.

      “I told you, Paige, we can’t help every stray that comes our way.”

      I smile up at him and he lets out a curse before turning to the group.

      “We don’t have much to offer. By the time we got here, all the weapons were gone. There’s a tank you might be able to use, if you can get it started. We haven’t had any luck with it.”

      The men freeze, as if in shock.

      Elijah says, “Anything is better than nothing. Thank you.”

      Harper, who is wearing camo pants, asks, “Mind if we look around? See if there’s anything else we can use?”

      Austin speaks up. “Guessing you’re former military?”

      “What gave it away?”

      Austin replies, “You seem to know your way around the center.”

      He nods. “We’re former Special-Ops. Dave, Noah, Jeff, and I used to be on team.”

      Jeff says, “Hey now. We’re still on a team, just a different one.”

      Their friendship is obvious and makes me smile.

      Elijah asks, “What about you? Is that how you knew to come here?”

      Austin surprises me by saying, “No. We’ve been jumping from house to house for a few years. About the time we settled somewhere, we’d run into trouble. Saw this place and, when we realized the fences were still up, we decided to stay here.”

      “Well, we’re not here to cause you any problems. As I said, we’re trying to take care of our own troubles back home,” Elijah replies, as if trying to ease our fears.

      This man intrigues me. He’s clearly the leader, so how did he come to lose someone so close to him?

      I ask “You mentioned the other group has a woman. How long has she been missing?”

      “A day.”

      Darren makes a sound. “And you’re here instead of looking for her? Guess you must love her a lot.”

      Elijah’s fists ball at his side. “You don’t know a damn thing about me. Believe me, being out here is our only shot at getting her back.”

      I truly believe him. The torment in his eyes backs his story, too.

      “Darren, that was rude.” To Elijah, I say, “I’m sorry about him. His people skills aren’t the best.”

      Rhys snorts. “That’s putting it mildly.”

      I ignore Rhys and say, “The tanks are behind the center. Feel free to see if you can get them to start. But that’s all we have to offer.”

      “Thank you.”

      Austin gives me a look as the others take off. When they’re out of earshot, he says, “I don’t like this.”

      “They needed help.”

      Rhys says, “We’ve been safe here. I think that’s ended today.”

      “We don’t know that.”

      But history does have a way of repeating itself.

      Rhys goes on, “We’ll let them have the tanks, if they can get them going. After that, we’re done helping them.”

      Darren says, “I think they’re decent folk, but I agree – I want them gone.”

      “I’m surprised you don’t want to help more.”

      “Don’t be like that, Paige.” He makes a face. “I’m going to work on the car. See if I can get it started.”

      Rhys takes my hand, bringing it to his lips. “Let’s grab some lunch. No telling how long it’s going to take them.”

      I nod, but I can’t shake the heavy feeling in my stomach. This group is the first one that we’ve ran into in a very long time and they seem decent. I know we haven’t had better luck in the past, but this time might be different. And that has to mean something. Right?
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      An hour or so later there’s a loud sound outside. Rhys looks at me from across the table and stands.

      “There’s no fucking way!”

      We go outside, meeting Austin at the door.

      “Did they really get one started?”

      I reply, “They got something working out there.”

      We go around the building where the younger man, Noah, is sitting proudly atop one of the tanks. He has grease on his face and is smiling hugely.

      I clap my hands as we get closer. “Oh gosh! You got it working!”

      Dave grins. “Noah is a wizard with vehicles.”

      Austin shoots Rhys a look before asking, “Can he take a look at our car?”

      Noah kills the engine and climbs out, beaming. “Damn, I’ve missed the sound of a tank.”

      Harper shakes his head. “You need a life, kid.”

      Elijah asks, “Noah, can you look at their car for them? See if you can get it started?”

      “Sure thing! Just show me where.”

      I’m surprised at his willingness to help, but lead him around the building, where Darren is working on the car. I notice the others lag behind, as if they can’t trust us. It’s strange, this dance we’re doing.

      Darren leans inside the hood of the car, muttering to himself. Noah goes next to him, looking down.

      “It’s the spark plugs.”

      Darren looks up. “How do you know?”

      “I just do.”

      Austin and I exchange a glance as Darren walks away. A moment later he comes back, part in hand.

      Noah says, “I can do it.” He takes the part and fiddles under the hood. “Okay, give it a start.”

      He closes the hood and stands next to me, waiting. Darren grumbles, but gets in. When he turns the key, the car sputters to life.

      Without thinking, I throw my arms around Noah. “Thank you so much!”

      He has no idea what this means to us.

      Noah’s face turns bright red. “I have a girlfriend.”

      Elijah and I make eye contact and burst out laughing. Soon, everyone, except for Noah, is laughing. I can’t remember the last time I felt so lighthearted.

      Jeff grins. “The kid doesn’t get out much.”

      I reply, “I’m just so glad you all came along. Otherwise, I’m not sure what we would have done.”

      Elijah looks around, probably wondering how we’ve managed to survive. He has no idea, of course, that we’ve only been here a few days.

      He says, “The four of you can always come back with us. We have a community that will be untouchable once we take care of our current situation.”

      I glance at Austin, already knowing what he’ll have to say about it. He’s practically radiating heat.

      Austin shakes his head and my stomach drops.

      He says, “We thank you for the offer, but I think it’s best if we part ways here.”

      “Are you moving on soon?”

      He replies, “Once the weather is better. Thinking of heading out west.”

      That makes me frown and I swallow down a hateful reply. There are many reasons we don’t need to go west. For one, if Jodi is still out there looking for me, she’ll have a hard time going that far, alone. My eyes water at the thought of Jodi. It’s getting harder to see her face when I close my eyes. I remember the obvious details, but when I try to think about little details, it gets blurry. I wish so much that I had grabbed a photo of her when I left my home when the outbreak began.

      Dave interrupts my thoughts by saying, “You aren’t going to find whatever it is you’re looking for. We came all the way from Boston. Nothing is safe anymore.”

      Austin says, “Appreciate your opinion, but, as I said, I think it’s best if we part ways here.”

      I touch his arm. “Maybe we could go and help them?”

      He sighs. “Paige-”

      “If someone took me and you came across new people, I’d expect you to ask them for help. And, if they offered, I’d want you to take it.”

      Austin’s mouth gapes and Rhys stiffens next to him. Darren is the only one who doesn’t look shocked at what I’ve said.

      Austin answers, “We’ll talk about it later.”

      I grit my teeth. Oh, we’ll definitely be talking about this later!

      Elijah says, “We’ve taken up enough of your time. We should leave.”

      “Yeah you should,” Darren mutters.

      Dave asks, “Don’t suppose there’s a trailer we can borrow to haul the tank?”

      Austin shakes his head. “Afraid not.”

      Jeff says, “I’ll drive it back. Might take me a bit, but I’ll get it home without anyone seeing it.”

      Elijah nods. “Good. Let’s go then.” He says to me, “Thank you for your help.”

      I hesitate before asking, “How do we find your place, if I can convince these stubborn men to help?”

      He gives me the directions. It doesn’t sound like it’s very far at all.

      “Do you have a handheld radio?”

      Austin surprises me by nodding. He hasn’t mentioned finding one, which makes me mad. What else hasn’t he told us?

      “Go to channel fifteen. That’s where we usually talk. Just announce yourself when you get within three miles, so our spotters know you’re a friend.”

      Austin turns and walks away, going toward the building. Rhys follows him.

      Jeff tells Elijah and Dave, “If I’m not back in a day, you’ll know something happened. Just know I’ll go down fighting.”

      Dave replies, “Wouldn’t expect anything less from you.”

      Elijah says, “Let’s go. We need to get home and put a plan together.”

      They go back to their truck and Darren and I open the gates for them. Noah looks out the back window and waves at me. Smiling, I wave back. He seems like someone I’d get along with.

      When they’re gone, Darren and I close the gates and go over to Jeff, who’s at the tank.

      He hops down, smiling. “This means so much to us. Thank you.”

      Darren asks, “I have to know, what are you going to use it for?”

      “The other group, the one who has Daisy, well, they have a lot of gun power. Anything will help, but this tank might save us all.”

      “How was the other group able to capture her,” I ask.

      He leans against the tank, frowning. “She went out to talk to them, alone. Thought she could reason with them. When she realized she couldn’t, she offered herself up instead.”

      “Oh wow,” I murmur. “That’s brave.”

      “It is brave, but she didn’t know that those fuckers have no intention of leaving us alone until we’re all dead. Now they’re using her as a pawn.” He pauses. “I probably shouldn’t be telling you this.”

      Darren glances at me before saying, “I don’t know what I would do if someone came after Paige.”

      Jeff replies, “You would do everything in your power to get her back.”

      Darren asks, “What do these creeps look like, in case we run into them?”

      “Ever see those old Mad Max movies? They look like jacked up villains from the 80s.”

      My skin prickles. I’m certain it’s the same group we ran into while we were in Rogers, which is close to the Missouri and Oklahoma state lines.

      Jeff says, “I better get going. It’s going to take a bit to get back home. Thank you again for helping us out.”

      I smile. “Thanks for showing us that there are still good people out there.”

      “We have a whole community of good people. And there’s plenty of space for your group.” He grins. “Just something to keep in mind.”
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      After he’s gone, we close the gates and head back to the center.

      I say, “This proves my point that we don’t have to go west to find safety. And I might have been wrong about helping others. What if we’re the ones who needed to be saved?”

      Darren answers slowly, “It doesn’t sound like they’re safe, though. Not really.”

      “Are you saying you want to go west?”

      He sighs. “I’m just tired, Paige. Of everything.”

      I think we all are. And that’s part of the problem. But we’re never going to solve anything unless we can all sit down and talk about it.

      I reply. “Me, too.”
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      We spend another three weeks at the center before Austin and I get into a huge fucking fight that leaves me so angry I punch a wall.

      “Feel better,” he asks with a smirk.

      My hand is throbbing, but I shove the pain aside. “Fuck you, Austin. I’m not going.”

      He stands. “We’re out of food here, Paige. We can’t survive the winter.”

      “Then let’s go to the place Elijah and his group mentioned.”

      “For the last time. No.”

      Rage boils inside of me, like a volcano about to erupt. “You’re not my goddamn father, Austin, so stop trying to act like it.”

      “Then stop acting like a fucking child.”

      We’ve been fighting for hours. Long enough that Darren and Rhys have left the room.

      I move closer, poking his chest. “You’re the one acting like a spoiled child.”

      His nostrils flare. “I mean it. We’re packing up and leaving tomorrow.”

      “No. We’re not.”

      We’re chest to chest now. In another life, this is when we would have angry sex and he’d rock my world. Now, if he touches me, I’m liable to rip his cock off and shove it down his throat.

      The door slams as Rhys and Austin return from wherever they’ve been hiding. Cowards!

      Rhys says, “You two can stop now. We have something to show you.”

      Austin is the first person to back down, and follows Rhys outside. I follow, too, so hot from being pissed off that I don’t even grab a coat. Outside, there’s an old produce truck parked next to our car.

      “Where did you find this?” Austin asks.

      Darren gets out and tosses a can at Austin.

      “We found it two miles west. You’re not going to believe this.” He opens the back of the truck. “There all good, too.”

      I can’t even move. The back of the truck is full of canned foods. Vegetables. Fruits. But even better, there’s tuna. My mouth waters. I can’t remember the last time I had freaking tuna.

      Rhys puts his arm over my shoulder and says to Austin, “Now we don’t have to leave.”

      Austin counters, “No, it makes even more sense to leave now. We have food and a vehicle. If we wait, there’s not telling what’ll happen.”

      

      Austin’s words must have invited bad vibes into our home because Darren gets sick the next day. His skin is pale, and he can’t stop shaking.

      “I’m fine, Paige. It’s just a bug.”

      “What if the food was poisoned?”

      He shakes his head. “No. We checked.”

      Rhys comes into the room, a grim look on his face.

      “What’s happened?”

      “It’s snowing. Coming down pretty good, too.”

      We both glance at Austin, who is glaring.

      I say, “Well, all we can do is settle in and try to stay warm.”

      “We should move the beds down here. We can prop the door into the dining room open and use the heat from the ovens to stay warm.”

      Austin lets out a laugh. “And die in the process.”

      Rhys and Austin go back and forth until I walk out of the room. I can’t deal with them, not when they’re like this. Rhys is right – it’s going to be too cold to stay in the bedroom tonight. On the other hand, Austin is right, too. It’s dangerous to use the ovens as heat.

      We finally just go to bed, lying as close to each other as we can. Darren is so hot that it’s like sleeping next to an oven. By the next morning, he’s still not better.

      I say, “We need to bring his fever down.”

      He stirs and says, “Snow.”

      “Yes, baby, it’s still snowing.”

      So much so that it’s dangerous to go outside.

      He shakes his head. “Snow. Grandma.”

      Rhys says, “He’s either thinking about the past or he’s trying to tell us one of his Grandma’s remedies.”

      Darren nods and then dozes off again.

      “Snow.” I snap my finger. “We can use snow to bring his fever down!”

      Austin and Rhys take a blanket outside and fill it with snow. They bring it back and put the blanket on an empty cot. Together, we move Darren onto the snow. He cries out, teeth chattering together.

      I say, “I think we need more snow around him.”

      They go outside with buckets this time while I stay with Darren, holding his hands. He thrashes when they add the snow on top of him, but soon, his fever breaks and his skin tone looks better. We undress him and move him back to his bed, covering him in dry blankets.

      I kiss his forehead. “Sleep, my love.”

      Austin watches me with a look on his face that I can’t decipher.

      Rhys comes over and says, “We’ve done all we can for him. The only thing we can do now is see how he does during the night.”

      I hate that his hand touches his knife, as if thinking the worst.

      I nod. “I’ll take the first shift.”

      Darren stirs a few times during the night, but his fever never returns. When he wakes up the next morning, he smiles.

      “My Grandma would have been proud of you for taking such good care of me, Paige.”

      I kiss him. And then I cry against his chest.

      “I’m so glad you’re okay. I was so scared.”

      He holds me close. “Me too, baby. Me too.”
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      Darren gets better with each day that passes. He still weak and can’t go very far without needing to stop. But at least he’s not dead.

      “This is some bullshit right here,” he says. “I’m hobbling around like my grand-daddy used to.”

      I smile. “You went further today than yesterday.”

      “Big deal.” But he smiles back.

      Austin and Rhys come inside.

      “What have you been up to out there?”

      Rhys gives me a grim look, which means it’s probably something I’m not going to like.

      Austin says, “We were looking at the car. Trying to figure out how much food we can pack.”

      “Austin. Really?”

      He sighs. “Paige, I still think we should leave.”

      “Have you asked us what we think?”

      His eyes narrow. “Fine. Everyone, what do you think?”

      I say, “I think we should stay here or go to Elijah’s group.”

      “Rhys?”

      Rhys replies, “I want to find a place to settle. I’m tired of running. This place seemed good at first glance.” He pauses. “But I think we can do better.”

      My mouth falls open.

      “Darren?”

      Darren says, “I’m tired, too. I like it here, but these last few weeks haven’t been the best. I’ll do whatever the group wants to do.”

      I stand. “Did you all plan this?”

      Rhys says, “Paige, we all know how you feel about it, but this is how we feel. I’m not saying I want to go all the way to the fucking ocean, but maybe there’s a better place for us out there.”

      “And maybe we die if we leave here. What then?” I put my hands on my hips. “What if we go through those gates and one of us gets bitten?”

      They all cringe.

      Austin says, “I’ve said it before, I just want you to be safe. I think it’ll be less crowded out west. Maybe in the desert.”

      “You can’t be serious. Of course, it’ll be less crowded because there’s no way to survive out there.”

      “It’s been done before.”

      “Austin, you’ve lost your mind.” I turn to Rhys. “And you. I can’t believe this.”

      “Paige-”

      “I’m not leaving here. If that’s what you want, then we can split the supplies and you can take the car.”

      My heart is breaking even as I say the words.

      Rhys holds up his hands. “Everyone needs to calm down. We’re not leaving anyone behind. There has to be some kind of solution that we can all agree upon.”

      Austin speaks first. “I will consider staying here, but only if we can get the heater working. We’re not going to make it here if the temperature drops below freezing for more than a few days.” He goes on, “But if we can’t get it going, then we all leave. Together.”

      Darren says, “Sounds fair.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t want to go out there without a destination in mind. And, before you say it, the desert is not an option for me.”

      Austin replies, “We can go south, to Texas. Or we can go west to Arizona.”

      I ask, “And how long are you giving us to get the heater working?”

      He sighs. “A month.”

      I hold out my hand. “Deal.”

      

      Winter rages outside as we face back to back blizzards. But we get the heater working, so Austin agrees to stay. And somehow, we all settle into a routine that leads me to believe things might get back to normal here.

      A month later, we’re sitting at the table when the handheld radio on the counter makes a sound.

      Darren says, “I think I heard a voice on the radio.”

      Austin replies, “There’s no way in this storm!”

      We all go silent as the radio makes a weird whining sound again.

      “See, I told you I heard something,” Darren says with a smug look.

      “Shh!” Rhys turns the volume up on the radio.

      “Repeating, this is Elijah. Paige, we’re not sure if you are in range, but we wanted to let you know that the war is over. And we got Daisy back.” Elijah’s voice breaks. “She’s safe.”

      My eyes water and I press the button to reply, but nothing happens.

      “What’s wrong with it?” I ask, handing it to Austin.

      “Battery must be dead.” He curses and throws the radio down, where it breaks.

      Well, guess we can’t communicate with them anymore.

      I inhale deeply before saying, “We should go to their home.”

      “No.”

      “Austin, it’s safe now. We should at least go visit them.”

      “We don’t know it’s safe. It could be a trap.”

      Rhys nods. “I’m with Austin on this one. Let’s wait a bit before we visit them.”

      Darren adds, “We can visit them when it’s warmer out.”

      

      But the universe has a funny way of screwing us over. Darren gets sick again. And then the heater goes out and we can’t get it going, no matter how hard we try.

      Finally, as the first signs of spring begin to show, I say, “If you still want to leave, then I’m okay with it.”

      I’m not being honest, but I can see how miserable they all are.

      Austin hugs me. “We’ll wait a bit longer to go. Give us time to gather more supplies.”

      We spend the next month scavenging for supplies. I’m surprised at what we find, and it gives me hope that we’ll be able to survive on the road.

      Finally, the day comes when Austin says he wants to leave.

      I say, “I found another handheld. Can we at least stop by Elijah’s place before we leave?”

      Going to see Elijah and his group is risky. We don’t really know them, but I have a good feeling about the plan I’ve been coming up with. I think that once Austin sees other people, who are safe, that he’ll reconsider staying.

      He nods. “Sure. We can stop by on our way out.”

      My stomach flutters with excitement. Phase one has begun.
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      The car is loaded and we’re ready to leave. I leave one last letter for Jodi, though I know the chances are slim that she’ll ever get it.

      

      Jodi,

      We’re going a short way from here. If you have a radio, go to channel fifteen and tell them you know me. This is the last letter I’ll be leaving for you. It’s not fair to either of us to live this way.

      Jodi, I think my biggest regret is not making you come with us. You’d just lost your parents and I left you. I’m so sorry and hope you can forgive me.

      Please, one last time, come a bit further.

      Love always, Paige

      

      We follow the directions Elijah left. When we get close, I pick up the radio.

      “Hi. We’re friends of Elijah. He told us we could talk you on this channel.”

      There’s static. “State your name and business.”

      The voice sounds familiar. Grey?

      “I’m Paige. I’m with Darren, Austin, and Rhys. We’re on our way out of town and just wanted to say goodbye before we leave.”

      Austin smiles at me, unable to hide is excitement over leaving Oklahoma.

      I add, “Elijah said this was a good place. I’m hoping he can prove this to my guys.”

      That makes Darren snort and he reaches over the seat, squeezing my shoulder.

      He whispers into my ear, “What are you up to, baby?”

      I grin in response.

      “Take a right at the stop sign. We’ll be waiting at the gates.”

      I glance out my window, wondering how they know where we are. There’s movement on top of a water tower and suddenly it makes sense. They have eyes in the sky. We reach the massive fences guarded by a patrol tower. Men and women watch us before the gates open.

      A man comes to the door and says, “Once you drive through the second gate, you’ll go to the hospital. Madame President will be waiting for you in the lobby.”

      I glance at Rhys. They have a president?

      The man adds, “Leave your weapons in the vehicle. We’ll pat you down before you go inside.”

      Austin nods. “We understand.”

      We drive through one gate and then another. And it’s like stepping back into time. There’s a housing community to the left and I see a group of kids playing outside. People work in a field to the right. Ahead, there’s a building that must be an old hospital.

      When we get out, two men pat down the guys and a woman pats me down.

      “They’re good,” the woman says.

      The man from the gate motions us to follow him inside where we see Grey.

      “Grey,” I greet. “You look great.”

      He looks rested and stress-free, something most people don’t have the luxury of these days.

      “Paige. Damn good to hear your voice on the radio.” He grins, “Elijah and Madame President will be here shortly.”

      “You didn’t mention there was a president before.”

      His grin gets bigger. “There wasn’t one. After we got Daisy back and the war was over our community decided we wanted to be better. That’s when Daisy was elected to be our first president.”

      My eyes water. “So, she’s really okay?”

      “Better than okay. Look.”

      Elijah and a pretty woman enter the lobby. She smiles at me and I can’t help but to smile back.

      “Good afternoon. Welcome to our community.”

      I step forward. “I’m Paige. It’s so nice to meet you. When Elijah told us you were safe, we were so relieved.”

      “Thank you.” She pauses. “Elijah said you’re leaving Oklahoma? Would you like a tour before you go?”

      I happily reply, “I would love that.”

      Elijah says, “Grey and Norm will show you around. We’ll meet in the cafeteria when you’re finished and have lunch.”

      As we fall in step behind Grey and Norm, Darren whispers to me, “Holy shit. Isn’t that the guy from Jurassic Zombies?”

      The man, Norm, glances over his shoulder and winks.

      

      By the time we’re finished touring the community, I know we can’t leave. Austin and Darren follow Grey, asking all sorts of questions about the plumbing and solar panels.

      Rhys falls in step next to me. “I think we’ve found heaven, princess.”

      “I was thinking the same thing.” I pause. “Do you think Austin feels the same way?”

      He looks over at Austin and nods. “I think he’ll come around if he doesn’t.”

      Austin calls him over at that moment and I watch, smiling.

      Daisy comes to my side.

      “What did you think of our little community?”

      I let out a small laugh. “I wouldn’t call what you have here little. It’s amazing, Daisy.”

      Her entire face lights up. “Thank you. We’ve worked very hard to make it what it is.”

      A woman with bright red hair joins us, holding a small infant.

      “This is Kat. And this little cutie is Hilly.”

      Kat nods. “Nice to meet you. Grey spoke highly of your group.”

      “Nice to meet you as well.”

      I look at the small infant in her arms. It’s amazing that they feel safe enough here to have children.

      Kat notices me looking at Hilly and says, “It’s wild, isn’t it? Never saw myself being a mom, but Grey, well, I always knew he’d make a great father.”

      “Are there other babies here?”

      Daisy’s cheeks bloom. “I recently gave birth. There are others with small children as well.”

      I shake my head. “It’s mind blowing that you’re safe enough here to have families.”

      “Guess you saw some shit out there,” Kat says with a sad smile. “I used to be the same way, but once I got here, I knew things could be different.”

      “That’s really great,” I say. “I’ve been looking for a place like this, well, for a very long time.”

      Daisy replies, “We’d love for your group to stay. We have a house available with four rooms. Or, you can stay here, in the hospital, if you’d rather help build a home.”

      I’m sure my mouth is gaping. An actual house.

      She goes on, “All we ask is that you help those around you. We’re all family here.”

      I throw my arms around her without thinking.

      “Thank you, Daisy. This means more to me than you’ll ever know.”

      She smiles. “There’s no need to thank me. I’m just glad you stopped by before leaving town.”

      The guys join us at that moment and Grey goes to Kat, putting his arm around her.

      “Lunch ready?”

      Kat nods. “I was just coming to get you.”

      Daisy says, “You’ll be sitting with me, Paige.”

      We follow her back inside the hospital and go to the cafeteria. Something heavenly greets my nose and my stomach grumbles in appreciation. We get in line, where two men serve us pot roast and potatoes.

      Rhys leans in and says, “I feel like I’m dreaming.”

      Elijah walks up, smiling. “Not a dream, my friend. Just hard work, planning, and a lot of good luck.”

      Rhys replies, “Sure hope your luck rubs off on us.”

      I murmur where only he can hear, “If we stay, it will.”

      We end up eat at a table with Daisy, Elijah, Dave, and his girlfriend, Nikki. They answer every question we throw their way and ask us a few in return.

      “Is Noah around? I’d love to say hello.”

      Nikki and Dave still.

      Dave says, “We lost him in the war.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      Nikki smiles, though her eyes are filled with tears. “Don’t be. He died saving people, which is how he wanted it to be.”

      She excuses herself a moment later.

      Dave says, “She’s taken his death pretty hard.”

      Austin asks, “How many did you lose?”

      “Too many,” Daisy replies with a sad smile.

      She seems fine, but there’s a haunted look in her eyes.

      She goes on, “The other group is gone, so there’s no threat of retaliation.”

      Her words settle. They killed everyone in the other group. It should shock me, but it doesn’t.

      I say, “I’m glad.”

      And I mean it.

      We talk for the next few hours, until someone brings a baby to Daisy and she excuses herself.

      Elijah glances at his watch. “It’s getting late. Too late to travel. Please, stay the night. We have plenty of room.”

      Austin nods. “We’ll take you up on that offer.”

      Elijah leads us to a room big enough for all of us.

      “Thank you,” I say to him at the door.

      He smiles. “I hope everything works out the way you want it to.”

      I grin back. Is my plan that obvious? Apparently so.

      Closing the door, I turn to my men. It’s time to have a talk with them.
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      Austin sits on a cushioned couch, bouncing a little. “It’s like stepping into the past here.”

      I sit next to him. “It’s not a bad thing though, right?”

      “No. Not at all. Just surprising.”

      Rhys says, “I think they paid a big price to get here, though.”

      Darren nods. “I agree. The fact that they’re inviting us to stay is pretty damn impressive.”

      He gives me a little wink.

      I turn to face Austin. “I know the plan was to leave town. Do you still feel the same way after spending the day here?”

      He lifts a shoulder in a shrug. “Hard to say. It seems good here, but you never know.”

      “I think you’re wrong, man,” Rhys says. “I think this place is the real deal.”

      Darren nods. “Me, too.”

      Austin sighs. “Are you saying I’m outnumbered and overruled?”

      “I don’t want you to look at it that way, Austin.”

      He smiles. “Let’s make a deal. I’ll give this place a chance with an open mind for a month. At the end of the month, we’ll all talk about how we’re feeling.”

      I’m surprised he’s so willing to give it a try.

      He pulls me close to him. “I’m tired of going from place to place, too, Paige.”

      “So, one month?”

      Everyone agrees and we all shake on it. I can’t help but to think that we’ve finally found our home.
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        * * *

      

      One month later, we sit around the table in our dining room in our little house. It’s still crazy to think that we have a house, with neighbors that we love. There’s a pot of coffee on the warmer and we’ve finished eating. In the past thirty days, we’ve settled into a new routine. We get up, work, spend time with our new friends, and spend time with each other.

      I take a sip of coffee before saying, “So, we’ve reached the end of the month.”

      Austin’s lips twitch. “We have.”

      “How is everyone feeling?”

      Darren says, “I love it here. Grey and I are going fishing tomorrow. Can’t remember the last time I was out on the water.”

      Grey and Darren are two peas in a pod. It makes me so happy that they’ve connected so well.

      Rhys says, “I like it here, too.”

      I nod. “Clearly, I don’t want to leave.”

      We all look at Austin.

      He says, “I can admit I was wrong. This place is great, and I want to stay for as long as it lasts.”

      I let out a little cheer. “We’re staying?”

      “We are.”

      I grin. “I know just the way to celebrate. Come on boys, let’s have some fun.”
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        * * *

      

      A few months later, I close the notebook on the table, putting my hand on top.

      Rhys glances over. “Finish it?”

      I nod. “I’m not sure what to do with it now.”

      “Easy. Put it away for Jodi.”

      We both know the chances of us seeing her ever again are slim to none. It’s been years since the outbreak began and we’ve moved around so many times. Heck, I don’t even know if she ever came looking for us.

      Rhys says, “I can tell what you’re thinking, princess. It’s possible that you’ll see her again. Hell, look at Elijah and Daisy. They found each other after all the shit they went through.”

      I nod. “I know. It’s just hard to hold onto hope.”

      Austin puts down the book he’s reading. “Paige, that’s what kept me going this entire time. I had hope that we would find a place to live where you would be safe.”

      Darren adds, “Me, too. I knew we’d be okay as long as we had each other. I didn’t know your friend, but if she’s looking for you, then she’ll find all those notes you left.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      Rhys puts his arm around me. “I promise it’ll work out.”

      Austin comes over and laughs when he sees what I wrote on the cover of the notebook.

      “Where on earth did you come up with that?”

      “Just something Jodi said to me once. It kind of stuck.” I stand. “I think I want another notebook. I’ve got a story in mind that I think the three of you will like.”

      I grab the notebook and carry it to my room, putting it on my bookshelf.

      “One day you’ll get to read this, Jodi,” I say, smiling.

      The light from the window makes the title glow, as if the universe is agreeing.

      First Paige of the Apocalypse: a memoir.
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        Turn the page to see what’s coming next…

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Coming Soon:

        Nikki’s Guide to Surviving the Zombie Apocalypse 2
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        Want to know more about Daisy and Elijah? Read the first book in the series here:
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