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    About the episode: 
 
      
 
    A zombie blood test? Bloody hell! 
 
    ** Presumed safety in a government camp presents heart-pounding problems for the group—especially Sam, who continues to battle her affliction. ** 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    About the Series 
 
      
 
    When Rose and Sam find themselves in a military camp surrounded by other survivors, they have no idea that the darkest days are yet to come. 
 
    Rose, feeling more homesick than ever, looks to Nolan for guidance. With her plans of seeing the world now nothing but a pipe dream and her parents likely dead, she contemplates the bleak future ahead of her.  
 
    It’s getting easier to kill, but harder to hold on to hope. 
 
    Sam, still in shock over the realization that she’s probably becoming the very thing she fears, seeks reassurance from Barrett—the darkly protective criminal they freed from the airport jail. The end of the world is no time for romance, but he’s not the sort of man who takes no for an answer. 
 
    She’s feeling anxious, confused, and she’s got a terrible craving for red meat! 
 
    People used to say when life gets tough, there’s always tomorrow. But that was before the apocalypse. Now, life is a 24-hour cycle of hard knocks and who knows if there will even be a tomorrow. 
 
    The unlikely pair thought 30,000 feet in the air was hell, 
 
    but being on the ground’s proving no better. 
 
    All they can do is stick together, 
 
    focus on whatever lies ahead of them, 
 
    and try not to die. 
 
    * 
 
    Start this epic zombie apocalypse thriller written by USA Today Bestselling Author Claire C. Riley and Victoria Cage Author Eli Constant. 
 
    THE SERIES SO FAR: 
 
    Red Eye Season One (four episodes) – OUT NOW 
 
    Red Eye Season Two: Episode One– OUT NOW 
 
    Red Eye Season Two: Episode Two – Coming January 23rd 
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    Prologue 
 
      
 
    Nuns! 
 
    Honest-to-Gucci nuns. 
 
    I’d seriously thought my parents were kidding when they’d threatened to send me off to a convent for the summer if I didn’t “shape up.” A convent. Sure, my grades hadn’t been great last semester, but I still had senior year to get them up. I could easily pull a 3.0, or pretty damn close, if I tried hard enough. They were making a big deal out of nothing. I didn’t want to go to college anyways. 
 
    Most of the kids at St. Bishop’s were orphans; they had an actual reason to be living in a shithole church with no cable and no Wi-Fi. I hadn’t been able to post a social update online in almost a week. It was driving me crazy! 
 
    I smoothed the wrinkles out of my long skirt for the millionth time. It fell below my knees, which I hated. Mom had packed my clothes—nothing but the most modest, least fashion-forward outfits for this “vacation” to Bible land. Even the shirt had long sleeves and a neckline so high it kept rubbing across my throat and making me feel claustrophobic. Hot as hell outside and I looked like an Alaskan. 
 
    “This way, children. The food won’t make itself.” Sister Mary Elisabeth waved us forward, toward the dilapidated shelter. The two other nuns who’d accompanied us were already inside prepping. 
 
    I didn’t think any place could be worse than the chilly, sparsely decorated church, but Friendship Falls Center for the Homeless looked like it’d gone through a freaking war and was only standing upright thanks to prayer and luck. 
 
    “Now, don’t be licking the plates, Princess. No matter how good it smells in there.” A cute guy I’d heard called Andy walked past me and winked. He wasn’t the only person at the convent to call me Princess. The nickname had started seconds after I’d walked through the door, my Prada-wearing mother and Rolex-flashing father in tow. 
 
    It could have been military school. I’d have understood rich people paying for their problematic kids to go to boot camp. But I didn’t know God took donations from Fortune 500 CEOs. 
 
    “Leave me alone,” I muttered a bit too late. 
 
    The guy was already crossing the threshold, hands shoved into his pockets as he joked with another girl. He’s got swagger, I thought absentmindedly. The kind you get when you haven’t had a mom and dad taking care of you since day one. I wondered what I looked like to him. 
 
    Well, I guess I knew, actually. 
 
    I looked like a pampered princess. 
 
    The smell of cheap food slammed against my face when I finally entered the building. I was the last one inside and goody-two-shoes nun was looking at me sour-faced. “We are here to serve others and gain perspective, Ms. Bradshaw. Please look alive.” 
 
    I didn’t respond. I was too busy trying to figure out what I was smelling... Food just didn’t smell like that. Our cook used only natural ingredients. Organic. Non-GMO. My last meal at home was Kobe beef and mushroom risotto. Everything I’d eaten since being abandoned here by my parents? Seriously subpar. 
 
    Moments later I was wearing a hairnet—perfect complement to my downgraded garbage clothing—and spooning canned green beans into a big pot. 
 
    There were fewer people in the dining area than I expected, what with the loads of food we were heating up, and the men and women who were waiting for dinner looked…unhealthy. 
 
    “Are…they okay?” I mumbled to the girl next to me. 
 
    She looked up sharply. “I didn’t know princesses spoke with peasants.” 
 
    “Cut it out. I just asked a simple question.” I was getting really sick and tired of the whole princess thing. 
 
    “They’re homeless. Of course they’re not okay,” the girl said, her voice losing none of its initial irritation. 
 
    “Sorry to bother you.” I focused back on the green beans. I wanted to go home. I wanted my own bed and cashmere blankets and I wanted to hug my designer bags and cry. 
 
    A short line was forming now, the hungry boarders shuffling forward for a plate. I saw that boy Andy passing out napkins and forks. 
 
    When the first person got to me, I spooned green beans with shaking hands and tried to smile like the sister had instructed me to. Service with a smile and a happy heart, or it does nothing for your soul, Ms. Bradshaw. 
 
    When my eyes locked with the person in front of me, my hands stopped shaking. Or, rather, my entire body started vibrating with confusion and fear, so the sensation in my hands wasn’t important anymore. 
 
    The person’s eyes were bloodshot. No, not bloodshot. 
 
    They were crimson. They didn’t look human. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter One 
 
    ~ Rose ~ 
 
      
 
    I swallowed. 
 
    Then I swallowed again. 
 
    Then I coughed.  
 
    But the football-sized lump that was lodged so far down my throat that it was suffocating me, and putting pressure on my chest, would not go. 
 
    “Well let’s get over there!” Karla laughed from the back, oblivious to the elephant in the room. Or should I say the possible zombie in the van. 
 
    I glanced over at Nolan, but he avoided my gaze; instead he remained staring right through the window screen, his dark eyes watching the long queue coming from the testing tent. His hands were still frozen to the gearstick and the steering wheel, like he was ready to get us the hell out of there any second now. 
 
    “Nolan, come on, man, let’s go,” Leon said, unclipping his seatbelt and leaning forwards. 
 
    “Sit back down!” Barrett barked from his seat. 
 
    “You can’t tell—” 
 
    “I said, sit the fuck back down!” Barrett interrupted, and Leon sat back down. 
 
    I turned in my seat and looked at our passengers, every single one of us having a completely different expression on their face, ranging from fear, anger, concern—and then there was poor Sam. She looked terrified. Utterly bloody terrified. 
 
    I swept my tongue out to wet my dry lips, and I kept my gaze on her, our eyes connecting firmly, undeniably. “It’s okay,” I said, but she shook her head, tears filling her eyes. “It is, it’s going to be okay.” 
 
    “What is going on?” Karla asked, getting anxious. “I mean, is there something we should know? Is there something I should know?” 
 
    Barrett moved, his hand grabbing the door handle. He took a deep breath and readied himself to jump out of the truck.  
 
    Sam reached for him quickly. “Where are you going?” she asked with total panic in her voice, the last syllable being abruptly cut off as he leaned over and pressed a hard kiss on her lips. 
 
    “I’ll be back,” he promised as he pulled out of the kiss, and then he was opening the door and jumping down. “Get in the line and be ready.” And with that he slammed the door shut. 
 
    Sam turned in her seat to follow him with her eyes, but he was already gone, lost in the masses.  
 
    I reached over, having to stretch from the front seat, and grabbed her hand.  
 
    She turned back to look at me. “Rose?” Her voice was brittle. 
 
    “It’s fine, it’s totally fine,” I promised again. 
 
    “Stop saying that!” she sobbed, finally letting the panic grip her. “You don’t know that!” 
 
    I opened my mouth to reassure her again, but couldn’t find the words. She was right; I had no idea if things would be okay. If she would be okay. But I had to believe she would be. I simply had to. I’d shared a room with her the night before. Slept right above her knowing that at any point she could turn and tear my throat out while I slept. 
 
    So yeah, I believed she would be okay…at least to some extent. 
 
    But this situation? This was different, and I had no idea what we were going to do. 
 
    I looked back to Nolan. He was watching me now, his mouth set in a hard, thin line, and for a moment I thought he was going to suggest throwing Sam to the wolves and telling the soldiers exactly what she was. But then his hand moved to mine and he gave it a small squeeze. He looked in the rearview mirror. 
 
    “We need to go park up. We’ll decide from there what to do, but we can’t stay here.” He shifted the truck into gear and we began to move again. 
 
    Leon and Karla had moved far away from Sam, not knowing what was going on with her but knowing that something wasn’t right with her. They shared a look between themselves, and I had no doubt in my mind that I would have to watch both of them carefully. They would, no doubt, sacrifice Sam for themselves without a second thought. 
 
    Nolan pulled the truck into a small space between an army truck and a beat-up Ford that had blood smeared across the window shield. He turned the engine off before turning in his seat.  
 
    “We stick together, watch each other’s backs, and wait for Barrett’s signal.” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere until I know what’s wrong with her,” Leon said through gritted teeth. 
 
    I looked at him, nothing like the man I had first met only a handful of days ago. Gone was the carefree man with the happy eyes and kind smile, and instead an angry, bitter man sat in his place. It made me wonder if I had changed so dramatically in the preceding days since the plane crash. I felt the same, barring I was more cautious. But I wondered how the others saw me. 
 
    “She’s sick,” Nolan said, and I felt my chest constrict even more. 
 
    It was the first time he’d openly acknowledged it so bluntly. Probably the first time any of us had, really. We’d skirted around the subject, but here it was in black and white: Sam was sick. 
 
    “How sick?” Karla asked, moving even further away. “Is it contagious?” I could see the horror on her face already. She’d let us stay in her sister’s house—in her nephew’s bedroom, no less. “Good Lord, please tell me it’s not contagious!” 
 
    “Long-term illness, nothing contagious, but what if it shows up on their test?” I said, filling in for Sam since she was paralyzed into silence. 
 
    Leon glared at me. He leaned forwards in his seat, his face mere inches from mine, his blue eyes boring into mine, until finally he leaned back and sneered. “You’re lying.” 
 
    “I’m not!” 
 
    “You are,” he replied with gritted teeth. 
 
    “You are such a total wanker,” I snapped, feeling a chill down my spine. I wanted to punch him right in his throat and make him choke on his own tongue. I hated smugness with a passion, and his was oozing from him because he knew he’d caught me out in my lie. 
 
    “A wanker that wants to know the truth,” he replied.  
 
    I started to speak and he cut me off.  
 
    “Not from you.” He looked at Sam. “From you. What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    Sam’s gaze had fallen to her lap where her hands were. “I… umm, it’s…” She looked up and I gasped. 
 
    Her eyes were red. 
 
    Red red. 
 
    Blood fucking red. 
 
    Oh Jesus, this couldn’t actually be happening. 
 
    “Sam?” I said her name as she closed her eyes, her hands wringing in her lap. 
 
    “Coconut,” she breathed out, her voice sounding scared. 
 
    “Coconut?” Karla replied, looking back and forth between me and Sam. “She wants a coconut?” 
 
    Oh fuck! Fucking fuck! 
 
    “Coconut!” Sam groaned, the singular word sounding painful as it left her mouth. 
 
    “We ain’t got no coconuts, girl,” Karla said with sympathy, her eyebrows pulling in in concern. 
 
    “No, she’s allergic to coconuts or something, right?” Leon said, not looking totally convinced. But the pain written on Sam’s face was hard to deny. 
 
    “Yes, she is. Is someone eating a damn coconut?” I said, my voice raising higher like I was freaking out. Mostly because I was freaking out, just for a whole different reason than everyone else realized. “Whoever it is, get rid of it now! Fuck it, never mind. Let me get her out of here. The fresh air will help. You guys get over to the testing tent. We’ll be there in a minute.” I dived out my door, almost tripping over my own feet to get around to Sam’s door before she started chomping on Leon’s brains. 
 
    I threw open her door and reached in for her. My hand barely touched her skin when she pulled her arm from my grip. “Don’t touch me, Rose!” she yelped, like I’d physically hurt her. Misery poured from her, her entire body trembling. 
 
    Everyone was getting out of the truck now too, keeping a cautious distance from us. There was no way they believed this was an allergic reaction to a nonexistent coconut product, but neither Karla nor Leon called us out on it. Probably because the alternative was too horrifying. 
 
    “All right, all right, let’s just get you away from everyone so you can breathe.” I stood behind her, one hand on her lower back to gently guide her away, and she thankfully began to move. “Seriously, guys, she’ll be fine. Go over and get yourself tested and we’ll meet you there.” 
 
    “I don’t like this,” Leon replied. 
 
    “I don’t care!” I yelled at him. 
 
    “Something’s not right with her, Rose,” he said before pursing his lips. 
 
    “So fucking leave, Leon. No one wants you here anyway.” I didn’t care about the hurt look that flashed across his face. All I cared about was getting Sam away from him and everyone else. Getting her to calm the fuck down and hopefully stopping her from eating these people and getting herself killed. 
 
    I realized, with bright awareness, that I cared much more about her being killed than I did about Leon or Karla being eaten. Neither had done anything to warrant my feelings towards them, and yet despite Sam turning into one of the living dead, my loyalty was firmly in her court. 
 
    “Fine,” Leon snapped, and turned and left, heading in the direction of the slowly moving line of people at the testing tent. 
 
    “I’ll go see if he’s okay,” Karla replied, her cheeks flushing with her lie as she too turned and left, clearly wanting to get as far from us as possible. 
 
    “I can’t breathe,” Sam sobbed. “Rose, I can’t breathe! There’s too many smells, too many people.” She gagged, saliva trickling from the corner of her mouth. 
 
    I shared a look with Nolan but he thankfully didn’t say anything; instead he kept watch around us.  
 
    “Just calm down, please,” I begged. “It’s going to be okay, just try to control yourself.” 
 
    “I can’t,” she sobbed. She leaned over, putting her hands on her knees, and started to take deep breaths. “It hurts.” 
 
    “What does?” I asked, my hand rubbing the bottom of her back. 
 
    She glanced up at me, her red eyes wide with panic and fear. “The hunger.” 
 
    An army guy started to come our way, his stance on high alert. “Everything okay with her?” he asked, watching Sam carefully, his gun in hand. 
 
    “Just upset is all,” Nolan replied. “Lost a lot of people.” 
 
    I stood in front of Sam, shielding her from the soldier’s view as I tried to talk her down from whatever ledge she was on. 
 
    “Come on, love, take a breath and calm down. It’s going to be okay. Barrett said he’d be back and he’d sort it, right?” 
 
    “And he’s so reliable?” she bit out. 
 
    “Not let us down yet though,” I replied truthfully. I didn’t like the man much and I certainly didn’t trust him; it was obvious he had an agenda, though what it was I didn’t know. And I had no doubt that he was definitely out for himself first and would no doubt take us down if he had to, but when he promised something he went through with it, and I clung to that fact like a gun to my head. 
 
    “So where is he?” she sobbed. 
 
    She looked up into my eyes and I almost fell over in relief when I saw that her eyes were now only a little bloodshot. 
 
    “That’s it, keep breathing, Sam. You’re coming back, right?” 
 
    She nodded and took a slow, shaky breath. Nolan had taken a couple of steps away from us to speak to the soldier and keep him away, but the other man was getting antsy. He started back towards us and Nolan followed, looking stressed out and anxious. 
 
    “Ma’am? You okay?” 
 
    The soldier was only young, couldn’t have been older than twenty years old, but his eyes told a different story. His uniform was splattered in dried stains that could only be blood, but given the way Sam didn’t react to him or them, I guessed it was zombie blood and not human. 
 
    “I’m fine now, thank you. It was just a little overwhelming,” she said softly as she stood back up and turned slowly to face him. I watched her, my whole body tense. 
 
    He assessed her, his suspicious gaze moving up and down her body, and then he gave a nod. “Get yourselves over to testing. Through the other side there’s medical, food, and beds. We’ve got you now, and we’re here to protect you, ma’am. Nothing to worry about now.” He gave her a smile and wandered back off.  
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    “What now?” I asked Nolan. 
 
    “We get to testing,” he replied. 
 
    “And then what? They’ll see that I’m infected!” Sam said, starting to get upset again. 
 
    “Maybe not. Maybe it won’t show up in your blood. You’re different than those other…things,” Nolan said, sounding frustrated. 
 
    Sam looked up at me, her eyes sparking with hope. “Could he be right?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said with a futile shrug. “Maybe. I mean, you’re not like one of those things, are you? Not really.” 
 
    “No, no I’m not. I promise you, Rose, I’m not!” She started to sob again. 
 
    “Sir, ma’am, I need to ask you to get over to testing please.” The soldier was back and he did not look happy.  
 
    I nodded and started to lead Sam towards the tent. I could see Leon and Karla three or four people in front of us. They kept looking back our way. Karla looked worried, but Leon looked pissed off What was new there?  
 
    Sam clasped my hand in hers. “You really need to pick better men to be infatuated with you next time, ’kay?” She squeezed my hand and even managed a small smirk, though it did nothing to melt the anxiety in her eyes. 
 
    I snorted on a laugh. “Jesus, was that a joke?” I shook my head and tried to smile. 
 
    “Might as well joke before they put a gun to my head, right?” 
 
    I stopped and turned to her. “No, that’s not going to happen.” 
 
    She shrugged and pulled me forwards. It felt like I was walking towards our impending doom, not towards sanctuary, and I squeezed her hand tighter in mine. 
 
    “I’m not going to let anything happen to you, Sam,” I said. 
 
    “It’s either they’ll kill me on sight or they’ll lock me up and test on me,” she said with a swallow. “I don’t want to be an experiment.” 
 
    She was right, and I couldn’t argue with her, and if it were me I’d prefer to die than be experimented on too, so I had no argument. I gave her hand a small squeeze, because no words were adequate. 
 
    The sound of a gun going off from behind us made me jump and let out a small scream, which in turn made Sam let out a small scream too. We all turned to see what had happened, watching as soldiers began running towards the entrance, guns in hands and yelling at each other. 
 
    The soldier that had been ordering us to testing turned to us. “Get behind the fence now!” He turned and started to run away, but Nolan shouted after him. 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Breach at the gate,” he called back. “Get behind the fence, now!” 
 
    And then he was running full pelt towards the gate. We turned back around, watching as two remaining soldiers opened a gate in the fence and started ushering people inside. 
 
    “Quick! Come on before it’s too late,” Nolan barked, and we all started to run towards the fence. 
 
    The soldiers there didn’t check anyone unless there was blood or a visible wound, and so we were through and into our sanctuary within seconds. I turned to Sam and Nolan, breathing hard and thanking our stroke of luck for getting us through that, when Barrett came running through. 
 
    “Sir, no guns are allowed past this point,” said the female soldier checking everyone in, ordering Barrett to surrender his weapon to her immediately. 
 
    He glanced at Sam and then back to the soldier before handing over his handgun. The woman gave him a quick once-over and nodded for him to enter. He moved straight over to Sam, taking her other hand, and then we all started to walk into the army base. 
 
    “You good?” Barrett asked Sam. 
 
    “I’m allergic to coconuts,” she replied seriously. 
 
    “Good thing I fucking hate coconuts then,” he said, barking out a laugh. 
 
    He pushed in front of the small crowd of people that had just entered and were looking lost as to where to go, and started marching us through the field of tents and tables. 
 
    “Where are we going?” I asked, struggling to keep up with his large strides. Nolan was right behind me, breathing a little heavily. 
 
    “We need to blend in before they get that shit under control,” Barrett said over his shoulder. He pulled Sam a little faster, and I let loose her hand so I could concentrate on keeping my own footing. 
 
    When he thought we were far enough away, he pulled up a flap on one of the tents and dragged Sam inside. The tent housed a single sleeping bag, a backpack, and a dirty pillow. Nolan opened up the backpack and started checking out the contents while Barrett pulled down the flap of the tent and turned to Sam. 
 
    “Seriously, you good?” Barrett asked her again, his hands running over her shoulders and arms like he was checking for cuts and bruises. “They test you?”  
 
    She shook her head.  
 
    “Good. Wasn’t sure I’d make it in time.” 
 
    My eyes narrowed and I looked at Nolan, who had also stopped what he was doing. “That was you?” I asked. “The breach?” 
 
    Barrett nodded and smiled. “Sure was. You think that was luck on your side?” 
 
    “Well, yeah.” I shrugged. 
 
    “Darlin,’ we make our own luck in this world.” Barrett let out a deep laugh. “So I guess you can call me your lucky rabbit’s foot then.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    ~ Sam ~ 
 
      
 
    If we hadn’t been in a tent, in the middle of a zombie apocalypse, just following a brush with death, I might have jumped Barrett’s bones. 
 
    I was still shaking inside, still brittle as ancient glass, but I was alive. I hadn’t been tested. Only a few people knew or suspected my secret, and it was going to stay that way. At least for the time being. 
 
    “Barrett, thank you.” I stared him down, gazes locked. He hadn’t let go of me since he’d pulled me into the tent. It felt like he’d checked and studied every inch of me. For a moment there, I hadn’t thought he was going to come back, that maybe he’d left me there to suffer whatever fate a positive test might bring. 
 
    “It was noth—” 
 
    “Don’t say it was nothing.” I pressed a finger to his mouth; his lips were slightly parted in mid-speech. They were butter soft. I wanted to kiss him again. I resisted. “It wasn’t nothing. You saved me. And not for the first damn time. I don’t get you,” I admitted. I took a deep breath, needing to pause after the confession. “One minute I feel like you’re in this for yourself. For your drugs. For the people you call your family. I don’t understand why you’d sacrifice and risk shit for me. I’m a stranger. Not only a stranger…” I paused again, biting my bottom lip. “I’m a sick stranger. Seriously, seriously sick.” 
 
    My face got hot, like someone had turned on a switch. The tent was stifling. I needed to focus on something else, not on the fact that I was definitely, obviously, infected. 
 
    Barrett, looking kinder than he ever had, put his right hand on my cheek. “Don’t ask me to explain shit I don’t understand, gal.” He drawled out the words, sounding like the best kind of country western song. He leaned in, mouth close to my ear. “It’s something I can’t fucking explain—not one damn bit. But I ain’t leaving you. Least not yet.” When he pulled back, he pecked me lightly on the forehead and winked. It somehow made the uncomfortable heat flood away and a welcome, toe-curling warmth replace it. 
 
    It also made tears well in my eyes. 
 
    “None of that,” Barrett admonished gently, using his large, rough thumb to wipe away a tear that escaped my right eye. 
 
    Sniffing, I agreed. “None of that.” 
 
    “Not much in the backpack.” Nolan broke into the little bubble Barrett and I had created around us. It saddened me that the safety and seclusion of it should have to pop. 
 
    Barrett stood to his full height and turned around. “And a single backpack. My guess is we’ve got a loner; otherwise there’d be other belongings—something to indicate he or she isn’t alone. That’s a good thing. One person going missing is less noticeable.” 
 
    “Missing?” Rose asked. 
 
    “We need this tent and we don’t want people asking questions,” Barrett replied bluntly. 
 
    I watched the realization cross Rose’s face at the same time Nolan and I got his understanding. 
 
    “Are you insane?” Rose snapped. “You want to kill them? Whoever lives here?!” 
 
    “No,” Nolan interjected. “That’s not fucking happening.” 
 
    Barrett sighed and rolled his eyes, a smile on his face. “Your funeral.” He glanced across at me. “Or rather hers.” 
 
    Rose shook her head. “Nothing is going to happen to Sam. Nothing!” 
 
    I realized I was shaking, trembling at the thought that Barrett was willing to kill an innocent person to protect me. I couldn’t—and wouldn’t—let that happen. 
 
    “No, Barrett,” I said softly.  
 
    He turned to look at me, still with the same cocky look on his face.  
 
    “No.” 
 
    Silence fell over us for a moment until Nolan broke it. 
 
    “It’s easier to convince one person that we mean no harm, that we’ve been checked and are supposed to be here. At least until we figure out our next move.” 
 
    “What about Karla and Leon?” Rose had her arms crossed, looking less settled than everyone else over pitching camp in this tent, with its few belongings. “They don’t know anything for sure, but they were damned suspicious. I wouldn’t put it past either of them to blow the whistle on Sam just to gain some advantage or something.” 
 
    “We don’t even know where the hell they are, so we can’t talk any damn sense into them,” Nolan added, his eyes slightly wider, like he hadn’t really thought about the duo we’d lost track of in the frenzy of the orchestrated breach. 
 
    “We’ll find them,” Barrett spoke menacingly, “and I’ll talk some sense into them.” He flexed his fingers at his side, cracking each knuckle individually. 
 
    “Calm down, Captain America,” Rose said, rolling her eyes. 
 
    Barrett looked affronted. “I’m more a Hulk type, UK.” 
 
    “What, you grow big and green when you’re angry?” she snarked. 
 
    “Well, I grow big,” he snapped right back, looking self-satisfied and a bit suggestive. 
 
    “Wanker,” Rose spat out. 
 
    Barrett held up his hands, sort of turning and indicating the room at large. “Was I not clear enough? Yes, I grow down there.” He waggled his eyebrows. 
 
    And Rose looked like she was about to waltz over and try to kick his ass. I was fairly sure she wouldn’t be successful. Like at all. But I loved her spunk regardless. 
 
    “Am I going to have to spend the rest of my life breaking up pissing contests between you two?” I stamped my foot for emphasis, though I’m pretty sure it just made me seem even less imposing. “I could die at any moment, you know. I deserve better quality of life than this.” 
 
    “All of you shut up,” Nolan barked. “Someone’s coming.” 
 
    At that, we all clammed up. Nolan was standing at the tent flap, holding it slightly open. 
 
    “Yeah, they’re definitely coming this way,” he qualified, his voice low and harsh. 
 
    “Shit,” Rose breathed out. “What do they look like? Soldiers?” 
 
    My blood went cold at that. We’d just escaped danger—or so we’d thought. We needed a reprieve. We didn’t need to flee or fight again; not right now. 
 
    “No. Teenager. Can’t be more than sixteen or seventeen.” Nolan dropped the tent flap. “Look casual.” 
 
    Nolan walked quickly to the back of the tent and sank down; he stretched one leg out, cocked the other up, and rested his arms against his raised knee. Rose followed suit, going to sit next to him, but criss-cross applesaucing. Barrett and I stayed where we were, standing next to one another, facing Nolan and Rose like we were all in conversation. 
 
    A few moments later, the tent flap lifted and the newcomer made short work of rolling it and tying it into an open position. He didn’t see us at first, his eyes adjusting to the dimness. When he did, he froze in surprise. “Um…hi.” His voice sounded even younger than he looked. He forcibly, and visually, regained his composure. “Sorry, didn’t know they’d placed anyone else in this tent yet. I mean, not that they actually placed me here. Stuck me with some old grandma types a few tents over.” 
 
    He walked over to his backpack and sleeping bag. He sort of stared at it, a funny expression on his face, like he could tell someone had messed with things. He sat down on the sleeping bag and pulled his pack to him, going through it slowly and checking everything. I liked that he did it in front of us, with no disguise. He wanted us to know that he realized it had been touched. 
 
    To me, that marked him as someone who was savvy, someone who could survive, which was a good thing in these dark times. It also meant we needed to be wary of him too though. 
 
    “Where’s your family?” Nolan asked, still acting like we all belonged there, even though none of us did—not even the boy. 
 
    The boy shrugged but didn’t answer. I glanced at Rose and found she was looking at me. There was pain in her face. I knew, if I could see myself, I’d mirror her look. We both knew what it was like to feel alone. Maybe he’d just been separated from his family, maybe he didn’t have any at all…maybe he’d watched them die. 
 
    “Do you have anyone?” Rose asked gently, moving a little across the ground toward the kid, and away from Nolan. 
 
    He shrugged again, but his face scrunched up like he was fighting tears. Teenage boys weren’t prone to letting strangers see them cry—at least none of the ones I’d met in my life had been—so I was afraid I knew the answer. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said, leaving Barrett and going to the kid. I sat down next to him and waited for him to look up at me. Not long after, Rose moved the rest of the way over to join us. 
 
    “Seriously, we’re all alone here.” She tried to keep her voice calm, but I could hear how it vibrated around the edges, threatening to crumble. 
 
    “You guys aren’t alone.” He finally spoke again, eyeing Barrett and Nolan. 
 
    “We just met them,” I spoke quickly. “We just met each other.” I pointed at Rose. “Honestly, we’re as alone as you. It sucks. You don’t have to be scared.” 
 
    “I’m not scared,” he argued. 
 
    “Course you’re not, kid,” Barrett’s twang sounded, and I wondered if I was going to want to elbow him in the gut after he said something dickish. “But it doesn’t hurt to make friends in a shitty situation like this. And we’re not going to do a damn thing to hurt you.” 
 
    I looked at Barrett, surprised at his words. Then I remembered his past, what he’d said about his ‘adoptive” family. Maybe he related to the kid even more than Rose and I did. 
 
    The teen pulled on his long sleeve to cover his left hand and he swiped at his eyes, cleaning away some of the dampness there and some of the dirt.  
 
    “All right,” he spoke quietly. The tent went silent for a moment. Then he talked again. “So, did you guys make it through the test? Painful as hell, wasn’t it? Whole right forearm feels like it’s going to freaking fall off. Look.” He pushed back his right sleeve then. There was a perfect circle of damaged flesh. What looked like a hundred pin pricks filled the shape. It was fresh enough that when he poked at it, a little bit of blood welled up. 
 
    “Yeah, hurt like a mother,” Nolan said quickly. And then his gaze quickly skimmed over all of us, making sure we had on clothing that covered our arms. Luckily, we did. 
 
    “Almost as bad as when I got the smallpox vaccine,” Barrett added. “Put a waterproof bandage on that fucker, and two days later all the skin fell off.” 
 
    “Gross,” the boy said quickly, pulling down his sleeve and seeming to be satisfied with what the men had said. He rifled through his backpack and pulled out a beat-up metal water bottle. “So what are your names, anyways?” 
 
    Rose answered first. “I’m Rose and this is Sam. The big guy with the accent over there is Barrett. And that’s Nolan.”  
 
    “Cool. I’m Andy.” He took a long drink of water. “It’s not like I’m…you know, not used to being alone. My mom was in jail and my dad left a long time ago. The nuns took pity on me, you know? They take some of the kids from the system. Better than shitty foster families, I guess. They tried to get all the survivors from the convent group home here. They were all a bunch of punks though. Seriously. Every freaking one of them.” Despite his words, Andy swiped at his damp eyes. I had a feeling they weren’t just a bunch of punks to him. 
 
    “Were?” Rose said softly. 
 
    Andy forced a sad smile. “We were at a homeless shelter volunteering. Got attacked there, and then caught up in a huge horde on the way here. Some of the kids cut and run, some of them died. The nuns saved as many as they could. Sister Mary’s gone though.” He shrugged. “I just had to get out of that big-ass tent they put us in though—couldn’t stand it. Managed to find this tent abandoned.” 
 
    “Thought you said you were with a bunch of ‘grandma types,’” Nolan said, raising an eyebrow at the possible lie. 
 
    Andy chortled. “Yeah. Nuns. The worst kind of grandma type. You’ve seriously got no idea.” 
 
    “Grandmas are supposed to be fun. Baking biscuits and no bedtime rules, right?” Rose said with a smile. 
 
    “Oh yeah?” Andy said, his voice now turning bitter. “I wouldn’t know.” 
 
    “We all come from different situations, kid.” Nolan got up, brushing off his pants legs. “Any chance you can lead us to the food? We’re all half-starved.” 
 
    That wasn’t exactly the truth, though food was always welcome. We had eaten at Karla’s sister’s house. I was guessing that Nolan wanted to check out the area with someone who knew what they were doing. A teenage escort was a good disguise. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. Just come from there, actually. They weren’t handing anything out because of the breach, but I bet that’s all done now. It’s not great stuff, mind you. Lots of MRE deals and dehydrated stuff.” Andy stood up and started heading for the tent flap.  
 
    Rose and I got up, slow to follow. I was wondering if leaving the tent so soon was a good idea. By the look on her face, she was wondering the same thing. 
 
    “MREs and dehydrated shit,” Barrett bellowed happily. “You’re speaking my language, kid.” 
 
    “It’s Andy.” The teen didn’t seem impressed by the huge, overbearing, twangy Barrett at all. 
 
    “All right, kid. Whatever you say.” Barrett clapped him on the shoulder and smiled. “Whatever you say.” 
 
    Andy walked out into the sunshine and Nolan followed casually. Rose went after him, her arms still crossed and looking totally ill-at-ease with what was happening. For my part? Well, I walked to Barrett and shoved my hand between his side and thick arm. If I was going back out, into my potential doom, I was going to use him as a shield every step of the damn way. 
 
    He didn’t seem to mind one bit. 
 
    After a very short while of walking, somewhat grouped together but all managing to act like we belonged, we sort of merged into a larger group of people straying slowly toward some central area in the near distance. 
 
    The first thing I saw as we approached were tents that seemed distressingly similar to the testing ones. But then my nose noticed something else: food. And my stomach grumbled, like I hadn’t eaten in forever, though we’d all just had something recently. We stuck with Andy, who said “hi” to a couple kids sitting at folding tables eating. He turned around at one point and said something unintelligible to us, and we smiled and nodded. 
 
    Conversation was thick as honey, reaching up to the sky and making everything feel decidedly…normal, and human. It could have been some sort of rally or festival. 
 
    Of course it wasn’t. 
 
    Andy pushed into one of the tents. We followed. My throat tightened as we entered. I still didn’t know what to expect. Andy could be leading us somewhere we shouldn’t have been going. Intentionally. Unintentionally. But he had no reason to turn us in. For all he knew, we were tested and safe survivors. 
 
    “It looks like everything’s back to normal,” Andy commented, picking up a plate of premade food—what looked like lo mein and hot dogs. MRE special, maybe. 
 
    “That was quick,” Nolan muttered to Rose, looking around suspiciously. 
 
    At his observation, I squeezed Barrett’s arm and jerked my head a little, motioning him to come a bit closer to me. “Hey, how big of a breach did you cause? I mean”—I paused, sort of using my head to motion around at everything—“doesn’t seem like a zombie army’s knocking at the door.” 
 
    He grinned. “Just a little bitty one, darlin’. Didn’t want something so overwhelming we’d have to fight again ourselves.” 
 
    “How?” My eyes were wide. I mean, how the fuck did he manage to make a “little bitty” breach? 
 
    “Secrets of the trade, baby.” I felt his arm move behind me and then jumped a little when he pinched my ass. 
 
    “Hey!” I whisper-shouted. He winked. 
 
    We lined up for our food. When it was my turn, I gladly accepted a sachet of MRE and a bottle of water from the serving counter. The men handing them out gave us wary looks and my breath hitched in worry, but it seemed they did that with everyone, thankfully. 
 
    When we got our food, Andy started for a table. 
 
    “I’d rather go back to the tent,” I said quickly. I was more than ready to get the hell out of there. Being around so many innocent people, not to mention soldiers that would happily blow my head off if they knew what I was, made me feel queasy. 
 
    “That’s not really something they encourage,” he responded, looking back at me, his forehead wrinkling a little. I didn’t want him questioning why I didn’t want to stay in the crowd. 
 
    But I could feel it. I could feel the pulse of all the people, thick and throbbing in my mouth. It wasn’t possible for me to stay there. Not then, when I’d been so recently close to the edge. 
 
    “Rose.” I waited for her to look at me. When she did, I widened my gaze a little. “I’m not sure this food is coconut-free. I really don’t want to deal with a freaking allergic reaction in the middle of all this. Last thing we need.” 
 
    She understood quickly. “Yeah. I wonder if anyone can tell us the ingredients. I mean, the hot dogs should be safe.” 
 
    “Yeah. They probably are. But can’t be too careful and I don’t want to be sick in front of everyone.” 
 
    Nolan understood too. “Let’s head back to the tent. I doubt anyone’s going to give us shit—not with what just happened.” 
 
    “Well, we might get pulled, but suit yourself,” Andy said, shrugging. “I’ll stay here and eat then come—” Andy stopped speaking, looking at something behind Nolan’s shoulder. “On second thought, I’ll come back with you guys.” Like a bullet, he pushed past all of us and beelined back the way we’d come. I almost laughed when I saw what had made Andy race away. 
 
    A very severe-looking woman wearing a habit, looking hot as Hades and completely out of sorts, was walking swiftly toward where we were. “Excuse me, but was that boy with you?” Her voice was high and nasal, nails-on-chalkboard nauseating. 
 
    “Boy?” Rose asked, feigning ignorance. 
 
    “Yes, that boy. The one with the ginger hair and freckles.” She pointed the way Andy had run off. 
 
    “No, I’m sorry. I mean, he said something to us. What did he say, you guys?” Rose turned to the rest of us. 
 
    “I have no idea. Sorry, I wasn’t paying attention,” I offered, looking at the nun with as apologetic a face as I could manage. 
 
    “That boy. He’s going to be the death of me!” she exclaimed, and then walked off toward a table where a different bunch of boys were carrying on loudly. 
 
    We moved quickly after Andy, listening to the nun rant and rave behind us—the end of the world was, apparently, no time to lose our minds and act like hooligans. 
 
    Lord help us for lying. But we were heroes. After all, we’d covered for Andy instead of feeding him to the wolves. Um…er…nuns. 
 
    When we were almost out of sight of the eating area, something made me turn to look back. I don’t know what it was. Instinct maybe. That feeling on the back of your neck when you know, just know, that someone is staring at you. 
 
    Karla and Leon were huddled together, staring in our direction. I had no idea what they were saying, but I knew it couldn’t be good. 
 
    And I also knew in my gut that they were no longer part of our group. Whatever they thought was wrong with me had severed the cord of survival that had tethered us together. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
    ~ Rose ~ 
 
      
 
      
 
    I sniffed at the MRE pack and scrunched up my nose. The pack said it was a tasty stew packed with vitamins and minerals. The pack was lying to me because there was no way this was stew, or tasty. It looked more like dog food! And good God, the smell! I retched as I squeezed a little of the gloop upwards. 
 
    I stuck my tongue out to taste a little, but I couldn’t do it. The smell and sight were enough to make my stomach heave. 
 
    Nolan snickered next to me and I turned to glare. He offered me his pack, which looked substantially better, and I gladly swapped with him, giving him a grateful smile. 
 
    “I should have grabbed a hot dog,” I grumbled. 
 
    “Can’t eat those things,” he retorted, eating some of the supposed stew. 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile again. “Me neither.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    He held my gaze for a long second and then we both looked away. 
 
    “My friend was eating one once and saw an eyelash in it. I’ve never been able to eat them since. I mean, I know that they’re made up of…everything left over, but…” I shuddered and shook my head. “It was just too real, if you get me.” 
 
    He chuckled. “I hear that.” 
 
    “Life or death, what are you gonna eat?” Andy interrupted. “Dog food or hot dog?” 
 
    “Dog food!” Nolan and I chimed in unison. I laughed lightly, like I didn’t have a care in the world—at least until Barrett rumbled out a low laugh. 
 
    “Well look at you two, all cozy-like.” He winked at us. “Looks like there’ll be wedding bells in no time.” 
 
    Sam gave him a dig in the side, but he didn’t so much as flinch. 
 
    “Shut up, Barrett,” I bit out, glaring at him, and he laughed again. 
 
    We’d headed straight back to our tent with our food—though using the word food to describe these things was debatable. Apparently MREs had come a long way and we should all have been grateful, Nolan said, but my stomach still grumbled in protest. 
 
    Andy had told us they gave out packs daily to the newcomers. They held important supplies for people like water purifiers and torches, flints and foil blankets, and we were waiting out our time when we could all go and get one.  
 
    Since none of us had any supplies, these packs were going to be our lucky breaks. I couldn’t see that we would be able to stay there for very long—not if Sam kept on zomming out on us—so we needed to eat, gather supplies, and plan where to head to next. 
 
    It seemed ironic that we were in probably one of the safest spots in America right then, with armed guards at every turn, food, supplies, and yet we were already planning on leaving. I didn’t want to. None of us did. But every time I looked at Sam, I knew we had to. There was no question about it. 
 
    Andy had been stuck to us like glue since we’d met him, and despite the fact that he seemed like a good kid, I really wanted him to piss off so we could all talk freely instead of in code. 
 
    “How’s the food?” I asked Sam, and she looked up mid-slurp of whatever was in her ration pack. 
 
    She shrugged. “Not too bad, actually. But I’m starving and could eat anything right now, if I’m honest.” 
 
    The word anything hung heavily between us all, and I watched the last mouthful of food lodge in her throat, her eyes wide as she forced it down. 
 
    “Not…anything, obviously,” she mumbled. 
 
    “Nothing coconutty then?” I asked. 
 
    She shook her head and I breathed a small sigh of relief. 
 
    “How long till they give out those packs, kid?” Barrett asked. 
 
    “It’s Andy,” he snapped, “and usually around two-ish, so like, anytime now, I think.” He didn’t like Barrett at all. I completely understood that, because Barrett was completely unlikeable. Useful as shit, but unlikeable. I had no idea what Sam saw in him, but I was putting it down to the zombie virus messing with her brain. Still, I was glad she had him all the same. He seemed to give her comfort, and she could do with all the comfort she could get. 
 
    “Maybe we can head on over there so we’re not lining up for too long when they start to give them out,” Nolan said. “No doubt we’d all like to get some rest as soon as we get out packs.” 
 
    “Sure,” Andy said, standing up. “I don’t know why I didn’t think of that myself—the line is always really long.” 
 
    I internally groaned, but somehow refrained from expressing it. I was the most impatient woman ever. I hated waiting for anything. In fact, I’d rather be late for my dentist appointment than be early and have to wait. 
 
    “God, there’s no dentists anymore,” I suddenly said. 
 
    We pushed out of the tent and Andy looked at me with a grimace. “Good, I hate the dentist. All they ever do is drill and fill, or yank ’em out.” 
 
    “You need to take better care of your teeth,” Sam replied, sounding every bit the part of his mother—so much so that Andy stopped and looked at her with surprise. “Sorry.” She stumbled over her words. “It’s important though, right?” 
 
    “Right,” Andy replied with a roll of his eyes, but I didn’t miss the blush to his cheeks. 
 
    He led us through the camp, towards the North side and away from the main entrance. I’ve no idea why, but I felt better, like maybe I was further away from being kicked out of there. Or further away from where the zombies could get in. Although that was stupid, really, because we were traveling with a damned zombie…  
 
    I cursed my own thoughts. No, Sam wasn’t a zombie; she was something else. She could control it, whatever it was. It was like she’d taken on some of the traits of those monsters, but not all of them. I’d say it was the best of both worlds, but both worlds pretty much sucked right then. 
 
    “Earth to Rose,” Nolan said from in front of me. 
 
    I’d slowed right down, my thoughts taking over as we’d walked, and he’d hung back.  
 
    “Sorry,” I mumbled and shook my head. 
 
    “You okay?” he asked. 
 
    “Not really. None of this is okay, but I’m coping, if that’s what you’re asking.” 
 
    “It was,” he grunted, his warm eyes on mine. 
 
    “We should catch up to the others.” I started to walk again since everyone had continued on, and that time Nolan fell into step with me. 
 
    We walked in silence, ignoring the hustle and bustle around us. Camp was busy. There were a lot of people there, I started to realize. A lot of people in one place couldn’t be a good thing—not when one bite or scratch from those monsters could turn you into one of them.  
 
    I stared at the people; they’d already survived so much. Death and destruction were evident on their clothes and their horror-filled gazes, but people were resilient, and none of us there were ready to give up just yet. Perhaps that was exactly why we were still there. 
 
    Army personnel seemed to be posted every couple of steps as we threaded through the mass of tents. People were talking or crying, but mostly they were holding each other, staring into space as they struggled to come to terms with the events of the past couple of days. Maybe that’s what we all needed to do—reflect on it all. But then again, what good would that do? It wouldn’t bring back Jamie and Alexa. And it wouldn’t get me back home. 
 
    Nolan reached for my arm and pulled me to a stop and I followed his gaze automatically. It was Leon and Karla. They were both in line for the survival packs, and they were both looking our way. 
 
    “What should we do?” I asked, feeling uneasy—especially with the way Leon was looking at me and the fact that Nolan had his hand on my arm. 
 
    “Nothing. Just act normal.” Nolan started walking again 
 
    “But what if they say something?” I said, staring after him.  
 
    He slowed and turned to look at me. “I think they already would have if they were going to. The fact is, we’re in here, which means they think we’ve all been tested and we’re all okay. They might not like it, or understand how we did it, but they can’t argue with science. Besides, it’s only your little stalker that we have to worry about.” 
 
    His voice was tinged with unspent anger and something else. Bitterness? Jealousy? I wasn’t sure.  
 
    We finally made it to the line and I looked away from Leon, focusing my attention on our surroundings again. I’d felt secure and maybe even a little safe not so long ago, but now that I’d been reminded of Leon I felt anything but. 
 
    “Twelve o’clock,” Nolan said to Barrett, who followed his gaze. 
 
    “That problem needs fixing,” Barrett replied, sounding angry. “Before he drops us all in the shit. I ain’t got no problem dealing with him.” He looked down at Sam for confirmation, and she looked startled. 
 
    “God, no, will you stop it!” she hissed quietly. 
 
    “Stop what?” He shrugged. 
 
    “Talking about taking people out so easily. These are people, and you can’t just go around killing indiscriminately! It’s not the…the…” She paused and we all knew why. 
 
    It was the end of the world, and a lot of people had gone savage. 
 
    This world was no longer for the living, but for the dead. 
 
    Barrett chuckled and ruffled the top of her head like he hadn’t been listening to a word she’d said, and Sam seemed too in shock to say anything else. The queue moved slowly, until we finally got to the front. 
 
    “Here’s your bag. You’ve got a map, water-purifying tablets, flint, foil blanket, mini medical kit, and a compass,” the man said. He looked through the list and reeled off some more items, and with every item I breathed a sigh of relief. “What’s your name, ma’am?” 
 
    “My name?” 
 
    “Yeah. I need to check it against the list. Everyone needs one of these packs and we need to make sure that everyone gets one. The fate of humanity rests on people surviving.” 
 
    I was shocked into silence at his bluntness and he looked to Nolan for help.  
 
    “Her name’s Rose,” Nolan said. “Rose—” 
 
    I looked up at him, the words of the other man ringing in my ears. 
 
    The fate of humanity… 
 
    “Rose Cooper,” I said quietly. 
 
    “Rose Cooper,” Nolan said louder. 
 
    “State of occupancy?” 
 
    “State of?” I shrugged. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Where are you from, and which area have you been issued in, ma’am?” 
 
    “She’s from the UK,” Nolan filled in for me. “And we’re in red zone, section three.” 
 
    I blinked in surprise, because I hadn’t noticed any of that shit. 
 
    “And you are?” the other man said, turning to look at Nolan. Clearly he had a superiority complex and wanted to make sure we all knew who was in charge. 
 
    “Sergeant Nolan Baker.” 
 
    I looked up at him sharply but he continued to look at the other army guy with barely a blink. 
 
    “You serve?” he asked, and Nolan nodded. 
 
    “Two tours. Signed off after the last one due to health issues,” Nolan responded abruptly. 
 
    “Health issues?” the army man scoffed. “What kind of health issues? Because any able-bodied man should be serving right now, if you ask me.” 
 
    Nolan huffed out a breath and leaned forwards. “I saw too many dead bodies and started to lose my shit, son. Started taking people out—any people that I saw as a threat.” 
 
    I stared between the two men, not sure what to say. I’d learned more about Nolan in the last thirty seconds than I had in the past few days. And yet, strangely, none of his admissions actually surprised me. In fact, it all made more sense now.  
 
    Barrett, Sam, and Andy came to join us since they’d already been issued their bags. Sensing the mood had obviously taken a hostile edge, Barrett did what Barrett did best and created even more tension. 
 
    He slapped Nolan on the shoulder and barked out a laugh. “All right, all right, we all good here then, boys? ’Cause I am more than ready to get this whacked-out party on the road!” He smiled at the army man. “Thanks for your service.” He winked, and I sensed that he’d already had a not-so-pleasant run-in with the man previously. 
 
    The army personnel looked at Nolan with a look I could only describe as disgust. “Where you from?” 
 
    “Detroit,” Nolan snapped. 
 
    “I’ll pass your details along. Don’t be surprised if you get called up. We need all the help we can get out here.” He glared at Nolan. “Next!” he barked, and I grabbed Nolan’s arm and pulled us along to the next station where we could grab our bags and get the hell out of there. 
 
    “Well, well, that was a fucking delightful turn of events, wasn’t it?” Barrett laughed. 
 
    I turned and glared at him, wishing he’d shut the hell up, but all that did was make him laugh more. I grabbed Nolan’s hand and started to pull him away. 
 
    “Come on,” I said, and he frowned but followed. “We’ll see you back at the tent,” I called to the others. 
 
    We needed to get some space, for his sake and everyone else’s. Because if there was one thing I had learned about Nolan, it was that you could only push him so far. Once he lost his shit, he lost it. And I had a feeling that talking about his past was bringing him close to the edge. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
    ~ Sam ~ 
 
      
 
    Barrett was pushing his luck. 
 
    Even with me at the moment. A devil-may-care attitude and bad-boy good looks could only get you so far when you were acting out like a total asshole. I thought maybe he got off on pushing people’s buttons as hard as he could for as long as he could, until a person snapped. And then he’d sit back and watch the show, feet propped up like Gaston expecting foot rubs from Belle. 
 
    I watched Rose and Nolan move away from us, back toward the tent. Andy stood awkwardly next to me and Barrett, sort of side-eyeing him warily. He opened his mouth, then shut it again. That was probably smart. Barrett would make mincemeat out of the young kid no matter what he might have uttered. 
 
    Andy shrugged and then followed the duo, who were already far enough away that I didn’t need to lower my voice to keep from being heard. 
 
    “Barrett, God, you have got to put a sock in it!” I turned to him, forcing my face to be as fierce as I could manage. “Honestly, do you want to piss everyone off? Is that the plan? Then what—you’ll just toddle off on your own to survive the wilds? Big bad drug runner who needs nothing and no one… oh, except your drugs, of course.” I fought the urge to stamp my foot for emphasis. It wasn’t good that I was getting upset. I could feel warmth building up from the center of my chest, where my heart was beating too rapidly—like a narcotic-dosed hummingbird. 
 
    Barrett’s expression actually fell, and a slight creep of crimson was working its way up his throat. It stayed, however, just below his jawline, like he was able to keep from fully blushing by force of will alone. I wished I had that talent. But nope. When I got embarrassed, it was all “call the firehouse to put out the flames” in my cheeks. 
 
    “Shit,” Barrett grumbled, his eyes staring intently at me. “I’ve never played well with others, sweets. You’re going to have to get used to that.” A bit of his normal cockiness played against the last of his words. 
 
    “I don’t have to get used to anything actually, Barrett. I’ve just met you. There’s still a world full of people out there, some of whom don’t carry around a state-sized chip on their shoulder.” I angled away from him, crossing my arms over my body. It was better than stamping my foot…though only by a very tiny margin. 
 
    “A whole world of people,” he repeated, moving his own body to stand back directly in front of me, “who have no idea what secrets your pretty little body hides.” He lifted his hand and moved a strand of hair from my face gently. “But me? I got a good idea what’s going on under those skinny curves, and I haven’t left you yet. So don’t get used to me. Don’t admit you got a longing in between your legs. But don’t think for one second that the rest of the world’s going to accept what’s happening to you.” 
 
    My face crumpled, and tears began to build in my eyes. I didn’t want him to say anything else. I didn’t want to hear it. Not that he was okay with what was happening to me, not that he was planning to stick by me, but that I was different now, different from the entire world. I knew it already, deep-the-hell-down inside my stomach, but hearing him talk about it, with his voice soft and low and almost a lullaby, made it too damn real. I wasn’t ready. 
 
    “I’m going to kiss you now,” Barrett announced, his voice a deep rumble that echoed through my chest. It was the first time, actually, that he’d given me fair warning of his intentions. Part of me wanted to pull away—that part that was all heat inside my still-racing heart—but the other part of me stayed. 
 
    Why? 
 
    Because he was right, and I hated that. If the world found out what I was, it could go one of two ways: Someone might kill me instantly. No questions asked. No hope. Or someone might take me. And that option? Lab rat central. I wouldn’t be a hummingbird heart free anymore; I’d be a rat in a cage. 
 
    So I stayed where I was as he leaned in, and for my part I leaned forward. Only a fraction. But that fraction spoke volumes. I was meeting his attitude, his ego, his darkness, and introducing it to the new reality of my own. Beauty traded for blood. I could only wonder how bad tomorrow would be in terms of my body. And then the next day. And the next. The future was frightening—more so for me than for anyone else. So for now, as my body trembled with equal parts fear and lust, I let go. 
 
    And I tried to slough off my worries as he kissed me deeply and fully. He wasn’t asshole Barrett in that moment; he was a man accepting a woman stood in front of him—without any (as of yet spoken) strings. 
 
    I pulled away first, a little breathless. But the hotness in my chest had cooled and the tears had dried within my eyes before they’d even had time to debate sliding down my face. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said without thinking. 
 
    He grinned mischievously. “I honestly can’t say you’re the first woman who’s thanked me for kissing her, but you’re damn near the sexiest.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and turned from him, beginning the walk back to the tent—and to Rose and Nolan, who’d hopefully cooled off in our short absence. 
 
    We only made it a few feet, Barrett trailing behind me, when I heard my name being called by Karla’s distinct voice. “Sam! Sam, hold on!” 
 
    I felt myself stiffen, but I forced myself to turn around. Her eyes were wide and curious. I knew why—she was wondering how I’d passed the test, how I could possibly be roaming around a safe military installation when I was infected.  
 
    Just act normal. You’re not sick. You’re not becoming whatever you’re becoming. Just be fucking normal, Sam. 
 
    I pep-talked myself mentally until I felt my expression relax into what I was pretty sure was a natural-looking smile. “Hi, Karla.” Despite smiling, I heard the tension in my words. Relax, idiot! “You and Leon get set up in a tent?” I looked past her to Leon slinking behind her, looking like he wanted to turn and bolt rather than engage with me and Barrett. His gaze was moving around, clearly searching for Rose. 
 
    “Yes. Nice group. Nuns, if you can believe that. Bunch of kids too.” Karla was nervously shoving her hands in and out of her pockets, shuffling her feet, biting her lower lip. 
 
    “Karla, if you have something to say, just say it. We’re all adults here.” I gave her the invitation to speak up or forever hold her damn peace.  
 
    She spoke. 
 
    “Listen, I mean, you must be fine if you passed that test. The blood thing. And, well, I just wanted to say I’m sorry. Everything was so touch-and-go before. I mean, it seemed really clear that something was going on with you…” She let her voice trail off, leaving unspoken things hanging in the air. Maybe she was envisioning me with weapons, whirling around like a demonic ballerina, killing zombies. In my head, I’d looked graceful. A graceful freaking killing machine. 
 
    But I’m guessing that to Karla, I’d looked like something out of a brutal, carnage-driven movie with little plot save for killing. 
 
    I glanced at Barrett. He opened his mouth slightly, getting ready to respond to Karla. I gave him a slight shake of my head. No, I needed to handle this. 
 
    “Yeah, I passed the test,” I said, nodding. “Did you think I wouldn’t?” I smiled only a little, working surprise into my expression. 
 
    “Girl, I mean…I mean…” She stuttered out the words. “Everyone was just so tense when we first got here, worrying about the test and the relief that we’d found somewhere safe. Rose was comforting you. You were crying. Lord, what was I”—she glanced back at Leon—“what were we supposed to think?” 
 
    “Maybe that the end of the world has happened and I was freaked the fuck out.” I shrugged. “Look, we’ve all passed the test. We’re all here. Let’s just move on.” 
 
    She took a step forward, as if she wanted to hug me or come with me, but then she moved back again, unsure. Once more, she looked at Leon. “Yeah, let’s move on. We’re going to stay in the tent we’ve been assigned though. I mean, that’s where they put us, so we should stay there.” 
 
    “Okay.” I shrugged again. “Suit yourself. See you around.” I ended the conversation, knowing that Barrett and Nolan, despite hating one another, had agreed on leaving the compound as soon as possible, so the likelihood of actually seeing her and Leon again was slim. And maybe that was for the best. 
 
    Leon hadn’t said a word while we’d talked, and as soon as we were done talking, he’d skulked away. Karla had sighed, giving me and Barrett a last hard look, before following her less-than-pleasant companion. I hated that things had come to this, and knew it was partly my fault. But if I was being honest I knew it was for the best. Karla was a good woman, and she’d helped us when we needed it. It was good that we were separating. She was safer that way. 
 
    “The nuns are the perfect place for them, if you ask me,” Barrett drawled out. 
 
    “I didn’t ask you,” I retorted angrily. 
 
    “Hey, what did I say now?” He held up his hands in protest, his eyes still twinkling mischievously. 
 
    “It’s not what you say so much as who you are fundamentally, Barrett,” I snapped back, though I knew some of the force in my voice was totally counteracted by the twinkles in my own eyes that I couldn’t kill. Even at the end of the world… my taste in men. God help me. 
 
    We walked back in companionable quiet, though the world around us was loud and bustling. 
 
    When we got back to the tent, though, the comfortable stillness between us evaporated. Rose and Nolan were going at it like cats and dogs. 
 
    “He should come with us,” Nolan said, pointing at Andy, who was sitting on the floor of the tent looking completely taken aback by the scene in front of him. 
 
    He held up his hands, trying to calm the situation, maybe. “Seriously, I didn’t mean to cause an issue. It was just a question. Can’t a guy ask a question around here?” 
 
    “Be quiet, kid,” Nolan snapped, his eyes only for Rose and his face going beet red as his blood pressure skyrocketed. 
 
    “Don’t talk to him like that,” Rose barked out at the same time that Andy protested being called kid again.  
 
    “Be quiet,” she and Nolan snapped at the young boy in unison this time. 
 
    “Rose, he doesn’t have anybody. He’s a system kid. I know what that’s like. If he wants to come with us, we should let him. Shit’s so bad, if we find someone who needs us, we should help.” 
 
    “We can’t be responsible for a kid!” Rose yelled. “Look at all the shit we’ve been through. Look what happened to Alexa!” Rose was shaking now. She moved to the tent wall, gripping one of the thick poles that held the sleeping structure upright as if she might collapse at any moment and needed the support. 
 
    Instantly, I knew what the real problem was. It wasn’t that Andy wanted to come along; no, it was the memory of the teen girl who’d died. The worst way I could imagine, after burning in a fire maybe. She’d been ripped to shreds by zombies. She’d been eaten. Rose didn’t want to have another kid on her “watch” who might die. 
 
    I moved fully into the tent, beelining for Rose. I put an arm around her, leaned in, and whispered. 
 
    “Rose, what happened to Alexa has nothing to do with Andy.”  
 
    She tried to yank away, but I pulled her in tightly to my body.  
 
    “If he’s really alone, with nobody anywhere, then we shouldn’t leave him. Put yourself in his shoes.” 
 
    When she yanked away this time, I didn’t fight her on it. “I am in his shoes, Sam. I’m here thousands of fucking miles from home, worried sick about my mum and dad. I could be an orphan right now and not even know it. But I won’t watch another kid die. I won’t.” 
 
    Andy stood then and walked over to us. He gave a lopsided grin, his gaze on Rose, and he shrugged. “I guess I can’t die then.” 
 
    It was so casual, and such perfect timing, that Rose snorted in unexpected laughter.  
 
    “You don’t even know what you’re getting into, Andy.” She glanced at me, and then seemed to realize what she was doing.  
 
    Her eyes left my face fast, but the damage was done. Because I got what she was insinuating; I was the thing that Andy would be “getting into” if he stayed with us. I was the biggest threat to his future now. 
 
    Me.  
 
    Never thought I’d say that, but it was true. I was the biggest risk to us all. 
 
    I was bad, on a level that transcended anything else, including attitude and skin-deep appearances. I glanced at Barrett. Yeah, he was bad to the bone. But I was bad through and through, way deeper than just flesh and bone now. 
 
    Slice me up and stick me under a microscope. Lab rat for hire. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
    ~ Rose ~ 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was furious with Andy for asking to stay with our group, but I was more furious with Nolan for agreeing to it. It was as if common sense went out the window and he’d forgotten that not only were there zombies at the gates, but that one of those zombies—or something akin to one—was living with us. 
 
    I glanced back at Sam, guilt flushing my features. And by the shocked look in her eyes, she’d understood the deeper meaning behind my words. 
 
    “Sam, I’m sorry,” I said as she turned away from me and headed back out of the tent. 
 
    Silence fell heavily over our group, and I looked over at Nolan for help but he wouldn’t look at me. 
 
    “Look, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked,” Andy said apologetically, his hand dragging through his unruly hair. “I just, I haven’t got anyone else and I can’t stay with those nuns anymore. But I get it—” 
 
    “No, you really don’t,” I said, my chest feeling tight. “You have no idea. Stay with us, but we’re not looking after you. You take care of yourself, you hear me?” I snapped, hating the bitter tone to my voice.  
 
    He shifted his gaze around the group to Nolan, whose dark stare was penetrating me, and then to Barrett, who was sat casually with a smirk on his face. 
 
    “I’ve always taken care of myself. I don’t need more people trying to be my parents, I just need someone who won’t think praying is going to save us all.” Andy crossed his arms in front of his chest and let out a deep breath. 
 
    I shook my head. “Whatever,” I replied, and turned to leave the tent, my backpack feeling heavy on my back. Or maybe that was just my own guilt weighing me down. Guilt for Alexa because we hadn’t reached her, and guilt for bringing some unsuspecting kid into our fold. 
 
    Whatever, I needed to find Sam. I needed to apologize for the way my words had cut her. Though there was obviously no getting away from the fact that there was truth in what I said, the way I had just word-vomited it out wasn’t fair.  
 
    I pushed the flap to one side and headed outside. I put a hand up to shield my eyes, the brightness of the day in stark contrast to the dim tent. The day was heating up and the crowds of people were becoming thick and suffocating, so much so that I couldn’t help but look around me in anxiety. 
 
    People sat in the doorways of their tents, the flaps tied back to allow some air inside. They were talking and smiling like there was nothing left to worry about. Like the army were here and we were all saved. Hallelujah.  
 
    How could they all be so laid back about it? As if it could ever be that easy. I was so mad I wanted to cry, because it was this lax attitude that would eventually get them all killed. And I realized that if I stayed there, I would probably die too. And I couldn’t die—I wouldn’t. I had to, somehow, get home. 
 
    A man pushed past me, splashing water on his head and face to cool himself down. Droplets of the warm liquid splattered my arms and face and I scowled at him.  
 
    He mumbled an insincere apology and kept on moving through the crowd of people, the sound of his shitty apology getting lost within the thick folds of noise. Of crying children, of men talking, or women laughing, of footsteps and bodies moving. Of helicopters in the sky and trucks on the ground. A shiver trailed down my spine, the hairs on my arms prickling as I looked around me. 
 
    “There’s too many people,” I muttered to myself. 
 
    The stench of sweat was heady and the voices of so many people were making me feel dizzy. All care and caution seemed to have gone out the proverbial window and my stomach dropped at the thought of Sam out there all alone. 
 
    I stuck my head back in the tent and all eyes were on me. “We need to find Sam, now,” I said, panic in my voice.  
 
    Nolan was the first to move, closely followed by Barrett and then Andy.  
 
    “Fuck,” Nolan said looking around us, “where did they all come from?” He looked towards Andy. 
 
    “It always gets busy around this time. It’s too hot to stay in the tents.” He glanced around nervously. “Another group must have arrived too.” He frowned. 
 
    “We need to split up and find her,” I said, my eyes widening as a woman let out a loud laugh that sounded like nails down a blackboard. “I’ll head back to the canteen, you guys.” I started looking over at them all and realized that Barrett had already left. “Just find her!” I snapped urgently, and then I took off into the crowd. 
 
    There were too many people for me to run, but I could power-walk and I was short so I could duck underneath and in between people quickly. I found the canteen easily, and though there were a lot of people there also, there was no sign of Sam. As soon as I saw the crowds I had known she wouldn’t be. She’d want to find somewhere quiet, somewhere away from people and noise.  
 
    I stood and turned in a circle, seeing the tops of tents in every direction. sweat trailing down the side of my face and down my spine as panic started to grip me. What if she zommed out now, with none of us there to help her? 
 
    Would she hurt someone? 
 
    Kill them? 
 
    She’d never forgive herself if so. God, she wouldn’t have the chance to forgive herself—they’d kill her on sight. 
 
    I squeezed my eyes closed and took a couple of deep breaths to calm myself and try to think more logically instead of letting panic control me. The underlying smell of fuel hit me and I snapped my eyes open. Looking around me again a little more closely, I noticed the tips of something over the top of some of the tents to the left. I jogged through the crowd, pushing past people. 
 
    “Sorry, excuse me,” I called as I ran. “Pardon me, thank you!”  
 
    People muttered and cursed as I barged past them, apparently too hot and bothered to listen to me when I asked them to move, so I changed up my tactics.  
 
    “Get out of the bloody way, now!” I stumbled out of the crowd of people and into a more open area, and looked around. 
 
    Helicopters, trucks, army tents, and best of all—hardly any people. 
 
    If Sam was going to be anywhere, it would be here. I stepped out into the area, passing over a spray-painted line that had restricted written above it. 
 
    “Restricted-shmicted,” I muttered, and kept on walking. 
 
    There were army personnel walking around the area and I did my best to hide from them, but James Bond secret agent I was not. I ducked behind a truck, making sure to stay at the side of one of the truck’s tires so my feet couldn’t be seen from underneath. 
 
    “Hey! This is a restricted area!” 
 
    I stayed where I was, holding my breath and wondering what the hell I was even doing. I mean, way to look suspicious! Surely I could have just said I was looking for my friend and they’d help me, right? I mean, that’s what these army guys were there to do—help people. Yet something kept me exactly where I was, hiding behind the wheel of a truck as he marched on by, his hands on the gun that was slung around his neck, his eyes staring straight ahead at the supply tents where I was heading. 
 
    When he was out of sight, I breathed a sigh of relief and looked over the top of the truck. Happy that no one else was coming that way, I jogged over to a group of round metal containers and ducked behind them. I was close to the helicopters then. There were two of them, and they were much bigger than any I had seen before. When my father had turned fifty, my mum had booked him a one-hour helicopter flight experience over Manchester. Since my mum is afraid of heights I got to go with him, and it was amazing! But that helicopter was tiny compared to this beast of a thing! 
 
    I took a step back and stared up at it. Its blades were huge, stretching on for what seemed miles though they could only be six or seven feet. It had a large mount for a gun on one side, though the mount was empty at the moment, thankfully. And that thing could hold at least twenty people. I looked over at the second and third helicopter, and then at the trucks, realizing with sinking dread that there was no way there were enough vehicles to get everyone away from there and to safety, should we need to. I didn’t like that at all. 
 
    Of course, I shouldn’t have been worrying about getting out of there in case of an outbreak, yet I couldn’t help it. There was no way I wanted to be stuck somewhere without an escape plan again. Being trapped on a falling plane that was on fire and infested with flesh-hungry zombies would do that to a girl. 
 
    “Rose?” 
 
    I turned at the sound of my name spoken softly, spotting Sam over by the second helicopter. I checked both ways and then jogged over to her, crouching down by one of the large wheels next to her. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” she asked, her eyes closed now. 
 
    “Looking for you, love,” I replied, nudging her with my shoulder. I noted the sweat on her forehead and tried to put it down to it being so hot, but I knew by the way her hands were gripping the metal of the wheel that she’d been zomming out like I’d suspected. “How are you doing? Better now you’re away from everyone?” 
 
    She nodded quickly. “Much. The smell of plane fuel masked everyone.” 
 
    “Anything I can do?” I asked, and she shook her head. “Let me just get this out of the way then, okay? I’m sorry for what I said. I didn’t mean to hurt you, but the fact is we don’t know what’s happening with you, and I really think bringing someone new into our little group is a bad idea.” 
 
    “I do too,” she replied breathlessly. “Keep talking, it’s helping.” 
 
    I paused in shock, wondering how I could be helping her when all I was doing was word-vomiting. It was her turn to nudge me with her shoulder now. 
 
    “Sorry, yeah, umm, but I guess Nolan’s right too; Andy is on his own, and he’s got no chance on his own.” I looked out to the distance, to the sea of tents and buildings, wondering how many people were out there. How many had similar stories to Andy’s—alone, vulnerable. How many people had died so far, and how many more would do so before this thing was over? 
 
    “He’s always got the nuns,” she laughed. Her voice was still panicked and breathless, but she finally opened up her eyes and looked over at me. 
 
    I smirked back. “I am sorry.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to say sorry for. You’re right: I’m dangerous. Probably more dangerous than the things beyond the fence, because you trust me. At least with those monsters you know exactly what you’re getting, but with me—” 
 
    “Hey, stop that. We might not know what’s going on with you, but that doesn’t mean you’re one of them.” I nodded in finality, letting my words settle between us. “In fact,” I added, “you’re like a secret weapon. You can go near those things without them turning on you. You’re like some crazy superhero.” 
 
    Sam snorted on a laugh. “That might be a bit of a stretch.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I laughed back, “but we don’t know enough about what’s happening to you yet to make any decisions.” 
 
    “I think you should tie me up when I sleep—just in case I, you know…” 
 
    “Zom out on us?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Yeah. I don’t think I could live with myself if I hurt someone—especially you.” 
 
    She reached for my hand and squeezed it, and I smiled at her.  
 
    “I’ll speak to Nolan about it. I doubt Barrett is going to be okay with us tying you up, though, and there’s no way to explain it to Andy without him becoming suspicious.”  
 
    She nodded sadly and I reached over and squeezed her hand.  
 
    “We should get out of here before that guard comes back and yells at me again. Besides, everyone is looking for you.” 
 
    She groaned dramatically. “I hate that.” 
 
    “There’s worse things than your friends looking for you, babe.” I smiled. 
 
    “What? Like being scratched by a zombie and half-turning into one of them so that whenever too many people are around, or you get freaked out, you start to hulk out? But, you know, instead of turning big, green, and strong, you see red—literal red—and want to rip everyone’s throats out and eat their flesh?” She slammed out the words, syllable by syllable. And I could tell each letter she spoke ate at her like acid. “God, I’m so hungry.” 
 
    Silence fell like lead between us, and my jaw went slack at her sudden outburst. Tears welled in her eyes, but she fought them off determinedly. 
 
    “Umm, yeah, something like that,” I replied with a grimace, and then for no apparent reason she started to laugh, and I joined in. “This is really messed up, you know?” 
 
    “I know,” she replied, still laughing. “I don’t know why I’m laughing, either.” 
 
    I swiped at the laughter tears under my eyes. “Me neither, but I’d prefer to laugh than cry.” 
 
    When we’d gained our composure, we stood up and started back across the restricted area, ducking behind things as we went. But as we got closer, I could see Sam struggling more and more, the scent of so many people sending her freakish zombie powers crazy. 
 
    “We need to stop,” I said as we dropped below a huge pile of sandbags.  
 
    She nodded, and we crouched down. I swung my backpack around and opened it up, rooting through the meager contents until I found something useful: a spare T-shirt.  
 
    I pulled it out and bit the hem of it with my teeth until I’d made a small tear, and then I tore it right down the center. 
 
    “Lean forwards,” I said, and Sam complied with confusion until I started to wrap the material around her nose and mouth and tie it at the back of her head. “This should help.” I looked through the bag and found some hand sanitizer and squirted some of it onto my hands before smearing it over the material that now covered half of her face. “How’s that? Any better?” 
 
    She nodded emphatically. “Much better, actually. All I can really smell is disinfectant. But won’t this look suspicious?” 
 
    I smiled. “Not if we both do the same thing. We’ll just seem like cleanaphobes or something.” 
 
    “Cleanaphobes? You mean germaphobes?” Sam corrected. 
 
    “Shut up, yeah, that too,” I laughed. 
 
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
    ~ Sam ~ 
 
      
 
      
 
    We did get a few strange looks as we walked through the camp, but if a crisis did anything to a group of people, it did this: it seemed to make folks less inclined to be nosy. Maybe that was a good thing, maybe it wasn’t. Either way, I had a feeling we’d be seeing a lot more people wearing masks soon enough, because if there was one thing people didn’t like, it was germs. 
 
    I mean, sure, there were exceptions before the end of the world smashed into our faces. A car accident? Some people would stop, try to help. Most of them would rubberneck, though…drive slowly past, mouths agape, wanting to see the carnage out of morbid curiosity. A man trying to jump off a bridge and kill himself? People would tie themselves to him to keep him from jumping, to keep him alive. A stag caught in the middle of a muddy bog? A group of men—the same men who might shoot the stag during hunting season—would come together to rescue it. 
 
    The world had instances of great, soul-filling shows of humanity. 
 
    Sure, those happened. Sometimes often enough to restore a modicum of faith in mankind, between the news reports of school shootings, babies left in cars, human trafficking, and other noxious, blackening evil. 
 
    Looked like the “end-of-the-world” was the more typical crisis situation though. Heads down. Eyes up. Keep to your own. Stay alive. Glance furtively at the bad shit as a reminder of how lucky you are. 
 
    “See? I told you no one would really care if we both wore them,” Rose said, giving my hand a little squeeze. 
 
    “Cleanaphobes for the win.” I let out with a small giggle that still held an edge of mania. “Likely they think we’re lesbian cleanaphobes too.” I squeezed her hand back, smiling beneath the cloth over my face as she also let out a small, albeit mentally stable, laugh. 
 
    “God, don’t say that. Barrett would probably have a fit and try to kill me off if he thought I was after getting in your knickers!” she snorted. 
 
    We were only a few yards from the tent when a large shadow cast over us from behind. Rose jumped a little, but something told me that I didn’t need to be scared of whoever had just appeared at our backs. 
 
    “You worried me,” Barrett’s low voice rumbled. “I don’t like being worried.” 
 
    I turned slowly, using my free hand to reach up and make sure the cloth was still over my face. Barrett’s fingers reached at the same time. He gently tucked his index finger beneath the cloth and pushed it downward to pool around my neck. I cringed as the sanitizer scent was shifted away, to be replaced by the overwhelming aroma of body odor. 
 
    Rose tried to protest, but Barrett spoke faster. 
 
    “You’re okay,” Barrett continued to growl, his voice deep and harsh, but not in a cutting way. It was throaty with concern. And I could see the evidence of it in the tightness around his eyes as well. “You’ve got to focus on something else. Something that means more than what’s going on around you.” 
 
    He stared at me while Rose was frozen at my side. She’d taken a step closer to me, and her fingers still gripped mine firmly. 
 
    I struggled, my nose wrinkling, my mouth beginning to fill with saliva. 
 
    “Think, Sam. Think.” Barrett tilted his face a little closer. His breath was heady. Nutty, almost. It reminded me of something I couldn’t put my finger on. 
 
    And then it came to me. He smelled a bit like my dad. Sitting about on a Sunday, snacking on peanuts because they were cheaper than cashews, which were actually his favorites. 
 
    So I thought of my dad. I thought of how he towered over me, or so it felt when I was a child. I thought of how it had been just the two of us. I closed my eyes and saw him playing the violin while I twirled in circles about the room in front of him. I loved him. I missed him. I did not let myself fall into that void where I saw the ambulance lights undulating. 
 
    I stayed in my happy childhood, with no mother yet blanketed in the love of a father who’d have died for me. 
 
    “Good, that’s good.” Barrett put his hands on my shoulders.  
 
    I felt Rose let go of my hand. I didn’t like that, but I was focusing on control, on not going crazy every time I smelled a person. I didn’t want to keep walking the edge. Rose had said “zom out” when I’d told her how I feared hurting someone…especially her. It sounded so funny, so casual. And it scared the living daylights out of me. 
 
    Rose spoke then, her voice soft and wary. “Sam, you okay?” 
 
    I opened my eyes and looked at her. “Yes. I think so.” 
 
    Her eyes were still flooded with worry, but she pulled down the cloth she wore around her own face. “What did you think about?” 
 
    Barrett’s hands were still on my shoulder. I glanced at him, then back at her. “My dad.” 
 
    She nodded but didn’t say anything, and I knew she was probably thinking about her own dad. 
 
    “You found her.” Nolan’s voice joined us. Andy trailed behind them. They’d stayed together during the search for me, perhaps. His tone was a mix of relief and annoyance. “You can’t just run off whenever the fuck you feel like it, Sam, with what’s going on with you and shit. We’re protecting you, don’t you get that? We’re staying with you, even though we damn well shouldn’t.” 
 
    “Nolan, stop.” Rose moved to glare at him. “She’s having a harder time than the rest of us put together. So just stop.” 
 
    “I’ll stop if she promises not to go running off like that again. Send us all on a damn goose chase for her ass.” 
 
    Now I looked more closely at my berating end-of-the-world companion and noted the sweat upon his brow, the strain in his face. He’d been genuinely worried—either for me or for how my absence and condition might affect them all should I be found out. 
 
    Barrett had tensed beside me, no doubt ready to get into another fight with Nolan. So this time I spoke first. “I won’t run off again. I promise.” I considered tossing up a scout’s honor. 
 
    “Good, because we won’t come looking for you next time,” he growled out. 
 
    Scout’s honor forgotten, I pushed past everyone, though Barrett stayed close in pursuit, and made my way back to our tent that wasn’t too far in the distance now. I could hear Rose yelling at Nolan behind me but I didn’t care. It wasn’t like anything he’d just said was wrong, or a lie. He’d been right. That was probably what I hated the most. 
 
    I finally reached the tent and pushed inside. The dark interior was swelteringly hot; it took my breath away. 
 
    But the material did something else also—it muted all the smells floating through the air outside. I let the memory of my dad float away and I slinked toward the back of the tent, where my body, almost of its own volition, collapsed down onto the ground. 
 
    Barrett had followed me into the tent, but he’d hung back near the entrance. Everyone else piled in not too long after, their eyes scanning the dimness as if they thought maybe I’d pulled a fast one again. 
 
    Nolan cleared his throat and spoke. “Right. We need a plan.” He pushed his hand through his hair, taking a deep breath and seeming to regret the action as his lungs inflated with too-hot, too-dusty air. 
 
    “Plan?” Andy was over by his backpack again, sitting criss-cross on his wrinkled sleeping bag. “There was talk yesterday about the military moving us to a bigger camp outside Las Vegas.” 
 
    “Las Vegas,” Barrett said in disbelief. “Home sweet home. What a fuck-ton moronic place to put a bigger camp though. Can you imagine?” He shook his head, crossed his arms. “There you got drunks, gamblers. The uncontrolled types, addicted to the scene and the neon. Now infect them all. It’s going to be a goddamn circus there.” He grinned darkly. “I mean, those are my favorites types of people an’ all, but it ain’t no place for a survivor camp.” Barrett’s expression was thoughtful after he stopped speaking and I wondered what was running through that criminal brain of his. 
 
    “Nah. They said it was really safe there.” Andy unzipped his bag and sorted around the contents until he found an olive-green rectangle. He ripped it open with his teeth to reveal a tan-hued food bar. “Hated this shit first time I tried it, but you know it sort of reminds me of barely sweet cornflakes now. Just need some milk. I’d kill for some milk. With ice.” 
 
    Nolan and Rose were sitting on the floor now, their newly acquired bags next to them.  
 
    “It’s safe there?” Rose said, sounding incredulous. 
 
    “Supposed to be safer than here. More…they used a word…” Andy munched on the bar, bits of it crumbling out of his mouth “…fortified.” 
 
    “I got a question.” Barrett moved, his large, meaty arms still crossed over his body. “How are they getting this shit established so fast?” He gestured around the tent. “It’s been barely a few days since all this shit started, right? Now they’ve got a larger, fortified camp outside one of the busiest, amoral towns in the US? I don’t think it adds up.” 
 
    “The military is an efficient machine, Barrett. Not that you’d understand something like that. You’re on the other side of things, aren’t you?” Even seated on the floor, Nolan seemed fierce. “Carrying around that backpack like it’s the most precious fucking thing in the world to you.” 
 
    Andy quirked an eyebrow and took another bite of cereal bar. “What’s in the backpack?”   
 
    No one said anything, but they didn’t have to. We all knew what was in the backpack and how important it was to Barrett. Even now, at the end of the world, he was still clinging to it like it would change things for him. Like money was still currency. 
 
    “Seriously, what’s in the backpack?” Andy asked again. 
 
    “Shut up, kid,” both Barrett and Nolan yelled.  
 
    For a second, Andy looked like he might be regretting asking to stay with the group, but then he shrugged and went back to chowing down on his bar. 
 
    “Am I going to have to spend all my time breaking up fights between you two?” Rose spoke louder than necessary, to get the men’s attention, no doubt. “Because it’s getting really old. Grow up or, just”—she made a random, irritated gesture in the air—“get out.” 
 
    “I second that.” I raised my arm slowly, like I was going to answer a question in a classroom, and then I let my hand drop back lazily into my lap. “You’re acting like teenage boys.” 
 
    For what felt like the millionth time, Barrett and Nolan were silently glaring at each other. 
 
    I stood up just as a voice from outside the tent called out, “Sleeping bags and evac sign-up!” 
 
    Both men stopped glaring at one another and turned their attentions toward the tent. I walked forward, and felt, more than saw, Rose get up quickly and stride toward me. I glanced at her, giving her a what? face. She gave me a knowing look, as if to say “you know exactly what.” 
 
    Barrett held out a hand to stop me. I wasn’t in the mood to be man-handled though.  
 
    “Barrett, move.”  
 
    He smirked, shrugged, but dropped his arm. 
 
    “Where do you think you’re going?” Nolan was up now, walking toward us. 
 
    “Oh my god. Did you hear what the person outside said? Sleeping bags.” I shifted and gestured at the room behind me. “Anyone like me and maybe not like the idea of sleeping the ground? Oh, and evac sign-up. I wonder if that’s about the Las Vegas camp? Maybe”—I paused for effect and made a get off my back face—“we should get some more freaking information instead of standing around measuring our dicks.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Nolan muttered. “I’ll go.” 
 
    “I’ll go too,” Barrett drawled out. 
 
    “Screw you both,” I mumbled, pushing through the tent flap. I glanced around, not caring if anyone had followed me out. It only took a few minutes to spot the man. The heat was less stifling outside the tent of course, but I was once again surrounded with living, breathing, human bodies. 
 
    Human. 
 
    It felt odd to be mentally separating myself from the rest of humanity. But compartmentalizing myself like that, it helped. 
 
    I walked quickly toward the man with the clipboard, who was hauling a pop-up-type wagon behind him filled with various-colored, somewhat stained, sleeping bags.  
 
    “Hey!” I called after him, waving my hand a little even though he was facing the other direction. Which I guess made me look a bit stupid. 
 
    He turned around slowly, checking something off on the papers he held. His eyes were shadowed beneath the brim of his camo hat. “Yes, ma’am. Can I help you?” 
 
    “Well, we need some sleeping bags.” I glanced down at the bags and wondered if they were going to be more comfortable than just sleeping on the hard-ass ground. They looked thin as a fitted sheet. 
 
    “How many?” He let the wagon handle fall away from his grip and he tucked the clipboard under his arm. 
 
    “Four,” I said as Rose joined me. 
 
    The man picked out four and handed two each to me and Rose. “There. Do y’all need anything else? Are you all set with your supply bags? Guessing you’re some of the new arrivals.” 
 
    “Yes. We’re new.” Rose rearranged the sleeping bags to be held with one arm so she could gesture with her other. “We were wondering about the camp in Vegas. We heard a few of the other survivors talking about it.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’re taking volunteers right now to move out to the larger camp. We’re getting past capacity here.” He untucked the clipboard and unclipped a pen from his lapel. “Want to sign up? It’s not based on arrival.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know. We need to speak with our companions,” I said. “Someone said the other camp was bigger and safer?” 
 
    The soldier nodded. “Yeah, that’s what they tell us. Sent my own wife and kid out that way.” 
 
    “But you’ve not seen it?” I bit my lip, hoping for the answer I wanted. I didn’t get it though. 
 
    “No, not seen it.” He cleared his throat and then leaned down to get the wagon handle. “If that’ll be all then, I need to keep moving.” 
 
    “Yes. Thank you,” I responded, shuffling my feet a little.  
 
    He had started walking away, when I thought of something else.  
 
    “If we decide we want to volunteer, how can we find you?” 
 
    He glanced back. “Just come to the main tent where the testing was. They’ll take care of you.” 
 
    I watched him walk away.  
 
    “Hey, come on.” Rose pulled my arm a little. 
 
    “Well, that didn’t give us any better information,” I sighed out. 
 
    “Nope,” Rose said, punctuating the P with a little pop of sound. 
 
    We hadn’t gone far from our tent, but as we passed a smaller one—the flap rolled up to reveal a family cuddled together around a book—I caught a whiff of metallic sweetness. Without meaning to, I stopped walking just past the entrance. Tension rolled up and down my body like ocean waves. 
 
    Rose must have recognized the signs, because she put a hand on my shoulder and told me to “breathe” and “think about your dad,” but her words came to me as if they were traveling through the sea that was now my body, muted by each glassy ripple. 
 
    Outside of the water, all I could see and smell and even hear was blood. My legs moved me back until I was right outside their tent, until I could see inside. My eyes hungrily searched the family, who hadn’t noticed me yet. 
 
    And I found it. 
 
    The little boy, tracing his fingers across sentences in the book while sitting on his mother’s lap, had a nose bleed. 
 
    It wasn’t a severe one. A minor trickle. 
 
    To me it looked like a river. 
 
    I felt heat flood my face and the sleeping bags fall from my grip. A rumble began in my chest, low and deep. 
 
    “Think about your dad, Sam!” Rose was still trying to reach me, down in the darkness that was eating me away until I was nothing save for the desire to feed. Her hand was a vise on my shoulder. She was trying to pull me away, but my legs were stone, rooted in place. “Sam, he’s a little boy. He’s a baby.” 
 
    That last point broke through the barrier. I wouldn’t hurt a child. Not ever… Would I? 
 
    The mother looked up then, her fingers toying with her son’s ice-blond curls. She tentatively smiled. 
 
    That cautious, trusting smile finally broke the stone that was binding me. I pushed forward, bending over to grab the sleeping bags I’d dropped. I fought the bloodlust. 
 
    And I remembered dancing to my father’s violin. 
 
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
    ~ Rose ~ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sam’s attacks were getting worse. 
 
    I couldn’t deny it any longer, though I wished I could. I had no idea what to expect: Would she turn full zombie on us? Or could she fight it and get better? I doubted the latter, but I kept those dark thoughts to myself. 
 
    After the incident earlier in the day, we decided as a group that she had to stay inside at all times. At least for the time being. Andy was itching to ask what was going on, but for some reason I didn’t know yet, he hadn’t. I didn’t trust the kid. He was too innocent and too easygoing for my liking. If he’d asked a million questions or broken down crying for a video game and some ice cream I would have been less suspicious of him. As it was, he did neither of those things. He just seemed to accept everything; taking it all in his stride and going with the flow. It wasn’t normal. 
 
    At least it didn’t seem so to me. 
 
    But then, I surmised, I bet a lot of his reactions were down to him being in brought up in care. He wasn’t worried over his mum or dad, cousins or aunties. It was just him against the world—quite literally now.  
 
    I sort of envied him for that. My parents had pushed me from a young age, constantly enrolling me in extracurricular activities and urging me to excel at everything I did. My parents made my decisions and I accepted them. I knew it was wrong, but I was the kid that survived so I did my best to please them in every way so I didn’t disappoint them. I guess you could call it survivor’s guilt. 
 
    When my friends rebelled, I didn’t. 
 
    When they got boyfriends and went out drinking and dancing, when they were defiant and argumentative, I pulled further into myself and studied harder because my parents would look at me with such pride, full of gratefulness that their daughter wasn’t doing those things. And it was fine, really it was. I missed out on lots of things growing up, and it rarely bothered me. Until these last six months. 
 
    I’m not sure what changed for me, but I still clearly remember the day I woke up and knew I couldn’t live my life for my parents anymore. Because that’s what I was doing; I was living the life they wanted me to have, not the one I wanted. 
 
    I’d give anything to go back to that day and change things. Maybe then I wouldn’t be stuck here. 
 
    A guard walked past our tent and I followed him with my eyes. The sun had set a while ago, and though some small lamps had been lit, it wasn’t enough brightness for my liking. 
 
    Barrett and I were sat at the doorway of our tent, the flap to our backs. We’d all decided that someone should always be awake in case anything happened. None of us felt relaxed enough to put our lives in the hands of the army—no matter how big their guns were. 
 
    “What you laughing at, UK?” 
 
    I turned, startled, to look at Barrett, his eyes shining at me in the darkness. “Nothing,” I replied, embarrassed that I’d unintentionally laughed out loud. 
 
    “Sounded like a dirty laugh to me, and a dirty laugh means a dirty thought, and I love me some dirty thoughts,” he chuckled. 
 
    “You’re a pig, Barrett,” I bit out, but his smirk stayed in place, unfazed by my attitude. I shook my head. “Whatever.” 
 
    His smile grew wider. He pointed a finger at me. “Definitely a dirty thought.” He winked and I shook my head. “I’m not all bad, ya know.”  
 
    I raised an eyebrow at him.  
 
    “Okay, so I’m mostly bad, but bad don’t always mean you can’t have a good time, if you know what I mean.” He patted his backpack and grinned. 
 
    I looked back inside, my eyes quickly scanning the darkness and finding the three human-shaped mounds of Sam, Nolan, and Andy still in the same position they’d been in an hour before. Soft snores carried out to me and I looked away. I was exhausted, my body aching and weary, my muscles sore from being tense for so long. It didn’t feel like my shoulders had dropped from around my ears since I’d literally crash-landed into the country. Yet no matter how tired I felt, I knew that I wouldn’t be able to sleep just yet. 
 
    Several times during the day, Sam had started to zom out on us and there was no denying that I was getting more and more frightened by her as the days went on. I didn’t want to be. I wanted to put my trust in her that she wouldn’t hurt anyone, including me, but after the incident with the kid and the nosebleed I knew that total trust just wasn’t an option anymore—Sam was either completely turning into one of those zombie things or she was some crazy half-breed version of one, for whatever reason. Either way, she was dangerous, and I had no idea what to do about it since she couldn’t completely control herself yet. 
 
    “You got that serious look on your face again, UK,” Barrett drolled. He was chewing on a matchstick, the thin piece of wood moving from side to side. 
 
    “I’m a serious kinda girl,” I smarted without looking at him. 
 
    “I got that from your sour face. You and Nolan are perfect for each other like that.” He chuckled, and I scowled. “See? There you go again trying to smite me down with that beautiful glare of yours. You’d be a lot prettier if you learned to smile a little more.” 
 
    “She doesn’t need to smile to be pretty,” Nolan’s voice growled out from behind me, making me jump to standing.  
 
    I turned to look at him, my glare firmly in place. 
 
    Barrett’s laughter filled the darkness. “Jesus, UK, see now that’s exactly what I’m talking about; a man pays you a compliment and you look like you’re going to rip out his throat.” 
 
    “Shut up!” I snapped at Barrett. “You scared me,” I said to Nolan.  
 
    He frowned and I looked away, embarrassed at how childish I had sounded. 
 
    It hit me then what Nolan had said, and I was glad it was dark because I felt the heat rise up into my cheeks. I drowned out Barrett and looked back at Nolan, seeing that his attention was solely on me. I swallowed, feeling uncomfortable and entirely comfortable all at the same time. Nolan had a way about him that always did that to me. I felt safe, protected, yet also depended upon too. Like as much as he wanted to keep me safe from the many dangers surrounding us, he equally trusted me to protect myself. 
 
    “I’m guessing you’re here to talk about the fox in the henhouse, right?” Barrett said. “Either that or you’re after some alone time with little miss death glare over here.” He chuckled and both Nolan and I turned and glared at him at the same time, which only made him laugh all the more. He held up his hands. “All right, all right, fox in the henhouse it is then.” 
 
    Nolan came and sat down next to me, his hands clasped in his lap. His mood was somber and that worried me. Nolan was a serious man; for him to be even more serious didn’t spell out anything good. 
 
    “She’s getting worse,” he finally said. 
 
    “She’ll be fine,” Barrett replied, his humor falling away. 
 
    Nolan looked up, his hard gaze landing on Barrett, who didn’t falter under the intensity. Barrett had seen and dealt with much worse than Nolan, that was for damned sure. The two men were alike in so many ways, yet they’d both gone down very different paths in life. Their life choices were possibly the only thing making them so different. 
 
    “I’m not talking about taking her out—” 
 
    “Good, because that ain’t an option,” Barrett growled, cutting Nolan off. “You go near her with anything other than a compliment and a birthday gift and I’ll shoot you in the head and make your girlfriend eat the leftovers.” 
 
    Nolan sat up straighter. “I just told you that’s not what I’m talking about doing. But we do need to be careful. She’s getting worse, and I don’t know what that means other than she’s unpredictable—and unpredictable in a world as screwed up as this…” He sighed, looking back down at his hands. “I don’t like those odds.” 
 
    “Odds have been stacked against me my whole life, yet here I am,” Barrett said, his arms open wide. 
 
    “Today was too close,” I said, my voice quiet but my meaning not. The truth of what I was saying was scary, and it was exactly what I’d been thinking myself not five minutes before, yet saying it out loud sounded traitorous to Sam. “She won’t be able to live with herself if she hurts someone.” 
 
    “So we make sure she doesn’t get the chance to hurt someone,” Barrett said, as if it were that easy. “Though I’m not sure why you’ve all got such a big hang-up about a little killin’.” He winked just as I was about to yell at him about the fragility of human life and how we can’t go around killing and hurting people just because we feel like it. “Down, darlin’,” he chuckled. “I’m just fucking with you. Sort of.” 
 
    If I was a cat, my hackles would have been raised, that was for sure. 
 
    “No one’s killing anyone,” Nolan interrupted. 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Barrett responded seriously. “I’ll be doing what I need to do to survive. That ain’t up for discussion.” 
 
    Nolan dragged his hands through his hair. “I’m serious, Barrett.” 
 
    “You think I’m not?” Barrett glared. He stood up, his matchstick hanging out the side of his mouth. “I don’t answer to you, or anybody else. Truth be known, I’ll throw you all to the wolves if it means I survive. Ain’t never answered to anyone before and don’t plan on starting to now, so get that in your head.” 
 
    A huge lump had filled my throat at the intensity of Barrett’s words. I had no doubt whatsoever he was telling us the truth. Every word spoken was his gospel, and he wouldn’t lose any sleep if any of us died. I hadn’t expected any less from him, and yet I couldn’t deny the hurt feeling that burned in my stomach.  
 
    Nolan stood up, taking a step toward Barrett, and the two men stood toe to toe, their hard gazes boring into one another like they could kill each other with just those stares. I almost believed it. 
 
    I quickly stepped forwards and pushed in between the two of them. “All right, calm down, you two. At least we know where we all stand,” I sighed, the sick feeling rising inside of me. I looked up at Nolan. “It’s not like we expected any more from him, right?” I shrugged. 
 
    The truth was, though, that I had. I had stupidly thought that because he had a little crush on Sam, we were all under his protection. That perhaps with Barrett and Nolan on our side we stood half a chance of surviving this nightmare. The reality was, though, that I was likely going to die. 
 
    I felt dizzy, the realization making my head spin, and I stumbled forwards. Nolan’s strong arms caught me around the waist and he pulled me to him. 
 
    “Rose?” his voice rumbled out. 
 
    “I’m okay, I’m good,” I mumbled, the world still spinning. “I just got a little light-headed.” 
 
    Nolan held me tight to his chest, and despite wanting to be strong and pull away, I found my arms going up around his back and holding him close, needing to leech off his strength to feed my own. Because whatever happened next, I had no doubt would be hard. Hard, scary, and dangerous. 
 
    “I’m okay,” I mumbled to myself. 
 
    “I’ll leave you two lovebirds alone,” Barrett said, and then I heard the tent flap move as he went inside. 
 
    I stayed in Nolan’s arms for several moments, just breathing and allowing myself to calm down, to settle the confused and worrying thoughts that were rattling around in my head. Finally, I pulled away from him, though he put up a little resistance. 
 
    Nolan reached down, and in a somewhat tender move he took my hand in his, his gaze looking down at our hands. 
 
    “I don’t know what the future holds, Rose,” he said, looking back up, his gaze moving to the dark tents in front of us, “but if we stick together, I think we can make it.” 
 
    “And what about Sam?” I asked, wondering if the we he referred to included her. I hoped so. 
 
    He was silent a moment before turning to look at me. “Like I said, if we stick together, we’ll be all right.” 
 
    His eyes were dark, empty pools and I found myself staring a beat too long, getting lost in them. It had only been several days ago that I’d stumbled upon this man and hated him and his cocky arrogance. Yet between then and now, something had changed. Maybe he had, or maybe it was me. But I knew that neither of us were quite the same people with each other.  
 
    He didn’t see me as a young girl likely to get him killed, and I didn’t see him as a pig-headed, obnoxious man who thought I was weak. No, somewhere between then and now, things had changed. 
 
    I squeezed his hand tighter and let my mouth turn up in a small smile. “I think so too.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
  
 
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
    ~ Sam ~ 
 
      
 
    I could have hurt that kid. 
 
    Maybe what everyone is thinking is right. I mean, I know they’re thinking it. Even Rose. She might hate that she’s thinking it, but she still is. She has to be. I’m dangerous. They all know I’m dangerous. 
 
    Eventually I’m going to snap. 
 
    *** 
 
    We’d been at the camp two days. 
 
    My companions moved around me like they were walking across glass shards. Except for Barrett. While the others seemed to pull further away from me—even Sam—he pulled ever closer. It would be suffocating to me in other circumstances, but now? 
 
    I needed the human connection to keep me from going full killer. Though…perhaps Barrett wasn’t the most shining example of a human connection. 
 
    I’d seen red half a dozen times since the little boy in the tent with the nosebleed. Rose yanked me out of the dark zone once, but the other times it was Barrett, with a touch or a kiss. I guess that shouldn’t have surprised me. I’d always balanced my stability on a man’s influence. First my dad, then my fiancé. The advancements of feminism took a nosedive the day puberty hit me. 
 
    Rose had approached me twice today, her mouth opening as if she wanted to talk, but then she’d sort of clamped her lips closed and walked away toward Nolan. They whispered together, standing in a corner of the tent. Then they disappeared for a while, usually with Andy in tow. They came back with food, a few additional supplies, anything we could shove into packs. They were preparing to leave. We couldn’t stay, I knew that keener than anyone. There, with so many bodies and smells packed into so tight a space, it was all I could do to hold on to the humanity that felt only like a tiny seed within my belly sometimes at that point. 
 
    “You hungry?” Rose plopped down beside me. 
 
    I was sitting just inside the tent flaps, watching the world move past me. I was so disconnected, so utterly separated. As if sensing my thoughts, Rose put an arm around my shoulders and placed a shrink-wrapped cereal bar in front of me. 
 
    “I hate those. They taste like chalk.” 
 
    “Well, meat’s not on the menu.” Rose took her arm back and opened the bottle of water sitting against her lap. She lifted it to her mouth and dribbled a little in, swallowed slowly and ran her tongue over her lips afterwards, before re-closing the bottle and setting it back down. 
 
    “Why are you doing that?” I questioned, genuinely curious. In the past two days, I’d watched Rose become more…methodical, like she was thinking over every action, debating over every possible reaction. But not just with situations and with our dealings with people around the safe camp. She was doing it with food. Singular, slow bites. And beverages. Singular, slow sips. 
 
    “Doing what?” She looked at me, quirking an eyebrow. Her accent weaved through the two words in such a way that I think she honestly didn’t know what she’d been doing. 
 
    “You’re…savoring everything.” It wasn’t exactly what I meant to say, but it got my main point of curiosity across. 
 
    “Oh.” Her mouth stayed in a small O shape for a few moments. It made her face almost dainty. “I hadn’t realized. I guess…we don’t know what’s coming next, do we? I want to enjoy what I can whilst I can.” 
 
    “I understand that,” I said. And I did. I was on a precipice—standing without a parachute on the cliff of an impending, inevitable change. 
 
    I was going to die. One way or another. By monster virus or human bullet. 
 
    Because those things, those monstrous things, were not alive. 
 
    “I think we should sign up for the evac list.” Nolan’s voice came to life behind Rose and me. We both turned to find his face in the dim lighting of the tent. “The way I figure it, it moves us away from here. The choppers won’t be packed. There’ll be less…” His voice trailed off and his eyes found my face. “…temptation,” he finished, with a hard edge to his voice. 
 
    Andy perked up at that, sitting up from where he’d been lying down on his sleeping bag. “What do you mean temptation? I mean, like, they give us food and shit, but it’s not like they’re housing a gold mine somewhere in this luxury hotel.” He casually indicated our surroundings with his hands. “Las Vegas might be tight though.” Andy grinned. 
 
    “Slow down your daydreams, kid,” Barrett’s deep voice chimed in. “You wouldn’t make it a day in Vegas. Shit,” he looked at each of us in turn, “some of you wouldn’t last an hour. Signing up for that list is a one-way ticket to your goddamn funeral. I should know. The city of sin is my stomping ground. I know it like the back of my hand. And it’s a damned stupid place to send a shitload of people who only know anything about surviving from what they’ve seen on the television.” 
 
    “You’re fucking determined to disagree with everything I say, aren’t you?” Nolan spat out, a bit of his Barrett-directed rage slipping through the cracks of his collected personality. I wanted to ask Rose about him, see if she’d found out more about his background. There was something there, with the way he held himself and seemed used to making decisions. 
 
    “It’s not that I’m determined to disagree”—Barrett’s mouth quirked up, and I knew what was coming: something snarky that would make everyone in the tent want to punch his lights out—“but when you’re consistently wrong and headed towards Dumbass-ville, I think it’s my duty as the level-headed, rational one to chime in and keep everyone from a one-way ticket to dead.” 
 
    “You?” Nolan snorted, the short-lived rage already gone and replaced with a calm certainty that was more his style. “I can’t imagine anyone in your entire life has called you the level-headed, rational one.” 
 
    “Well…” Barrett’s smile hadn’t wavered one iota. “I’ve never sent my soldiers into battle without a helmet. I’d say I deserve a medal in level-headedness.” He rocked his hips forward, hands shoved in his pockets, for effect. And then he turned, he actually turned, and he winked at me. Beside me, I heard Rose scoff in disgust. “You might not like me, Nolan, but believe me when I say that the only way you’ll survive Vegas is if I’m leading the pack. And my crew? If you think you’ve seen humanity’s dark side, think the fuck again.” 
 
    Nolan took a deep breath, obviously rethinking anything that involved following Barrett’s lead. “I’d think you’d be in a rush to get home, Barrett.” He sighed, running a hand through his hair. “All right, let’s think this through then.” He slowly looked at all of us, that time not lingering on my face any longer than the others. “What should we do? Where should we go? What’s safest?” 
 
    “Well, for starters”—Rose got up, swiping at the butt of her pants to make sure they weren’t dusty from sitting on the ground—“we can’t stay here. Like Nolan said—too many temptations.” 
 
    “Again with the temptations.” Andy gave another anxious laugh, his confusion growing. “What am I missing here?” 
 
    “Nothing for you to be worried about, kid,” Barrett said. “Let the grownups talk.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m a part of this too.” Andy stood now, his face going red. “You said I could stay with you guys. That makes me part of whatever fucked-up functional family you’ve got going.” 
 
    When he said the word family I could feel that word meant something to him—something hurtful and emotionally cutting. But more than that, I could almost… God, I could taste on my tongue the way his heart started beating faster. The way his pulse quickened. 
 
    It throbbed in my mouth. 
 
    “Can we just focus on the here and now, please,” Rose barked, walking closer to the three men who were basically at a standoff. So much for discussing things like grownups. “What are we doing now? Where are we going to go?” 
 
    Nolan nodded. “She’s right. Who lives the closest to this area? Does anyone know of somewhere we can go? Some relative’s place that’s vacant right now? Anything like that. Preferably somewhere secluded.” 
 
    Everyone sort of shrugged. I mean, Nolan should have figured that would be the response. The only person who hadn’t been caught in the apocalypse while trying to catch a plane exchange was Andy, and he was an orphan. 
 
    I turned away from the conversation to watch the world passing again. Only this time it was a bit louder than it once was—voices raised in the distance threading together with increased movement…and smells. I breathed in deeply. Sweat soaking through uniforms. Blood pulsing beneath skin. The levels of adrenaline outside the tent were high and intoxicating. There were so many people at the compound now. 
 
    So very many people I could hurt… 
 
    Shouting sounded nearby. I couldn’t tell if they were yelling in happiness or anger or fear. It was just another hum of human existence. My companions droned on behind me, oblivious to me and to the world outside the tent. I pulled my knees up against my chest and wrapped my arms around my legs loosely. I wished I could pull myself closer and closer until I finally collapsed inward. That’d be an easier way to fade from living. 
 
    I closed my eyes, trying to focus on the sounds as the hum got even louder. The voices didn’t sound happy. I could tell that now. Untangling myself, I finally stood and took a single step outside the barrier of the tent walls. When I did, it was like the fishbowl of my senses exploded into clarity. The hum was a cacophony now. Screams jetted to life. And I jumped as a gun fired somewhere in the near distance, making me flinch in fear. 
 
    Hands yanked me back in. I knew instantly that they were Rose’s. The grip was too small and kind. Lately, Barrett had taken to being a bit more forceful. Maybe he had to, though, to get me back to myself and away from the desires I was feeling. The hunger. 
 
    “Shit. You okay?” Rose gave me a quick squeeze from behind before whirling me around and checking me over. “That was close!” 
 
    “I’m fine. It wasn’t that close. God, it was loud though. What’s happening?” My eyes looked for Barrett. He wasn’t in the tent though. “Where’s Barrett?” 
 
    “He raced out of here as soon as we heard those gunshots. Finding out what’s happening, I’m sure.” Rose led me a little further away from the tent exit, to where Andy was standing looking pale and anxious. Nolan, for his part, was hurriedly picking up the packs on the ground that he and Rose had been filling with various supplies while whispering and plotting the past days. 
 
    A bag was shoved at me. Nolan, moving fast and furious. He barely gave me a chance to grab proper hold of the bag before he was moving on to Andy. “We’ve gotta go,” he snapped when I glared. 
 
    I shrugged into the pack. It wasn’t the heaviest and largest backpack. In fact, I wondered why it was so light. Maybe they didn’t trust me with important cargo. That made heat rise in my face, anger in my stomach bubbling away like molten lava. It wasn’t me—the quick-trigger to fury. I knew it and I squashed the feeling down. It wasn’t the time. I couldn’t rage out right then. 
 
    Andy had his pack on. Rose and Nolan now carried bags too. There was one more on the floor. Barrett’s…but he wasn’t back and the noise from outside our tent was growing. Just like my anger was fast-draw now, so were my other emotions. I felt a fissure in my heart, a crack of fear for this man that I was attracted to. I barely knew him, and what I did know about him didn’t make him the sort of man a woman should want to cleave to. Nonetheless, I felt my eyes water at the prospect that he might not come back. He could die. He could abandon me…us. He could abandon us. And, setting my feelings aside, I was certain we needed him to survive. Barrett and his wise-cracking criminal ways. 
 
    I thought about his pack on the ground again. It likely had the drugs in it, the ones he had retrieved from the airport. A man that prioritized grabbing illicit substances in the middle of a zombie Armageddon probably wouldn’t leave them there, in a military installation. I settled a little, comforted by the fact that his contraband would bring him back. 
 
    It didn’t completely escape me that my fear for the man I liked was calmed because I figured he’d come back for his stardust, speedball, blow, or whatever the hell it was. 
 
    Ten minutes passed. They were painful. The loud hum and gunfire had turned to screams and helicopter drones. Nolan, Andy, and Rose kept watch at the doorway, their backpacks on, their muscles tensing with every passing shadow. 
 
    “We can’t wait for Barrett. We’ve got to get out of here,” Nolan said, sparing a glance my way. “He’ll find us. Or he won’t, but I can’t risk all of our lives waiting for him.” He took Rose’s hand and started moving toward the tent flaps. 
 
    “I’m scared.” Andy’s voice quavered. 
 
    “It’s okay. Everything’s fine,” I tried to soothe him, though my own voice shook and—if I was honest with myself—I was beginning to smell blood. Blood. Flesh. Exposed bone. People were dying out there. And it didn’t make my fear rise. Instead, it drowned out my terror to be replaced with saliva filling my mouth. 
 
    Which was infinitely more terrible than crippling dread. 
 
    Rose and Nolan were outside the tent. Andy and I followed. The kid’s face was ghostly pale. I smelled something else. Looking down quickly, I found the acrid scent on Andy’s clothes that was mingling with the blood. Urine. I avoided his eyes as I focused on the panic around us. 
 
    “Leaving so soon?” A brusque, welcomed voice spoke loudly behind me.  
 
    I half-spun, finding Barrett. Relief flooded me. He’d found me. He’d found me first. I saw the pack then. No, he’d gotten his drugs first, then he’d tracked us down. That figured. He went to the tent first to find you—that’s why, idiot. It wasn’t the time, though, to worry about whether a criminal valued me over his coke payday. 
 
    Nolan, hearing Barrett’s return, turned slightly as he moved. “What did you find out?” 
 
    “Breach near where they process the newcomers,” Barrett breathed out, moving up a bit and keeping pace with me. 
 
    “How bad is it?” Rose asked now, breathing a little heavily as her head moved back and forth scanning the area with all of its chaotically moving residents. “I mean, it looks bad, but is it bad-bad?” She was desperate, hoping against the odds that this would work out. But just like every other dream we’d had that this would blow over, Barrett squashed it. 
 
    “Bad enough that this place ain’t coming back from it.” Barrett shoved in front of me just as a body careened into my path. He kicked the person hard, a boot to the chest that made them gasp. It was a man. Human. Someone just trying to survive and find shelter. But I couldn’t judge. I wouldn’t. He was keeping me safe; choosing a half-monster over a human. 
 
    We kept moving. My heart was beating a mile a second. 
 
    “Which way, Nolan?” Rose yelled out, coming to a halt at a T-intersection of tents and makeshift barriers. 
 
    “Right!” he yelled, rushing forward with her hot on his heels. “The helicopters. If this place is going to shit, they’re going to be filling those fuckers as fast as they can.” 
 
    “What if there’s not enough?” I questioned loudly. “Look at this place. It’s the Titanic. There weren’t enough rowboats then and there aren’t enough helicopters now. There can’t possibly be.” I heard the fright growing in my voice, but I couldn’t stop myself. 
 
    “You’re going to be safe, Sam.” Barrett gripped my upper arm. “I ain’t letting shit happen to you.” 
 
    Emotions running higher than a trucker on ten energy drinks, I nodded, and once again swallowed my fear in favor of other feelings.  
 
    Lust for my savior and hunger at the bloody smells assaulting my senses. Both things called to me in a primal way. 
 
    “There! This way!” Nolan called from ahead of us.  
 
    I had to focus. I had to get control of myself. It felt like I was on a spinning wheel, like my body and mind couldn’t decide what they wanted most. Survival. Sex. Food. To be afraid. To be brave. To be ravaged. 
 
    The helicopters were ahead of us: ten on the ground that I could count while we ran and bounced and helter-skeltered between horrified bodies and ear-splitting screams. My pulse pounded even quicker as one of the choppers lifted off the ground and found freedom. 
 
    There were so many people though, so many desperate to gain passage to safety. I wanted to grab a child, scream that I was his or her only relative, and lie my way to safety. 
 
    “Come on, Sam! Don’t stop!” Rose yelled at me.  
 
    I hadn’t even realized I’d stopped moving, but I had. And Barrett was looking at me, a strange expression on his face. Nolan didn’t let Rose stop to say anything else. He kept moving. He had her hand, I realized, and was dragging her along behind him. I was dazed, like the wheel had finally stopped turning in my body and mind and I was now reeling and dizzy and couldn’t function. 
 
    “Andy, don’t stay with us. Go with Rose and Nolan. We’ll catch up. She’s fine.” Barrett urged the kid forward.  
 
    He’d stopped too, watching our group splinter. He didn’t know who to stay with.  
 
    “Go, kid!” Barrett shouted, now fiercely.  
 
    Andy started and raced away from us, toward the other half of us who were pushing through the crowd. Nolan was shouting something at a uniform pushing people back from the nearest loading helicopter. 
 
    “Pull it together,” Barrett pushed his mouth close to my ear and harshly whispered, “or I’ll throw you over my damn shoulder if I have to.” 
 
    As if on cue, bodies pushed past us, hard, slamming us together.  
 
    “I can’t move. I don’t know what’s wrong. Everything just feels wrong. It’s wrong, Barrett.” I stumbled over my words, repeating myself like a child with no proper vocabulary. 
 
    “Sam!” I heard my name screamed, barely audible over the chaos.  
 
    I blinked quickly, searching for Rose. I knew it was her.  
 
    She was leaning out of a helicopter, her hand outstretched toward me. “Sam!” she shrieked again before a uniformed woman pushed her back into the chopper. 
 
    “No!” I cried, realizing what was happening. I rushed forward, finally finding the strength to move again, like the glue that had been holding me frozen to the spot had come dislodged. The hordes of people moved like waves, opening and closing a path to Rose and Nolan and Andy and the helicopter. I didn’t even know if Barrett was behind me. I wanted him to be. 
 
    But I wanted to get to Rose more. I wanted my sister-of-circumstance. I needed her.  
 
    Gunfire exploded to our right and I was slammed down to the ground. Barrett’s body was over mine and I found I couldn’t breathe, my face pushed into the dusty earth. “Rose,” I whimpered out. 
 
    Helicopter blades began their distinctive chopping sound and I fought from under Barrett to see what I already knew was happening. 
 
    Rose’s helicopter was lifting into the air, the door of the chopper sliding closed. Her hands were beating against the glass. I could see her frantic face for a moment longer before the helicopter moved too high. 
 
    “No…no,” I murmured in disbelief. Then I cringed as bullets began flying around us again. 
 
    “We gotta go!” Barrett lifted me up. He didn’t bother setting me down again, but hoisted me over his shoulder and began moving through the panicked crowd as I stared up in horror, watching as Rose and Barrett flew further away from safety. From me and from the nightmare unfolding around us. 
 
    A sound of misery clawed its way up my throat. 
 
    Rose was gone.  
 
    Her helicopter a speck in the sky, and I was all but alone now. 
 
    Just Barrett and my growing animalistic urges to keep me alive. 
 
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
    ~ Rose ~ 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Noooo!” I yelled, the scream tearing from my throat like burning flames. “Sam!” 
 
    Nolan grabbed me around the waist as I tried to stand up again, and he tugged me back into my seat. I fought him, slapping at his arms and hands as he tried to buckle me back into my seat. 
 
    “Get off of me!” I screamed in his face, hot tears drenching my cheeks. “I can’t leave her!” 
 
    I could still see her on the ground, growing smaller and smaller as the helicopter rose higher. I lashed out with an elbow, catching Nolan in the face, feeling bones crunch. But I didn’t care. Not about him or anyone else on that stupid helicopter. I wanted off. I wanted Sam. 
 
    I dived at the window, slamming my hands upon it. 
 
    “Jesus Christ! Can someone control her?” a middle-aged man called from further in the helicopter. “We’ve all lost people, lady.” 
 
    An army personnel raised her gun at me. “Ma’am, sit yourself back down and calm yourself immediately.” 
 
    I didn’t even respond with a scowl. Instead I ignored her and continued to beat my hands against the window, crying for my friend as we lifted higher into the sky, away from the danger. Away from the dead. 
 
    “Ma’am, I need you to get back into your seat.” 
 
    She was calling for me. I couldn’t hear her but I could see her mouth opening and closing. I could see the look of grief on her face. And I could feel her desperation to get to me like I was desperate to get to her. I watched as the crowd started to turn into a frenzy, bodies slamming against bodies, bullets flying in all directions. Barrett dived on top of her and she was gone from my sight. 
 
    “Sam!” I cried. 
 
    “Sir, control your wife or I’ll throw her off this fucking thing!” the woman yelled. I was pretty sure the man from earlier cheered at the thought. 
 
     Nolan grabbed me by the waist again and dragged me back to my seat, and that time I went without a fight, all strength in my muscles gone. My mind felt blank. The horror was deafening. 
 
    I’d left her there, alone. 
 
    No, not alone. I’d left her with Barrett. 
 
    “Sit down, Rose,” Nolan soothed, pushing me into my seat and buckling me into it. 
 
    “Yeah, Rose, sit down,” the man jeered, giving a sarcastic clap. 
 
    “Shut up before I shut you up,” Nolan barked at him, his fingers digging into my waist, keeping me in my seat. 
 
    “Nolan, she’ll die,” I said as I turned to glare at him. “I can’t leave her here.” 
 
    “Sit the fuck down, Rose,” he barked coldly. 
 
    “But she needs me,” I sobbed. 
 
    “She’s got Barrett,” Nolan said firmly, his mouth a thin line. “He’ll keep her safe.” 
 
    “I need her!” I cried. “I need her, Nolan. Please don’t make me leave her here.” 
 
    Nolan didn’t reply. He didn’t need to. There was no going back. This helicopter couldn’t land now even if it wanted to. The world below us was in chaos, the monsters invading and killing once again. All those people we had passed, families, mothers, children—they’d be dead within minutes. 
 
    If anyone could keep Sam alive, it was Barrett. 
 
    He was a survivor.  
 
    A human cockroach. 
 
    He could survive anything, and he had better protect Sam. 
 
    I threw my hands up to cover my face and cried until my lungs burned and my body was exhausted. Nolan sat silently next to me, unsure of his place in my grief and desperation, and I was glad, because in that moment I hated him more than I’d ever hated him—or anyone—before. 
 
    He’d dragged me to this helicopter.  
 
    He’d thrown me on board. 
 
    And he’d helped slam the door shut behind us. 
 
    He’d separated me and Sam, and now I would never see her again. 
 
    My anger left me just as suddenly as it came, and I stopped crying and just sat in numbed silence, deafening grief pulling at me and emptying me of every emotion. 
 
    The helicopter turned sharply and I slid sideways, my shoulder slamming into Nolan. I flinched and pulled away from him. Normally I’d be glad of him being there, his quiet strength holding me up and making me feel stronger than I was. But right then, his proximity wasn’t giving me its usual calmness or feelings of safety.  
 
    I didn’t want him.  
 
    I wanted Sam.  
 
    I wanted my friend.  
 
    I looked around the helicopter at the other people on board. We all bore the same expression: disbelief, grief, and fear. 
 
    A woman sat, clutching a bloody blanket to her chest, warm tears streaking down her empty expression. A man and woman sat side by side, their hands clasped tightly together. The middle-aged man from earlier sat with his head in his hands, his shoulders slumped into submission. There were so many faces, so many people. So much loss and death and grief that it made me feel sick to my stomach. 
 
    “I’m sure she’ll be okay,” Andy offered. 
 
    I looked over at him, wishing I could believe him. Hoping and praying that he would be right. That Sam would be okay. That she would survive this and everything that came afterwards. But no matter how much I prayed and hoped, I realized that I just didn’t believe it. 
 
    God wasn’t listening to us anymore.  
 
    The world was praying, thousands of voices begging to be saved, and God had turned away from us. 
 
    I finally let the dark realization hit me that this was it now. 
 
    This was the end. 
 
    This wasn’t a problem that would or could be fixed, any more than we could bring those monsters back from the dead. We wouldn’t get to go home, and we wouldn’t get to hold our loved ones again. 
 
    We were doomed, and no one was safe. 
 
    It really was the end now. 
 
    I may have lost Sam to the frenzied monsters below, but how long did I even have left? How long did any of us have left anymore? 
 
    The world was nothing but sickening silence of death and destruction, and there I was bleeding tears for one woman, my only friend—a friend that was likely turning into one of those monsters anyway. 
 
    Wrapping my arms around my middle, I hugged myself. And, despite myself, I prayed again. I prayed for my mum and dad back home somewhere. I prayed for myself and all these people on board. But mostly, I prayed for Sam.  
 
    I prayed that whatever killed her first—virus or monsters—that it was quick and painless. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Season Two, Episode Two coming January 23rd   
 
    Stay tuned… 
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 The part before the beginning of the end… 
 
      
 
      
 
    There’s so much blood. 
 
    I’ve never seen so much blood before. 
 
    It paints the walls, dripping from the ceiling. It’s a living, breathing thing that’s being absorbed into the very foundations of the woodwork. Drops and drips. Splatters and puddles. I don’t know where I begin and the blood ends. We are one and the same. 
 
    “We have to go.” 
 
    I nod. But still my feet don’t move. 
 
    My heart is pounding. 
 
    My stomach is rolling and turning. I think I might throw up. The horror embeds itself into my skin. It will never let me go. I’m its prisoner. Now. 
 
    Forever. 
 
    The blood and me. Together. 
 
    I clench my hands. Nails breaking skin. I feel raw and bruised. My eyes are burning. My body is on fire. I wonder how long until I incinerate. Fade away into nothing. 
 
    Only the blood… 
 
    “We have to go. Now.” 
 
    Urgent. Desperate. 
 
    Sad? 
 
    No, not sad. I shake my head. I scratch my arms. I grind my teeth. 
 
    No. Not sad. 
 
    Blood smells. 
 
    I didn’t know that before now. It smells so bad that I want to stuff my nose with cotton balls to stop the scent from crawling its way inside. 
 
    But I still can’t move. I can’t turn around and walk away. I can’t run from this. I can’t even leave the room, so how are we going to escape? 
 
    We can’t. 
 
    That’s it, isn’t it? This is going to be with us both forever. There is no running from this horrible, horrible thing. It binds us together. Her and me. Me and the blood. 
 
    But it’s the right thing. In my heart I know that. 
 
    I look away from the body and down at my shaking hands. Hands I don’t recognize as my own. 
 
    Whose hands are these that can do so much damage? 
 
    Who is this person that destroys without hesitation? 
 
    I don’t know who I am anymore. 
 
    Maybe that’s okay. I didn’t like who I was anyway. 
 
    “Are you all right?” 
 
    Am I all right? No, no I’m not all right. 
 
    I feel sick again. I swallow the bile that tastes like devastation and vengeance. It’s bitter. It shreds me apart. 
 
    I’m leaving the room. Feet moving past the death and the gore. Putting distance between us and the sins we have committed. But it’s useless. The running. The sin is me. I am the sin. We are constant companions. It will ruin me. 
 
    It will take over my life. 
 
    “It’s going to be okay.” 
 
    Does she believe the lie? 
 
    Maybe she wants to. 
 
    I want to. 
 
    But I don’t. 
 
    Lies fester. They annihilate. And in the end their food can’t sustain us. 
 
    The blood sticks to my shoes. It coats my skin. It’s everywhere. 
 
    But I love her. 
 
    That has to be enough. 
 
    Lies. 
 
    So many lies. 
 
    The lies are everywhere. 
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    I should have run away from Truman a long, long time ago. 
 
    He was the classic trust fund baby. And I’d been all scholarships and secondhand clothes when we’d met. 
 
    He’d paid attention to me. 
 
    It took me too long to realize his ‘attentions’ disguised his abuse. And then it was too late. I was in too deep. 
 
    Until I met Connor. 
 
    That day, everything changed. 
 
    He gave me the will to live again, to fight again. 
 
    But there’s a force outside of our newfound love, working against my life on land. 
 
    And if I can’t fight it, then I won’t just leave Truman. 
 
    I’ll leave Connor too. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    The First Change 
 
      
 
      
 
    I dip lower into the bathwater, wishing to wash every bit of the awful day from my body.  
 
      
 
    So much went wrong. Everything. And none of it was within my control to prevent.  I float so low in the deep tub now that only my face from the nose up is exposed to the chilly bathroom air. I sink even lower, as far as possible, allowing my bare back to hit the bottom of the cast iron, claw-foot tub. My hair floats around me, a maroon halo with a life of its own. 
 
    I just want to sleep. Stay beneath the water permanently.  
 
    I don’t want to face another day like this one… and with what happened, tomorrow is going to be so much worse. Why did I say yes? Why… 
 
    Lifting my hands out of the water, I grip the edges of the tub and force my body, which is trying to float away from the cool surface of the bathtub’s bottom, to push back downward. I don’t want to come up; I don’t want to breathe.  
 
    As my eyes close, my mind realizes that my body needs oxygen; it is begging for it, but I am too far gone within my own self to respond. So I ignore the ache in my lungs that is quickly morphing into an intense burning.  
 
    Around my head, the floating strands of hair begin to change. Until they are not hair at all, they change. Burgundy seaweed undulating in the saltiness around me. And atop the crimson seaweed is a coral crown. Where am I? My mind begins to tire, its functions slowing down because I am not breathing. If not by conscious choice, basic instinct should force me upward and out of the water, into life, but there are no instincts here, no need to breach the waves above. The waves… 
 
    Eventually, my grip weakens, my hands slide into the water, my body lifts from the smooth bottom, and I float—a dead, beautiful mermaid in the wetness that seems to be expanding larger and larger by the second until it is a great sea without horizon.   
 
      
 
    I am swimming now. Cutting through the water with ease, my arms are tucked against my sides; I speed toward some unknown draw in the distance. I give no thought to my legs, how they feel fused behind me, how they beat up and down methodically, propelling me through the water with untapped power.  
 
    The water feels wonderful, its saltiness filtering through my gills. It is a sensation that is so hard to describe—the feel of a dolphin’s wet skin, the flavor of salted potato chips, and the gritty and pleasant texture of sand.  
 
    “The water’s out of her lungs. Why isn’t she breathing?”  
 
    A frantic voice carries through the water; it is desperate and sad, but strangely, beneath that desperation is a thin thread of relief that makes no sense to me. Yet it is still nearly enough to make me turn around and abandon whatever is calling me forward. For a fleeting moment, I feel a hard, ridged surface against my back. But that doesn’t make sense. My back is sliding through the water with the rest of my body. It is facing toward the surface above. Or is the surface below me? I don’t know anymore.  
 
    “Clear!”  
 
    Paddles press against my chest, hard and unrelenting. They send a shockwave through my body; it pulses in the water around me, a different kind of current that is unnatural and jarring. And now I do not want to turn around and face such pain. I am here in this different place to escape agony and terror and grief… that much is obvious to me when everything else is confusing and peculiar.   
 
    “Clear!”  
 
    Another shock and I can no longer swim; around me, the ocean begins to dry, shrinking into a desert. The vibrant seaweed “hair” and coral crown have returned to wet and dull human hair. The tile against my back is now familiar. I hate that familiarity. I want the water back. So much.   
 
    “We’ve got a pulse!” The voice is triumphant, a sharp counterpoint to the very poignant sense of loss building inside my body. 
 
    “Leave me alone,” I mumble, my chest aching. “Just leave me alone.”  
 
    “Lena, what the hell were you thinking?” The male voice is so close to me, but I refuse to open my eyes, refuse to face the reality that I am back here, on dry land, where everything is ruined. “You promised me. You promised me that you would never try something like this. You aren’t allowed to leave me, Lena.”  
 
    And those are the words, the reason that I should never have said yes. You aren’t allowed to leave me, Lena.  
 
    Like I am a prisoner, chained to a hellish “happiness”… one that many other girls would die for. Maybe I did promise him, but that was so long ago, after I was caught with a sharp razor at my wrist, hiding in a dark closet—when I had left Truman and he’d left me and everything was shit and I’d just needed to feel. But then he had come back to me, like the end of some epic, cinematic love story, and I’d been his again and he’d been mine. And I hadn’t wanted to hurt myself anymore. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But promises are made to be broken, especially when love begins to hurt like hell.  
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Resurrection 
 
      
 
      
 
    I don’t want to wake up. I don’t want to wake up.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Bright afternoon light is pouring into the room. The night was terrible: an endless parade of nurses and doctors—all at Truman’s expense, I am sure. After the unpleasantness of darkness, I should welcome the light with open arms. I do not welcome it, that damn illumination that seems to scream “you’re still alive, Lena!” In fact, I want to punch it with my thumb tucked beneath my fingers so it breaks as I make brutal contact.  
 
      
 
    My brain hurts, pins and needles eviscerating gray matter behind my closed eyelids. If they knew how I really felt, they wouldn’t poke and prod me, insist I get up and walk around. But they don’t know how I feel. No one does.  
 
    Truman has been by my side nonstop, breathing down my neck every minute like his entire world revolves around me. A long time ago, maybe that’s what I’d wanted—a man who put me at the center of everything. Now, all I want is to be free—free from Truman, his family, and their expectations.  
 
      
 
    Yesterday, he’d asked me to marry him. He’d gotten down on one knee, dirtying his expensive suit, and he’d said those words—those four little words that sent my entire world crashing down: Will you marry me? And then his family had appeared, crawling out from nooks and crannies like the eavesdropping, ever-present parasites that they are. All so faux-loving and touchy.  
 
    And then I hadn’t known what to do. I hadn’t wanted to embarrass Truman or myself, ruin what should be a happy moment. So I’d said yes. I’d said yes and I had instantly known it was the worst kind of falsehood. It was the kind that betrayed my own body, rather than someone else’s.  
 
    No one understands. That’s why I’d stopped trying to explain a long time ago. 
 
    Truman is strong, good-looking, and sometimes thoughtful. But he is also clingy in the way that a man possesses. He wants to know where I am at all times, who I am with, when I’ll be home. I am tired of the constant checking in. It is suffocating, like I am walking around with a plastic shopping bag over my head, my lips adhering to the recycled material and then puffing away from my mouth until it once again collapses against my face. Maybe it would be easier if the bag tightened, kept me from ever drawing another intake of air. 
 
      
 
    His family, my “friends”—they all say he does it for me, to help keep me safe, safe from myself… Me—the orphan who had once cut herself to feel and escape oblivion for a little while.  
 
    So I am the victim and the victimizer. And Truman is my white knight.  
 
    But the real truth is that I’ve never wanted to hurt myself more than when I am with Truman. In the past year, our love has become my kryptonite. He is killing me.  
 
    Killing me with kisses. 
 
    And I don’t know how to leave him. Or even if I should leave him.  
 
    He is in my head; he has taken root. His words have burrowed into me like tendrils, sucking away the marrow of my confidence. I am not strong enough, I am not skilled enough, I cannot make it on my own. Those sentences are a looped audio in my head.  
 
      
 
    “Lena? Are you awake?” Truman’s mouth is at my ear, his hot breath an acrid thing, stinking of hospital coffee and cherry tobacco. He only smokes when he is truly stressed and his façade is cracking. I secretly love the smell, because it is the smell that means Truman isn’t his perfect self, he is less-than, out-of-control, and more real. And that makes me feel sane for no longer loving him, this wonderful man that every women fawns over.   
 
    They don’t see him for what he is, though.  
 
    A controller.  
 
    A handsome, sensual, possessive controller.  
 
    “Sweetheart, wake up. I’ve brought your ring. I love you, Lena. Please wake up.”  
 
    I close my eyes tighter, hoping he will believe that I am still asleep. I have never been a good liar, but now I try harder to lie than I ever have. Despite my quiet state, I feel him slide the silver band crowned with the large diamond onto my ring finger. I have to suppress a shudder that threatens to give away that I am feigning sleep.  
 
    Eventually, Truman gives up and leaves the room. Perhaps to have another go at his pipe or to call his mistress—the one he doesn’t think I know about, the one he’s hidden so well from everyone else in his life so that he stays perfect in their eyes. She isn’t the first. I doubt she will be the last.  
 
    Yet I am the one he’s asked to marry him. Why? Because I am weak, easy to manipulate. I’ve never seen her, but I know that the other woman is strong—stronger than I will ever be. And Truman cannot control her, so he will not make her his wife. I am Mrs. Lucky.  
 
    The engagement ring feels heavy on my finger, like it carries the weight of a white picket fence, charming house, and three bonny children pulling at my skirt hem for attention.  
 
      
 
    Want to read more? 
 
    **FREE with Kindle Unlimited** 
 
    Buy on Amazon USA! 
 
    Buy on Amazon UK! 
 
    Buy on Amazon AU! 
 
    Buy on Amazon CA! 
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