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      There hadn’t been any warnings leading up to the catastrophe, at least none that normal people like myself had been given.  I hadn’t been prepared for the day it happened.  But then again, no one had been.

      I shot up in my bed bending forward at my waist, gasping for air.  My fingertips gripped the floral bedspread my grandma had bought three years ago for my twenty-second birthday.

      Sweat dripped down the sides of my face, landing on the pretty purple and pink carnation print.  The room spun as if I was on a merry-go-round.

      My heart raced as I tried to suck oxygen deep into my lungs.  It felt as though my upper body had been stuffed with cotton, and my throat was being sewn shut.

      I swung my legs over the side of the bed, placing my feet firmly on the floor.  My fingers dug into the side of the bed as if I was afraid the swirling motion was going to throw me off the mattress and onto the floor.  I lowered my head, taking slow breaths in a desperate attempt to calm myself.

      A panic attack?  It wouldn’t be the first one I’d had, and it would unlikely be the last.  But somehow this was different.

      I couldn’t remember my dream, but it must have been pretty terrible to send my body into the hell I was currently inside of.  It must have been a nightmare, so bad my body was refusing to let me recall it.

      The dreams had seemed to be happening more and more, especially with my ever-increasing bouts of insomnia over the last few weeks.  And I knew I shouldn’t have watched the news before bed.  That always puts my mind in dark places.

      Ever since I’d lost my job, things had been rough.  I wasn’t sure how I was going to pay my next month's rent, not to mention my dinner had been junk off of the dollar menu.  The last thing I wanted to do was to have to call my grandma and beg her for money… again.

      I drew in a shaky breath as I looked over at my phone on the nightstand.  The light was blinking, but as I was about to reach over and check the message, a sharp pain shot through my gut.  It felt like my stomach was being squeezed in a vice.  Sourness bubbled up in my esophagus, and my eyes widened.

      At first, I tried to swallow, hoping to force everything back down, but my body was refusing to comply.  I covered my mouth with my hand and tried to breathe, but it felt like I was going to explode.

      I charged across the bedroom floor and stumbled my way into the bathroom.  There hadn’t even been enough time to put the light on before I bent at the middle and held my own hair back.  My stomach lurched and emptied itself into the white porcelain bowl.

      The coolness of the tile floor on my feet was a welcomed relief.  I was tempted to lay down next to the toilet.

      “Ugh,” I groaned as I placed my palms on the counter and leaned over the sink.  I turned on the faucet and splashed water on my face.  My eyes shifted up, and I caught the reflection of my pale skin that almost seemed to be glowing in the dark.

      I stepped out of the bathroom and crossed the floor, making my way into the tiny kitchen of my small apartment.  The worn carpet felt rough against the bottoms of my bare feet.

      I reached inside the fridge and pulled out a bottle of cold water.  My fingers shook as I unscrewed the cap.  I swallowed down a big gulp of water in an attempt to wash down the putrid taste that felt stuck to the back of my throat.

      My clothing clung to my body as more beads of sweat accumulated on my forehead.  I placed the back of my hand to my head to feel if I had a fever, but the only thing I could tell was that I was so hot that I was sweating.

      The air in my apartment felt thick, like a fog caused by dense summer humidity.  Somehow, I was managing to take in breaths even though with the pressure in my chest, it was a bit of a challenge.

      I leaned back against the wall, pressing the bottle of water to my forehead and noticed through the curtains that the sun was starting to come up.  Great.  Of course, it felt as though I hadn’t slept at all.

      The glow around the edges of the curtains seemed different from usual.  It was brighter… more orange.  Even though I probably should have crawled back into bed to get more rest, I walked over the window and pulled back the curtain.

      When I saw the red color that covered the entire sky, my mouth dropped wide open.  Every inch was a shade of red much like blood, and unlike anything I’d ever seen before.

      “What the hell?” I said, looking at the trees in the yard.  Was I still dreaming?  The leaves and grasses were varying shades of dark red, colored by the unusual sky.

      I drew in a breath that pinched my lungs as I tried to make sense of what I was seeing.  The air got stuck in my throat forcing me to release a harsh, painful cough.

      Something wasn’t right.

      In fact, a lot of things didn’t seem right.

      I reached over for the remote to check the TV and it felt like a volcano was about to erupt inside my stomach.  The local news station was showing nothing but rainbow-colored lines up and down the screen.

      “What the….”

      As I was about to flip to the next channel, a severe, ice-cold shiver ran down my spine.  My bones felt cold even though my apartment felt like it was preheating to cook a pizza.

      My fingers trembled as I checked the next channel, and then the one after that.  Both showing the same rainbow-colored stripes.  Maybe if I would have had cable, there would have been something useful.

      I remembered my phone in the other room.  With my arms wrapped around my stomach as if I was holding myself together, I dashed into my bedroom.  My fingers shaking as I picked the phone up off of the nightstand.

      The redness from the sky peeked through the blinds making red stripes across the wall.  It looked as though my bedroom had been turned into a darkroom for developing photos.

      I pressed the button on my phone, instantly noticing that I only had three percent battery remaining.  There were two text messages.

      The first was from my friend Molly asking where I was and why I wasn’t answering my phone.  She should have known I’d be trying to sleep in the middle of the night.

      The second message was from my brother Nick asking me to call him which was followed by three exclamation points.

      My brother?

      I looked toward the window and then back at my phone.  It had been at least two years since I’d talked to my brother.  Maybe even longer.

      The last time I had talked to him had been at our mother’s funeral.

      After Nick was kicked off the police force, he spiraled out of control in a way no one could have seen coming.  It was much different from the way I was currently spiraling.

      Nick had gotten into drugs, he’d had an affair with a prostitute which led to a divorce, and so much more.  His coin had completely flipped whereas I was still sitting on the edge of my coin trying to keep in balanced.

      I reached down toward the plug to charge my phone.  Even though I didn’t want to, I should at least text him back.

      Just as I inserted the plug, the phone shut off and the familiar hum of electricity in my apartment disappeared.  There was no sound coming from the TV in the other room, just an eerie silence hanging in the air.

      Before I could even press the button to turn my phone back on to check the internet for information, my stomach sloshed like a broken wash machine on spin cycle.  There was no way I was going to make it to the bathroom.

      I dropped to my knees and threw up in the small trash bin next to my nightstand.

      After I finished, I hovered over it for a few minutes before I could gather up enough energy to pull myself back into the bed.  I rested my head down on my squishy pillow and closed my eyes, begging my stomach to settle.

      Nick could wait.  So could Molly.

      It took several minutes before my body relaxed and I was brave enough to move.  I raised my hand up to my forehead and wiped the sweat away.

      My eyelids felt heavy, but I wanted to check my phone.  There had to be something about the red sky, it was too odd not for some news site to be reporting on it.

      I clicked the button to turn it on, but nothing happened.  The electricity was out… my phone was dead… and the sky was the color of a vampire’s cocktail.  Something was most definitely wrong.

      What a great time to get sick.  But none of it really mattered.  I was far too ill to worry about the phone or the electricity.  Hell, I was far too sick to even worry about the bizarre red sky.

      As for the electricity, I probably hadn’t paid the bill.  And without power, I wouldn’t be able to charge my phone to call the electric company.

      Wonderful.

      My pillow, t-shirt, and shorts were drenched in sweat, but all I could do was lay there staring at the wall hoping to God I didn’t throw up again.  There couldn’t have even been anything left inside of me.

      I shivered as the world outside brightened.  The sun was rising higher, but whatever was causing the redness was still out there.

      My body wouldn’t stop shaking.  I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d felt this sick.  Maybe never.  If I could have afforded a doctor bill, this maybe would have been the time to go see one.

      I think I started to dream, or maybe I was hallucinating, but my mother was suddenly alive.  She was inside my apartment, in the kitchen, making me chicken noodle soup from scratch.  Deep down inside, I knew she wasn’t really there.  It wasn’t possible no matter how badly I wanted to see her again.

      Maybe I’d died.  But what kind of afterlife would it be if I continued to feel so sick?

      Her footsteps tapped softly against the old linoleum floor.  I saw her shadow through the door as she moved from one side of the kitchen to the other.

      “It’s almost ready, sweetheart,” she called out to me.  Her voice soothed me more than the chicken soup ever would.

      I wanted to respond… to see her close up… to hug her, but my voice wouldn’t work.  I couldn’t beg her to come into the bedroom before I woke.

      My eyelids fluttered rapidly, bringing me back into my now red bedroom.  For a moment, I wasn’t sure what was real and what was a dream.  I listened for her footsteps, but the apartment was silent.  Too silent.  Hauntingly silent.

      As I stared at the red lines on the wall, I heard a woman scream somewhere outside.  It was far away, but I could still tell it had been there.  Moments later, several pops from a gun erupted, and my body shuddered with each one.

      Guns?  Maybe I was still dreaming.

      When there was a sharp knock at the door, my eyes widened.  It was definitely real.  The world I could reach out and touch wasn’t the dream.

      How long had I been asleep for?

      “Gwen!” the voice called loudly before urgently pounding three more times.  “Hurry up!  Let me in!”
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      I wobbled as I got myself onto my feet.  Somehow, I managed to walk through my apartment to the door.  Whoever was out there didn’t seem like would stop pounding until I did.

      “Hang on,” I muttered, but surely, they wouldn’t be able to hear my weak voice through the door.  And I wasn’t even sure if I had wanted them to.

      I twisted the deadbolt and unlocked the door just barely stepping to the side as the guy from down the hall pushed past me and closed my door.  He looked as though he was just as pale and sweaty as I was.

      “You should look before letting someone inside,” Jamie said looking me up and down.  “You’re lucky it was me and not some creepy rapist.”

      “How do you know I didn’t?”

      “Did you?”

      I shook my head.

      I didn’t know Jamie all that well, only from a few random chats when we’d pass each other in the hallway.  He could have been a creep for all I knew, but he seemed like a nice, normal guy for the times I had talked with him.

      What I did know about Jamie was that he worked for a package delivery company and that he brewed his own coffee.  He had his own disposable cups that he carried on his way to work.  I also knew that he left early in the morning for his job and that he was extremely good-looking.  It didn’t seem as though he was aware of that fact, but I definitely was.

      His brilliant blue eyes looked purple-ish in the red glow of my apartment.

      “Can I help you with something?” I asked, my voice groggy.  I tried to hide the fact that I kind of wished he wasn’t seeing me at my worst.

      In all the time I’d lived in the same apartment building as Jamie Bennett, not once had he knocked on my door.  He wasn’t the type to borrow a cup of sugar from a neighbor.  In fact, if I had to guess, I’d wager he drank his coffee black.

      His mouth dropped open as he stared into my eyes.  He slowly cocked his head to the side.  “Did you not see what’s going on out there?”

      “I saw, but then I got really sick, and honestly that’s mostly all I’ve been thinking about so far this morning,” I said, placing my hand on the wall to help steady myself.  My legs were weak, and they were starting to shake.  If I didn’t sit down soon, I’d probably crash to the floor.

      “Yeah, you look far worse than I do,” Jamie said.

      “Thanks?  I hope that’s not all you stopped by to tell me.”

      Jamie shook his head.  “That came out much worse than I intended.  Anyway, something is going on out there.  Something happened.  There was some kind of… attack.”

      “An attack?” I questioned, my voice flat.  It was almost as if it were the first time I’d ever heard the word.

      “Yeah before the power went out, I caught a quick warning one of the news channels just as I was stepping out of the shower.”  Jamie ran his hand through his wavy hair.  “They said it was some kind of attack, stay indoors, wait for more information, but then the station went out.”

      Jamie started pacing, twisting his fingers as he moved quickly back and forth.  He stopped abruptly and wiped the back of his hand across his brow.

      “It was still dark when I first woke, but it wasn’t long after that I passed out.  I don’t know what’s going on out there, but I do know that you are the first person to answer their door,” he said.

      “Maybe everyone is still asleep,” I said placing my hand on my stomach.  “Ugh, I’m so sorry, but I think I’m going to be sick again.”

      “This is going to sound absolutely crazy, but I think whatever it is… I think it’s in the air.  Some kind of chemical, or poison.”

      “What makes you think that?” I asked.

      “The color of the sky.”

      I winced as my knees threatened to give out.  Jamie dashed over to me and grabbed my elbow.  He carried most of my weight as he helped me to the sofa.

      “What about your phone?” I asked lowering my head down on a small square pillow with a giant lobster stitched on it.  The red colored thread matched the color peeking out from behind my curtains.

      Jamie sighed.  “I tried calling a couple people before my phone stopped working.  No one answers their phone at four in the morning.”

      “It doesn’t work at all?” I asked.  What were the odds we were both out of battery?

      “Won’t even turn on.  How about yours?”

      “Same.”

      Jamie looked toward the window as he crossed his arms.  “I don’t know what to do about any of this.”

      “There isn’t anything we can do, is there?”  My voice was embarrassingly whiny.  “Oh, God, if I move I’m going to throw up again.”

      “Well then, don’t move.”  Jamie flashed me a weak smile.

      “I wasn’t planning on it.”  I let out a heavy sigh and closed my eyes, mentally begging my stomach to settle itself.  I didn’t want my attractive neighbor to witness me vomiting on his first visit.  “Were you this sick too?”

      Jamie swallowed.  “Sick enough.  Still feel kind of terrible, but I stopped throwing up about an hour ago.  Otherwise, I probably wouldn’t have been able to leave my apartment.”

      “Any other symptoms?”

      “Looks to be the same as what you’re going through.  Chills, fever, sweating profusely, stomach pain, and vomiting.”

      “Sounds about right.  At any point did you feel like you might die?” I asked touching my chest as I remembered the squeezing I’d first felt in my lungs.

      Jamie’s head slowly bobbed up and down.  “It was awful when I first woke.  I thought I was being choked to death.”

      My stomach clenched, and I exhaled slowly between my lips.

      “And now I’m here, in your apartment because I freaked out.  I don’t know what the fuck to do about any of this.  Shit,” Jamie said combing his fingers through his hair.  “Maybe I’m overreacting.”

      “Do you think there’s someone out there that knows what happened?” I asked.

      “No idea.  With the sky that color I’m not sure I want to venture out there to find out.  I keep hearing the news reporters voice repeating in the back of my head to stay indoors.”  Jamie looked toward the window.  “Seems like good advice.”

      I wanted to nod, but I wasn’t sure it was a good idea to move my head.  “Would you mind grabbing me that bottle of water off the counter?”

      Jamie was in front of me unscrewing the cap in a matter of seconds.  Even though he barely knew me, he seemed concerned.  He helped me raise my head so that I could take a small sip.

      “Guess I’m not going to work today,” he said with a chuckle.  “Can’t even call in sick.”

      “I haven’t been doing that for a while,” I said resting my head back down on the pillow.

      “Doing what?”

      “Going to work.”

      Jamie screwed the cap back on the bottle and set it down on the coffee table.  “Sorry to hear that.  Maybe I can hook you up with something down at…,” his voice faded away into nothing.  “What the hell am I talking about?  A possible attack on us, and I’m talking about helping you find a new job.”

      “No, it’s fine.  I appreciate it.  And when I’m feeling better, and this is all over, I’ll appreciate it even more.  But for now, my only goal is to not throw up again especially not while I have company.”

      “Don’t let my being here stop you,” Jamie said with a smile.  “I threw up my share, and honestly with each one, I think I felt a little better.”

      “Then I might need to throw up a lot.”

      Jamie raised a brow.  “I’ll hold your hair back.”

      “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” I said unable to stop the small smile from curling the ends of my lips.

      “Do you mind if I stay here for a while?  You know to keep you company, and definitely not because I was freaking out on my own.”

      I swallowed and let my eyes close.  “I don’t mind.”

      Oddly I didn’t.  Jamie’s company actually made me feel a little better, but if I had to throw up again, I wasn’t going to take him up on his offer to hold my hair back.  I didn’t know him well enough for that.

      “It’s weird,” I said without opening my eyes.

      “What’s weird?” Jamie said sounding overly interested in what I was going to say.  He was about to be disappointed.

      “My brother sent me a text telling me to call him.  And before you ask why that’s weird, it’s because I haven’t talked to my brother in a couple years.”  I squeezed my eyes shut as my stomach gurgled.

      Jamie folded his hands into his lap.  “Interesting.  Are you worried about him?”

      “Yes, and no.  He used to be a cop, but it’s unusual he messaged.  I’m surprised he still had my number.”

      “When was the message from?” Jamie asked.

      “This morning.”

      Jamie nodded.  “Where does he live?”

      “Just outside of the city.”

      “You live this close, and you haven’t talked to him in years?”

      I chewed my lip for a moment.  “It’s complicated.”

      “Sibling rivalry?”

      “Not really.”

      “Well, hopefully, that means he’s okay,” Jamie said.  I stared at him.  “You know, because he messaged.”

      I swallowed hard.  “Does that mean you think people aren’t okay?”

      There hadn’t been much color in Jamie’s face but what had been there washed away.  His eyes shifted down toward his feet, and there was no need for him to answer me.

      Jamie cleared his throat and pointed his chin toward the bottle of water.  “Need another drink?”

      “Yes, please,” I said.

      “Here you go,” Jamie said softly as he helped me take a drink.  I could smell the fresh, brisk scent from the soap he’d used in the shower.

      If I thought I’d be able to keep myself up long enough, I would have forced myself to take a shower.  Maybe if I could have cleaned up, I would have started to feel better.

      I watched Jamie as he walked over to the window.  He peeked out between the curtains staring out at the same backyard he’d be able to see from the window in his apartment.

      My eyelids started to close.  Each blink lasted longer than the last.  I wasn’t sure, but I may have dozed off because when I opened my eyes again, Jamie was sitting in the chair.

      The bubbling in my stomach seemed to have ceased, and I wasn’t sweating nearly as much.  Perhaps whatever had been affecting me was subsiding.

      I pushed myself up, leaning my back against the armrest.  Even if I was starting to feel better, I was still terribly weak.

      “How are you feeling?” Jamie asked leaning forward in the chair.  “Need some water?”

      I did, but I felt capable of getting it myself.  Just as I reached over to grab my bottle of water, something slammed into the wall near my front door.

      My eyes darted over, instantly meeting Jamie’s.  His voice was softer than a cotton ball.  “Expecting someone?”

      I shook my head.

      There was another heavy thud, followed by a groan.  “Help me!”
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      Neither Jamie nor I moved.  Our eyes were locked in an intense, anxious stare.

      “Anyone in there?  Please!  I need help!” the voice called out.  Seconds later, sounds of scraping moved across the wall, stopping when they pounded on the door next to mine.  “Help!” they called again.  “Please!  Someone!”

      “Should we help?” Jamie asked.

      My eyes widened.  “I have no idea.  I can barely help myself.”

      “It’s your apartment.  Your call.”  Jamie shrugged.

      I stared at him for a long moment before swinging my legs over the side of my sofa.  The muscles in my calves tensed as if I was on the verge of getting a charley horse.

      “What are you doing?” Jamie asked as I stood.  He was in a crouched position somewhere between sitting and standing.  It looked like he was ready to launch himself forward if I couldn’t hold myself up.

      “I’m going to take a peek.”

      “Want me to do it?”

      I pressed my lips together.  “It’s fine.  You’re right, it’s my place.  But I doubt there is anything I can do to help.”

      My steps toward the door were cautious and careful.  Whoever was out there was at least two doors down by the time I stepped in front of my door.  I peeked out of the peephole, but there wasn’t anyone in the hall that I could see.

      The door squeaked as I slowly pulled it open, my fingertips were white as I held it in place.  I drew in a breath as I ducked my head out.

      “Help me!” the woman screeched in my face as they popped out from around my other side.

      The woman reached out for me, but I managed to pull back just out of her reach.  She was dripping sweat, her hair tangled in huge knots on top of her head.

      “What’s happening to me?” she asked.

      I shook my head, unable to stop staring at the red blisters on her face that seemed to be popping and oozing before my eyes.  As I opened my mouth, Jamie slammed the door shut and quickly flipped the locks into place.

      “Holy shit,” Jamie said practically panting as his eyes bulged out of their sockets.

      The woman outside the door pounded with both fists.  She screamed obscenities for at least a minute before she broke down in tears.

      “Go back to your apartment,” Jamie shouted through the door.  “Stay indoors.”

      “Fuck you!” the woman shouted before kicking the door.  “I’m dying!”

      “Sorry,” I called out.  “I’m sick too.”

      Her sobbing turned into maniacal laughs that sent a chilly shiver down my spine.

      “You don’t know what sick is,” the woman kicked the door again before the air was filled with a heavy thud.

      I looked out of the peephole at the woman lying on the ground outside my door.  Her body was convulsing, and blood was pouring out of her nose.  White foam bubbled out of her mouth and dripped onto the carpet.

      “Jesus!” I said taking a quick step back.

      Jamie stepped forward and stared out of the peephole.  His mouth hung open, horrified at the sigh outside my apartment door.

      He took a quick step back with his palms out.  His head slowly turned toward the window.  “We can’t go out there.”

      I swallowed hard, my eyes moved over my skin looking for blisters and lesions that weren’t there ten seconds ago.  Did the woman contaminate me?  Had she touched me?  I couldn’t remember, but thankfully my skin was the same as it always had been.

      “I need a shower,” I said holding my arms out at my sides as if I were afraid to let them touch my body.

      “Me too.”  Jamie caught my eyes for a second.  He scratched the back of my neck.  “Not like that.  I mean, by myself.  Never mind.”

      “I didn’t think, um, yeah,” I said, crossing my arms in front of my chest awkwardly.  “Anyway, I’ll be back in a few minutes.  Don’t let anyone in.”

      Jamie snorted.  “You can bet on that.”

      I grabbed a set of fresh clothing from my room before locking myself in my bathroom.  The light that came in through the small window stained the walls bright red.

      I turned on the water, undressed and lowered myself into the tub, letting the water rain down on me.  I grabbed the bar of soap at the edge of the tub and scrubbed it all over my skin.  Twice.

      There was a part of me that wanted to stay in the tub.  I felt safer.  Hidden.  Outside of the tub was sickness and confusion.

      I forced myself to stand up and dry off.  Hearing Jamie pacing in the other room reminded me I couldn’t hide out forever.

      I brushed my still wet hair and straightened my slightly wrinkled t-shirt before letting out a heavy sigh.  The shower had definitely helped, but my body still felt weak.

      Jamie’s eyes darted over to me when I stepped out of the bathroom.  They lingered for a moment before he held up a water bottle.

      “I borrowed one, I hope that’s okay,” he said.

      “No problem.  I’m sorry, I didn’t offer you something to drink earlier.  I was a bit off my game.”

      Jamie cocked his head to the side.  “Does that mean you’re feeling better?”

      “I am,” I said, as I walked into the kitchen and pulled down a box of cereal bars.  “Would you like one?”

      “Sure,” Jamie said.

      I pulled out a bar and tossed it to him.  He caught it with one hand, ripped it open and ate half of the bar in one bite.

      “Hungry?” I asked.

      “Yes, and no,” Jamie said, and I nodded, understanding completely.  He popped the last half into his mouth.  “We’ll find out soon if it stays down.”

      It was weird having Jamie inside my apartment, but at the same time, I was glad he was there with me.  Unfortunately, neither of us had any idea what was going on outside that was putting us in this interesting predicament.

      If it was some kind of attack when would it be safe to go outside?  Eventually, I’d run out of food, and we would need to leave.  Would someone come for us?  The phone didn’t work so we couldn’t call anyone, and without electricity, we couldn’t check the TV or internet for information.  Not know what was going on was beyond frustrating.  It was frightening.  Terrifying.

      One of the last things Jamie had heard before the power went out was to stay inside.  That was the only thing we could do as far as I was concerned.  With the sky bleeding, out there was one of the last places I wanted to be.

      I wondered about my brother.  Did he know what was going on?  Was he okay?  Was that why he tried reaching out to me after all this time?

      For all I knew, the same thing that had happened to the woman outside of my apartment had happened to him too.  Maybe he’d called to say goodbye, or that he was sorry for the hell, he’d put our family through.

      “If that was some kind of poison, a chemical, or whatever, do you think since we’re sitting here that we somehow managed to survive it?” I asked turning to the side, so I didn’t have to look into Jamie’s eyes.  “Or do you think it could still happen to us?”

      I was unable to stop my eyes from fixing on the door.  It was almost as though I had x-ray vision and I could see the woman lying on the ground oozing and dripping blood all over the hallway carpet like a fountain.

      “I can’t even guess,” Jamie said.  “But I do think it’s best if we just stay inside.  They’ll let us know when it’s safe to go out again.”

      “Exactly who will let us know?”

      “I don’t know.”  Jamie shrugged.  “Whoever is still out there.  There has to be someone, right?  The police… or maybe the military.”

      “Yeah, maybe,” I said not feeling any amount of confidence in my words.  If whoever was out there had things figured out, they would have been able to warn us before it had gotten to this point.  I combed my finger through my hair as the reality of the situation set in.  “Jesus.  What are we going to do?”

      Jamie stared at my shaking fingers before I could hide them behind my back.

      “That lady,” I said as visions of her popped into my head.  “The way she died… that was… that was just—”

      “Horrific?  Try not to think about it.”

      “How can I not?”

      Jamie swallowed.  “There wasn’t anything we could have done for her.  Besides, I’m the one that closed the door.”

      I let out a heavy sigh as I walked past him and into my living room, lowering myself down onto the sofa.  My legs were still too weak from whatever I’d gone through.

      “I hope you’re right,” I said shaking my head.  “Of course, you have to be right.  But what do we do in the meantime?  You’re welcome to stay as long as you’d like.”

      It was crazy to offer, but I was scared out of my mind, and I didn’t want to be alone.

      “Thanks, I’d like that.”  Jamie smiled as he sat down in the chair.  “You must think I’m the biggest wuss in the world.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him.  “What?  Of course not.  Why would you say that?”

      “Because I’m too scared to go back to my own apartment.”  Jamie flashed me a bright grin that was almost comforting.  In fact, it would have been if his skin tone hadn’t been tinted red.

      “If it makes you feel better, I’d be totally freaking out if you weren’t here.”

      Jamie chuckled.  “It doesn’t, really.”  He sucked in a deep breath, and with it, his eyes darkened.  “This is just beyond anything I could have ever imagined.  I mean, I never really thought anything like this would happen.”

      “Me either.”

      “Do you know anyone else in the building?” Jamie asked.

      I shook my head.  “This is going to sound pathetic, but you’re the only one I know.”

      “Yeah, you kept to yourself, didn’t you?”

      “That’ll be on my headstone.”  I swallowed and tasted a bit of that sourness I’d experienced earlier.  “Which might happen sooner than expected.”

      “Don’t say that.”

      “Sorry.”  I pressed my lips together and twisted my fingers.  “Did you know anyone else?”

      Jamie shook his head.  “Not really.  There was a guy on the first floor I met a few times, and another woman I knew a little.”

      “Do you have any family that lives in the city?” I asked.

      “No, other side of the country.”  Jamie looked down at his hands.  “Hopefully, they’re all okay.”

      I nodded, not knowing what words I could offer that might help ease his worries.  If he was worried.  I couldn’t tell by his blank expression.  Maybe he didn’t know how to feel considering we had no idea what our own futures held.

      We sat there in silence.  Both seemingly lost in our own thoughts.  I was thinking about my brother even though I wasn’t sure why.  He’d separated long ago from the family, making it clear he hadn’t wanted anything to do with us.

      But why had he called?  Did he know what was going on?  Maybe he’d been trying to check on me, to make sure I was okay, but I hadn’t answered.

      If we ever got to leave, I’d go to his place and check for him.  Although I wasn’t sure why I even cared since he hadn’t given a shit about me the last couple years.

      He’d cared enough to call.  That had to count for something.

      “Did you hear that?” Jamie asked breaking the silence with a sharp whisper.

      I shook my head.

      Jamie stood up, his shoulders moving up and down as he stared at the door.  “Someone’s out there.”
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      Jamie grabbed my hand and led me into my bedroom.  He stood in front of me and pressed his index finger to his lips.

      I could hear whoever was out there knock on the door at the end of the hall… Jamie’s door.  His body was rigid as he listened.

      “Any survivors in there?” the voice called out after knocking on another door.  It wouldn’t be long before they were knocking at my door.

      I could hear the hallway floorboards creak as they came closer.  Everything was so quiet I could hear their voices through the wall.

      “Oh my God, Mrs. Philips,” a woman said.  “She was such a nice lady.”

      Even though I knew it was coming, my body jerked when they knocked on my door.

      “Anyone in there?” a man’s voice bellowed.  “We’re looking for survivors!”

      I turned to Jamie.  “Maybe they know what happened.  Maybe it’s help.”

      “Maybe, but I remember what happened last time we opened the door.”

      “I’ll look, stay here,” I said touching his shoulder as I stepped around his tensed body.

      He narrowed his eyes at me for a moment before shaking his head.  I could feel him following close behind me.

      “I can hear you in there,” the man’s voice called out, and I froze.  “We’re not sick.”

      I looked at Jamie over my shoulder, but all he could offer me was half of a shrug.

      “We just want to talk,” the voice said, followed by three soft taps at the door.

      I drew in a breath and walked over to the door.  Out of the peephole, I could see three of them standing there, alternating between staring at the door and nervously looking up and down the hallway.

      “They don’t look sick,” I said.  “At least not any more than you or I.”

      “Okay,” Jamie said taking a step back.  He stepped into the kitchen and grabbed my broom.  “Just in case.”

      My eyebrows squeezed tightly together.  “I have steak knives.”

      “Let’s hope it won’t come to that,” Jamie said, and I wasn’t sure if he was joking.

      My fingers trembled as I turned the lock.  I wasn’t even sure why I felt so afraid, after all, we were all going through the same thing.

      I opened the door, just a crack, setting my foot on the other side locking it into place.  The man and two women stared at me with wide eyes.

      “What can I do for you?” I asked working to keep my voice steady.

      “We’re going around the building, checking for survivors,” the man said.  “So far, it’s just us.  Well and you.”

      He couldn’t see Jamie from where he stood, and I didn’t bother to mention he was there.

      “I’m Bronx, and this is Blair and Maggie.”

      “Hi,” the one he’d pointed to when he’d said Blair raised her hand.

      She was a bombshell.  The woman seemed doll-like with her perfectly styled platinum blond hair.

      The other woman stayed tucked away behind Bronx.  Her hair was not quite shoulder length, hot chocolate brown, and disheveled.  There was so much fear and uncertainty in her eyes it made me uncomfortable.

      Bronx was a broad-shouldered man, carrying himself with a confidence I couldn’t even comprehend.  His dark eyes smiled at me.

      “Are you here alone?” he asked.  My eyes shifted.  “If you’d like, you can come with us.”

      “I’m fine here,” I said answering quickly.

      “We all live here,” Bronx said as if he could tell I was uneasy.  “In this building.”

      I studied their faces, but I wasn’t sure I’d ever seen any of them before.  That, of course, wasn’t their fault it was mine for only leaving when I had to.

      “Can we come in?  We just want to talk,” Bronx said.

      I pressed my lips together, my shoulders sinking slightly as I stepped to the side.  Their eyes all seemed to settle on Jamie at the same time.

      “Oh,” Bronx said looking at me with a raised eyebrow.

      “Oh my God!” Blair said pushing past me and throwing herself at Jamie.  She wrapped her arms tightly around his neck.  “You’re alive.  We knocked on your door.  I thought you were dead!”

      Jamie glanced in my direction as he hugged her back.  He slowly tried to ease himself back, but she leaned forward and kissed him on the lips.

      He placed his hands on her shoulders and stepped back, his eyes darting around the room nervously.  “Yeah,” he said with a chuckle, “I’m alive, although I was a little nervous that wouldn’t be the case.”

      “You got sick too?” Bronx said stepping forward as he stretched out his hand.  “Bronx, and you are?”

      “Jamie,” he said taking his hand.  The men exchanged a brisk shake, and when they released, Jamie was able to step around the counter and back into the living room.  It seemed as though he wanted to put space between himself and Blair.  If she noticed she didn’t care, considering she was still smiling at him.

      “What’s your name?” Bronx asked looking me over.

      I swallowed, wishing I was better at hiding my nerves.  “Gwen.”

      “You were sick, weren’t you?”  Bronx hadn’t taken his eyes off of me.

      I nodded.

      He turned toward Jamie.  “How about you?”

      “Earlier.  Seems to have passed,” Jamie said.  “How about you all?”

      Bronx and Maggie nodded.

      “It was terrible, Jamie!” Blair said twisting her finger into her hair.  “I thought I was going to die.”

      “Yeah,” Jamie said, scratching the side of his head.  “It was bad.”

      “So,” I said crossing my arms.  “Do any of you know what’s going on out there?”

      Bronx shook his head.  “Some kind of attack.  Stay indoors.”  He hesitated.  “Do either of you know anything beyond that?”

      Jamie and I both shook our heads at the same time.  I glanced at Blair who was staring at the bottle of water on my counter.  She smiled at me when she caught me watching her.

      “How do you know Jamie?” she asked, and my clothes suddenly felt scratchy.

      “Just from the hall,” I said.

      “Okay,” she said keeping the smile pasted to her face.  Blair turned to Jamie.  “You were here when this all happened?”

      Jamie looked as though he was chewing his cheek.  “No,” Jamie said shifting his weight back and forth.  “I came here after the attack or whatever it is that’s going on.”

      “I see,” Blair said.

      “Well, we’re going to keep looking for others, if you guys want to join us,” Bronx said his eyes slightly narrowed.

      I shook my head.  “I’m just going to wait here.”

      “Me too,” Jamie added swiftly.

      Bronx nodded as he looked back and forth between Jamie and me.  “You mind if we stop back later?  You know, to touch base.”

      “Um,” I stammered.  I bit my lip nearly too hard as I shook my head.  It just felt weird having strangers in my apartment, but I didn’t know how to explain without offending anyone.

      “We understand,” Bronx said stretching his hand out once again toward Jamie.  “I didn’t mean to intrude or anything like that, but with the shit that’s going down, we should probably stick together.”

      Maggie’s eyes were red as she nodded.  “I watched my boyfriend die.”

      She seemed to be in some kind of state of shock.

      “I’m sorry,” I said.

      Bronx placed his hand on her shoulder.  “We’ll get out of your hair.  Hopefully, we’ll find others who managed to survive whatever the fuck this is.  Maybe some answers.”  He turned to me and grinned.  “Excuse my French.”

      “Right of course,” I said following them as they walked toward the door.  Bronx gave me one final look before stepping out into the hallway.  “Thanks for stopping by.”

      He chuckled and dipped his head before leaving my apartment.  The second I closed the door and locked it, I sucked in a long breath.

      “Are you okay?” Jamie asked.

      “I’m not good at this.  I need to sit down.”

      “Good at what?”

      I lowered myself down softly onto my sofa and pressed my palms against the sides of my face.  My breaths quickened, and I could feel my anxiety rising.

      “Any of this.  I hate not knowing, yet I’m terrified to know.”

      “Yeah,” Jamie said sitting down on the chair.  He stared at his fingers as he twisted them against one another.

      Everyone out there was in a different situation than I was.  Like Maggie, for example, she’d watched her boyfriend die, whereas I didn’t have anyone.  I didn’t have anyone to worry about, or anywhere to go.

      My brother may have been out there, and my grandma, but she lived miles away.  Hopefully, she was safe from whatever had happened.

      But when I thought of my grandma… I started to worry.  Maybe this wasn’t just something happening locally.  What if it were widespread?  She could be out there scared.  Suffering.

      The urge to go to her was overwhelming.  My pulse quickened, and I stood up.  I could feel Jamie’s eyes on me as I walked from room to room.

      At some point, I’d have to find a way to go to her.  If I could make it to my car, maybe I could get to her.

      My grandma might need me.  She’d been there for me all my life.  I was all she had left.  It wasn’t like she could count on Nick.  No one could.

      For now, the sky was still too red.  If I went out there, it could kill me, assuming that whatever was out there was what had made me sick.  It had to have been.  What else could have done it?

      Maybe Jamie would come with me.  I couldn’t even tell him about it yet.  He’d think I’d lost my mind.

      “Want something to eat?” I asked as I stopped abruptly in front of him.  I wasn’t the least bit hungry, well, maybe I was, but I didn’t feel hungry.

      “Not really,” Jamie said, gently patting his stomach.  “Not sure I could keep much down.”

      “You kept the bar down,” I reminded him.

      Jamie nodded.  “And that’s about all I need at this point.  If you’re hungry, go for it.  Don’t let me stop you.”

      “No, I’m fine.  I just wanted to be a good hostess.”

      Jamie chuckled.  “I can’t imagine having a better hostess in the middle of a disaster.”

      “Thanks, I think.”

      I sat down on the sofa, pulling my knees up to my chest.  Even though I could see the redness coming through the window, it felt as though I was trapped inside of a dream.  How could this be real?  Why wasn’t I freaking out, screaming and shouting for help?

      Maybe because there wasn’t anyone left to hear me.

      The rest of the day ticked by slowly.  Jamie and I took turns pacing.  At one point I tried to read a book, but after I read the same sentence ten times, I gave up.

      “Do you have any candles?” Jamie asked as the sun started to go down and the redness lighting the apartment started to turn to black.

      “Yeah, I think so.”  I pushed myself off of the sofa and opened the drawer in the kitchen filled with junk.  I pulled out two long taper candles and two small glass holders.

      I set one down on the kitchen table and the other on the coffee table in the living room.  The yellow glow from the candles mixed with the slight reddish hue still coming from outside gave my apartment an odd orange glow.

      “Let me get you a pillow and a blanket,” I said walking past Jamie and disappearing into my bedroom.

      The flimsy faux wood closet door squeaked as I opened it.  I stood on my tiptoes and pulled down an old pillow and a blanket I wished I would have washed recently.

      I hugged them close to my chest as I turned to my bed remembering how sick I’d been.  My sheets had been soaked when sweat had been pouring out of me and the trash bin… oh God, the trash bin.

      I walked into the living room and placed the blanket on the sofa.  Jamie hadn’t turned away from the window.

      “Sorry, I don’t have anything nicer,” I said.

      “It’s perfect.  Thanks.”  Jamie sighed.  “Shit.  I should probably leave and just go back to my place.”

      “No,” I said quickly.  “I mean, if you want to obviously I can’t stop you, but I like having the company.  Having you here might just be keeping me from entirely losing my shit.”

      Jamie nodded.  His mood had seemed to change ever since he’d seen Blair.  I wasn’t about to question it.  Maybe it had nothing to do with her, whoever she was.

      “Well, I’m going to go tidy up.  Please make yourself at home.”

      “Thanks,” he said finally turning from the window to offer me a small smile.

      “Yeah, no problem,” I said giving him an identical one back.

      I checked the lock on the door and grabbed my bottle of water before heading back to my room.  It wasn’t long before I heard the sofa squeak from Jamie’s weight.

      That’s what it was.  He was tired.  I couldn’t blame him.
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      After I finished cleaning up and changing my sheets, I took one last look out of the window hoping that things would look like normal again.  But they didn’t.

      There were no streetlights, in fact, there was no light at all.  If the moon was out, either clouds or whatever created the red sky was blocking it from giving off any light.  Everything outside the window was pitch black.

      And quiet.

      If it hadn’t been for the candles, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to see my way around my apartment at all.  At least with Jamie in the other room, I was a tiny bit less afraid than I would be if I’d been alone.

      There weren’t any sounds outside the window.  No sounds of the city running as usual.  There were no cars, no horns, no soft hum of electricity.  The silence chilled my still slightly feverish bones.

      As I stared out into the darkness, I had an eerie feeling that someone was standing behind me.  I quickly turned expecting to see Jamie standing there, but there wasn’t anyone there.

      My finger trembled as I brought it up to my lip to gnaw on my fingernail.  A nervous habit that I’d had since I was five.

      As I was about to step away from the window, something caught my eye.  There was a light.

      The light from three flashlights bounced up and down as whoever was carrying them traversed the yard.  It was a small group of people, but from where I stood, I couldn’t tell anything about them.

      I couldn’t see if they were sick.  And I couldn’t tell if they were here to help us.  For all I knew, it was Bronx, Blair, and Maggie looking for survivors.

      They kept moving across the yard, moving slowly from left to right.  My eyes moved along with them, following their lights as they moved across the ground.

      When the group stopped, my breath felt like it was stuck in my throat.  They flashed the lights at one another briefly before pointing them around in various directions as if they were discussing which way to go.

      I swallowed hard, and the action pinched my throat.  The gulping noise I’d made sounded much too loud in the silence, and I wondered if Jamie had heard it in the other room.

      My feet were glued in place as I watched them.  Perhaps Bronx, Blair, and Maggie decided to leave the apartment and go find help, but it was far too dark to see who it was.

      One of the lights moved across the yard toward the apartment building.  My body stiffened, and my lungs forced the breath I’d been holding out.  The breath I instantly sucked in was sharp in painful in the center of my chest.

      I could see the light as it moved up the exterior wall, moving closer and closer toward my window.  Just as it hit the glass, I took an abrupt step back.  It was like something pulled me away.

      Had they seen me?  Why didn’t I want to be seen?

      I was too afraid to step closer and see if they were still out there.  The light was gone from the window, but I still couldn’t move.

      I wasn’t sure why I was so frightened, after all, whoever was out there might be there to help us.  Maybe I wanted them to see me.  Maybe I should have jumped up and down, pounded on the window, and waved my arms until they saw me.

      But I hadn’t.

      And I wasn’t sure why I hadn’t.  It was just a feeling deep in my gut that had made me leery.

      For all I knew, I’d just let the only chance for Jamie and me to be rescued walk away.  Then again, if whoever was out there had been here to help, they probably would have done more than flashed a light on the building in the middle of the night.

      When someone knocked on the apartment door, it felt as though my heart had actually stopped for a moment.  After a few seconds, it kicked back in and was pounding harder and faster against my chest.

      I walked toward the living room, and the second I stepped out of my bedroom Jamie was standing in front of me.  My hand went to my chest, and my knees buckled.  I couldn’t tell which part of my body was going to give out first… my legs or my heart.

      “Shit, sorry,” he said reaching out to hold me up.  “I didn’t mean to… it’s just that… someone’s at the door.”

      “I heard,” I whispered.

      “Are we going to open it?” Jamie asked.

      I held onto his shoulder because I was afraid that if I let go, I’d crash to the floor.  “Depends.”

      “On what?”

      “Who it is.”
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      The knocks were sharper.  Urgent.  And it felt like each knock was vibrating through my body and rattling my organs.

      “It’s us.  Can we please come in?”

      I recognized the voice.  It was Bronx.  The guy from earlier.

      “Want me to send them away?” Jamie asked.

      “It’s fine.”  I stepped past him and walked toward the door.  Before I opened it, I peeked out to make sure I was right about who was standing outside my door.

      My fingers shook as I unlocked the door and stepped back slightly.

      “They’re all dead,” Bronx said, his voice heavy.  “Please, can we come in?”

      I swallowed but stepped to the side.  It wasn’t like I could have sent them away.  They all looked far more afraid than they had when I’d seen them earlier.

      Once they were all inside, I closed the door.  The room was dark, but I could see Blair’s eyes as they locked onto the pillow and blanket on the sofa.  Her lips curled upward slightly into a satisfied smile.

      “Sorry, I know you didn’t want us to come back,” Bronx said crossing his arms as he stepped in front of me.  “But it’s just us.  We’re all that’s left.”

      “Maybe others aren’t answering their door,” Jamie said.

      Bronx nodded.  “It’s possible.  But some doors were open.  We could see, and it’s similar to the scene outside of your door in the hallway.”

      “We all got sick,” Maggie said.  “For some reason, we survived.”

      “Immunity?” I asked so softly it seemed as though no one had heard me.

      Bronx took a step closer.  “Is there any chance I could talk to you… privately?”

      “Um….”  My eyes shifted toward Jamie for a second before turning back to Bronx.  I jerked my chin toward my bedroom.  “This way.”

      We stepped into my bedroom and Bronx reached over my shoulder, closing the door nearly all the way behind us.  He was so close I could smell his woodsy, masculine deodorant.

      Bronx moved away from me slowly and stared down into my eyes.  A small amount of light slithered through the small space between the door and the door frame striping his face.

      “What can I do for you?” I said shifting my weight to put a bit more distance between us.

      “I think we all need to stay together.”  Bronx held up his hand.  “Before you say no, let me tell you why we all need to stick together.”

      I tilted my head to the side waiting for him to go on.  It wasn’t like I even had any more room in my apartment, and I definitely didn’t have any more pillows.

      “If we’re all that’s left, we can help each other.  We can work together to find food and water.  Who knows when we’ll get the all clear.”

      My jaw was stiff, and I was sure Bronx noticed the tension even in the darkness.  “I don’t have enough room or blankets.  And the food I have… well, I need it.”

      “We can get our own food from our own apartments or from one of the other now unoccupied rooms.”  Bronx’s eyes shifted toward the cracked door.  “We can find our own pillows and blankets… sleep on the floor.  It’s just that I think it’s better if we all stay together.  We won’t be a bother.  I promise.”

      “Well,” I said watching as a shadow moved past the door.  Someone was trying to listen in, and I was pretty sure it was Jamie.  “It’s okay with me I guess if it’s okay with Jamie.”

      “Are you two like—”

      “No!” I said too sharply.  “I barely know him, but he was here first.”

      I tried not to roll my eyes at myself.  It was hard to explain, but I felt close to Jamie.  Probably because I’d known him a little before the attack.

      “Blair said she used to date him,” Bronx said, his voice feather soft.

      “Oh,” I said, putting the pieces together.  The kiss she’d planted on him.  Her noticing where he was sleeping.  Maybe she wasn’t entirely over him, which I could totally understand considering Jamie was extremely good-looking.

      “You sound disappointed.”

      I cocked my head to the side.  “I do not.  And I am not.  There was some kind of attack, and you think I’m worried about who Jamie dated?”

      I wanted to stomp away from him, but it was my bedroom.  It was odd that Jamie hadn’t mentioned it, but then again, why would he?  He had no obligations to explain anything about why Blair had thrown herself into his arms.

      “Well, if it’s all right with Jamie and you all don’t mind sleeping on the floor, then I guess you’re welcome to stay.”

      Bronx nodded and reached over my shoulder again, opening the door.  I held myself stiff, refusing to look at him as he walked past me.

      He boldly walked over to Jamie and began telling him all the same things he’d told me.  After he finished, Jamie simply shrugged and said that if it was okay with me, then it was okay with him too.

      “It’s settled then,” Bronx said clapping his hands and flashing me a cocky grin.  “We’re a team.”

      And it seemed as though Bronx had already promoted himself to team lead.  Not that it really mattered to me considering what was happening outside wasn’t giving us a lot of options anyway.

      “All right,” Bronx said rubbing his hands together.  “The first thing we need to do is go back to our apartments and get some blankets and pillows.”

      “I don’t want to go back to my apartment,” Maggie said, tucking stray hairs behind her ear.

      Blair placed her hand on Maggie’s shoulder.  “I’m sure we can find some stuff at my place.”

      “We’ll be back,” Bronx said walking over to the door.  He hesitated, turned, and locked eyes with me.  A grin grew on his face.  “You’ll let us back in, right?”

      “Yes,” I said pressing my lips together.

      “Perfect.  Be back in a few.”  Bronx, Blair, and Maggie stepped out into the hall, and walked across the room, locking the door after them.

      I exhaled loudly as I slowly paced the floor.  My eyes shifted over to the sofa where Jamie had been resting.

      “I’m sorry about this,” I said.

      “What are you sorry for?” Jamie asked, his narrowed eyes barely visible in the darkness.

      “This was your space, and now you have roommates.”

      Jamie chuckled.  “This was your space… I’m the one that forced myself into your territory.  Nothing is stopping me from going back to my apartment.”

      “Still,” I said shaking my head.  “You were here first.”

      “Don’t give it another thought,” Jamie said, the floor creaking as he walked over to the sofa.  He groaned as he sat down, running his hands through his messy hair.  “Do you think this is smart though?  I mean, we don’t know anything about them.”

      I cocked my head to the side.  It wasn’t like I’d known much about Jamie either but that hadn’t stopped us from teaming up.

      “Seems to me you know Blair,” I said unable to stop the words from seeping out between my lips.

      Jamie’s body tensed for a brief moment.  “We dated.  Still, we don’t know anything about Maggie or Bronx.”

      “Have you ever seen them around here?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” Jamie said.  “They all lived here.  Even talked to Maggie’s boyfriend a few times.  He was a good guy.”

      All of this was making me realize just how much I had kept to myself.  The only reason I knew Jamie at all was because he lived down the hall.  Socializing made me anxious.  Hell, people made me anxious.  Now here I was, feeling as though I had no choice in the matter.

      “I’m sure it’ll be fine,” Jamie said glancing at me over his shoulder.

      “Are you?” I said raising my brows although he couldn’t see me.

      “Having them here will be fine.  What happens out there is anyone’s guess.”

      I nodded, but still, he couldn’t see me.  Even though it was night, the apartment started to feel warm.  Little droplets of sweat gathered at my temples.  Maybe it wasn’t heat, maybe my fever was coming back.

      I sighed and combed my fingers through my hair as I walked over to the window.  My body was craving rest and after what I’d gone through, I knew I needed it.  Even though there was going to be a group of strangers in my apartment, I hoped I’d be able to get some sleep.  I also hoped my insomnia would stay away for the rest of the night.

      There was only darkness as I peered out between the curtains.  Whoever had been out there was long gone.

      It wasn’t long until the others returned.  They’d brought blankets and plastic bags filled with food.

      Maggie set up her sleeping area on the floor next to the TV and Blair set hers up near the sofa.  Bronx spread out his blanket near the window and sat down resting his back against the wall.

      Everyone was quiet, and no one seemed even a little bit comfortable, not that they complained.  It wasn’t like I was going to be all that comfortable in my bed and it was my place.  Everything was a mess, and the only thing we could do was to make the best of it.

      And try to survive whatever was happening.
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      I tossed and turned most of the night, but I’d slept better than some of the recent nights since losing my job.  My body was doing what it could to get well, and in fact, when I woke, I was warm, but I felt okay.  Hungry, but okay.

      I sat up and listened, but there were no sounds coming from the other room.  It wouldn’t surprise me to be the first one up, after all, it was still dark outside, but I could tell it would be morning soon.

      The electricity was still out, I could tell from the lack of humming, not to mention my alarm clock would have turned back on.  I pressed the button on my phone even though I knew nothing would happen.

      The room felt warm, perhaps from the lack of air conditioning or maybe it was from whatever was going on outside.

      I stepped over to the blinds, slowly moving them to peek out between them.  Most everything was still dark, but there was a slight orangish glow rising above the horizon where the sun would soon come up.  Without a doubt, I knew the sky would still be red.

      I waited in my room, watching the sky change colors as the sun started to rise.  It was probably at least an hour before I’d heard someone moving in my living room.

      There was a big part of me that wanted to stay hidden in my bedroom until everything blew over, but there was another part of me that knew I couldn’t.  I’d have to go out there even though none of us knew anything more today than we did yesterday.

      I wrapped my arms around my middle and stepped out of my bedroom.  Jamie instantly turned and looked at me, Blair wide awake near his feet.

      “Morning,” Jamie said, pushing himself off of the sofa and walking over toward me.

      “Morning,” I said looking around the room.  The others were all awake although none of them had moved from their sleeping areas.

      Jamie followed me into the kitchen, and I offered him a fresh bottle of water.  We both unscrewed the caps at the same time and took a big swallow.

      “It seems less,” Bronx said jerking his thumb toward the window.

      I nodded, but I wasn’t sure if I agreed.  Someone had blown out the candles, and the amount of light we’d had inside the apartment seemed about the same as yesterday.

      “So, I was thinking,” Bronx said pushing himself to his feet.  He pushed his shoulders back and stepped into the kitchen area joining Jamie and me.  Having him there made the already small kitchen feel smaller.  “Maybe we should go around and gather supplies from the other apartments.  Pack some in bags in case we need to leave.”

      “Like go through other people’s things?” I asked.

      “They won’t be needing them,” Bronx said with an uncaring shrug.  “It’s just that what if we’re forced to leave?  We’ll want to make sure we’ll have everything we need.”

      Jamie crossed his arms.  “What would make us leave?  We’re supposed to stay indoors, at least that’s the last I heard.”

      “And it seems that’s the last any of us will hear,” Bronx snorted.

      “We don’t know that,” I said holding up a hand.  I could feel the tension in the room being pulled tighter, like a stretched rubber band.

      “No, we don’t know, but I think it’s best if we’re prepared,” Bronx clasped his hands loosely in front of him.  “What if there’s a fire?”

      Blair took several steps closer.  “I think it’s a great idea, Bronx.  If I can do anything to help, just let me know.”

      “Of course you can help.  I think we should all go together,” Bronx said.  “We’ll each fill two bags… watching each other’s backs.”

      I looked at Jamie, and he offered me a barely there shrug.  No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t come up with an excuse not to go along.

      “Okay,” I said.  Perhaps Bronx was right.  Maybe his plan was smart… it wasn’t like I had any idea what to do.  He was being proactive.  Wanting to position ourselves better in an already shitty situation.

      And we had nothing else to do with our days.  Sitting in the red apartment staring at the walls probably wasn’t good for any of us.  Getting out and keeping ourselves busy, hoping that we were doing something that might help us was probably the right choice.

      “Awesome,” Bronx said rubbing his hands together excitedly.

      He started going into detail about the types of bags we’d look for as well as all the things we’d put inside.

      “How do you know so much about all of this stuff?” Blair asked.

      “I don’t know anything.”  Bronx shrugged.  “Other than having done some reading on the subject.”

      “Which subject?” Jamie asked.

      Bronx blinked, keeping his eyes wide.  “Survival.”

      My stomach swirled.  Not from illness but from the very mention of the word.  Survival.  Was that what this was?

      Deep down I think I knew it was, but it wasn’t something I was able to wrap my head around.  How could this be real?  What if no one came for us?  What if there wasn’t anything left?

      My heart started to race, and the beads of sweat at my temples increased.  I willed myself not to have a panic attack in front of everyone.  That was the last thing any of us needed… me freaking out.

      Bronx stared at me as if he could hear the blood pumping through my veins.  He placed his hand on my shoulder and gave a light squeeze.

      “We got this,” he whispered as he stepped around me and into the living room.  “Gwen?”

      “Yeah?” I said sucking in an awkward, sharp breath.

      “Got any bags?”

      I dug through my closet and found an old bag I used when I’d traveled to my grandma’s.  It was in good condition because I hadn’t used it all that much.

      We were each going to go through our own apartments and pack anything that was important.  Then if we still needed more, we’d go through the now vacant rooms.

      The others gave me space as I filled my bag.  I put in an old flashlight, a change of clothes, some bandages, and other things I thought might come in handy, like snacks.

      When I was finished, I left my bag hidden in my closet, locked my apartment door, and followed the group to Jamie’s room.  He quickly filled two bags that had his delivery company’s logo on it while we waited in his living room.

      His apartment was a level of clean I’m not sure I’d ever witnessed before.  The only thing that had been out of place was the blanket that was draped over the back of his sofa.

      Jamie worked quickly.  His eyes darted over to us every so often.  If he was worried about us looking through his things, he had nothing to worry about considering he barely had any things.

      After we finished at Jamie’s, we went to Bronx’s, and then to Maggie’s.  She stood there staring at the numbers on her door, her shoulders rising and falling with each breath.

      “I can’t do it,” she said.

      “No problem,” Blair said with a smile.  “We’ll find stuff for you at my place.”

      At Blair’s, Jamie, Bronx, and I sat on the sofa waiting as she thoroughly went through every room, drawer, and cabinet.  I wanted to remind her that we’d just be upstairs and if she remembered anything we could always come down for it, but I kept my mouth shut.  It wasn’t like I was really in a hurry to get back to my apartment and wait for what I wasn’t even sure.

      “Okay!” she said with a bag over one shoulder and a purse over the other.  I glanced at Jamie and tried to picture the two of them as a couple.  I couldn’t see it.  “Ready?”

      Bronx smacked his palms against his thighs and pushed himself up.  “Let’s go.”

      I followed the others out of the apartment, Jamie directly behind me.  Blair stopped and locked her apartment door, she smiled when she saw me watching her.  She dangled her keys in front of me and tucked them into her pocket as she pushed her way between Jamie and me.

      At the end of the hall where the main entrance was, Bronx had stopped.  His eyes focused on something I couldn’t see.

      “What is it?” Jamie asked.

      “The door’s been broken,” Bronx said gesturing for us to follow him up the stairs.  “It wasn’t like that yesterday.”

      As we walked by, I looked into the entrance way at what remained of the glass door.  Bits of glass were sprinkled all over the floor, and I wasn’t sure, but it looked like there was a small pool of blood just outside the door frame.

      “What happened?” I asked keeping my voice soft.

      “No idea,” Jamie said with a hard swallow.  “But I don’t like it.”

      “Me either.”

      The stairs sounded exceptionally noisy as we made our way up to the second floor.  I couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was behind us even though I glanced over my shoulder every few seconds to check.

      When we got back up to the room, I unlocked the door.  Standing back as I allowed the others to enter first.  Bronx and Jamie both stood there behind me.

      Jamie gestured at the door.

      “Go ahead,” Bronx said nearly at the same time as he flashed me with a smile.  “Jamie you want to help me move a few bodies?  If we don’t do it soon, the smell is going to kill us.”

      “Um, sure,” Jamie said.

      Before I could even take a step, there were noises in the stairwell.  Someone was coming.
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      “Get inside!” Bronx said nearly picking me up off of the ground when I didn’t move fast enough.

      I wanted to ask what he was nervous about.  For all we knew, it was someone coming to help us.

      “Why are you scared?” I hissed.

      “I just want to be sure,” he said, the words spilling out of his mouth as he wrapped his arms around me and lifted me off of the ground.

      “Hey!” the voice from the stairwell called out.  He aimed a gun in our direction as he took small steps forward.  “Put her down.”

      I blinked several times trying to make sense of what I was seeing in the darkness.  “Nick?”

      Bronx narrowed his eyes at me.  He didn’t let go, but he loosened his grip.

      “Yeah, who are these guys?” Nick said his voice deep and authoritative.

      “Friends,” I said wiggling myself free.  “Could you stop aiming that thing at us?”

      “I’m not aiming it at you,” Nick said, his eyes fixed on Bronx.  He hesitated, but reluctantly lowered the gun, tucking it into the holster on his hip.

      Bronx tilted his head to the side and pushed his shoulders back.  “You know this guy?”

      “I do… he’s my brother,” I said pressing my lips together.

      “How did you get here?” Bronx asked.

      “I’ll be glad to tell you all about it inside my sister’s apartment,” Nick said, looking anxiously over his shoulder.  He held out his arms attempting to usher us inside.

      Blair and Maggie stood close to one another as they eyed Nick.  Maggie looked at him suspiciously, but Blair’s expression turned into something that made me roll my eyes.  The little curl to her lips and the batting eyelashes were sickening.

      I locked the door before introducing everyone to my brother.  Nick looked at the backpacks and nodded approvingly.

      “Looks like you’re in good hands,” Nick said.

      “Do you know what’s going on out there?” I asked.

      Nick shook his head.  “I had my scanner going, but they weren’t talking about it until it happened.  Something in the air, a chemical of some kind.  They sent out every officer, but they didn’t report back.  Then everything went out.  EMP or something I’m guessing.”

      “Some kind of poisonous attack and an EMP?” Bronx asked skeptically.

      “It seems that way, but I don’t know for sure.  I’m not sure we’ll ever know.”  Nick shook his head.  “Depends on who’s still out there, and I can tell you, it’s not good.”

      My stomach twisted like someone was wringing it like it was a towel.  I twisted my shaking fingers together hoping no one noticed how much I was shaking.

      “How widespread is this?” I asked.

      Nick sighed.  “I don’t know.”

      “What does it look like out there?  You didn’t get sick?” Bronx asked.  He looked as though he was full of questions.

      “It’s not pretty,” Nick said scratching the side of his neck.  “Bodies all over.  Lots of people got sick.  Lots of people died.”

      “And you?” Bronx asked again.  “Did you get sick?”

      Nick studied me for a moment before nodding his head.  “I did, but it’s gone.  I’m fine.  I’m not contagious.”

      “Well, you don’t know that,” I said before letting out a sigh.  I pressed my fingertips to my temple.  “We all were sick and got better.  I can’t believe you’re here.”

      I gawked at him.  It was strange having him inside of my apartment.  I didn’t know what to do, say, or think.  What he’d done to our family was still in my head, but it was nice to see a familiar face amid the chaos and confusion.

      “Can I have something to drink?” Nick asked pressing his hand to his throat.  “I haven’t had anything in a while.”

      “Um, sure,” I said stepping around him and into my kitchen.  I took one of the bottles out of the warm fridge.  “Here.”

      “Thanks,” Nick said staring into my eyes.  He lowered his voice.  “Can we talk?  Somewhere else?”

      I swallowed hard as my eyes darted around the room.  It was one thing having him here with the others around but being alone with him was another story.  I didn’t want to get into a conversation that was going to upset me.  Or make me want to send him away.  And it made me mad that I didn’t want to send him away.

      “I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” I said.

      “Please?”

      “Fine.  Make it quick.”  I flicked my wrist toward my bedroom.  “We’ll just be a minute,” I announced.

      Jamie and I locked eyes briefly as I led Nick to my room.  I forced a smile in his direction, but Jamie didn’t give me one back.

      After I closed the door, Nick stepped forward and gave me a hug.  It was stiff and awkward, but he didn’t seem to notice.  He stepped back, and something that resembled fear filled his eyes.

      “I was so worried about you,” Nick.

      “Why?” I asked shaking my head.

      “Because you’re my sister.”

      I couldn’t stop my eyes from rolling.  “I guess there is a first time for everything.”

      It was a low blow, and it wasn’t exactly true.  When we were younger, we were the best of friends.  Unfortunately, as adults, things had changed.

      “Gwen, please.  What happened… it’s done.  Things have changed with me.  It’s time for us to move on.”

      I almost choked as I blew out a heavy puff of air.  “I’ll never be able to move on.”

      “We’re all we have left.”

      “That’s not true.  We have grandma,” I said forcing my voice to hold steady.

      “Maybe.”  Nick shrugged.  “I mean I hope so, but the world out there has changed.  I know you haven’t seen it, but I have.  Nothing will ever be the same.  We have to stay together.”

      I sighed and shook my head.

      “Gwen, seriously, I loved her too.  She wasn’t just your mom, she was mine too.”

      “Then you should have acted that way when she was alive.  You should have gone to her.  You should have told her how you felt before she died,” I spat.

      Nick walked over to the window and peeked out of the blinds.  He lowered his head.

      “I went to see her before it… I told her exactly how I felt.  And how sorry I was.  She knew.  You can be angry, hate me, blame me, whatever.  No one will ever be harder on me about what happened that I am.”

      He ran his hands through his hair.  His eyes shifted up for a moment connecting with mine so quickly I wasn’t even sure it had happened.

      “It was better if I stayed away from you.  You were all better off without me.  After I lost my job on the force… none of you needed to see me like that.”

      “That’s just ridiculous.  She would still be alive if you would have just—”

      “Gwen, she committed suicide.  It wasn’t because I couldn’t stop using.  She was sick.”  My bed squeaked as he sat down heavily on the mattress.  “She told me she wasn’t in there because of me.  She said it wasn’t my fault.  Of course, I don’t believe that, but it’s what she said.  She told me she’d be fine.”

      I hadn’t realized it, but tears were streaming down my cheeks.

      “But I shouldn’t have left her that day.  If I would have stayed at her side, she wouldn’t have been able to go through with it.”  Nick lowered his head into his hands.  His fingertips were tight against his scalp as his fingers tightened and pulled his hair at the roots.  “They told me she would have just picked another day.  She was depressed.  The medicine wasn’t working… maybe it was making it worse.”

      “Who told you that?”

      “The nurses at the institution.  I went back there and talked to them.  Well, first I went there to yell, I made a pretty big scene, but they calmed me.”  Nick glanced upward.  “They didn’t want me to blame myself.”

      I shook my head.  “She couldn’t stand what you were doing to yourself.  To the family.  We all wanted to help you, but you wouldn’t listen.”

      “I know that, Gwen.  I know that.  But I didn’t want help.”  Nick stood abruptly holding out his arms.  “I’m clean now.  Been clean.  I’ve been trying to find a way to come to talk to you, but I just hadn’t figured out how, or when.”

      “You’re only clean because you have no way of getting your fix with what’s going on out there.”

      “Probably easier to get a fix now than it was before.  And far cheaper.”  Nick shook his head.  “I’ve been clean for six months.”

      “Ooh six months,” I said hating my tone.  I should have been more supportive, but I still blamed him.  And maybe I always would.

      “Look, if you want me to leave, I’ll go.  I want to stay with you, but if you don’t want me here, I understand.”  Nick stepped past me and put his hand on the doorknob.  I could hear feet shuffling away on the other side of the door.

      “You don’t have to go,” I said, pressing my palm against the back of my head.  He was my brother.  Yes, I was still angry, but I couldn’t send him out there if everything were really as bad as he was making it seem.  “I want to go to grandma.  I need to make sure she’s okay.”

      Nick nodded.  “Of course.  I’ll go with you.”  He pointed at the gun on his hip.  “I’ll protect you.”

      “How likely is it we’ll need that?” I asked.

      “We will definitely need it.”  Nick shifted his weight from one foot to the other.  “When do we leave?”

      I let out a long sigh as I turned to face the door.  For all I knew, the others all had someone they wanted to look for too.

      I wasn’t sure what to do, or how to tell the others.  Before I decided, I needed to know more about what Nick had seen.  “I’m not sure yet.  Soon.”
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      We were all sitting in the living room, except for Nick who was standing in front of us with his hands behind his back.  Jamie was next to me on the sofa, his hands tightly clasped in his lap.

      “There was so much devastation out there,” Nick said, shifting his gaze toward the window.  “At times, I wasn’t even sure if I’d make it here alive.”

      Maggie hugged her knees to her chest and stared up at him.  I hated the way both Blair and Maggie looked at him.  They didn’t know what kind of man he was.  They didn’t know he’d rather get high than come to his mom’s fiftieth birthday party.

      Of course, it was probably better they didn’t.  Nick had told the others he used to be a cop, but what he didn’t tell them was that he got kicked off for doing drugs before, during, and after work.  Drugs that he took from the station.

      He also didn’t tell them that he told our mom to go to fucking hell when she was crying and pleading for him to get help.  Not long before she died.

      “There are so many bodies out there.  The smell is something I can’t even describe.  Rotting, diseased flesh,” Nick said swallowing hard.  “But that’s not all.”

      Nick started to pace but then stopped abruptly.  He turned to us again.

      “I saw a man shoot another for his wallet and a pack of fruit snacks.”  Nick shook his head.  “His wallet.  Like with everything that’s going on out there, he was worried about money.”

      “That’s so scary,” Blair said softly.

      Nick nodded.  “I could hear people crying… screaming out for help.  But as far as I could tell, there is no help.  No police.  No military.  No one is out there.  Not even an ambitious security guard.”

      “There must be someone somewhere.  Maybe they just haven’t made it this far yet,” Blair said.

      “Maybe,” Nick said.  “But until they do, we’re all on our own.”

      “We’ll just stay here until help comes,” Maggie said with a half-shrug.

      Nick looked at me.  He knew I wanted to go out there to make our way to our grandma’s farm.  But I wasn’t about to mention it.  At least not yet.

      “Help might not come,” Bronx said staring at Nick.  “We won’t be able to stay here forever.”

      “But we can stay for a long time,” Maggie said.  “There’s enough food here to last us weeks.”

      “We can stay for now,” Nick said with a single bob of his head.  “We’ll have to come up with a plan.”

      Maggie sniffed hard.  “What kind of plan?”

      “A way to get ourselves safe again,” Nick said.

      “We’re not safe here?” Maggie asked in a voice that was almost nonexistent.

      Nick knelt down in front of her and took her hand into his.  “I honestly don’t know.  It’s better in here than it is out there.  We’ll figure this out.  We’ll find a way to get help.”

      I watched Nick as he tried to comfort Maggie.  He almost seemed as though he actually cared.  His voice was fluffy and comforting, and it seemed to be working on Maggie.

      Nick patted the back of her hand and stood up again.  “But even though I think we’re okay inside of Gwen’s apartment for now, doesn’t mean it will stay that way.  I don’t want to get anyone a false sense of security.  We need to be safe, smart… vigilant.”

      Bronx nodded along.  At first he’d seemed skeptical of Nick, but the more he listened to my brother talk the more he seemed to like him.

      Nick continued talking about the town.  How everything looked the same but soaked in red.  There were no friendly faces.  Death was everywhere.

      Blair had asked how many people he’d seen in all, but it had only been a handful in a city of a couple million.  That was a shock to all of us.

      Nick talked for hours, occasionally interrupted by a question from one of the others.  He wouldn’t ever admit it, but I could tell he was enjoying every second.  I wondered if it reminded him of when he’d been a police officer.

      It was probably around dinner time when I stood up and walked to the kitchen.  The only two people that seemed to notice was Jamie and Nick.  Nick kept talking and enjoyed being the center of attention, but Jamie followed me.

      “You okay?” he asked softly as I took out a box of cereal and started munching on it.

      “Yeah,” I said forcing a smile that wrinkled my brow, as I tipped the box in Jamie’s direction.

      He took a handful and poured a few pieces into his mouth.  “Are you sure about that?”

      “No, yeah, I am.  It’s just I’m still tired.  You know, probably from what our bodies had gone through,” I said unable to stop my eyes from moving away from Jamie’s intense blue eyes and setting them on his chest.

      “Yeah, I understand.  I still kind of feel like I’m recovering from being hit by a truck.”

      I nodded and shoveled more cereal into my mouth.  It wasn’t like I could tell Jamie but having everyone around was getting to me.  My skin was starting to crawl having everyone around twenty-four-seven.  It just wasn’t something I was used to.

      I was about to excuse myself to my bedroom when there was a noise at the window.  My eyes locked with Jamie’s and Nick stopped talking.

      “Did you hear that?” I asked.

      Jamie nodded.  His lips pressed tightly together as if he didn’t want to make a sound.

      Nick held up his palm, and my apartment was once again that eerie, absolute silence I’d only ever heard during a thunderstorm when all the power went out.

      After about a minute it happened again.  A sharp ping against the window.

      “Hey,” a voice called out.  It was faint, but I could tell by the looks on the other’s faces that they’d heard it too.

      I took small steps as I walked over to the window.  It looked like Nick wanted me to stop, to ignore it, but I couldn’t.

      When I got to the window, a hand grabbed mine, just as I reached out to the curtain.  Nick was standing next to me, slowly shaking his head from side to side.

      My eyes filled with a red anger that matched the outside sky and Nick reluctantly let go of my hand.

      We both jumped when something pinged against the window again.

      “God dammit,” Nick whispered.

      I eased my body closer, keeping it pressed tightly to the wall.  My breathing steady as I looked out of the small space between the window and the curtain.

      There was a man out there, staring up at the window.  He knelt down and picked up a small stone.

      “Someone’s out there,” I said quietly without turning away.  “He’s throwing rocks at the windows.”

      “Why?” Blair asked quietly.

      I ignored her question, not because I wanted to, but because I didn’t have the answer.

      Nick carefully inched over to the other side and peeked out.  “Jesus.”

      It was just the one man, and for some reason, he was mostly concentrating his efforts on my window.  He threw another pebble.

      “Please!  Someone!  Help me!” he shouted.

      The man didn’t appear to be well.  Somehow, he was standing out there, but even from the second floor, I could see the sores on his face.  Most of his hair had fallen out, but there were patches of it left in various spots on his head.  It was like he’d managed to fight off the illness but not after it had damaged him.

      “I see the light,” the man shouted.  “I know you’re in there.  Please!”

      “We can’t let him in,” Nick said.

      I could see the man’s lips moving, but I couldn’t hear what he was saying.  He ran his hands through what was left of his hair, and when he pulled his hand away, there were clumps stuck between his fingers.  The man looked horrified and shook his hand as if it were covered in bugs.

      “The door downstairs is broken,” Bronx said.  “He could just walk in, come up to the room.”

      Nick’s hand hovered over his gun.

      “Nick,” I said.  “He’s just trying to survive like we all are.”

      “We can’t help him.  What if he’s still sick?  He could get us all sick again.  We don’t know him, and we can’t trust him,” Nick said.

      “There has to be something we can do to help,” I said chewing my cheek as I looked back out at the suffering man.

      Several men stepped out from behind a building and started approaching the man.  Each one of them carried a large gun and wore gas masks that hid their faces.

      “Shit,” Nick said.  “Blow out the candle.”

      Maggie dashed across the living room and blew out the candle that was giving off a small glow on the kitchen table.  My eyes were glued to the people on the ground below.

      It appeared as though they were talking to the man.  They kept their distance, but occasionally they would nod.  After several minutes, the man pointed up toward my window

      Nick and I both sharply moved back at nearly the same time.  I sighed and shook my head.

      “They can’t see us,” I whispered.

      “You sure about that?” Nick asked cocking his head to the side.

      I blew out a breath.  “Sure enough.”

      I leaned forward and watched as the group of men led the sick man away.

      “They’re leaving,” I said swallowing hard, watching as they disappeared from view.

      I stepped to the side and pressed my palms against the wall.  I sucked in a long breath as if I’d been rescued from drowning.

      My eyes shifted over to Nick’s.  His shoulders were tensed up toward his ears.  Just as his arms started to relax, the pop of a gun ripped through the air.

      “Oh my God!” Maggie said.

      “Jesus Christ,” Nick said inside of his inhale.

      “What did they do?  What did they do to him?” Maggie asked, desperate for answers I didn’t have.  Her whole body was shaking, and she looked as though she might scream.

      Bronx grabbed her shoulders and held her tightly as he looked into her eyes.  “Stay calm.  It’s okay.”

      “They all want us dead.  They’ve come to finish us off!” Maggie said, her wide eyes glowing in the increasing darkness.

      “We’re going to be okay,” Bronx said, his thumbs moving up and down on her shoulders.

      “No, we aren’t,” Maggie said letting her shoulders drop as if someone had placed ten-pound weights on them.  “We’re all going to die.”

      Bronx looked over his shoulder, first at me and then at Nick.  He whispered to Maggie as he led her into my bathroom.

      I crossed my arms, refusing to look at the others.  There wasn’t anything stopping the men from coming into the apartment building.  The main entrance door had been shattered.  All they had to do was walk in and force their way through my apartment door.

      Maybe getting to my grandma was going to be more of a challenge than I thought.  If Nick’s horror stories were true, it would be difficult making our way out of town, and that wasn’t even considering food or if the illness would still find a way to take us.

      I caught Nick’s eye, and it almost seemed as though he could tell what was on my mind.  His eyes were softer, but he didn’t even try to say anything that might ease my worries.

      But seeing and hearing the close gunshot, only made me want to go see my grandma more.  She needed me.
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      When I got up the next morning, Nick was sitting near the window with his back against the wall.  His knees were up, and his gun dangled out of his hand between them.

      “Did you sleep?” I asked looking out of the window.  The sky was still red, but I was almost sure it had lessened.  Instead of being tomato red, it was blood orange.

      “Not much.  Was worried,” Nick said nodding at the door.

      My head bobbed.  “We could have taken turns.”

      “It’s fine.  I’m not sure I could have slept anyway.”

      The others started to stir, and I glanced over at Jamie.  He’d been watching Nick and me, but quickly looked away when our eyes connected.

      I turned to go to the kitchen, but Nick grabbed my arm.  His eyes locked on to the pile of backpacks near the back closet.

      “I think we need to come up with a plan to get out of here.”  Nick lowered his voice.  “They could come back.”

      “Maybe that man was sick,” I said, my voice equally quiet.  “Maybe they had a reason.”

      “Maybe, but maybe not.  There are people out there right now who would kill for those,” Nick said his eyes still on the backpacks.

      I pressed my lips together.  “You’re overreacting.”

      “I don’t think I am.  None of us are sick, I think we can go out there,” Nick said.

      I shook my head.  “Those men had gas masks.  Clearly, they don’t think the air is safe.”

      “It’ll be safer in the country,” Nick said, turning his eyes to meet mine.  “Less crazy people to worry about.”

      “How hard will it be to get out of town?” Bronx asked.  He’d apparently been listening as well.

      “I think we can manage,” Nick said.  “But we’ll need to be careful.”

      Maggie popped up.  “I’m not going out there.”

      “My grandma lives in the country.  Her place is big enough for all of us, and I want to make sure she’s okay,” I said almost wishing I could take back my words.  It wasn’t like my grandma was going to like having guests any more than I did.

      “We’re safe here.  We should stay here and wait for help,” Maggie said, her eyebrows squeezing tightly together.

      Nick shook his head.  “We don’t know if help is coming.  If they do, it could take weeks, months, maybe even years.  It’s every man for himself.”

      “You don’t know that,” Jamie said, sitting up.  His eyes were on his hands in his lap.

      Nick stood.  “You’re right I don’t know.  All I can do is guess, and if Gwen wants to go to our grandma, I’m going with her.  None of you need to come with us if you don’t want to.”

      “I don’t know when I’m going to go,” I said grabbing my elbow.

      “I’m worried about those men coming here,” Nick said.

      My hands dropped down to my sides.  “I’m worried too, but I’m worried about rushing out there too.”

      “At some point, we’re going to have to figure out a plan,” Nick said, and it seemed as though he was talking to me specifically.

      “And we will,” I said, ignoring Bronx as he looked over his shoulder at us.  If there was something on his mind, he kept his mouth closed.  “I need to eat.  Excuse me.”

      I walked into the kitchen and grabbed whatever I could find from my cupboards.  My eyes were down as I walked by everyone and shut myself in my bedroom.

      There were so many thoughts racing through my head I couldn’t eat.  My stomach twisted and turned craving some food, but my mind wasn’t allowing it.

      I could hear them moving around outside my door, but I couldn’t make out any of their soft whispers.  It was probably better that I didn’t because either way, I was going to attempt to make my way to my grandma.

      There was a soft knock at the door.  My head fell back as I worked to suppress a groan.  I didn’t feel like talking to Nick.

      “Yes?” I said unable to keep the annoyed tone from my voice.

      “Sorry, can I talk to you?” Jamie asked peeking his head into my room.

      “Oh,” I said letting out a breath.  “Yeah, of course, come on in.”

      Jamie stepped inside closing the door behind him.  He turned and blinked before looking around my room.

      “You can sit if you’d like,” I said tilting my head to the side.

      “I could, but you’ll probably kick me out after I say what I’m about to say,” Jamie said, his jaw stiff.

      “I doubt it.”  I flashed him a tight-lipped smile.

      Jamie nodded and sat down, the bed squeaking with his weight.  He stared at his hands as he slowly opened his mouth.

      “I don’t think we should go out there,” he said.

      “Get out of my room,” I said, and Jamie turned to me.  “Totally kidding.”

      Jamie chuckled, but his eyes were narrowed.  He let out a breath and turned to me, his captivating ocean blue eyes staring into mine.

      “It’s just that I think we have it pretty good here as far as supplies are concerned.”  Jamie scratched the back of his neck.

      “We packed the bags.  I think we can make it, and my grandma has tons of food in storage.  She loved to can stuff.”  I bit my lip and stared at the window.  “If we can get there, I really think we’ll all be safer.”

      “It’s the if we get there part that makes me worried,” Jamie said.  “I don’t want anything to happen to you… any of us.”

      It wasn’t like I wanted anything to happen to anyone either, including myself.  But I couldn’t stop picturing my grandma sitting there at the window staring out, worried and scared about what was happening.

      Her nearest neighbor was at least two miles away, and he had a family.  It was highly unlikely that he was running out to her house to check on her.

      “I noticed you didn’t mention how far away she lives,” Jamie said.

      “It’ll be a hike,” I said twisting my fingers together.  “But doable.”

      “You’re still not saying,” Jamie smiled.

      I let out a short breath.  “Don’t freak out.”

      “Oh, that far, huh?”

      “Less than two hundred miles.”

      “How much less?”

      I blinked twice before forcing myself to look into his eyes.  “She’s roughly seventy-five miles from here.”

      “Are you kidding?” Jamie said standing up.  He drew in a deep breath and lowered himself back down.  “You’re planning to walk seventy-five miles?”

      “Yeah, it’ll take a few days, but it’s doable.”

      Jamie was shaking his head.  “It’s going to take more than a few days.  If you walk five miles a day, it’ll take you like fifteen days to get there.”

      “I think we can do more than five miles a day.”  I shrugged.

      “I think you’re giving everyone too much credit.

      “We’ll be motivated.”

      Jamie rubbed his palms roughly on his thighs.  “Can I do anything to talk you out of this?”

      “I don’t think so,” I said refusing to meet his gaze.

      “What if she’s… sick,” Jamie said clearing his throat at the end of his sentence.

      It felt like hands grabbed my heart and squeezed.  “I’d want to know.”

      “Okay,” Jamie said sliding his palms up and down his thighs.  “Okay.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said.

      “Sorry for what?”

      I looked into his eyes.  “I have to do this.”

      “Yeah, I understand.”  Jamie’s shoulders dropped as he let out a breath.  “And I’ll help you get there.  If that’s what you want.”

      “Yes,” I said smiling.  I hesitated before I wrapped my arms around his neck, hugging him.  My arms quickly dropped, and I inched away.  “I’d like that.  It kind of feels like we’re in this together.”

      “I know what you mean,” Jamie said, flopping back on my bed.  He reached over and lightly touched his fingers to my back.  “I feel the same.”

      Our eyes met in the darkness, and even though I wanted to look away from the intensity of his gaze, I didn’t.  There was something in his eyes that held me tightly.  I didn’t want to look away.

      “Argh,” Jamie said as he crunched himself back into a seated position.  “I guess I should get back out there.”

      “What’s the rush?” I asked offering him my box of cereal.

      Jamie grabbed the box and pulled out a handful.  “Your brother is out there trying to rally the troops.  Everyone is on board except for—”

      “Maggie.”

      “Right.  And we can’t leave her here alone.”  I stood up and walked over to the window, peering out between the blinds.  “And I don’t think we’re ready.”

      Jamie swallowed.  “Nick’s ready.”

      “Nick’s not in charge.”

      “You might need to tell him that,” Jamie said.

      Every muscle in my body tensed.  “I don’t think he’ll leave without me, but if he does, that’s his choice.”  I turned, my hands clenched into tight fists at my side.  “I’ll go when I’m ready.”

      “Can I join in or is this a private conversation?” Nick asked as he lightly tapped on the door.

      My eyes rolled into the back of my head.  “How long have you been standing there?”

      “Long enough,” Nick said, his eyes darting to Jamie for a split second.  “I just wanted you to know that I’m not leaving here without you.”

      Nick was acting like he had something to prove.  Maybe he was trying to make up for his past.

      “Okay, well, I’m not ready.  I don’t want to leave Maggie here,” I said crossing my arms.

      “She’ll come around,” Nick said with a big smile that went ear to ear.

      “It’s not just that, I want to make sure we’re ready.  We need to be ready.  Bronx had us pack those bags, which was a step in the right direction, but we didn’t know what was out there when we packed them,” I said swallowing down the acidic taste at the back of my throat.  “I think we need more.”

      Jamie narrowed his eyes and Nick cocked his head to the side.  My eyes moved down to Nick’s hip.

      “I think we need to be armed.  And not with brooms and steak knives.”  My body shook with my exhale.  The words had felt strange leaving my lips.  It was something I never thought I’d say.

      I could see Jamie staring at me out of the corner of his eye.  Clearly, it was something he had been surprised to hear too.

      Nick’s head bobbed up and down, as he pulled his shoulders back.  “You’re absolutely right.  There’s a store not far from here… we can find something there.”

      “Okay,” I said placing my trembling hands on my hips to stop them from shaking.

      Nick slowly clasped his hands together in front of his body.  “As long as it hasn’t all been taken.”
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      Nick checked his gun while Bronx looked over my assortment of steak knives.  Jamie stepped in front of me, his eyes wide as he breathed rapidly.

      “I think you should stay here,” Jamie said, swallowing as he pressed his lips together.  “Your brother and Bronx can handle it.”

      I grabbed Jamie’s arm and pulled him to the side.  The feeling of Nick’s eyes on us prickled my skin.

      “I want to help,” I said my voice low as I looked into his eyes.  “I want to see what it’s like out there.”

      Jamie dug his fingertips into the back of his neck.  “It’s just that—”

      “It’ll be fine,” I said with a smile.  “We aren’t going that far.  We’ll be back before you know it.”

      His eyes darted over my shoulder before settling back on mine.  Jamie opened his mouth, but before he could say anything, Nick cleared his throat.

      “Ready, Gwen?” Nick asked from the living room.

      “Yeah,” I said without looking away from Jamie.

      I couldn’t even understand the thoughts that were going through my head.  There was so much in his eyes I couldn’t understand, but the one thing I did get was that he was already worried.

      There was a slight pinch inside my chest, and I swallowed hard.  I forced myself to turn away from him, but he grabbed my hand and pulled me back.

      He hesitated and drew in a quick breath.  “Be safe.”

      “Of course.”  I smiled, and he let go of my hand.

      Nick’s head was down, but his eyes were on us.  As I looked around the room, I noticed he hadn’t been the only one watching.  Blair had been watching too, and her eyes narrowed when she caught my gaze.

      “Let’s go,” Nick said causing me to turn away from her.

      Bronx was standing at the door ready to go.  He looked anxious.  Excited.

      I checked my pocket to make sure I had my apartment key although the others would be here to let us in.  It made me feel better to have it just in case.

      We stepped out into the hallway, the silence wrapped around me like cling wrap.  It felt weird leaving my apartment with Jamie, Blair, and Maggie inside.

      Every footstep we took echoed in the hallway.  Even though we were trying to be quiet, our surroundings were quieter.

      When we got to the bottom of the stairs, we walked down the hall, and into the entranceway.  The broken glass crunched under our shoes as we ducked out of the broken door.

      Nick carefully looked out toward the parking lot in every direction before waving us forward.  The air outside felt thicker, and my heart thumped at the idea that we were surrounded by poison.

      It wasn’t like my apartment was airtight, so in reality, we were all constantly exposed to whatever was in the air.  If there was anything still in the air.

      Nick paused and stared at me as if he could tell something was bothering me.  I nodded, and he continued leading us through the parking lot.

      There were several cars parked in their spots, including mine.  Another was stopped half-way in the driveway and half-way in the road.  The driver’s side door was open.  Less than ten feet away there was a body laying on the ground.

      The man’s eyes were wide, and his body covered in popped blisters.  His arm was stretched out over his head as if he’d been reaching for something.

      I pinched my nose as the smell found its way to my nostrils.  The strong scent of vomit, rot, and death was so overwhelming it made me feel lightheaded.

      It wasn’t long before I saw another body, and then another.  There were so many, I gave up counting.

      Each one was in a different position, but most wore the same panicked expression.  They didn’t know death was coming for them.  They’d all been both surprised and in pain.

      “Come on,” Nick said keeping his voice low as he waved me along.  He instantly noticed I was getting distracted by our surroundings.  “Try not to look.”

      “How can I not?” I asked.

      “Just try.”  Nick looked me up and down.  “How are you feeling?”

      I shrugged.  “Fine.”

      And I did.  If there was sickness in the air, it wasn’t bothering me.  At least not yet.  But I didn’t feel any better, or worse than I had inside my apartment.

      “You?” I asked looking at Nick and then at Bronx.

      “Yeah, fine,” Nick said, and Bronx nodded.

      We walked down the familiar street getting deeper and deeper into the city.  Cars were scattered all over the road, likely abandoned when the driver became too ill to keep going.  Or as if they’d all stopped working at the same random moment.

      Seeing all of the buildings I’d gone past hundreds of times in the empty world made my stomach twist into a knot.  They were the same as I’d always remembered, but somehow, they seemed different.

      There was trash all over the sidewalk, and if I wasn’t stepping over a body, I was stepping over some kind of debris.  The city was a mess.

      I kept looking over my shoulder.  I just couldn’t shake the feeling that we were being followed, but every time I looked there wasn’t anything there.

      “It’s just up ahead,” Nick said jerking his chin forward.

      I’d lived in the area for years and had no idea there was a gun shop in the area.  It didn’t surprise me that Nick had.

      The door to the gun shop was lying on the ground several feet inside the building.  The building had been ransacked.

      “It’s all gone,” Bronx said, disappointment in his eyes.

      “Seems that way,” Nick said, stepping behind the counter.  He bent down and went through the cabinets leaving each one open.  “Christ.”

      Bronx was moving things around inside of a broken glass case with the tip of his knife.

      “So, what’s the deal with you and that guy… Jamie?” Nick asked, keeping his voice low.

      “There is no deal,” I said narrowing my eyes.  “He’s a friend.”

      “Didn’t seem that way to me,” Nick said raising a brow.

      Bronx chuckled.  “Me either.”

      I exhaled slowly trying to keep my breathing steady.  “That’s all it is.  We’re friends.  Not that it’s any of your business.”

      “Whatever you say,” Nick said.  He jumped over the counter and landed less than a foot away from me.  Nick grinned smugly as he leaned closer.  “But just so you know I have eyes.”

      My teeth pressed together and my jaw muscles tensed.  “It’s none of your business,” I repeated saying each word slowly.

      Nick held up his hands and took a step back.  “Okay, okay.”  Nick turned, and muttered, “but he seems like a fucking pansy.”

      Bronx chuckled.

      “As if you’re a good judge of character,” I said crossing my arms.  My blood was bubbling.  Nick always was good at getting on my nerves.

      Nick looked as though I’d hit him in the stomach.  He’d always thought he was a good judge of character, and that’s why he believed he was a good cop.

      And he was wrong.  Jamie wasn’t afraid, he was smart.  It wasn’t like I knew him well, but he didn’t seem like the type that would take risks.  He was the exact opposite of Nick, which was why I liked him.

      I mean, I liked him in that I thought he was nice.  Yeah, he was good-looking, but I had a lot of other things on my mind far more important to worry about.

      “Let’s get out of here,” Nick said turning his back to me.  “Waste of time.”

      “What about this?” Bronx said pulling a long hunting knife out of a light brown decorated sheath.

      Nick shrugged.  “Better than nothing, but it’s not going to save you against a bullet.”

      “No, no it won’t,” Bronx said attaching the knife to his pants.  “But it’s better than a broom.”

      I glared at him, and he turned away.  I was having instant regrets about coming along with the two amigos.  Especially because I hadn’t learned anything new about the outside world.

      “Is there anywhere else we can check out?” Bronx asked.

      Nick tapped his finger to his chin.  He was probably mentally going through city maps in his head.

      “There are other places, but too far for today,” Nick said glancing at me.  “Might have to try again another time.”

      Bronx nodded.  “So, when do you think we should leave for your grandma’s?  I mean if we’re planning on more trips out for weapons.”

      “I don’t know,” I said before Nick could respond.  “We should make sure we have enough packed up, check the bags you had us pack.  After seeing those guys… I think maybe my brother is right for the first time in his life and that we need to be prepared.”

      Nick chuckled.

      “Once we’re armed and well-rested we should head out,” I said staring toward the window.  It was odd, but I was almost used to the red glow.

      “Are you still feeling ill?” Nick asked, his eyebrows squeezed together with concern.

      I shook my head.  “No, for the most part, I’m fine, but Maggie still seems exhausted.”

      “That’s more from the loss than it is from the illness,” Bronx said lowering his gaze.  “They were engaged.  Those two were sewn together at the hip.  A broken heart for her was probably worse than death.”

      His words tugged at my heart.  I hadn’t had anyone like that in my life, but it made me think of losing my mom.  The pain was deep. Unrepairable.  I could only imagine what Maggie was going through.

      “She’s a really sweet gal.  Tried to set me up with a friend of hers… then all this happened,” Bronx said looking down at his feet.  He looked back up at my brother wearing a half-grin.  “Shit happens, eh?”

      “You said it, man,” Nick said nodding his head.

      “Anyway,” Bronx said shifting his weight back and forth.  It was like he was trying to shake our eyes off of him.  “Should we get back?”

      Nick nodded as he walked past him toward the door.  He stepped on an old paper coffee cup that crunched loudly under his weight.

      “You hear that?” a faint voice whispered from outside of the building.

      Nick held his finger to his lip and with the other hand frantically waved for us to get down.  I lowered myself soundlessly to my knees behind one of the broken, empty gun cases.

      My eyes were so wide, they started to water at the corners.  I looked around hoping a gun would materialize, but the only thing around was broken glass.

      My fingers trembled as I reached out for a long shard of glass.  I looked out as I leaned to the side, pressing my lips tightly together when someone stepped into view.
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      I pulled back before he’d seen me.  At least I was pretty sure I had.

      I hadn’t seen where Nick or Bronx had hid, but if they were in sight, I’m sure I would have heard by now.  It was one of the men in gas masks that had been out there, and while I’d only seen one, I was sure he wasn’t alone.

      “Came from in there,” a man said.

      There was a long pause before a loud crunch filled the air.  “You’re imagining things.  There isn’t anyone in there.”

      “Yeah, I guess,” the man responded in a squeaky voice filled with uncertainty.  He sounded young… a teenager?  “I’m paranoid, you know.  God, I hate this shit.”

      There was a loud slapping noise followed by a grunt.  “Grow a spine, boy.  You’re going to need it if you plan to make it out of here alive.  The world has crumbled, and the only ones that will survive are the strong.”

      “Yeah, I know.  I’m working on it.”

      “Good boy.  Now, let’s get back.”  It was so quiet I could hear the rustling of their clothing as they started to walk away.  “We have so much to do.”

      I didn’t move.  Even when I couldn’t hear their movements any longer, I still hadn’t moved.

      It was probably a solid twenty minutes before Nick crept over to me.  My eyes were filled with panic as I looked up at him, afraid at any second his head was going to get blown off.  I didn’t like my brother, but I didn’t want him dead.  And I definitely didn’t want to witness his death.

      “They’re gone,” he whispered.

      “Are you sure?” I asked.

      Nick reached out his hand.  “Positive.”

      I ignored his hand and slowly got to my feet.  Bronx was standing near the front of the building, gripping his new hunting knife tightly in his hand.

      He looked over at me, and I was sure he could see how much I was shaking.  Both he and my brother probably thought I was a pansy too, not that I cared.

      “Let’s get moving before they decide to come back,” Nick whispered.

      We darted out of the building and ran down the sidewalk back toward the apartment building.  I jumped over bodies and debris.  Nick was behind me, but it felt like we were being chased.  I was afraid that if I turned around the men in gas masks would be a block behind us, aiming their guns at us.

      My breaths were rapid, and it felt like my heart rate was not only fast but erratic.  When my apartment building came into view, I didn’t relax, even when we stepped inside the entranceway and slightly slowed our pace.

      We moved quickly up the stairs.  I pulled out my key before we even made it to the door.

      The moment I inserted it into the lock, Jamie pulled the door open.

      “Jesus, you guys sound like a herd of elephants out there,” Jamie said, the happy look on his face quickly falling off his face and being replaced by worry.  “What happened?”

      Nick pushed past him and quickly closed the door behind us.  He locked the door, pressed his back against it, and slid down to his bottom.  He was breathing so quickly he couldn’t respond.

      Jamie turned to me, his eyes wide with long pauses between each blink.  “Gwen?”

      “Nothing happened,” I said between breaths.

      “Yeah, sure,” Jamie said crossing his arms.  After he finished staring at me, his eyes shifted over to Nick’s.

      “Okay,” I said holding up my hand.  “Those guys with the masks were out there.  They didn’t see us.”

      Jamie narrowed his eyes.  “What were you running from?”

      “Just running to get the hell back here,” Bronx said walking into the kitchen and helping himself to a bottle of water.

      Jamie’s eyes were back on me.  I smiled.

      “It’s fine.  I promise.  We just got spooked,” I said.

      Jamie glanced over his shoulder at Blair and Maggie as if looking for support.  “I don’t call that spooked.”

      “How about weapons?” Blair asked, glancing at the new blade at Bronx’s hip.

      “Everything was gone,” Nick said, noticing where her eyes had landed.  “Except for that.”

      “Well, that’s not a good sign, right?” Jamie asked.

      Nick pushed himself to his feet.  “Let’s try not to read too much into it.  It could just mean we aren’t the only ones who want to protect ourselves.”

      Maggie walked back over to her sleeping area and laid down.  She curled up, hugging her knees to her chest as she stared at the wall.

      Jamie’s his shifted to each of us before jerking his head to the kitchen.  My eyes narrowed, and I cross my eyes as I followed him.  Nick, Blair, and Bronx were close behind.

      “She was like this the whole time you were gone,” Jamie said.  “Staring.  Occasionally whimpering.”

      “She’s been through a lot,” Bronx said quickly.

      “We all have,” Blair said chewing her lip.

      Nick held up his hand.  He was interested in what else Jamie had to say, or maybe it was because he knew that if we were going to leave, Maggie would have to come with us.

      “Of course we have,” Nick said, turning to Jamie.  “Go on.”

      “She mentioned something to me,” Blair said, glancing at Jamie first.  It was like she wasn’t sure she should be mentioning it.  “She was on medication.”

      “What kind of medication?” Nick asked, crossing his arms.

      Jamie shook her head.  “She wouldn’t say.”

      “I think it’s for depression or something like that,” Blair whispered somewhat too loudly.  Jamie glared at her.  “What?”

      “We don’t know what it was other than it’s in her apartment and she refuses to go in there,” Jamie said.

      “You were going to take her down there while we were gone?” I asked my tone a touch too tart.

      Jamie shook his head.  “No, of course not.  I do wonder if maybe someone should go down there, but after the way you guys rushed in here, I’m rethinking that idea.”

      “I can hear you guys, you know that right?” Maggie said.

      Bronx stepped away from us and over to Maggie.  “What do you need?  I’ll get it for you.”

      “My prescription,” Maggie said dryly.  “It’s next to the sink.  I doubt it’ll help anyway.”

      Bronx looked at Nick.  “I’ll be right back.”

      “There, and then right back,” Nick said.

      Bronx nodded and looked out of the peephole before stepping into the hall.  He vanished from sight before Nick had even closed the door.

      Jamie pulled me to the side, close to my bedroom and away from the others.  He looked me up and down as if checking for something.

      “You sure you’re okay?” he asked.

      I glanced over my shoulder positive Nick was staring at us.  My shoulders relaxed when I spotted him on the sofa with his back toward us.

      “Yeah,” I said smiling with my eyes as much as my mouth.

      He hesitated for a moment before opening his mouth.  “What was it like out there?”

      “The smell is overpowering, the quiet is terrifying, the feeling that things are lurking in every shadow causes heart-stopping anxiety, but otherwise it was fine.”  I grinned.  “I’m glad to be back inside my apartment.”

      “Does that mean you changed your mind about leaving?”

      I shook my head.  “No.  I can’t.”  I lowered my gaze.  “She needs me.”

      “Oh, God!” Maggie cried out as she sat up abruptly grabbing her chest.

      Nick popped up and was at her side in less than a second.  His hands were on her shoulders while his eyes moved over her body, examining her condition.

      “My chest!” she cried.  “I think I’m dying.”

      Jamie ran across the room, jumping over my coffee table while I dashed into the kitchen to get her some water.

      Maggie was taking in sharp frantic breaths.  Her hands clawing at the fabric of her shirt.

      “I… can’t… breathe,” Maggie said, as I knelt down and held out the water.  Nick grabbed the bottle and twisted off the cap.  He helped her take a sip.

      “Take deep breaths,” Nick said.  He widened his eyes and sucked in a deep breath as if showing her how to do it.

      Maggie’s eyes locked with Nick’s and she followed his lead.  She breathed in and out at the exact same times he did.  After a few minutes, her hand fell away from her chest.

      “There,” Nick said, his hand patting her shoulder.  “Better?”

      “Yes,” Maggie said lowering herself back down.  “Thank you.”

      “No problem.”  Nick’s smile showed off his perfect rows of teeth.  No doubt grandma had paid for the braces he’d had in his teens.  He stood and held out his arms.  “Let’s give her some room.”

      Not that I would ever admit it, but I was a little impressed with how my brother handled Maggie.  Although she was back to staring blankly.

      “Thanks for helping her,” I said scrunching my nose slightly at the tangy words.

      “Yeah of course,” Nick said leaning closer.  “Panic attack.  Just like mom.”

      I pressed my lips together remembering the few I’d witnessed.  They’d put Maggie’s to shame, well at least this one.

      The quick succession of knocks at the door interrupted my thoughts.  There was no doubt they came from a desperate fist.

      Nick dashed over to the door and peeked out before quickly pulling it open.  Bronx stepped inside shaking his head.

      “Fuck!” Bronx said, his skin pale.  He shuddered when Nick flipped the lock into place.  “God dammit!”

      Bronx leaned forward placing his hands on his knees.  He was working hard to catch his breath.

      “I ran up the fucking stairs,” Bronx said as if that hadn’t been obvious.  “Those bastards were outside.  The masks.”

      “Outside?” Nick asked, his eyebrows were squeezed together forming a long caterpillar across his forehead.

      Bronx swallowed.  “Just outside the entrance.”

      “Did they see you?” Nick asked as he strode over to the window.

      Bronx shook his head.  “No… I… I don’t think so.”

      Nick pulled back the curtain slowly, and when he froze, I knew they were out there.
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      I started toward the window, but Jamie grabbed my arm.  At the same moment, Nick held up his palm to stop me.

      “They’re just cutting through the yard,” Nick said.  “I wonder if they’re stationed nearby.”

      I followed his eyes as they moved over to Maggie.  She didn’t seem to be paying any attention to what was happening at that moment.  Maggie was more wrapped up in what was happening inside her brain.

      “We really need to think about leaving soon,” Nick said, his voice pillow soft, and his eyes glued to mine.  “They’re gone.”

      Nick stepped away from the window and started to pace.  I could feel Jamie’s body tensing with every passing second.

      “Instead of going back out there to look for weapons, how about we check the other apartments,” Nick said stopping his feet.  He clasped his hands behind his back and rocked back on his heels.  “Someone in here must have something.”

      “It’s possible,” Bronx said, nodding.

      “Sounds safer,” Jamie said glancing toward the window.  “At least a little.”

      Nick clapped his hands together, shoving them in his pockets when the sharp noise echoed in the corner of the quiet room.

      “There are a few hours of day left, should we go see what we can find?” Nick asked his eyes firmly placed on Bronx.

      “Sure,” Bronx said straightening his spine.  “Let’s go.”

      It was clear I wasn’t invited, which was fine because I didn’t want to go.  I’d had enough excitement for one day.

      It wasn’t long after they were gone I felt the tension finally leave my body.  At least part of the tightness in my muscles could have been blamed on Nick.

      I sat at my kitchen table, snacking on crackers while Blair and Jamie sat in the living room.  Blair flipped through an old magazine and Jamie was twisting his fingers as he kept an eye on Maggie.

      Each bite I took seemed to thunder through the room, but if the others heard it, they made no mention of it.  I pushed the crackers away, put my elbow on the table and rested my head down on my fist.

      The room was silent except for the occasional rustling of the magazine pages.  I started reading the nutritional value on the cracker box for the sixth time.

      Both my mind and body were tired, but I wanted to wait for Nick and Bronx to return before excusing myself to my room.  The daylight seemed to be vanishing quicker than it had the other days and when I heard the distant rumble of thunder, I knew why.

      I walked over to the window and watched the clouds as they rolled in.  Maybe the storm would help with the temperature although I was certain my apartment would be stuffy for as long as we were all packed inside.

      With the vanishing light, Nick and Bronx would probably be back soon.  They wouldn’t be able to get much searching done in the darkness.

      Jamie caught my eye as I looked toward the door, and I wondered if he’d had the same thought.  With every passing second, I was expecting their knock, but it didn’t happen.

      Jamie got up and lit the candles.  The light danced across his face as he looked into my eyes from only a few feet away.

      “They should be back by now,” his voice thick with worry.

      Blair looked up suddenly interested… and concerned.

      “Should you go look for them?” Blair asked.  “He is your brother.”

      “What? No,” Jamie said shaking his head.  “That’s a terrible idea.  No one is leaving this apartment.”

      There was a long silence.  Blair didn’t look away from Jamie, her expression unreadable.

      “They can take care of themselves,” Jamie said stepping to the side.  “Excuse me.”

      He walked into the kitchen and turned his back to us.  I turned and smiled at Blair.

      “He’s right.  My brother can definitely take care of himself,” I said, but my eyes narrowed awkwardly.

      He hadn’t always been able to take care of himself, but he’d always been strong.  And that was mostly what I was referring to because if anything went wrong, he’d find a way to survive.

      Lightning struck nearby, and the entire building shook.  The floor continued to vibrate as if the strike had caused an earthquake.

      Once the light was gone Nick and Bronx wouldn’t be able to see well enough to even make their way back.  They wouldn’t even attempt it.

      The only thing we could do was wait.

      “I’m going to try to get some sleep,” I announced.  My sentence punctuated by a bolt of lightning in the distance.

      “I can’t believe you aren’t worried,” Blair said, the light caught her judging eyes.

      “Who said I’m not worried?” I said standing, trying to keep my hands relaxed even though they wanted to tighten into white-knuckled fists.  I opened my mouth to say more but quickly snapped it shut.

      I didn’t care what Blair thought of me.  She didn’t know anything about me or my brother.

      “They’ll be back in the morning,” I said through my teeth.  Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Jamie watching me.  He looked like he was worried he’d have to break up a fight.  “That’s safer for them than trying to find their way around in the pitch black of the hallways.  Now, if you’ll excuse me.”

      I turned on my heel and darted into my room without waiting for a response.  Not that she was going to make one, but if she did, I didn’t want to hear it.

      I wanted to close my door to block her from my view, but with my brother and Bronx missing, I couldn’t.  Not tonight.

      Maybe they’d find a flashlight.

      Maybe they’d find their way back, and if they did, I wanted to hear them.  I wanted to be able to let them in.

      Rain tapped against my window, and instead of soothing me like it used to, it prickled my nerves.  I kept picturing the men in masks down in the yard looking up toward the window.  I’d only see them when the lightning flashed.

      A shiver ran through my body.  The candle from the other room didn’t offer my bedroom much light.  I hated the dark.  Always had.

      A shadow stepped through my doorway, and for a minute it felt as though my heart had stopped.  When I realized it was Jamie, it started pumping once again.

      “You can come in,” I said when he didn’t move.

      “Thanks, I just wanted to make sure you were okay,” he said standing at the edge of the bed near my feet.  “That was a little heated out there.”

      I tilted my head to the side and twisted my hair between my fingers.  “It was?  Didn’t notice.”

      “Right,” Jamie said with a chuckle.

      “I shouldn’t let her get on my nerves,” I said keeping my voice low.

      “She’s good at that,” Jamie said.  Even in the darkness, it looked as though he wished he could take back his words.  There was a long pause before he spoke again.  “Anyway, I just wanted to make sure you were all right.  I’ll stay up, you know, just in case.”

      I shook my head.  “You don’t have to do that.  I doubt I’ll be able to get any sleep anyway.”

      “That worried?”

      “An amount.”  I let out a sigh.  “Things are weird with Nick and me, but he’s my brother.”

      The light caught Jamie’s half-grin.  “I was an only child.”

      I looked up at him and gave him a smile.  For some reason, I didn’t want him to leave my room.  I didn’t want him to leave me alone.

      “Well, I should probably get back out there,” Jamie said.

      “Yeah, sure,” I said, but it was the opposite of what I really wanted to say.  I felt better when Jamie was next to me.

      “Good night, Gwen,” he said tapping his knuckle on the door frame before exiting my room.

      A sharp exhale escaped as he walked away.  “Good night.”
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      When morning came I yawned so hard it pulled a muscle in my neck.  My head shot up, and I dug my fingertips into my skin trying to ease away the pain.

      I hadn’t slept much during the night, and now that there was some light I was sure it wouldn’t be long before Nick and Bronx returned.  In fact, it was a little odd they hadn’t already made their way back.  Perhaps the hallways were darker with only the windows at the far ends.

      Someone was moving around in the kitchen, but I couldn’t quite see who it was.  Rather than have to be face to face with Blair, I waited.

      My stomach grumbled.  With each new day, my appetite returned more and more.  I was pretty sure with how often the others snacked the same had been true for them.  There would be more food in the other apartments, but at some point, food might become an issue.

      My grandma would have some stored up.  She loved to can, not to mention she always had cans of soup and other things she’d buy in bulk.  She always said she wanted to make sure she had enough in case she couldn’t get into town.  This probably hadn’t been what she meant.

      It had been days since the attack and still there hadn’t been any signs of help.  Maybe things out there were more widespread than I imagined.  Maybe help really wasn’t coming.

      “Morning,” Jamie said passing by my door.  “Saw you were awake.”

      “Yeah, just woke up,” I lied.

      Jamie’s lips curled into a frown.  “They’re not back yet.”

      “Oh, yeah I figured someone would have woke me if they’d returned,” I said.

      Jamie nodded.  “Maybe I should go look for them.  I mean they’re somewhere inside the building, right?”

      “No, you shouldn’t.  They’ll be back,” I said forcing a smile.  “And if something happened, I wouldn’t want it to happen to you too.”

      Jamie hesitated and then nodded as he returned a smile.  “Want something to eat?”

      “Definitely.”  I swung my legs over the side of the bed and stretched my arms over my head.  Jamie’s eyes were on me but turned away when I looked his way.  “Let me change, and then I’ll be out.”

      He nodded and left the room.  I looked out of the door before softly closing it behind him.

      Maggie had been lying on the floor in the exact same position she’d been in when I’d gone to bed.  Blair was in the kitchen wiping the countertop with a paper towel as she snacked on something.

      I grabbed a clean t-shirt and jeans from my dresser and dressed quickly.  If Nick and Bronx came back, I wanted to be ready.

      When I opened my bedroom door, I was hoping to see them standing there, but of course, they weren’t there.  Blair stepped out of the kitchen and flopped down on the chair, picking up the same magazine she’d flipped through at least seven times.

      I walked over to the window and stood next to Jamie.  His chin jerked toward the sky.

      “I think it’s clearing,” Jamie said.

      The redness did seem as though it had changed.  It was like a bright sunset, only it wouldn’t turn into night.

      “I wonder if it’ll happen again,” I muttered.

      “What?” Jamie asked.

      “Another attack.”

      Jamie stared at me.  “Why would they?  They probably think they already wiped everyone out.”

      “Maybe they’ll find out they didn’t.”

      “I guess, but maybe they’ll be happy with the massive amount of damage they’ve already done.”  Jamie ran his hand through his messy hair.  “It could be like this everywhere.”

      Blair stepped up behind us and placed her hand on Jamie’s shoulder.  “Try to stay positive.  You’re always so negative.  They’re probably organizing help right now.”

      “If help were coming, it would have been here by now,” Jamie said.

      “That’s not true.  They’d need to make sure they didn’t get contaminated.”  Blair’s eyes widened.  “Oh!  Maybe we’re in quarantine!  Like in the movies.”

      Jamie shook his head.  “If that were the case they’d probably try to get a message to us.”

      “How would they do that without cell phones?” Blair said scrunching up her nose.

      “I don’t know they’d find a way,” Jamie said.

      A quiet noise somewhere in the hallway made us all turn toward the door.  Nick and Bronx must have been making their way back to the room.

      I tiptoed across the floor and placed my palms against the door as I leaned forward to look out of the peephole.  My breathing slowed as I watched for them to step into view.

      I blinked several times, waiting and listening.  After a long pause, a man in a mask slowly walked past the door.

      His eyes were forward.  There wasn’t anything special about my door that drew his attention, he just kept walking.

      It felt like I couldn’t breathe.  I was frozen in place hoping no one in the apartment would make a noise.  Praying to God that Maggie didn’t have another panic attack.

      When the man was out of my view, a second one made his way past.  They walked slowly and softly, but they didn’t seem worried about what might be waiting on the other side of the doors.

      My heart was racing.  I slowly turned and looked at the others over my shoulder holding my shaking index finger to my lips.

      There was no doubt they could tell something was wrong.

      I turned back to the peephole afraid the bones in my neck might creak too loudly.  My eye drew closer to the peephole.

      I covered my mouth with my hand when I saw the masked man staring at my door.  The doorknob jiggled.

      He couldn’t see me.  There was no way he could see me.

      “What about this one?” he asked.

      Faint mumbles made their way through the door, but I couldn’t make out what he’d been told.  The man leaned closer to the door, but then backed up and turned down the hall in the same direction the other two had gone.

      I closed my eyes, but other than that I didn’t move a muscle.  There was no way to tell where they were… maybe they were still out there, or maybe they’d gone.

      I’d probably held my position for at least ten minutes when I heard someone behind me.  Jamie was standing there looking at me, worry pouring out of his eyes.

      My lip quivered, and I leaned toward him, pressing my cheek against his chest.  I was about to pull away, embarrassed at my reaction when his arms wrapped around me and squeezed me tighter to him.

      I pulled back and looked up at him, his eyes locked with mine.  After I blinked, his gaze shifted down toward my lips.  His head inched closer, but when I saw Blair waving over his shoulder, I pulled back.

      The concern in Jamie’s eyes changed to confusion.  I jerked my chin toward Blair who was pointing toward the window.

      Jamie’s comforting arms fell away, and he turned toward the window.  I followed as he made his way closer.

      He leaned forward peeking out at the side of the window, and I looked out the other side.  Down in the yard were the three men with gas masks walking away from the building.

      “Jesus,” I said sucking in a deep breath.  My lungs had craved a full breath.  I pointed at my apartment door.  “They were out there.  In the hall.  Right outside our door.”

      Maggie perked up slightly.

      “What were they doing?” Blair asked.

      “No idea,” I said shaking my head.  “He was right on the other side of our door, turning the knob, then he walked away.”

      “Are they gone?” Maggie asked sounding almost as if she were intoxicated.  I glanced at her pill bottle on the floor near her and wondered if she’d taken more than she’d been prescribed.

      “Yeah, they’re gone,” Jamie said.

      Blair wrapped her arms around her middle.  “What if they come back?  I wish your brother and Bronx were here.  I feel a lot safer with them around.”

      It took everything I had not to roll my eyes at her.  If Jamie was offended by her remark, he gave no indication.

      “Well?” Blair asked tapping her foot.  I looked down at it, and she stopped the noise.

      “Well, what?” I asked.

      She shook her head from side to side.  “What if they come back?”

      “I… I don’t know,” I said swallowing hard.

      Blair cocked her head to the side.  “That’s why I wish your brother was here.”

      I turned away from her before I found my words.  Telling her where to go wasn’t going to do any of us any good.

      It wasn’t like Nick had the answers.  The only thing he had was a gun, and that probably wasn’t going to beat out the three masked men who were more heavily armed than he was.

      There was always a chance that the men in gas masks didn’t care about us.  Yes, it had seemed as though they’d shot that other man but he hadn’t looked well.  Maybe they’d put him out of his misery.

      Not that it was their choice to make.  I nervously combed my fingers through my hair.

      There was always the chance the men would do something if they found us.  One thing I knew for sure was that I didn’t want to find out.

      My body shook when someone pounded on the door.  None of us moved.
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      Jamie and I stared at one another afraid of what was on the other side of the door.  Whoever was out there pounded again, harder… desperate.

      The men in masks hadn’t knocked.  They’d turned the knob and tried to come inside.

      I soundlessly dashed across the floor and pressed my face to the door.  Nick and Bronx were out there each looking down opposite ends of the hall.

      I unlocked the door and pulled it open.  They both practically fell into the room, breathing heavily.

      “Are you okay?” I said bending over, placing my hands on Nick.

      “We’re fine,” Nick said holding up his hand.  “We’re… fine.”

      “Where were you?” I asked, looking back and forth between the two men.  “What happened?”

      Nick stood and wiped the sweat off his brow.  “Those fuckers happened.”

      “They’ll be back too,” Bronx added.

      I shook my head.

      “They’re working to clear out every apartment in the building.  Bringing stuff back to their base,” Nick said.  “We overheard them talking when we were hiding.”

      “What took you so long to get back?” I asked.

      Nick huffed.  “They worked until it was dark.  Left with their flashlights.  We couldn’t even attempt to come back here, and then they were back at it before we could leave.”

      “The only reason we’re here now is because they decided to take a break,” Bronx said.  “They’re clearing the first floor, and then I’m sure they’ll come up here.”

      “They were up here,” I said scratching my elbow.

      Nick turned sharply.  “What do you mean?”

      “They passed by the room.  Then we saw them in the yard,” I said.

      “I saw them in the yard,” Blair said as if making that distinction was important.

      “Do they know you’re up here?” Nick asked.

      I shook my head.  “I don’t think so.”

      “Did you hear them say anything else?” Jamie asked.

      “Not much.  Their base is nearby, they’re gathering shit, but other than that they worked rather quietly,” Nick said, turning to me.  “We’re going to have to get out of here.  I really don’t think it’s safe here.”

      “We don’t know anything about them.  Why are we just assuming they’re bad guys?” I asked.

      Nick’s mouth dropped open.  “You heard what happened to that guy.  I don’t want that to happen to you, me, or any of us.”

      “We heard a gunshot, we don’t know if they killed that guy.  Maybe they brought him back to their base or whatever,” I said, but I didn’t believe the words.  Deep in my gut, I was nearly certain the men had shot that guy even though we hadn’t seen it.

      “Sure, anything is possible I suppose, but it’s not really a risk we should take.  Those weapons they’re carrying are serious shit.  Probably not even something they got from the gun shop down the road,” Nick said.

      My eyes shifted over to Maggie.  She’d barely moved since they’d been back.

      I leaned closer to Nick.  “We can’t just leave her here.  Besides, we’re not ready.  Did you find any weapons?”

      “Just more steak knives,” Bronx said.

      “If we get out of the city,” Nick said pounding his fist to his palm.

      “If?” Jamie said with a snort.

      Nick glared at him.  “When we get out, we won’t have to worry about them.”

      “Maybe we should just take what we have and get out of here,” Bronx said with his hands on his hips.  “We packed up a good amount of food and water.”

      I stepped back away from the group.  The intensity and desperation weren’t allowing my thoughts to come together to form a cohesive thought.  Everything in my mind was a jumbled mess.

      “Okay,” I said crossing my arms.  “There are still things we need to get in order.”

      “Like what?” Nick asked.

      “You weren’t here when we packed up, you should find a bag and fill it before those guys take everything of use,” I said twisting my fingers together.

      Nick’s head bobbed up and down quickly.  “I can do that.  Is that it?”

      “Maggie,” I whispered, swallowing hard.

      “I’ll talk to her,” Bronx said.

      Before he could step away, the wind picked up and slammed the branches of the nearby tree into the window.  The wind howled and screeched, and the window rattled.

      I walked over to the window and carefully peered out.  The dark maroon colored clouds hung low as they sped through the sky.

      “A storm,” I said jumping back when the branch whipped into the window in front of me.  It looked like gnarled fingers reaching out for me.  “A big one I guess.”

      The treetops danced around ferociously bending this way and that.  Nick looked out the other side of the window, I could see the red sky reflecting in his eyes.

      “This looks like the kind of storm when they usually tell you to go to your basement,” Nick said.

      “There is no basement,” I said, not that it would have mattered.  We wouldn’t have gone if there had been.  “We should probably stay away from the windows.”

      Nick nodded, but he didn’t step back.  “Definitely.”

      I sighed as I turned away from the window.  Bronx was sitting next to Maggie, talking softly to her.  She had her back to the wall, and her knees pulled up close to her chest.  It didn’t look as though she were listening to whatever it was he was saying.

      Rain started to pound against the window as I walked toward the kitchen.  It was crazy how I hadn’t realized how small my apartment was before this point.

      “Holy shit,” Nick said, looking at us over his shoulder.  There was a fear in his eyes I hadn’t seen before.

      “What?”

      “Funnel cloud,” Nick said pressing both of his palms to his head.

      I charged back toward the window and moved the curtain back without thinking.  It wasn’t very likely that the men in gas masks would be down there during a storm like this anyway.

      Debris was flying through the air as the twister ripped through the city.  When I saw a car fly through the air and land in our backyard, I knew we were in trouble.

      “Away from the window!” I said waving my arms frantically.

      Nick grabbed my arm.  “Hallway?”

      “I don’t know,” I said shaking my head.

      I grabbed Jamie’s hand and pulled him into the kitchen.  He copied me as I ducked down behind the island.

      The others squeezed in on either side of us just as the building started to shake.  Jamie wrapped his arm over my shoulder and tilted me forward, setting his body slightly over mine.

      Noises of things crashing outside caused my body to shudder and shake.  With each noise, I thought the building was going to collapse.

      Blair stood and screamed when a painting fell off the wall.  Nick placed both hands on her shoulders and held her down.  The wind was so loud I could barely hear him as he tried to calm her down.

      It sounded like a plane was about to crash into the building.  Something inside another apartment made a loud noise, and it felt as though the building was going to be sucked into the earth.

      And then it stopped.  As quickly as it had approached, it was gone.

      We all stayed still, afraid it would start all over again if we moved.

      “Stay here,” Nick said squeezing Blair’s shoulders before he stood.  “I’ll check it out.”

      We all stood, but none of us moved out of the kitchen.  I stared at Nick as he cautiously walked across the floor toward the thankfully still intact window.

      “Jesus Christ,” he said, raking his fingers through his hair.  “Its… its….”

      We all made our way over to the window.  Blair dug her fingers into Bronx’s shoulder as she followed him.

      Instead of competing for a view at my living room window, I turned toward my bedroom pulling Jamie along with me.  We peeked out between the slats of my blinds, and I couldn’t hold in my gasp.

      The yard was a mess.  There were random pieces of wood and metal debris covering the yard.  A tree had been uprooted and apparently thrown into the building.  The tree that had been near my window had crashed into the side of the building and looked as though it had caused some damage.

      “We’re going to check out the building,” Nick said from just outside my bedroom door.

      “I’m coming with you,” I said stepping away from Jamie.  I didn’t glance back in his direction because I knew he’d try to stop me.

      “We’ll be right back,” Nick said to the others as he peeked out of the peephole.

      I reached into my pocket and checked to make sure I had my key.  We stepped into the hallway and froze before we’d even had a chance to close the door.

      The far end of the apartment building where Jamie’s apartment had been wasn’t there any longer.  Wood boards stretched out across the hallway, but between them, I could see the red sky and the rain as it fell down in heavy sheets.

      “Let’s take a look that way,” Nick said jerking his chin over my shoulder.

      I’d rarely gone down that end of the hallway.  When I’d left the building, I always walked past Jamie’s apartment, down the stairs, and out to the parking lot.  Now, there was no way to get through.

      The floor seemed to squeak loudly as we crept down the messy hall.  There was so much scattered junk I could barely find a square of the patterned carpet.  It was like all the building materials from the destroyed end of the apartment were sucked into the building.

      I followed Nick down the stairs to the first floor.  The exit I’d almost never used was blocked by a tree, and I could already see down the hall that the damage on the other end had been extensive.

      It hadn’t just been the end of the hallway by Jamie’s apartment that had been destroyed.  It was the whole side of the apartment.

      There was no way out.
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      Jamie scratched the stubble on his chin.  “This is good though right?  That also means there’s no way in.”

      “I still want to get to my grandma,” I said softly, avoiding his eyes.

      “Yeah, I know, but we can take our time and prepare first,” Jamie said.

      Bronx crossed his arms in front of his broad chest.  “We’re nearly ready.”

      “What about weapons?” Jamie asked.

      Nick shook his head.  “Now that we’re trapped inside that doesn’t seem likely.  Unless we can find something in the remaining apartments, but honestly, I don’t know how safe this building is.  I’m not sure we should be wandering around.”

      “You know,” I said, smacking my hands down on the kitchen counter, “I could really use a mental break from all of this.  I’m freaking exhausted.  Can we figure this out later?”

      The silence that filled the room chilled my spine.  They all stared at me, and all of the eyes focused on me pinched my nerves.

      “I’m sorry,” I said releasing a breath, hoping they’d turn away.  “We’ve kind of all been through a lot.  I just need to gather my thoughts.”

      I stepped around Bronx and walked toward my room.  Without looking, I knew all their eyes were still on me.  I could feel it.

      “I’m sure grandma is fine,” Nick said as I stepped in my doorway.  “Storm was miles away from her.”

      “Maybe I’m not fine,” I said, and I closed the door behind me.

      My room was dark, with the faint hue of red splashing against my walls.  The worst of the storm had passed, but the clouds still covered the sky.  Rain was still coming down, showing no signs of easing up.

      First, I sat down on my bed, but when that didn’t relax me, I laid down.  My body was so tense every muscle ached.

      The more I tried to relax, the tighter everything felt.  My head hurt, and if it hadn’t meant going into the other room, I would have taken some headache medicine.  But getting up and going out there would have only made everything tighten up more.

      I wasn’t sure how much time had gone by, but I was startled by a light knock at the door.  I sat up wondering if I had dozed off.

      “Yes?” I said my voice a little rough.

      “Hey,” Jamie said peeking his head inside.  “I was just wondering if I could get you anything.  You skipped dinner.”

      “I did?”  My room was pitch black except for the small amount of candlelight coming in the doorway.

      A muscle in my neck twitched, and I winced.  I tried to rub away the pain, but it only pulled the muscle harder.

      “You okay?” Jamie asked in a soft voice as if worried the others might hear his question.

      “Kink,” I said, digging my knuckle into my flesh.

      “Here, let me help,” Jamie stepped into the room, leaving the door open a crack to allow the light inside.

      He sat down on the bed next to me, his hands warmed my skin as he slid them over my shoulders.  My body didn’t relax under his touch if anything it made me even more tense.

      “Relax,” he said softly into my ear.

      “Sorry, I’m trying… I’ve been trying.”  Fingertips dug into the knot in my neck.  “Oh, right there.”

      “Here?” he asked, and I nodded.  My head tipped back, and my body felt like jelly.

      “Yeah, that’s the spot.  That’s amazing.  Where did you learn how to do that?”

      Jamie chuckled.  “I pulled a lot of muscles lifting heavy boxes.”

      “You’re supposed to lift with your knees.”  The words floated out of my mouth like little fluffy clouds.

      I could feel Jamie’s breath lightly dancing across my neck.  It felt cool against the warmth of my skin.

      I turned slightly, and his hands stopped.  Our faces were inches apart.  Everything inside me tensed up again although this time it wasn’t painful.

      His eyes were on my lips and mine on his.  He wasn’t moving, but I wanted him to kiss me.

      “A-hem,” Nick said, as he pushed open the door.

      Jamie backed away and folded his hands in his lap.  His back was stiff.  All traces of the moment popped like a pin to a balloon.

      “Oh, hey sorry,” Nick said.  “Was just checking in.  Wanted to see if I can get you anything.”

      “I’m fine,” I said pressing my lips together.  “You don’t need to worry about me.  It’s my apartment.”

      “Right, sorry.  Just worried about my little sister you know,” Nick said tapping the door with his knuckle.  “I’ll let you get back to it then.  Door closed?”

      The knot in my neck instantly returned as did my headache.  I should have known that it wasn’t from what I’d gone through, it was because of Nick.

      “Just go, Nick,” I said, and Nick closed the door tightly leaving Jamie and me in the complete darkness.  I turned toward him, but I wasn’t sure I was looking at him it was so dark.  “I’m so sorry about that.”

      “It’s fine.”  The bed squeaked as he got up.  “I should go.”

      “You don’t have to,” I said reaching out, but grabbing nothing but air.  “My brother is an ass.”

      Jamie chuckled, and I wished I could see the little wrinkles by his eyes.  “Well I’m not going to argue with that, but I really should get back out there.”

      “Oh, okay,” I said hoping the disappointment I was feeling hadn’t been noticeable in the tone of my voice.

      I wasn’t even sure why I was feeling disappointed.  There were so many other things I needed to be worrying about.  I wasn’t even sure I understood what exactly I was feeling for Jamie.

      All I’d known was how badly I wanted him to kiss me.  It was apparent he hadn’t felt the same.  He simply cared about me the same way he’d care about anyone he’d considered a friend.

      “Hey,” Jamie said touching the side of my head in the darkness.  “There you are.”

      His hand slid down my shoulder until he found my hand.  He pulled me to my feet.

      “This is hard for me to say, but if things were different… it’s not right for us to be in here, and them out there, no matter how badly I wanted to kiss you.”

      My chest squeezed inward as my breath caught in my throat.  I felt him inching closer.  I could feel his warmth even though our bodies weren’t touching.

      “But we can’t hide out in here, while everything falls apart out there,” Jamie said.

      I swallowed hard trying to find the right words to say.  But I couldn’t find them.

      “We don’t have to hide,” I said taking a step forward, stopping when my body touched his.

      “It’s complicated.”

      “It doesn’t have to be,” I said, looking up, struggling to make out the outline of his face.

      Jamie’s body stiffened, and then I couldn’t feel him anymore.  I heard him as he felt around the room searching for the door.

      “Are you sure I can’t get you anything?” he asked as the door opened allowing the light back inside.  His face was angled down, refusing to look at me.

      “I’ll get something myself,” I said hugging my middle as I turned away.

      “Okay, well if you need anything just let me know.”

      My jaw stiffened.  I turned back to tell him I could take care of myself and that I didn’t need him or Nick worrying about me, but he was gone.
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      I could hear Bronx and Nick talking in the kitchen.  They were discussing going through the bags to make sure we’d have everything we needed.  After they’d carefully go through the apartments, they could gather up any last-minute items.

      When we were ready, we’d break a window and head out to my grandma’s.  Nick was making plans without me.  Without input from any of us.  I wasn’t at all surprised.

      I sat up on my bed and leaned forward until I could see them in the kitchen.  I was surprised when Jamie leaned forward resting his palms on the edge of the counter.

      “What about Maggie?” Jamie asked.

      “We had a good talk, and she says she’s ready whenever we are,” Bronx said.

      Nick’s voice was soft.  “Now we just need to convince my sister.”

      I exhaled slowly.  If Maggie was truly ready, then I guess it was time to go.

      Maybe I’d been making excuses.  Even though I wanted to go, I was afraid of what it was going to be like.  Hidden inside my apartment just felt safer.

      With what happened between Jamie and me, I was ready.  At least I would be ready once we were sure we had everything we needed because it was still going to be a long walk.  It was probably safe to bet that none of us had ever walked seventy-five miles before.

      It would be better at my grandma’s, but I was worried about the part in between.  Once we got far enough away that I didn’t have to worry about the men in gas masks, things would be okay.

      After my awkward moment with Jamie, I just wanted to get away.  He probably thought I was a desperate loser with how I’d acted.

      I tried to shake the memory from my head as I closed the door to change.  Might as well go out there and let them all know I was on board.

      Nick and Bronx were already going through the bags when I stepped out of my room.  They hadn’t even seemed to notice me standing there watching them.

      After a few minutes, Nick must have caught a glimpse of me out of the corner of his eye.  “Oh, hey sis, we’re just double checking our supplies.”

      “I heard,” I said, as I loosely crossed my arms in front of my chest.

      “How much did you hear?”  Nick stood.

      “Probably most,” I said taking a quick glance over my shoulder.  Maggie was curled up on the floor staring into space.  “You sure she’s ready for this?  It’s a long walk.  A really, really long walk.”

      Bronx nodded.  “Getting away from here will help.”

      “She said that?” I asked softly.

      “She did,” Bronx said looking up at me as he zipped a bag.  He stood up and came over to me.  “I think getting away from this place will be good for all of us.  And not just because it could crumble to the ground at any moment.”

      Bronx was probably right, and he hadn’t even seen the condition of the building.

      “Okay, so what’s next?” I asked.

      “We’re going through our things, then we’ll check the remaining apartments for any last-minute items,” Bronx said.  “Then we’ll head out in the morning, right Nick?”

      “That’s right,” Nick said without looking away from the bag he was digging around inside of.  The bag I’d packed.

      My jaw stiffened.  “Anything I can do to help?”

      “We’re good, thanks,” Nick said zipping up my bag and moving over to the next.  He finally looked up at me.  “You should eat something and then rest up.  Long journey.”

      I walked away, making a note to recheck my bag after he left.  It wasn’t that I didn’t trust Nick, but, yeah it was totally that.  I’d want to be the last to check over my bag to make sure I had everything I needed.  That wasn’t something I was going to leave in Nick’s hands.

      After an hour or so, they left.  My mouth dropped when Jamie walked out of the door with them.

      He hadn’t said a word to me the entire morning.  In fact, he hadn’t even looked in my direction.  Somehow, without even trying, I managed to make a mess of whatever it was that was going on between Jamie and me.

      But I just needed to put it behind me.  It wasn’t like there had really been anything.

      I flopped down on the sofa, pushing the blanket Jamie had been using to the side.  I rested my head on my fist and sighed.

      “Is that about Jamie?” Blair asked with a smirk.

      “Sorry?”  My eyebrows squeezed together.

      “Your sigh, was that about Jamie?”  Blair set down the book she’d been reading.  “He’s like really moody.”

      My spine stiffened, and I shook my head.  “Oh no, it wasn’t.”

      “Yeah, I bet it was.”

      I rolled my eyes, and they landed on Maggie who was still in the same position.  Her eyes were closed and her breathing shallow.  Her bottle of pills was on its side near her hand, several of the little tablets were sprinkled out onto the floor.

      “He can be really sweet though,” Blair said with a softness to her face.

      “How long were you two together,” I asked wishing I could take the words back.

      Blair grinned, clearly excited to get to talk about herself.  “Not long, and it wasn’t like official.  We were more casual if you know what I mean.”

      Sadly, I did.  My stomach swirled.

      “There’s nothing going on between Jamie and me,” I blurted.

      “Well,” Blair said cocking her head to the side, “I see how he looks at you.  There could be something going on.  You just have to know—”

      “Have you seen what’s going on out there?  I’m not the least bit concerned about starting anything between anyone at this point in time,” I said, and it was mostly the truth.  Of course, if something with Jamie would have happened, like a kiss, I definitely wouldn’t be regretting it.

      Blair shrugged and picked the book back up.  “Whatever.  I was just offering you some friendly advice.”

      Friendly advice?  That was probably the last thing I’d ask Blair for.  If I needed anything from Blair, it would probably be lip balm, and I probably wouldn’t want to risk sharing that with her either.

      “Excuse me,” I said as I pushed myself off of the sofa.  She already had her nose back in the book before I’d even taken a step toward the kitchen.

      Maybe my stomach wasn’t twisting because I’d been talking to Blair, maybe I was just hungry.  I need to fuel up.  Rest.  I wanted to be ready.

      Not to mention it would probably be good for me to spend as little time as possible with everyone because before I knew it, we’d all be out there.  Together.  Not a minute of alone time.

      After I ate, I rested in my bedroom.  I stared at the window and listened to the rain as it tapped against the glass.  The rainstorm was never-ending.

      Several hours later, the guys returned.  They hadn’t brought back much, but Nick was carrying his own backpack.  He grinned as he showed me a flashlight.

      “Good find,” I said.

      “Found some batteries too,” Nick said, smiling as if he’d won the lottery.  “We’ll be all set come morning.”

      “Sounds good,” I said trying to match his excitement, but he wasn’t buying it.

      He walked over to me and placed his hand on my arm.  “Can I talk to you for a second?”

      “Sure.”

      Nick led me into my bedroom and closed the door.

      “What’s up?” I said crossing my arms.

      “I wish I didn’t have to say this but, you know there’s a chance grandma didn’t make it, right?”

      I let out a long, heavy breath, filled with both annoyance and sadness.  “Of course I know that, but there’s a chance she’s fine, and if she is she’s probably scared.”

      “Grandma?  Scared?  I doubt that,” Nick said, tilting his head to the side.  “She’s the toughest woman I know.”

      “Wonder what she’ll think about seeing you after all this time,” I said chomping down on my cheek.

      Nick’s smile faded, but only slightly.  He didn’t want me to see that my words had hit a nerve.

      “Hopefully, she’ll be happy to see me.  I’ll be happy to see her,” Nick said with a nonchalant shrug.  He might have been playing it cool, but I wasn’t buying it.  Deep down, he cared what grandma thought.

      “Is that all you wanted?  To remind me that grandma may not have survived the attack?” I asked.

      “Yeah, and to tell you that I was wrong about Jamie.”

      I narrowed my eyes.  “Wrong in what way?”

      “He seems like a pretty decent guy.”

      “Well, I’m glad you think so, I guess.”  I turned away.

      “Um,” Nick said drumming his fingers on the wall.  “Well, get some rest.  Big day ahead of us.”

      I pasted a smile on my face and turned to him.  “Same to you.  Same to all of us.”

      “I’ll remind the others too,” Nick said as he stepped out of my room.

      I didn’t stay and get rest, I followed him back out to the living room, where we all sat together.  Nick told stories about when he’d been on the police force.  I tried to pay attention, but I zoned out, knowing the stories were probably likely embellished.

      My thoughts wouldn’t stop shifting to my grandma.  I knew the possibility existed that she’d gotten sick and hadn’t made it, but I had tried to push those thoughts deep down.

      With the number of bodies I’d seen scattered around, I knew the survival rate was low.  But it wasn’t like I wanted to find her like that.

      Either way, we’d be safer out there, and her home probably wasn’t about to collapse.  It would be a nice place to wait for help… if help was coming.
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      In the morning, Nick was standing at the living room window.  Blair was reading her book, and the others were slouched over.

      “We’re not going?” I asked.

      Only Bronx acknowledge my presence.  “Still raining.  It’s really coming down out there too.  We’ve postponed.”

      I nodded and walked into the kitchen to grab something to eat.  My trash was nearly full, stuffed with empty boxes of food.  We’d packed the bags, but we hadn’t packed what was on my shelves.

      I grabbed a spoon and a jar of peanut butter.  The nutty flavor wafted into my nostrils, and my stomach rumbled.  My mouth was watering before my tongue even touched the thickly coated spoon.

      Blair stood up and walked over to Nick.  She placed her hand on the outer side of his shoulder and slowly slid it down over his bicep.

      “Can I get some of that?” Bronx said, standing next to me.  I hadn’t even heard him approach.

      It took me a second to realize he was talking about the peanut butter.  “Oh, yeah, help yourself.”

      Bronx opened the drawer and took out a spoon.  He dug it into the jar and pulled out a big scoop before leaning back against the counter.

      “I packed several jars into my backpack,” Bronx said.

      “Good.”  I smiled, but I hadn’t been able to draw my eyes away from Blair.

      Bronx leaned in closer.  “Try not to let that bother you.”

      “What?  Bother me?”

      “Yeah, that’s just how she is.  She’s harmless.”

      “Oh, um,” I said with a chuckle.  “My brother is like that too, and honestly, Blair doesn’t even come close to being his worst choice.”

      A small laugh rumbled deep inside of Bronx.  “I came over here to ease your mind, but now I’m wondering if I should go rescue Blair.”

      Blair flipped her hair to the side and laughed at something Nick had said.  He looked at her over his shoulder wearing a grin.  My eyes shot up toward the ceiling, and I turned my back to them.

      “Ick,” I groaned before scooping out another spoonful of peanut butter.  “Do you have anyone out there you’d like to find?”

      Bronx looked into my eyes and blinked twice.  “I wasn’t expecting that question.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to pry.”

      “It’s fine, just caught me by surprise.  My dad is stationed out of the country, and my brother, well he can rot in hell for all I care.”  Bronx said shifting his eyes back toward the living room.  “He makes your brother look like a saint.”

      I shook my head.  “You don’t know anything about my brother.”

      “You’re right, sorry,” Bronx said looking into the jar.  “I shouldn’t have said that.”

      “It’s fine.  It’s just a touchy subject.”

      Bronx leaned closer.  “Maybe someday you’ll tell me about it.”

      “Maybe someday you’ll tell me about your brother,” I said cocking my head to the side as if daring him.

      “Someday.”  Bronx lightly jabbed me with his elbow and grinned.  “But not today.”

      I chuckled.  The smile on his face was contagious.

      Bronx was very good-looking.  I’d thought so since the moment I’d laid eyes on him.  It had been his personality that had rubbed me the wrong way, but he was being quite pleasant.  He was easy to talk to.

      I felt comfortable around Bronx.  My body wasn’t all tensed up like it was when I was next to Jamie.

      Bronx dark eyes were like warm melted chocolate, silky and inviting.  His gaze wrapped around me and made me feel like things were going to be okay.

      “What was your life like before all this chaos?” Bronx asked taking another scoop.

      “It was a different kind of chaos.  I’d lost my job.  I wasn’t even sure how I was going to pay my rent.”

      “Seems like you won’t have to worry about that now.”  Bronx flashed me a smile that soothed my soul.

      I narrowed my eyes playfully.  “Is that the bright side?”

      He chuckled again.

      “I’m not sure there is a bright side to any of this,” he said shaking his head.  “But if there is, I sure as hell hope we find it.”

      “Me too,” I said, but my life hadn’t been the kind to have a whole lot of bright sides.  My life had been full of thick dark clouds floating overhead working hard to block out any glimmer of light.

      “I should probably stop myself before I eat the whole jar,” I said offering the jar to Bronx.

      He held up his hand.  “No thanks, if I eat any more I’ll turn into a peanut.”

      I screwed on the lid, but the scent of peanut butter still cut through the air.  I reached in front of Bronx for my water bottle, and he looked down into my eyes.

      “Excuse me,” I said feeling a lump in my throat as I pulled back.  I took a long drink from the bottle and shifted my gaze to the empty bottles in the trash.  “Can we refill those with rainwater?”

      Bronx shook his head.  “I don’t think it would be safe to drink considering we don’t know what was, or still is in the air.”

      “Right,” I said with a frown.  “I’m running low.”

      “Not yet we’re not,” Bronx said, turning and opening my fridge.  He pulled out two jugs of water.  “Found these when we were out.”

      “Why are they in the fridge?”

      He tucked them back inside.  He took a step closer and raised his brow.  “Where else does one store water bottles?”

      Bronx held out his hand toward me.  I stared at it as if it was the first time I’d seen one.

      “Join me in the living room?” he asked.

      “Sure,” I said smiling as I took his hand.

      He led me to the empty sofa and pushed aside Jamie’s blanket.  Jamie was pacing near the window, he stopped for a second before starting back up.

      Bronx and I sat down at the same time.  I folded my hands into my lap and twisted my fingers together.

      Nick turned and looked at us.  A smile stretched across his face as he stepped away from the window.  He sat down in the chair, and Blair stood behind him, placing her hands on the back of the chair.

      “Isn’t this nice?” Nick said crossing his legs as his hands slid down the armrests.  “All of us together.”

      I tried to control my breathing as I looked into his empty eyes.  It took every ounce of my remaining strength not to get up and go hide in my bedroom.

      “Should we go over the plan?” Nick said.  “Since we’re all together?”

      “Whatever you want to do,” I said.

      “Sounds like a good idea,” Bronx said slapping his palm on his knee.

      Nick pressed his lips together and steepled his fingers.  “Have a seat, Blair.  Oh, and Jamie, would you like to join us?”

      Blair sat on the floor near Nick’s feet.  She crossed her legs and looked up at him batting her eyelashes.

      Jamie sat down on the sofa next to me without looking in my direction.  Nick started talking, but I couldn’t pay him any attention.  Blair hung on his every word, and that only annoyed me more.

      I sat there, pretending to be paying attention until the sun went down.  When I yawned, my brother stopped talking.

      “I guess I’m boring you all,” Nick said.

      “Oh,” Blair pouted.  “Of course not!  You have the most interesting stories.  I could listen to you talk all night long.”

      I rolled my eyes as she blinked up at him like a strobe light.  If only it would have been darker, he wouldn’t have seen my eyes circling their sockets.

      “My sister is getting tired it seems,” Nick said patting Blair’s hand.  “I think if I say another sentence she might fall asleep right there on the sofa.”

      I was tempted to tell them all that the majority of his stories were fiction colored by an assortment of drugs he’d taken, but I didn’t see a reason to ruin their story hour.

      “I’m sorry,” I said pushing myself to my feet.  “Ever since that sickness I just haven’t been myself.”

      It was mostly a lie.  For the most part, I was back to feeling like myself.

      “I feel great,” Nick said.

      “Me too,” Blair said.  “But I don’t think I had it all that bad in the first place.  I only threw up once.”

      I shook my head.  “You said you felt like you were going to die.”

      “Well, I did feel that way.”  Blair blinked rapidly at me.  “Sorry I wasn’t a vomit fountain like you.”

      My eyes widened.  I couldn’t take another second, and I wasn’t even sure how I was going to tolerate either her or my brother long enough to make it to my grandma’s not to mention the fact that they’d still be hanging around once we got there.

      Hopefully, my grandma would put them both in their place.  She wasn’t going to put up with any nonsense.

      “Good night,” I said, saluting the room awkwardly.

      “Night,” Bronx called out.

      Nick nodded as I passed by, stepping over Blair’s knee.

      “Don’t forget to get some rest,” I said, turning before he could make a snide remark.  He must have been tired, or bored because he hadn’t even made an attempt.

      I lit the candles before disappearing into my room.  I left the door open a few inches so I wouldn’t be in the complete darkness.

      The rain patted against the window, and I shivered.  My room was cool, unlike the living room which had felt like the desert in July.

      I quickly changed into my sleeping attire, and folded my jeans and t-shirt, setting them on the top of my dresser.  As I was about to crawl into bed, I heard my bedroom door squeak, startling me.

      I turned sharply and watched Jamie enter my room closing the door nearly all the way behind him.  He turned to me, drew in a breath and charged across the bedroom floor.

      His hand slid around my neck, and he pulled me close.  He pressed his lips to mine, hard.  I felt his need like a swimmer gasping for a breath of air before his next stroke.

      Jamie’s lips softly gliding against mine, as his thumbs brushed my cheeks.  My heart raced, and then stopped, only to speed up more.

      He pulled back, and all I could do was stare at his lips as my chest rose and fell with each breath.  My muscles were tensed again, but it felt good.  So damn good.

      “What was that for?”  My breath was like a bubble floating into the sky.

      Jamie’s finger glided down my cheek and across my lower lip.  My eyes shifted upward, and his hand fell away.

      He kissed me again.
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      Jamie took a step back, and I shook my head.  There he was sending those mixed messages again.

      “What was that for?” I asked biting my lip.  I could still feel his mouth on mine even though he was several feet away.  My body ached for the feel of him pressed against me again.

      “I don’t know,” Jamie said raking his finger through his hair.  “It’s just that I saw how he was looking at you.”

      I shook my head.  “How who was looking at me?”

      “Bronx.”  Jamie sucked in a breath.  “I don’t know what the fuck I’m doing.  I just keep screwing everything up.  Making things worse.  I always make things worse.”

      “You haven’t made anything worse,” I said, biting my cheek.

      “I shouldn’t have come in here like that.  I’m sorry.”  Jamie took another step back.  “Jesus, I’m such a screw-up.”

      I took a step forward, and Jamie held up his palm.  He shook his head and backed out of the room without another word, leaving me standing there staring at the emptiness he’d left in my room.

      I wanted to chase after him.  Get answers.  But I couldn’t because the others were out there, and because I probably would have seemed like a crazy person.  Although I wasn’t the one being a crazy person.  Was I?

      Maybe he just needed a moment, and he’d be back.  He probably had to clear his head.  After all, the moment had been intense.

      I sat down on the bed, still staring at the door.  It didn’t take me long to realize he wasn’t coming back.

      I laid down on top of my blankets trying my hardest not to think of the kiss.  But my thoughts always came back to it.

      I turned over onto my side with my back to the door, looking at the empty space next to me.  Jamie could have been in that space.  I could have been lying there gazing into his crystal blue eyes.

      Instead, I was lying there wondering what I’d done wrong.  One thing I knew for sure was that I had to stop thinking about him.  We were going to be spending a lot of time together, and I didn’t want things to be any more awkward than they already were.

      Jamie and I could be friends.  Nothing more.  No matter how badly I wanted another kiss, I had to push the thoughts away.  It wasn’t right.  It wouldn’t work.

      Maybe that’s what Jamie had realized.  Maybe that’s why he’d walked out of the room.
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      Strong winds threw the droplets of rain harshly against my bedroom window.  Thunder rumbled shaking the floor and my mattress.  I sat up worried that my apartment was going to crash down onto the first floor.

      It was still dark, but there was a small amount of light, so I knew it must have been close to morning.  I could hear someone moving in the living room.  And then moments later, a stream of curses.

      I hugged myself as I walked into the living room.  Nick must have seen me through the corner of his eye.

      “Look at that,” he said pointing down at the yard.  “That’s gotta be several inches of standing water.”

      I stepped up to the window and shuddered as a bolt of lightning shot out of the sky striking a few blocks away.  The electricity rippled through the air causing my skin to prickle.

      “It’s the never-ending storm,” Nick said, disappointment thick in his voice.

      I stared at him waiting for him to say what he didn’t want to say.  He was by far the most anxious to get out of my apartment, and not only because half of it was missing.  Nick didn’t like the men in gas masks, but we hadn’t seen them in days.  For all we knew, the tornado had blown them away.

      “It’s either we put it off another day, or we slosh through the muck,” Nick said turning to me.

      “The weather will slow us down tremendously.  It’ll make traveling difficult,” I said with a small half-shrug.

      “Dammit,” he spat.  “A strong wind could knock what’s left of this place to the ground.”

      I chewed my lip for a moment.  It would probably take more than just a strong wind.  But if everyone wanted to leave, I’d join them.  Getting out of my cramped apartment was awfully tempting even with the rain pouring down and thunder shaking the earth.

      Lightning crashed down a few blocks away, and Nick shook his head.  I wondered if he too was starting to feel crowded… maybe it had something to do with Blair.  Although I sure as hell wasn’t going to ask, and it probably didn’t.

      “Guess we’re here another day,” Nick groaned before slamming his palm against the wall.  “Sorry guys.”

      “It’s okay,” Blair sang in a far too cheery voice.

      “Yeah, it’s not your fault, man,” Bronx said stretching his arms over his head, revealing his muscled stomach.

      Nick looked up at me before taking a step closer.  He opened his mouth but snapped it shut before walking into the kitchen.

      It almost felt as though he wanted to blame me.  Maybe he thought that if I would have let us leave sooner, we’d be almost there.

      “I’m sure the rain will stop soon.  It’s not like it can go on like this forever,” I said turning toward the kitchen.

      Nick was making himself a peanut butter sandwich on bread that was starting to look questionable.

      He grunted and took a bite of the sandwich.  I walked into the kitchen and stood next to him.  His eyes shifted over, but he didn’t move his head.

      “Why are you so anxious to get out of here anyway?” I asked keeping my voice low.

      “Maybe I’m starting to feel a little claustrophobic,” Nick said answering quickly.  There were droplets of sweat gathered up at his temples.  His eyes were shifting around in their sockets.

      I cocked my head to the side.  “Have you been sleeping at all?”

      “Not much,” he said shaking his head.  “Who needs it?”

      He turned to me flashing me a smirk that made my skin crawl.  Something wasn’t right.  His pupils were hugely dilated, and the whites of his eyes were bloodshot.

      “God dammit, Nick,” I said leaning closer.  “Have you been… been using?”

      “What?”  He released an awkward chuckle that vibrated through his nostrils.  The tendons in his neck jutted out as he inched his face closer to mine.  “Don’t be stupid.”

      The anger that radiated out of him frightened me, and it confirmed my suspicions.  His hand tightened into a fist, and he slammed it down on the counter.

      “How dare you even ask me that?” Nick said.  The fury that poured out of his bloodshot eyes sent a shiver down my spine.

      I ignored my fear and pulled my shoulders back.  “Why did you do it, Nick?”  Disappointment coated my words.  “Where did you even find it?”

      He bared his teeth like he was a wild animal.  I glanced toward the living room over my shoulder, and Nick’s eyes followed mine.

      Bronx was staring at us, his eyes narrowed.  There was no doubt that even though he couldn’t hear us, he was concerned about what Nick and I were discussing.

      “Keep your fucking voice down my sweet sister.”  Nick’s tone was as sour as it was salty.

      “You wanted us all to follow you out of here, but no one is going to want an addict leading the way.  Gun or not,” I said crossing my arms.

      The knuckles on his fist were paper-white.  First, his anger increased, and I thought he was going to pick me up and throw me out of the window, but then his face softened.  He looked like he was going to cry.

      “I was going to throw it away, I really was,” Nick said.

      “But you didn’t.”

      “You can’t tell them,” Nick pleaded.

      I shook my head.  “Of course I can.”

      “Look,” Nick said, his eyes bulging out of their sockets, “it’s gone.  It won’t happen again.  I made a mistake.  Everything just got to me.”

      “If I had a nickel for every time I’ve heard that.”

      Bronx stood up, his eyes still on us.

      “Please don’t tell him,” Nick said shifting his weight.

      “He can probably tell.”

      “I’ll make this right with you, I promise,” Nick said, turning the ends of his mouth upward as Bronx approached.

      Bronx looked back and forth between us, settling his eyes on me.  “Everything okay here?”

      My stomach twisted.  I knew what I should have said, but I was an idiot.

      “Yeah, we were just discussing which route to take to grandma’s,” I said hating that I was lying for my brother.  “He thinks he has a shortcut, but you pretty much never want to take one of my brother’s shortcuts.”

      Nick forced an awkward laugh.  “Aw, they’re not that bad.”

      “They’re terrible,” I said taking a step out of the kitchen.  I couldn’t stand to be next to him, not even for a minute longer.  “Excuse me.”

      I wished I could have left the apartment, but the only place I could go to get away from Nick was my bedroom.

      When I stepped into my bedroom, I wanted to punch something.  My pillow.  The wall.  Nick.  But I sat down on the bed and drew in several long deep breaths.

      I couldn’t help but wonder when he’d found whatever he’d taken.  How long had he been hiding it before he finally broken down?  Not that it mattered, he still took it.

      There was a light knock at my door, and Bronx peeked his head inside.  I could tell by the look on his face that he knew something was up.

      “Sorry to bother you, but your brother wanted me to tell you they’re back,” Bronx said jerking his chin toward the window.

      My stomach started to swirl as I stood up and made my way to the window.  When I saw them wading through the flooding and debris, my mouth dropped open.

      I really wanted to hit something.
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      I shook my head after Bronx asked me to come into the living room to discuss things with the group.  There wasn’t anything he could do or say that would get me out there to discuss what we were going to do while my brother was wasted.

      “Shouldn’t we discuss this?” Bronx asked.  “This changes things even with the rain and storms, doesn’t it?”

      “They can’t get inside,” I said with a confident half-shrug.

      Bronx looked over his shoulder and shook his head before stepping into the room.  “I’m sure they could find a way.  Just like we plan to find a way out.”

      The floor creaked as he took several steps into my room.  I didn’t turn away from the window.

      The redness in the sky seemed to have lessened, perhaps because of the storm.  Still, the men wore their masks as they tried to move through the yard.

      Water came up to their knees, and it looked as though they were struggling to wade through.  It was as though the earth below was trying to suck them down into the soggy ground.

      “They’re turning back,” I said just as Bronx stepped up beside me.

      “That’s good for now, but not good that they’re still out there, and still trying to get to the apartment.”  I could feel Bronx looking at me, but I tried to ignore it.  “He just wants to talk about leaving.”

      The masked men stepped out of a view, and I turned away from the window.  “I can’t talk to him right now.  Tell him I’m not feeling well.”

      “You look fine,” Bronx said flashing me a smile.  “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “I definitely don’t want to talk about it,” I said refusing to meet his gaze.

      “I think I know what this is about,” Bronx said lowering his voice.

      I shook my head and crossed my arms.

      “It’s about his eyes isn’t it?”

      My lips pressed together tightly as I cocked my head to the side.  “Eyes?”

      “Yeah, I think you know what I mean,” Bronx said.  “Not to mention I was with him when he found it.  He thought he was being sneaky but,” Bronx said leaning closer, “I see everything.”

      I blinked several times.  “He doesn’t know that you saw him?”

      Bronx shook his head.  “He stared at it for a solid minute before he stuffed it into his pocket.  Inner struggles perhaps.”

      “Why didn’t you say something?” I asked wishing I could take the question back.  It wasn’t Bronx’s duty to stop my brother.

      “I didn’t really know what to say.”  He tilted his head down.  “I guess I probably should have.  Has he been using long?”

      I glanced at the door and then back at Bronx.  “Quite some time.  Thought it was done but I guess I was wrong.”

      “Is that what you two were discussing in the kitchen earlier?”

      I nodded.  “He didn’t want me to say anything to the others.”

      “I don’t blame him.”

      “So, if you could just keep this between you and me I’d really—”

      “Say no more,” Bronx said tilting his head to have a better look into my eyes.  “I wouldn’t have anyway.  He seems like a good guy… we all have our demons, don’t we?”

      I shook my head as I looked back into his eyes wondering what kind of demons Bronx might have.

      “Just tell him I’m fine with whatever he wants to do,” I said waving my hand in the air as if I’d seen a mosquito.

      “As you wish,” Bronx said taking one last look at me as if I might change my mind before exiting my bedroom.

      I turned back to the window, but the men were long gone.  Hopefully, they wouldn’t try again, until the standing water dissipated, and we were long gone.

      Soft voices from the other room floated through the air like clouds on a summer day.  I moved closer to the door.

      Nick was talking.  “We’re leaving tomorrow unless someone has a good reason not to.  Our time here is up.”

      “I just don’t know,” Jamie said.  “If they couldn’t even make it through the yard, how will we?”

      “It’ll be hard, but we’ll find higher ground.  I know the best routes,” Nick said.

      “We should give it a little more time,” Jamie said.  “At least wait until the rain stops.”

      Footsteps tapped against the floor.  “We can’t keep putting this off,” Nick said.  “Eventually they’re going to make their way back here.  We don’t want to be here when that happens.”

      “They gave up.  They aren’t coming back,” Jamie said.

      “Maybe not yet, but they will,” Nick said his voice rising with each word.  I could tell he was struggling to keep himself calm.

      Before I knew it, my feet were carrying me into the other room.  Nick’s eyes shot up.

      “That means we still have time,” Jamie said turning as he heard me coming up next to him.  “Tell him we should give it more time.”

      I looked into Nick’s eyes, studying them.  It looked like he was crashing.  He was sweating, and his fingers were shaking.

      “Nick,” I said keeping my voice steady, “I think you need to sleep on it.  Take my room.”

      “I don’t need rest,” Nick said, his fists tightening.  It looked like he wanted to jump out of the window and compete in an iron man competition.  “What we need is to get out of here.”

      Blair wrapped her arms around herself.  “If Nick says we should go, we should probably go.  He was a police officer.”

      “Police officers don’t necessarily know how to handle situations like this.  No one does,” I said.  “We don’t even know what those guys are really after.  They probably just want supplies.”

      “And they’ll fight for them,” Nick said.

      “Whatever,” I said letting out a heavy sigh.  “Here’s the deal.  You sleep on it, and whatever you decide in the morning, I’ll support you.”

      It looked like countless responses were zipping through his mind.  I shifted my weight and stared at him, trying to mentally convey that I wasn’t going to change my mind.

      “Or your other option is to take your bag and go.  Anyone that wants to go with him, is more than welcome to leave.”  I stiffened my jaw.  “Don’t worry about me.  I’ll catch up.”

      Not that anyone had been worrying.

      “Okay, so who’s with me,” Nick said stomping over to the pile of backpacks.

      “Me,” Blair said looking at me out of the corner of her eye.

      “I guess me too,” Maggie said with a shrug.

      Jamie put his hands on his hips and shook his head.  He didn’t even have a chance to say his peace before Nick turned to Bronx.

      “What about you?” Nick asked.

      Bronx ran his fingers through his hair.  “Wow,” he said with a chuckle.  “Nothing like putting me on the spot.”

      “It’s not a difficult question,” Nick said his gaze seared Bronx’s flesh.

      The tiny smile that had been on Bronx’s face vanished.  “You know what, I think I’ll stay back and make sure your sister gets out of here safely.”

      Nick and Bronx exchanged a heated look.  The tension in the room became so thick it was hard to breathe.

      “Well, I guess that’s all decided then.  We’ll see you guys soon.”  Nick shifted his cold glare my way.  “You remember the way, right?”

      “Funny,” I said cocking my head to the side, “was going to ask you the same thing.”

      Nick clapped his hands, and I shuddered.  “Well, are we ready to go ladies?”

      Blair raised her nose into the air and stood next to Nick.  “Whenever you are, right Maggie?”

      “Sure,” Maggie said seemingly disinterested.

      “Maybe you should wait until morning,” I said as Nick pushed past me heading toward the backpacks.  “You’ll run out of light soon.”

      “We have flashlights,” Nick said, as he drew a shaky hand under his nose.

      I reached out for his shoulder but quickly pulled my hand back before touching him.  “With the flooding, don’t you think it would be a better idea to just put it off a few more hours?  Those men won’t come poking around here at night anyway.”

      “I think she’s right,” Jamie said.

      Nick turned sharply, his shoulders rising and falling.  He looked like a wild animal ready to pounce on its prey.

      Jamie took a step back and held up his palms.  “It was just a suggestion.”

      “Well, I don’t need any suggestions,” Nick said as he glanced at the window.  His shoulders and expression both softened at the same time.  “Maybe I didn’t realize how late it was.”

      “We have the flashlights.”  Blair shrugged.

      “No, no,” Nick said placing his hand on Blair’s shoulder.  “Their right.  We should go in the morning.  First thing.”

      I let out a long breath, relieved mostly for Maggie and Blair.  But my relief was only temporary because there was no doubt in my mind that they were leaving in the morning.  At least I’d feel a little better about Maggie and Blair being with him when whatever he’d taken would be out of his system.

      There probably wasn’t anything I could say to Blair to change her mind, and I wasn’t even sure I wanted to bother.  She was a grown woman and could make her own choices.  If she couldn’t see right through my brother, that was her problem, not mine.

      And Maggie, I could tell her everything, and she’d just shrug.  She was in her own stupor, one from a prescription that would soon run out.

      “Let’s eat something and then get our rest,” Nick said mostly to Blair because Maggie hadn’t moved from her little corner on the floor.

      “Great idea,” Blair said shooting me a quick glance of superiority.

      Nick ate quickly.  He doubled checked the lock on my door before stopping to peer out the window.  After about five minutes he laid down on the floor and nearly instantly, he crashed.

      Maybe, if Blair and Maggie were lucky, he’d sleep right through the entire day.
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      I hadn’t slept well.  My dreams were all about the various ways Nick was going to die.  First, the muddy earth swallowed him up, and then in the second dream, poison rained down from the sky.  There was another, but it was less realistic and involved trees coming to life.

      I was awake before I heard movement in the living room.  For a moment I considered not going out there… not saying goodbye to my brother, but I think because of the dreams, I had to.  It wasn’t like I’d ever wished death upon my brother, all I’d wanted was for things to have been different.

      I looked out of the window for a long moment as I listened to whoever was up walking around the apartment.  Someone stopped in front of my door, and I glanced over my shoulder.

      It was still dark, but there was enough light to see Nick standing there.  His breathing was normal.  His eyes were still bloodshot, but his pupils had returned to normal.  He no longer looked like he was sweating himself into dehydration.

      “You’re up,” he said, stepping into the room.  “We’re going to head out soon.”

      “Okay,” I said.

      “I just wanted to tell you something before we go,” Nick said.

      My eyes blinked rapidly as I stared at him.  “What?”

      “I’m really sorry about what happened yesterday,” he said, and I could tell he was sincerely sorry.  The only problem was that every time he relapsed he’d been sincerely sorry.  This wasn’t any different.  “I really screwed up, it’s just that everything got to me.  The loss.  Being cooped up.  The end of the world.  I fucked up, and I’m sorry.  I know you won’t believe me, but it won’t happen again.”

      “Only because eventually you won’t be able to find any,” I said with a shrug.

      Nick shook his head and looked down at his feet.  “Well, believe it or not, I really am sorry.  And pissed off at myself for being so weak.”  He covered his mouth and coughed.  “Anyway, thanks for not outing me.”

      “I probably should have,” I said tilting my head slightly.

      “I appreciate that you didn’t,” Nick brushed his hair back with his hands.  “Are you sure you don’t want to join us?”

      I shook my head.  “Seventy-five miles is far too long to walk through puddles for me.”

      Nick chuckled.  “Don’t be too long.  I don’t want to have to come back here and get you.”

      “Good luck, Nick,” I said with a small smile.  It was the most I could offer him.  “Take care of Blair and Maggie.”

      “Of course,” Nick said nodding.  “And I know you’ll be in good hands with Bronx.”

      I raised a brow wanting to tell him I could take care of myself, but in a way, he was right.  I would feel safer with Bronx and Jamie at my side.

      “I’ll see you soon then?” Nick asked.

      “Yes, soon.”

      He stood there staring first at the floor, and then his gaze shifted up at me.  I knew he was considering hugging me.  In the end, he decided not to, turned, and left my room.

      I stayed in my room.  Not wanting to see any of them leave.  I probably should have said goodbye to Blair and Maggie, but it wasn’t like I’d been close to them.  They’d stayed in my apartment, and that was the extent of our relationship.

      I listened as they said their goodbyes.  When the door closed, I did everything I could to fight back the tears.

      My brother may have been a stupid asshole jerk, but he was my brother.  There was a fairly decent chance that he was the only family I had left.

      But I wasn’t going to cry.  It wouldn’t be long until I saw him again.  Hell, if the rain stopped, maybe we’d even catch up to them on the way.

      When I was sure I wasn’t going to burst into tears, I joined Bronx and Jamie in the living room.  Bronx was staring out of the window, and Jamie was pacing near the front door as if he expected them to return.

      They both glanced at me at the same moment, but neither of them spoke.  The apartment was so quiet without them here that I could have heard a feather floating through the air.

      There was a strange muffled squeak that came up through the flooring, followed by the sounds of a window breaking.  They must have found a way out or rather made a way out.

      “They’re in the backyard,” Bronx announced his voice sounding particularly loud in the silence.  He lowered it significantly.  “The water is to their knees.”

      I walked over to the window and peeked out of the other side.  Nick was holding on to Blair and Maggie as they trudged through the water.  He was heading in the opposite direction we’d always seen the men coming from.

      They moved much quicker than I thought they would through the mucky, murky water.  Maybe they were motivated by fear, or maybe they were just happy to be out of my cramped apartment.

      “They’re really doing it,” Bronx said as they approached the far left side of the yard near the tree line.

      “I guess so.”  The exhale that escaped from between my lips resembled a sigh.

      “For the record, I think waiting was the right choice,” Bronx said.

      I shrugged.  “Who knows?”

      And with that Nick, Maggie, and Blair were out of view.  Gone.

      Bronx placed his hand on my shoulder briefly before stepping away from the window.  I stared into the yard once again fighting back the tears.

      As I was about to turn away the water near the trees started to ripple.  Seconds later, Maggie stepped back into view, followed by Blair.

      “They’re coming back,” I said shaking my head.  I looked over my shoulder at Bronx.  His eyes were narrowed, and Jamie was staring at the window.  “Why are they coming back?”

      When I turned back to the window, I saw Nick step into view, and he wasn’t alone.  The floor creaked as Bronx quickly made his way to the window.

      One man wearing a gas mask stepped out, and then the other two.  All three of the men pointed their big, deadly guns at them.  The one closest to Nick had his gun aimed directly at the back of his head.

      “Oh my God,” I said softly.

      Nick’s eyes darted up toward the window for a split second.  There was no way the men could have seen the look from behind him.

      Maggie’s arms were wrapped around her middle so tightly it looked as though she was holding herself together.  Blair’s eyes bulged, and I could tell from our distance that she was crying.

      “Help us!” Blair cried.  Her voice was faint in the apartment, but it had probably stung the men’s ears where they stood.

      Blair’s eyes shifted up toward the second floor. Apparently, she wasn’t sure which window to look at.

      One of the men sloshed quickly through the water and stepped in front of Blair.  The whole group stopped moving.

      I couldn’t make out any of the words, but it was obvious the man was shouting something at Blair.  He raised his hand and smacked her hard across the face with the back of his hand.

      Blair’s fingertips flew up to her cheek, and she stared at the man.  Her shoulders dropped, and the man pushed his gun between her shoulder blades until she started walking again.

      The men led them through the water, off toward the right.  For a second the man looked up at the apartment building.  I froze, holding my breath.  The man’s eyes scanned the area and didn’t stop on any specific window.

      It wasn’t long before they were all out of view.  My heart was like a bass drum pounding inside my chest echoing down to my feet.  I was afraid it was vibrating out of my body and down into the water, giving away our location.

      Bronx swallowed hard as he turned me to face him.  “We have to go after them.”

      “What?” Jamie said throwing his hands into the air.  “Are you crazy?”

      “Not even a little,” Bronx said turning sharply.

      “Well, you sound like it,” Jamie said, his shoulders rising and falling with each quick breath.

      Bronx flew across the room and grabbed his shirt at the shoulders.  He pressed him hard against the wall as he stared into Jamie’s eyes.

      “You better watch what you say,” Bronx said between his teeth.  “Lest you end up with my fist in your face.”

      Jamie chuckled.  He tried to hide the nervousness, but he’d failed.

      “You can stay here and be a little chicken shit if you want, but I’m going out there.  I’ll find them,” Bronx said, the veins in his forearms protruded as he pushed Jamie harder against the wall before releasing him.

      Jamie rubbed his shoulder.  “You don’t know where to go, and all you have is that hunting blade.  It would be incredibly stupid to put that up against their guns.”

      “I don’t think they’re that far, in fact, I think they’re much closer than we’d like.  A house.  A business.  The nearby church.”  Bronx shook his head.

      “They could be anywhere,” Jamie said.

      “Bronx is right,” I said after a long pause.  “We have to do something.  We’re all they have left.”

      Jamie exhaled slowly.  “It could already be too late.”

      “There wasn’t a gunshot like there had been with that sick guy,” I replied.

      “That doesn’t mean anything,” Jamie said.

      “It means there is a chance they’re still alive,” I said pushing my shoulders back.

      Jamie shook his head.  “We can’t just charge out there stomping through the water, demanding they release them.  They’ll laugh at us and then shoot us in the face.”

      “We don’t have a lot of choices,” I said crossing my arms.

      “Hang on,” Bronx said holding up his hand.  “He’s right, but there is something we can do that might actually work.”

      Jamie and I both turned to him.  My heart thumped hard before returning to its quickened rhythm.

      “We go at night,” Bronx said gesturing toward the backpacks.

      Jamie shook his head.  “We can’t see at—”

      “The flashlights,” Bronx said.  “If we go out at night, we can see which buildings have the lights on.”

      Bronx looked back and forth between us, the straight line of his mouth almost turned into a smile.

      “It’s a good idea, right?” Bronx asked.

      My lips curled up at the end, and I nodded.  Even Jamie looked a little impressed.

      “Nick wouldn’t want us to attempt this,” I said feeling a chill run through my veins.

      “No, he wouldn’t,” Bronx said, raising a brow.  “But that’s just tough shit.  He’d come for us.  Maybe even Jamie.”

      Jamie shook his head.  “I doubt it.”

      Bronx chuckled.

      Nick probably deserved everything that was happening to him, but after everything he’d put our family and me through, he was still my brother.  He would have come for me, and I would do the same for him.

      “I’m in,” I said.

      “All right then, it’s settled.”  Bronx stiffened his jaw.  “Tonight.”
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      I had changed into a dark t-shirt and pulled on a knit hat.  Darkness was falling fast, and it wouldn’t be long before we were out there wading through the water in the blackness of the night.

      Bronx had the flashlight on the counter next to the steak knives Jamie, and I would carry.  The knives that would do absolutely no good against the big guns of the men with gas masks.

      I glanced out of my bedroom window before heading into the living room where Bronx and Jamie were waiting.  Jamie stopped pacing and looked up at me when I entered the room.

      “Planning to rob a bank while we’re out?” he teased.

      “You’re trying to joke around, but someone out there has probably already done just that,” I said.

      “You’re probably right,” Jamie said with a chuckle.

      Bronx stepped away from the window and stood next to me.  “He’s just jealous you’re appropriately dressed, and we aren’t.”

      “A little.”  Jamie grinned.  “And if my apartment hadn’t been ripped off the side of the building, I’d have changed too.”

      “We could look in some of the other apartments?” I suggested.

      Bronx shook his head.  “Probably not worth it.  Let’s get out and get back as fast as we can.  Learn what we can.”

      I nodded.

      “I still don’t know what we’re going to do if we find where they’re staying,” Jamie said.

      “We’ll figure something out,” Bronx said handing me one of the steak knives as he picked up the flashlight.  He jerked his chin sharply to the door.  “Got your key?”

      “Yeah,” I said.

      Bronx raised both brows.  “Then off we go.”

      We stepped out into the hall, looking in every direction as if we expected someone to jump out at us.  The silence alone sent a chill down my spine.

      I turned and locked the door before following Bronx down the creaky, squeaky hallway.  Jamie followed close behind me.

      Bronx kept the flashlight aimed low to the ground with his finger on the button.  We walked down the stairs slowly, hoping to minimize the noise each step made.

      “Hold on,” Bronx said as he grabbed the railing.  The small beam of light from the flashlight lit up the water that hid the last few stairs.

      It ripped softly when Bronx stepped down into the water.  A shiver shook his entire body.

      “Sheesh, it’s cold,” Bronx said just as I placed my foot down into the frigged flood water.

      “Oooh,” I whispered as my body started to shake uncontrollably.

      The water sloshed as we made our way through.  Various unknown things under the surface brushed against my legs.  We tried to be silent, but it was nearly impossible.

      Personal items from the apartments floated on the surface of the water, moving around as we created waves.  We looked into each of the apartments for the window Nick had broken.

      Bronx didn’t even have to raise the flashlight when we found it, the chilly breeze was enough to give it away.  Even though it was still raining, there was a small amount of light in the sky which gave everything a slight glow, enough to see the way out.

      “Watch your step,” Bronx advised as he clicked off his flashlight.

      With each step, it felt like there were things slithering under the surface trying to grab my legs.  I took another step, and I couldn’t move my foot.  The more I pulled, the more it pulled me back.

      I reached forward for Bronx attempting to steady myself, but I misjudged my reach and fell forward into the water.  My arms splashed around as I tried to get my head over the surface, but whatever had my foot was keeping me in place.

      Bronx grabbed me under the arms and raised me above the surface.  I frantically gasped for air.

      “My foot,” I said taking in another breath, “it’s stuck!”

      I could feel hands moving down my leg, stopping near my ankle.  After a second my foot was free, and I was able to stand up.

      My heart was still racing as my eyes darted around the water trying to find the wild beast that had attacked me.

      “You okay?” Bronx asked.

      It felt like I was stuck inside a block of ice.  My teeth chattered, and my lips were as cold as popsicles.

      “Yeah, yeah,” I said wrapping my icy arms around my even colder body.  “Freaked myself out I guess.”

      “Easy to do,” Bronx whispered as he took another step toward the broken window.

      A light flashed through the broken glass and across the wall just above our heads.

      “Get down!” Bronx said, his voice softer than the air.  Jamie and I crouched down immediately, but it was less than a second before Bronx started waving us back toward the door.  “They’re out there!  Go back!  Go back!”

      It felt as though the water was sucking us out toward the window as we fought our way out of the apartment.  The light moved through the room again just as we stepped into the first-floor hallway.

      Bronx waved his hand toward the stairs.  Jamie grabbed my hand and pulled me with him as he led me toward the stairwell.

      The water sloshed noisily around us creating waves.  I was worried the motion of the water would be enough to give us away.

      I looked over my shoulder at Bronx.  “Did you see who was out there?”

      “No, but I have a pretty good guess,” he said placing his hand on my back as we walked up the stairs.

      When we got to the top of the stairs, I took one step and water squished out of my shoe.  I turned back as we walked looking at the trail I was leaving that would lead them right to our room.

      “Shit,” I said pulling my hand free from Jamie.  He was leaving behind the same wet footprints.

      “There isn’t anything we can do,” Bronx said giving me a gentle push.

      I pulled out my keys, my fingers shaking as I tried to put the key in the lock.  My nerves and the cold rattled my bones making it impossible for me to line up the key.

      “Here,” Jamie said, grabbing the key.  He expertly inserted it into the lock and opened the door, handing me back my set of keys.

      “Thank God the candles aren’t burning,” Bronx said closing the door softly.  He locked it and then put his finger to his lips as he walked toward the window.

      I listened hard in the silence.  If the men were wading through the water on the first floor, I thought I’d be able to hear them, but I heard nothing.

      “I can see them,” Bronx said, his eye just at the edge of the curtain.

      “What are they doing?” Jamie asked.  He hadn’t moved from the spot near the front door.

      “I think they’re doing what we were doing,” Bronx said shaking his head.  “Looking for lights.”

      Jamie crossed his arms.  “Do you think they told them we’re still up here?  Are they looking for us?”

      “Nick wouldn’t do that,” Bronx said.

      “Blair might,” Jamie muttered.

      Bronx shook his head.  “I don’t think she would.”

      “To save herself?  Yeah, I definitely think she would,” Jamie said, but Bronx appeared to be ignoring him.

      Bronx held up his palm, his eyes wide as he peered out of the side of the window.  “Get her in her room, stay there until it’s safe to come out.”

      “What are they doing?” I asked my eyes glued to the curtain wishing I could see through them.

      “Studying the building,” Bronx said barely moving his lips.  “Thoroughly.  It looks like they’re looking for something… someone.  Hopefully, when they don’t see any light, they’ll move on.”

      “Come on,” Jamie said placing his hand on my shoulder.

      I nodded and turned toward my room.  The steps we took were slow and careful… nearly soundless.

      When we were in my room, I was about to sit on my bed when I stopped.  I was afraid that sitting on the spring mattress would echo through the entire neighborhood.

      I couldn’t do anything but stand there in my wet clothes shivering.  Jamie placed his arm around my shoulder and my body tensed.  I was sure he’d noticed, but he didn’t let go.

      “It’s going to be okay, Gwen,” Jamie said softly in my ear.  “They won’t find us.  Even if they do, we have the advantage in the darkness.  We see them coming.”

      “We still only have knives.”

      The tears that started to leak out of the corners of my eyes were so warm it felt as though they were burning my cheeks.  It felt like everything was crumbling down around me.  Maybe it would have been better to have died with the rest of the world.

      “I’m not going to let anything happen to you,” Jamie said, squeezing me tighter.

      “You won’t be able to stop them,” I said stepping away from him.  I didn’t want to hear his words.  I lowered my voice softer than a whisper.  “We need to be quiet.  You should go.”

      Jamie shook his head.  “I don’t want to leave you alone.”

      “Go, Jamie,” I said, my tone steady even though my lip quivered.  “Leave.”

      He’d looked as though I’d punched him in the stomach, but he held up both hands.  His eyes were glued to me as he backed out of my room.  I could tell he was hoping I’d change my mind and ask him to stay.

      Jamie didn’t close the door behind him, but he walked out of view.  The tears wouldn’t stop, not even after I curled up on the floor and pressed my face into the pillow I’d pulled off of my bed.

      Even though it was silent, I couldn’t stop imagining the men storming into my apartment and coming into my bedroom.  They looked down at me and all I could see with the big round circles filled with darkness where their eyes should have been.

      I pulled my legs tight to my chest, hoping my tears would warm my wet, cold, shivering body.  I was lost.  It didn’t feel like there was anything left I could do.

      I just wanted everything to end.  The sooner they came, the sooner it would be over.

      There was a soft knock at the door, and a small gasp escaped from between my lips.  A small part of me wondered if the men would be standing there, but then I realized they wouldn’t knock.

      I turned my head slightly and saw Bronx’s shadow in my doorway.  His hand dropped down from the door frame and fell heavily to his side.

      He took a step into my room, both hands that had been clenched into tight fists, relaxed.  “They’re gone.”
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      He knelt down on the ground next to me and let out a breath.  I couldn’t move, or maybe I just didn’t have the energy to move.

      “They left about ten minutes ago.  It seemed as though they checked out a few more buildings before walking back through the yard.  I think they gave up,” Bronx said.

      “Maybe for the night,” I said, my voice lacking emotion.

      Bronx reached out and lightly brushed away the icy tear that started to roll down my cheek.  I could feel him staring at me through the darkness.

      “Everything is going to be okay,” Bronx said softly.

      “I’m really getting sick of hearing that.  Things are already so far from okay it’s not even funny,” I muttered.

      Bronx sighed.  “Okay, you’re right.  But we’ll figure this out.  We’ll get them back.”

      “If they’re even still alive.”  It was my turn to sigh.  “Maybe we should just go.  I’d rather drown in the flood water than get shot in the head by one of those guys.”

      Bronx didn’t say anything.  He was probably trying to come up with a way to convince me that finding them was what we needed to do.  If that was the case, he was struggling to find the words… not that there were any.

      I shivered, and he touched my hand.  “You’re freezing.”

      “I fell into the water, remember?”  My tone even annoyed me.

      “We should probably get you changed,” Bronx said getting to his feet.  “Where can I find something for you to change into?”

      I didn’t answer.  It was frustrating that I wanted him to leave me alone, but at the same time, I couldn’t be alone.

      “Let’s see,” he said peering at my dresser through the darkness.  He pulled the t-shirt I had set down on the top of earlier and looked at it.  “How about this?”

      “Sure,” I said without looking.

      “Okay, well then, let’s get you out of that soaking wet shirt,” Bronx said, with a chuckle.  “That sounds like a really bad pickup line, but trust me, I can barely see you in the dark.”

      I pushed myself up, but my body felt like it was made of ice.  My bones were frozen stiff.

      “It’s fine,” I said, my fingers stiff and shaky as I tried to grab the hem of my shirt.  My arms were practically useless.

      “Let me help,” Bronx said moving behind me.  He placed his hands on my arms and guided them over my head.  I couldn’t stop shivering as he pulled my wet shirt over my body and quickly replaced it with the dry one he’d found.

      He pulled the blanket off of my bed and wrapped it around my shoulders easing me back to the floor.

      “Why aren’t you on the bed?” he asked as he moved down to my feet.

      “It’s too noisy,” I said as he pulled off my shoes.  “I should probably keep those on in case we need to run.”

      “Do you have a dry pair?”  Bronx’s hand slid up my leg and over my thigh.

      His hand felt like a hot coal moving over my frozen body.  He popped the button of my pants with ease and wiggled them down my legs.

      “In the closet,” I said wrapping myself tighter in the blanket.  “I’ll worry about it later.”

      “I’d rather you had some just in case,” Bronx said.

      “How about pants first?”

      He blew out a sharp breath between his lips.  “Right.  Where can I find a dry pair of those?”

      “On the chair.”

      Bronx reached over and pulled the wrinkled up knit pants off of the chair near the dresser.  I could feel his eyes on me as he slipped my feet inside the warm fabric.

      “I got it,” I said pulling away from him slightly.

      In the darkness, I could see him raising both palms up in the air as he inched back.

      “Sorry,” he said quickly.  “Was just trying to help.”

      “I know, and I appreciate it,” I said putting my head back down on the pillow.  “Thanks to you I can feel my fingers again.”

      “Of course, anything else I can do?  I could stumble my way into the kitchen and find you something to eat,” Bronx said looking over his shoulder.  “Might help warm you up.”

      I shook my head even though he probably couldn’t see the movement in the darkness.  “No, thanks, I’m good.”

      “You sure?  It’s no trouble.”

      “Yeah, I’m not even a little hungry.”

      “Okay,” he said moving closer to my head.  “I’ll let you get some rest then.”

      I wanted to laugh, but I figured I’d been rude enough for the day.  It wasn’t like I was going to be getting any sleep and even if I did, it wouldn’t even come close to being restful.

      “Sure,” I said.

      Bronx leaned over and kissed the top of my head.  He hesitated for a moment before getting to his feet.

      “I’ll let you know if anything changes out there,” Bronx said.

      “Thanks.”

      “If you need anything, just let me know,” Bronx said turning to leave the room before waiting for a response.  He hadn’t even given me the chance to tell him I could take care of myself.

      Maybe he didn’t think I could.

      Maybe he was right.

      I hadn’t managed my life well before the attack, and it shouldn’t have come as a surprise that I wouldn’t be able to manage it after either.  But that didn’t mean I was just going to sit back and let everyone go out of their way to take care of me.  I was starting to wonder if some of the things going through my mind, were the same things that had crossed Maggie’s mind as she’d laid on the floor staring at the wall.

      Then again, maybe what had gone through her mind had been completely different.  For all I’d known, she’d managed her life perfectly right up until the attack.

      Even though my body had warmed significantly, I shivered.  I didn’t want to be alone.

      With my blanket wrapped around me, I made my way into the living room.  Jamie was on the sofa, but his bright eyes cut through the darkness.  Bronx was sitting near the window with his back to the wall.  His eyes were closed, but I could tell by each breath he took that he was still awake.

      “You okay?” Jamie asked peering at me through the blackness.

      “Yes,” I said my voice soft and raspy.  “Didn’t want to be alone.”

      “Don’t blame you,” Jamie said.

      I laid down on the floor in the same spot my brother had claimed as his own.  My eyes focused on the ceiling watching for glints of light that might pierce through the window and stab the walls.

      The rain had slowed to a soft barely audible drizzle.  In the distance, I could occasionally hear a soft rumble.  It sounded like the storm was finally leaving which would hopefully mean that the flooding would soon recede.  Not that we could wait for that to happen because I’m sure Nick and the others were living on borrowed time.

      “We can try again tomorrow night,” Bronx said, his voice floating through the air like smoke.

      “What if they try again tomorrow?”  Jamie said the exact same thing I was thinking.

      “What if we set up a light in another apartment?” Bronx asked.

      Jamie blew out a puff of air.  “That won’t work for long.  They’ll know we’re in here somewhere.”

      “What if it’s enough to distract them long enough that we can find where they’re hiding our friends?” Bronx asked.

      “Seems too risky,” Jamie said.

      There was a long pause.  When neither of them spoke, I’d assumed they’d run out of ideas.

      “Maybe they won’t bother to check here again.  If they did, that would suggest that they're suspicious,” I said.  “We could watch and see if they go out again tomorrow night.”

      “Or maybe I should go out on my own,” Bronx said.  “Hmm, yeah, I could look for them on my own, follow them.”

      “No,” I said sitting up slightly.  I wanted to look at him to see if he was serious.

      Bronx hugged his knees to his chest.  “It could be the best chance we have to find them.”

      “We can’t lose you too,” I said swallowing hard.

      “You won’t lose me.  It’s riskier for all of us to go.  If it’s just me—”

      “No,” I said sharply.  “Just no.”

      Jamie shifted around.  “Maybe it’s not a terrible idea.”

      I turned my neck so fast I thought I gave myself whiplash.  Jamie probably couldn’t see me glaring at him, but I was.

      “I know I can do it without being seen.  Gwen,” Bronx said getting to his feet, “this could be our only shot.”

      My head was shaking so rapidly I could feel my brain moving around in my skull.  If I would have had any tears left, they would have been running down my cheeks.  I fought off the sourness that was bubbling up in my stomach.

      “You can’t do this,” I said my voice scratching the back of my throat.

      “It’ll be fine,” Bronx said avoiding my eyes.  “I’ll be back before morning.”

      He glanced out the window before pulling on his shoes.  They were still so wet they squished when he slipped his foot inside.

      I walked over to him and placed my hand on his bicep.  He looked down at my hand, holding his gaze for a moment before shifting his eyes to meet mine.

      “Bronx,” I whispered shaking my head.  I wondered if he could see the fear in my eyes.

      If he could, he ignored it.  He stepped away from me and over to the counter, taking the flashlight in hand.

      “I’ll be back before you know it,” Bronx said over his shoulder.

      “Please don’t go,” I begged.  I walked over to him and stood behind him, following him as he walked to the door.  “Let’s talk about this.”

      He looked out of the peephole, but surely he couldn’t see anything.  His fingers wrapped around the doorknob.

      “There isn’t anything to talk about.”  Bronx turned to the side.  “I’ll be back soon.”

      “Bronx!  No!” I said doing my best to keep my voice down.  My fingers dug into the thick muscle of his arm.

      Bronx opened the door and pulled away from me, stepping out into the hallway.  He disappeared into the darkness.
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      I took a step after him, but Jamie pulled me back into the apartment.  He closed and locked the door before I could do anything… not that I knew what to do.

      “It’s going to be okay,” Jamie said softly.  “If anyone can do this, it’s Bronx.”

      “Oh please,” I groaned.  “You’re just happy he’s out there and not you.”

      His jaw dropped down, stunned at my words.  “Is that what you think of me?”

      I couldn’t respond.  It wasn’t Jamie’s fault that Bronx was out there, he was just the closest target.

      I walked over to the window and peered out of the small opening between the window frame and the curtain.  Jamie stepped up to the other side of the window

      “I would go out there if I had to,” Jamie said after a long moment.  There was still no sign of Bronx.

      “I’m sorry,” I said my voice below a whisper.  “I shouldn’t have said that.”

      “But you meant it.”

      I pressed my lips together and shook my head.  “I didn’t mean it.  You don’t see me out there, and it’s my brother.”

      Several minutes passed.  I could hear Jamie’s soft breathing as I looked out the window searching for any signs of Bronx.

      “Hey,” I said lightly touching Jamie’s arm and letting my hand fall back at my side.

      “Yeah?”

      “I really am sorry for saying that.  It was awful, and I didn’t mean it.”  I bit my lip when he didn’t say anything.  “I hope you can forgive me.”

      Jamie turned slightly and flashed me a half-grin.  “Already have.”

      I smiled back, but it wasn’t much of a smile.  Not because I didn’t mean it, but because I was worried sick and it was the best I could manage.

      My words had already done their damage.  Jamie may have said he’d forgiven me, but I could tell what I’d said had still stung him.

      “Where is he?” I muttered.  It was odd that we hadn’t seen him by now.  He had to have made his way through the first floor and out the window… unless of course there had been some kind of hold up.

      There hadn’t been any ripples from movement or glints of light from his flashlight in the water.

      “He’s stealthy,” Jamie said.

      “Or something happened.”

      “If something would have happened, we would have seen something by now.”  Jamie placed his hand on the wall.  “It’s a good sign that we can’t see him.”

      I shook my head.  “Why?”

      “Because if we can’t see him neither can they.”

      Over what felt like hours, Jamie and I took turns staring out the window.  Not once had either of us seen any sign of Bronx or anyone else for that matter.

      My stomach was in knots with worry.  What if something happened?  What if he wouldn’t come back?  What if we lost all of them and it was only Jamie and I left?

      The questions repeated in my head.  Even when I was lying on the floor, squeezing my eyes shut, the questions didn’t stop looping through my mind.

      “You should try to get some rest,” Jamie said, his voice cutting through the silence so sharply I jumped.  “We don’t know what tomorrow will hold.”

      “I don’t think I can sleep.”  I swallowed hard.  “At least not until he’s back.”

      “Oh,” Jamie said.  “I see.”

      I couldn’t see his expression through the darkness, but he sounded… hurt.

      “It’s just that I’m worried,” I said sitting and hugging my legs to my chest.  “Just as I would be if it were you out there.”

      “But not Nick?  Blair?”  Jamie cleared his throat.  “Or Maggie?”

      I looked down at my sock covered feet.  I never did get my spare shoes.

      “With Nick it’s complicated, and I don’t really know Blair or Maggie.”  I shook my head as I finished my sentence.  “Of course, that doesn’t mean I want anything to happen to them.”

      “Seems to me you didn’t really know Bronx all that well either,” Jamie said.

      I opened my mouth but snapped it shut.  He was right.  I hadn’t known him that much better than the others.  Maybe I’d spent a little more time with him than Blair or Maggie, but not all that much.

      There had been a connection with Bronx.  I didn’t really know how to explain it.  I wasn’t even sure if I understood it.

      “I guess not,” I said with a shrug.  “It’s just stressful.  Maybe it’s all just getting to me.”

      I opened my mouth although I wasn’t sure what I was going to say but luckily a soft tap on the door stopped my thoughts.  Jamie and I locked eyes for a moment before he soundlessly moved across the floor.

      He looked out of the peephole and looked at me over his shoulder.  A smile curled up at the ends of his lips.

      “He’s back,” Jamie said as he twisted the doorknob.
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      Bronx stood near the door soaking wet.  Droplets of water fell from the peaks of his drenched hair down onto the floor.

      There was a touch of light on the walls from the sun that was just starting to rise.  Bronx shivered, and looked up, meeting my eyes.

      “I found them,” Bronx said his voice hard.

      “You did?” I said, my voice scratching my throat like sandpaper.

      “I think so,” Bronx said checking the lock on the door before kicking off his shoes.  He shivered again before pulling off his shirt revealing his hard six-pack.  “But it’s not going to be easy to get to them.”

      I turned and walked into the bathroom, grabbing Bronx a towel.  He nodded as he took it and dried himself off.  Jamie and I exchanged a glance as we waited for Bronx to go on.

      “They aren’t far,” Bronx said holding the towel in front of himself as he unbuttoned his pants, undressing in front of us as if it were no big deal.  “There’s a house, about two blocks away.  The place was lit up with candles, but it wasn’t just that, there were what appeared to be armed guards just inside the doors that gave it away.”

      Bronx wrapped the towel around his waist and picked up his wet clothes.  He looked around the room trying to find a place to hang them.

      “Here,” I said holding out my hand.

      “Thanks,” he said, picking up one of the blankets off of the floor, the one I assumed was his, and wrapped it around himself before tossing me the towel.

      The light in the room slowly increased.  I could feel both of them watching as I draped his wet clothes over the backs of my dining room chairs.  I awkwardly set his boxers down last and wrapped my arms around myself.

      Bronx flashed me a half-grin before clearing his throat.  “It’s that big, red brick house on the corner.  You guys know it?”

      “Yeah,” I said, and Jamie nodded.

      “There’s a front door, and a back door, but both appeared to be guarded.  I couldn’t even guess how many people were inside, but occasionally shadows would move by the window.”  Bronx sat down on the chair and raked his fingers through his hair.  “I’m willing to bet there are more than just those three men we keep seeing.”

      “So, what do we do?” Jamie asked.

      The light in the room was bright enough that we could see each other.  Bronx pressed his fingertip into his forehead and shook his head.

      “I’m too tired to think clearly,” he said.  “And I’m pretty sure my insides are at least half frozen.”

      “Get some sleep,” I said hoping he didn’t see the bags under my eyes.  “We’ll figure something out.”

      Bronx nodded.  When he didn’t argue, I knew he must have been exhausted.

      “You should probably get some sleep too,” Jamie said.  “I’ll stay up and keep a look out.”

      I tried to come up with an excuse, but when I opened my mouth, a yawn escaped instead of words.

      “Go on,” Jamie said.  “Maybe they’ve given up on us.”

      “Maybe they don’t even know there is an us,” Bronx said lowering himself down to the floor.  “That water is so cold I’m not sure they’ll venture out more than they need to.”

      Jamie chewed his cheek.  “If the rain ever stops and the sun comes out—”

      “Wake me when that happens,” Bronx said closing his eyes.

      I turned to Jamie.  “You need sleep too.”

      “It’s fine,” Jamie said.  “I don’t feel tired anyway.”

      “Yeah, right,” I said with a soft chuckle.

      “Go on,” Jamie said.

      I smiled and left the room.  It was clear he wasn’t going to take no for an answer, and I knew my body needed the rest.  Of course, I didn’t know if my mind was going to allow it.  Maybe now that Bronx was back, it would.

      I stared out of my bedroom window at the sky.  The color had changed so drastically that I started to question if it had ever been as red as I remembered it in my mind.

      The rain clouds hung low and moved slowly across the sky.  The drizzle had turned into more of a sprinkle, but there wasn’t a break in the clouds for as far as I could see.

      I yawned again.  This time so big it stretched the muscles in my neck.

      The second my head hit the pillow I was out.  I wasn’t sure if there was anything that could wake me.
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      Someone was moving around in the kitchen.  I could tell by the soft noises they made that they were trying to be quiet, but with everything that was going on, I was even more of a light sleeper than I had been before.

      I sat up and looked around.  There was still some light coming in through the window but night would come soon.  Several bones in my back cracked as I stretched my arms over my head.

      I wrapped my arms around my middle as I made my way out of my room.  A cold shiver ran down my spine not because I was frightened but because my body still hadn’t warmed from when I’d been soaked.

      Bronx was wearing only his boxers as he stood at the counter with his back to me.  I could see the box of instant potatoes on the counter next to him.  He turned sharply when the floorboard squeaked under my step.

      “Oh,” he said relaxing his broad, muscular shoulders, “did I wake you?”

      “No, not really,” I said glancing toward the sofa.  Jamie appeared to be in a deep sleep.

      “Good,” Bronx said stirring the white slop vigorously.  “I was trying to be quiet.”

      I pressed my lips together forming a tight curious smile.  “I don’t think that’s going to work.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Your cold mashed potatoes.”

      Bronx shrugged.  “I’ve had worse.  Ever have pasta sauce made from ketchup?”

      “I love ketchup.”

      Bronx chuckled softly and glanced over at the sofa before making eye contact with me.  “So, I heard you were pretty worried about me?”

      I blinked hard and then rolled my eyes.  “Oh my God, what did he say?”

      “Nothing much,” Bronx said grinning so wide there were little wrinkles at the corners of his eyes.  “Just that you couldn’t sleep.”

      Bronx dipped the spoon into the bowl and raised the soupy potatoes to his lips.  He held out the spoon and arched an eyebrow.

      “No thanks,” I said.

      Bronx shrugged and slurped the mixture down.  He cocked his head to the side, and continued to eat.

      “I added too much water,” Bronx said as he walked around the counter and sat down at the table.  “We’re not going to be able to use the candles tonight.  They’d be able to see the light through the curtains.”

      I nodded already assuming as much.  Bronx moved the chair next to him out with his foot.

      “Sit with me,” he said softly.

      I glanced over my shoulder at Jamie before sitting down.  Bronx eyed me before shifting his gaze back to his bowl.

      “My clothes are still wet,” Bronx said jerking his chin toward his jeans.  “Suppose you don’t have spare clothes in my size, do you?”

      I shook my head.  “You’re welcome to a pair of yoga pants if you’d like.”

      “They don’t hug my curves right,” Bronx said.

      “Mine either,” I said raising my brows quickly.

      “I disagree.”  He set the spoon down in the bowl and leaned back in his chair.  Bronx looked directly into my eyes.  “I’m fairly certain you’d look good in anything.”

      Heat rose to my cheeks, and I hoped it was dark enough in the room that he hadn’t noticed.

      Bronx leaned forward, sliding his hand across the top of the table toward me.  My heart started to pump heated blood through my veins quicker.

      “All I could think about when I was out there, was coming back to you,” Bronx said, his voice soft.  “It killed me to walk away from you.”

      My voice seemed stuck in my throat.  I pressed my fingertips to the center of my chest.  “I shouldn’t have done that.”

      “Done what?” Bronx asked cocking his head to the side.

      “Asked you to stay like that.”

      He leaned forward again and took my hand into his.  “I shouldn’t have left… at least not like that.”  He shook his head and looked down at his feet.  “I feel terrible about it.  I don’t want you to hate me.”

      “I don’t hate you.”  I barely managed to get the words out.  The air around us bubbled with an intensity I hadn’t felt in a long time, if ever, and it made it hard for me to breathe.  I was used to people leaving me, it wasn’t like I should have expected any different from a man I barely knew.

      Bronx slid forward to the edge of his chair.  Our knees touched as he leaned in even closer.

      My body shivered as he glided his hand up my arm, over my shoulder, and around my neck.  Every nerve-ending tingled.

      Bronx stared hungrily into my eyes as the light started to vanish from the room.  He reached forward wrapping his hand around my waist and pulled me closer.

      My breath hitched.  Our faces were only inches apart.  Looking into his dark eyes felt too intimate.

      When my eyes moved down to his mouth, he moved quickly, as if he couldn’t stand it any longer.  He brushed his warm lips against mine and every muscle in my body tensed.

      I felt weightless as our mouths danced together.  Bronx’s hand moved down my back, sliding me closer to him.  I pressed my palm to his solid chest, and for a minute I forgot where I was.

      Bronx’s lips moved over my chin and down my neck.  My head tipped back, and I had to bite back the moan that tried to escape between my slightly parted lips.

      The sofa creaked, and my body stiffened.  Bronx pulled back but didn’t let go when Jamie let out a groan.

      Bronx looked at me with a fire burning deep in his eyes.  I let my hand fall away from his bare chest and forced myself to take a step away from him.

      Jamie sat up, his back to us, as he stretched his arms over his head.  He leaned forward and pressed his palms to his eyes.

      “I don’t want this to stop,” Bronx whispered, his breath touching my cheek.  “I’m not sure I can walk away from you right now.”

      My heart pounded at his words.  Maybe things were going too fast.  I didn’t want to walk away from him either, but I wasn’t exactly sure how we ended up where we were.

      Jamie turned around and peered at us through the darkness of the room.  I could see that his eyes were narrowed as he looked at us.

      “Is everything okay?” Jamie said, his voice scratchy.

      “Yeah,” Bronx said.  “Everything is fine.”

      “Thank God.”  Jamie sighed.  “It was just a bad dream.”

      Neither Bronx nor I asked what the dream had been about, and Jamie didn’t tell us.  I didn’t even want to know.

      I could still feel the heat radiating out of Bronx.  Were we standing too close?  I walked over to the window, and my body temperature seemed to drop by ten degrees.

      “Well now that you’re up, I suppose this is as good of a time as any,” Bronx said.

      “For?” Jamie asked.

      Bronx let out a heavy breath.  “To come up with our plan.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Jamie grabbed some snacks from the kitchen and sat down on the sofa.  Bronx stepped up beside me.  It felt like he was too close as he looked down into my eyes.

      “Have a seat,” he said gesturing to the chair.

      I blinked, unable to stop thinking about what it had felt like to have his lips on mine.  He lightly placed his hand on my lower back and guided me toward the chair near the window.  The chair Nick had frequently sat in.

      Nick.

      Dammit.

      I sat down, my back achingly stiff.  My body wouldn’t allow me to relax.

      I swallowed as I turned to look at Bronx, waiting for him to start the conversation.  His eyes were narrowed as he looked out of the window, but then his head dropped before turning to face us.

      Bronx slowly crossed his arms.  “Well,” he said rubbing his hands together, “the first thing we know is that we have to go at night.  We’re going to at least need the element of surprise.”

      “That’s the first thing you want to do, surprise people that have assault rifles,” Jamie said, sarcasm dripping from his tone.

      “Do you have a better idea?” Bronx asked sharply.

      Jamie was still for a long moment before looking away.  “I guess I don’t.”

      I sighed as I combed my fingers through my hair.  My body relaxed only slightly as I drew in a deep breath.

      There was a flash of light on the wall at the corner of the room, and I stood abruptly.

      “Gwen?” Bronx said.  I could feel his eyes on me.

      My breaths quickened, and I started to feel light-headed.  I blinked several times staring at the wall as if I expected to see the light again and have an explanation for it.

      “Are you okay?” Jamie said as he stood.

      “There was a light,” I said pointing a shaky finger at the wall.

      Bronx turned, his wide eyes staring out of the small space at the window.  “Dammit!”

      He dashed to the table and started to pull on his clothing.  I stepped over and looked down at the yard.  The light from their flashlights sparkled on the rippling water as they walked toward the apartment building.

      “What are we going to do?” I said, my heart racing.  There was only one way in and one way out… our options were limited.

      “We could try hiding in another apartment,” Jamie suggested.

      Bronx shook his head.  “That will only work for so long.  Plus, it’s too dark out there, and we don’t know the condition of the other rooms, someone could get hurt.  Shit!” he said between his teeth.  “They’re already inside.”

      “How much time do we have?” I asked as Bronx stepped away and started stuffing the backpacks into the already full closet.

      “Not enough.”  Bronx grabbed me by the shoulders and looked into my eyes.  “Put your shoes on and go hide at the back of your closet.”  His gaze hardened.  “Do not come out no matter what.  Promise?”

      “No, of course not,” I said my eyebrows squeezed together.

      Bronx groaned and gave me a light push toward my room.

      “What are you going to do?” I asked holding my breath when I thought I heard a noise.  It sounded like they were in the stairwell, but I was only guessing.

      Bronx patted his knife and raised a brow.  “I’ll be waiting for them.”

      “That isn’t going to help you,” I said feeling the moisture leave my mouth.

      Bronx placed his hand on Jamie’s shoulder.  “Find somewhere to hide.”

      Jamie nodded and grabbed the blanket he’d been using.  He curled up behind the chair pulling the blanket over himself.  In the darkness, he practically disappeared.

      Bronx grabbed my hand and dragged me through the apartment, picking up my shoes that were still probably wet as we walked by.

      “The candles!” I said.  Even though they weren’t lit, having them out was a big neon sign.

      “I’ll take care of it,” Bronx said opening the closet door in my bedroom.  He kissed me hard, but it only lasted a second.  “Do not come out.”

      Bronx soundlessly closed the closet door and walked away.  I heard a few noises like he was moving things… hiding things… and then complete silence.  All I could hear was the sounds of my breathing and my quickened heartbeat.

      Random thoughts zipped through my head.  Maybe it was my life flashing before my eyes.  A memory of Nick and I playing with play-doh as kids popped in with a blink.  My mom smiling at me as she rocked in her chair during her soap opera.  But all the memories poofed away when I heard the men at the door.

      They were here.

      We were screwed.
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      The knob squeaked and rattled as they tried to get in.  There were a few mumbles before something slammed hard into the door.  I shuddered and covered my mouth.

      My closet was pitch black.  I couldn’t see anything, but I could feel my clothing hanging all around me.

      Shivers ran through my body.  Even though I knew I was alone in the closet, it didn’t feel that way.  It felt like there were hands inches from touching me.  Eyes that I knew were really there stared at me… mouths of the invisible hanging agape.

      It took the men several tries, but it wasn’t long before I heard the cheap wooden door crack.  They were talking to one another, but their voices were muffled by what I could only assume was their masks… and of course my closet door.

      “This is the one,” one of the men said, at least that’s what I thought he said.

      I could hear them moving around my apartment, not even trying to be quiet.  They’d come right to my room.  Had they known we were here?

      “Looks like they’re gone,” a different man said.  He was close.  And when his light flashed under the closet door, I knew he was really close.  “Bedroom’s empty.”

      “They’re not gone,” the first man said.  My blood ran cold as something slammed down hard.  “Trash is full.”

      “That don’t mean anything,” the third man said.

      The first man chuckled.  “Maybe not but I don’t think they would have left all this water behind, do you?”  He slammed the refrigerator door closed, and for a second I thought my heart had stopped.  “Not to mention their fear smells stronger than the trash.  They want to play hide and seek with us.”

      “Come out, come out wherever you are,” one of the men said, and the other two laughed.

      There was a scuffle nearby… the bathroom?  Then a stream of curses.

      “Here’s one, dad,” one of the men said.

      “Told you not to call me that.”

      “Shit sorry, boss,” the man said.  “This one was doing a shitty job hiding in the bathroom.”

      Bronx.  It had to be Bronx.  My stomach started to swirl so wildly I was afraid something was going to come up.

      “Tie him up,” the one I now knew was the dad said.  “How many more of you are there in here?”

      “It’s just me,” Bronx said, the tone of his voice rough and filled with anger.

      “That’s not what she said,” one of the men said.

      There was a loud slapping noise… it sounded as if something had been hit.  My eyes widened as I placed my hand over my mouth.

      “Relax your muscles,” the one they’d called dad shouted.

      “They are,” Bronx spat.

      The floorboards in my room started to squeak, and I froze.  If the other two men were talking to Bronx, I couldn’t hear it.  The only thing I could hear was the noises of a stranger walking through my room.

      From time to time the light touched the cracks of the door.  I wasn’t sure if the clothing and random items in front of me hid me well enough from view.

      “Ah ha!” the man said, but when the door didn’t open, and my bed springs squeaked, I realized he was looking under the blankets.  “Oooookay,” he sang, his voice was low but squeaking with excitement, “I know you’re in here.”

      The closet door jerked open and the light shined into the closet.  I caught a glimpse of the round clear lenses of his gas mask that mostly hid his eyes.  It didn’t seem as though he saw me.

      I pressed my hand down harder against my mouth when he shifted the clothing to my left to the side.

      “Boo!” he said, but clearly, he hadn’t found me.  The light from his flashlight lit up his dripping-wet, mud-covered shoes.  The man took a step back leaving a footprint on the carpet.  He started to close the door, but before it clicked closed, he abruptly pulled it open wider and pushed the clothing in front of my face to the side.  “Peek-a-boo!”

      “No!” I said taking a step back, but the wall stopped me from escaping.  The barrel of his gun was pointed at my nose from just inches away.

      “Out!” he said, but when I didn’t move, he raised his voice.  “Get!  Out!”

      I stepped out, wrapping my arms around myself.  Every inch of my body trembled, and I wasn’t sure if I was hiding it.

      “Found another,” the guy behind me said poking the gun in my back.

      “Well tie her up,” the one they called dad said.

      The third guy grabbed a chair from the table and set it next to where Bronx was.  Every so often the light from their flashlights skimmed across his face.  I could see the worry in his eyes, but his face was filled with anger.

      “If you hurt her,” Bronx growled.

      “Shut up,” the dad said raising his gun.  He flashed his light at Bronx and then at me just as his sons finished tying me to my chair.  “Any more of you hiding in here?”

      I shook my head.  “It’s just us.”

      He studied my face.  I did everything I could to hold it in place because I knew that Jamie was still hiding under the blanket behind the chair.  And he might be our only chance at making it out alive.

      “I thought she said there were three?” one of the men said.

      “He left,” Bronx said.  “He went out looking for our friends and never came back.”

      “We looked everywhere, boss.  I think he’s telling the truth,” the taller of the two men said.

      The dad cocked his head to the side.  “Let’s be safe.  Check everything again.”

      The dad pulled up a chair and sat several feet in front of Bronx and me.  He crossed his legs and rested his gun across his lap.

      “So, we’re going to have a little chat before I drag your asses out of here.”  There was enough light that I could see the man pull out a pack of cigarettes from the front pocket of his coat.  He tapped one out and placed the tip just inside his mouth.  He clicked the lighter, and the end glowed in the darkness, lighting his face when he inhaled.  “Tell me what you know about the red sky.”

      Bronx looked over at me and our eyes locked.  His eyes were about as wide as mine felt.

      “You tell us,” Bronx said shaking his head.

      The man chuckled as his sons walked around and stood behind him holding their guns across their chest.  He pointed to his gas mask.

      “We have to wear these, you don’t.  I think you know more than you’re letting on,” the man said.  “It took a while to get your friends to talk, and now one of them is dead.  Hopefully, you two won’t be as difficult.”

      Dead?  Nick?

      “We aren’t going to be difficult,” Bronx said his shoulders rising up toward his ears.  “We don’t know anything.”

      “Your friend told us about you, and about this place.  They withstood a lot before she broke down,” the man said uncrossing his legs and leaning forward.  “I should warn you, it’s been a rough few days, and I’m not feeling very kind tonight.”

      I swallowed hard.  Had Blair talked?  Maggie?

      “What did she tell you?” I said softly.

      “You tell me first what you know.”

      I bit my lip.  “I woke up, and the sky was red, that’s all I know.”

      “Bull shit.”  The man stood and took two steps until he was standing directly in front of Bronx.  “How are you able to breathe the air?  Everyone else got sick.  Did they give you a shot?  Some kind of vaccine?”

      Oh my god.  The guy was insane.  We were in more trouble than I’d even realized.

      “I didn’t get a shot.”  My head was shaking from side to side vigorously.

      “Me either,” Bronx said.  “We’re just as in the dark as you are about all of this.”

      The man laughed but stopped abruptly.  Darkness filled his eyes as he raised his fist and threw into the side of Bronx’s face.

      Bronx’s head drooped down and rocked slicked before he straightened himself.  The man put his flashlight several inches from Bronx’s face.  Blood trickled out of a small cut on the side of his lip as he narrowed his eyes to avoid the light.

      “Lies,” the man said.

      What had either Blair or Maggie told the men?

      Bronx’s jaw stiffened.  The man pulled the light back quickly, and I couldn’t see Bronx’s face any longer, but I could hear his groan.

      “Okay, I can see we’re going to have to do this the hard way,” the man said placing his hands on his hips.  “So, everyone got sick at the same time, the sky was red, my family,” he said clearing his throat.  It looked like he’d wished he would have chosen his words better.  “My people had to wear these masks, so we didn’t get sick.  Thank goodness we were prepared.  But here’s the weird thing, there are people out there like you and your friends, that didn’t get sick and die.”

      “I got sick,” I said.

      The man stared at me hard.  He raised his hand and slapped me across the face.

      I closed my eyes.  Through the prickles of where I’d been hit I could hear Bronx’s chair moving across the floor.

      “I’ll kill you!” Bronx spat.  “What kind of man raises his hand to a woman?  Tied up no less.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the man raise his foot.  He threw enough force behind the kick to Bronx’s face that it knocked the whole chair backward.

      “Bronx!” I shouted!

      “Bronx?  What the fuck kind of name is that?” the man said looking over his shoulder at one of his sons.  They both laughed as if cued.  “I can see these stupid fuckers aren’t going to talk.  We’ll have to do to them what we did to their friends.”

      The man walked over to Bronx while one of his sons turned my chair.  He grabbed my head and forced me to look down at them while the other pointed his flashlight at them.

      “Leave him alone,” I cried, but that just made them laugh more.

      The man placed his foot on Bronx’s head and pushed it down flat against the ground.  He turned up to me, and all I could see was blackness in his eyes.

      “Are you going to talk or am I going to have to crush his skull?” the dad asked.

      “What do you want to know?” I said trying to sound as though I was going to cooperate.  The only problem was I had no idea what to say, and I was afraid that no matter what I said, it would be the wrong thing.  I now understood why either Blair or Maggie had talked.

      “I want to know what they gave you… the vaccine or the antidote or whatever it was,” the man said.

      I shook my head trying to stop the tear that leaked out of the corner of my eye.  “There was no drug.  We all got sick!”

      Bronx gritted his teeth as the man pushed down harder.

      “Are you sure about that?” the man asked.

      “Okay, okay!  Stop!  There was a medication,” I screamed.

      “I knew it!” the man said lifting his foot only slightly.  “Did you work for whoever was behind this?”

      I shook my head, but then his grimace quickly changed it to a nod.  My stomach was in knots.

      “Do you have the drug here?” the man asked.

      I had to do whatever I could to get him to release Bronx.

      “Yes!” I said shaking as I noticed Jamie’s wide eye peeking out from behind the blanket.  He was less than four feet away from Bronx and the man.  “It’s in the bathroom.  Let me show you.”

      Jamie’s eye widened further.

      “Where is it?” the man asked.

      “Take me into the bathroom, and I’ll get it for you,” I said.

      “You think I was born yesterday?” the man said.  “Describe it.”

      I tried to think of what I had in my medicine cabinet that wouldn’t obviously be pain medication.  The only thing I could think of was what I’d been prescribed after my mom died.

      “It’s the only one in there.  Brown bottle.  White top,” I said between sharp breaths.  The second the man saw the drug listed on the label he’d slam his foot down on Bronx’s head.

      I had to do something.  And fast.
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      The man that had been standing behind me walked away and into the bathroom.  I could hear him moving things around in my medicine cabinet.

      “Brown bottle,” I shouted and both the man and his son turned to look at me.  Both of their guns were down, but it looked like Bronx was about to lose consciousness.

      “All I see is headache medicine, and that same anti-depressant mom has,” the son called out.

      Shit.

      I forced a smile, but the dad was glaring at me.  He jerked his head, and his son took a step forward and aimed his gun at the side of my head.

      “It’s in there,” I said holding my smile.  “Unless my brother stole it when he was here.”

      The two men exchanged a glance.

      “She’s lying,” the dad said jerking his chin again.

      His son lowered his gun and grinned before slamming his closed fist into my face near my eye.  Pain pounded through my skull giving me an instant headache and blurring the vision in my left eye.

      I winced just as Jamie launched himself out of his hiding spot and into the man in charge.  They fell to the ground, rolling and rocking as Jamie tried to get on top.

      “Shoot him!” the man yelled.

      I kicked my leg up knocking the gun out of his son’s hands.

      “Bitch!” the son said bending down to pick up the gun.  I kicked him as hard as I could with both of my legs.

      “Stop!” the other son shouted as he stepped out of the bathroom.  His gun pointed at Jamie.  Before I could raise my foot again, the other son had his gun back against the side of my head.

      I couldn’t tell if Bronx was conscious or not.  The darkness and my blurred vision was making it even harder to see even with the occasional flashes of light from their flashlights.

      “Okay, okay!” Jamie said climbing off of the dad.

      “Kill him!” the dad screeched backing away.  His gun wasn’t in his hand.  “Kill them they’re all liars!  They’re contaminated!  He touched me!  He was on top of me!  Kill them!”

      My eyes scanned the floor looking for the gun.  Not that I could do anything about it with my hands tied up… and even if I could find it, I wouldn’t have any idea how to use it.

      “Let me think!” the son that had come out of the bathroom said.  His gun inching closer to the space between Jamie’s eyes.

      His finger trembled.

      “Pull it Danny!” his brother said.

      “I haven’t done this before,” Danny said, his voice shaking.

      “And you don’t have to do it now,” Jamie said.

      Danny grimaced, and Jamie held up his hands.

      “Give me your fucking gun, Dan,” the dad demanded.  “Enough of this shit.”

      Just as Dan reached over to hand the gun to his dad, my front door flung open.  Nick was standing there, his face bruised and bloodied.  His shirt and hands were covered in blood.

      Blair was behind him just as bruised and bloodied, she looked smaller.

      Nick was holding a gun just like the ones the men had, but in his right hand, he held his pistol.  Blair was holding her very own gun but kept hers down at her side.

      Nick’s eyes quickly scanned the area.  He didn’t hesitate to put a bullet into the man at my side.  Blood splattered onto my face, and the guy dropped to the floor.

      “No!” dad cried out.

      Before he could pull the gun away from his other son, another bullet ripped through the air.  Blood pooled out of the hole in the dad’s forehead.

      “Don’t shoot!  Please!” Danny said stepping back toward the bathroom with his hands in the air.

      Nick stared at him.

      “Are you the one that shot my friend?” Nick asked.

      “No,” Danny answered quickly.  “That was Ron.  I’ve never even killed a fly.  At least not on purpose.”

      “Untie them,” Nick said over his shoulder.

      Blair’s entire body seemed to shake as she stepped into the apartment.  She pulled one of the steak knives out of the drawer and walked over to me, looking into my eyes for a second before she started sawing at the rope.

      “Jamie, pick up the guns… bring them to me,” Nick ordered, and Jamie promptly obeyed.  “Is he okay?”

      Jamie shook his head.

      I stood as the rope fell away, rubbing my wrists as I walked over to Bronx and dropped to my knees.

      “Bronx?” I said shaking him.

      He groaned.  “Yeah.”

      “He’s alive,” I said over my shoulder, and Nick slammed the door shut and locked it.

      “Use that rope, and tie up our new friend, Danny boy here,” Nick said.

      Danny’s eyebrows drooped.  “What are you going to do to me?  Whose blood is that on your shirt?”

      “Your mom’s,” Nick said curling his lip up at one end.  “And this, over here,” Nick said pointing at the other side of his shirt, “is your sister’s.”

      Danny’s shoulders started to shake, and his head fell down.  He didn’t struggle as Jamie and Blair tied him to the chair.

      I was working my fingers quickly to untie Bronx.  Nick knelt down beside me with the steak knife in hand.

      “Let me,” he said quickly sawing Bronx free.

      I wrapped my arms around Bronx’s weak body and tried to lift him.  I sniffed, and Nick placed his hand on my shoulder for a moment before helping me get Bronx to the sofa.

      “I’m okay,” Bronx said sounding intoxicated.  He waved his hands at us as he rested his head back.  “The room is spinning.”

      The flashlights strewn about gave enough light that I could see Nick was staring at me.

      “Are you okay?” Nick asked after a long moment.  His fingertips moved up toward my eye, but he quickly pulled them back.

      “Yeah, I’m okay.”

      “My head is killing me,” Bronx said.

      “That’s because he was standing on it,” I said resting my hand on his thigh.  I looked back at Nick.  “What happened out there?”

      Nick shook his head.  “Nothing good.  They killed Maggie.  Crazy fucking family.”

      Blair walked over to the chair.  Her body moved stiffly… awkwardly as she lowered herself down.

      “They tortured us,” Nick said, and Blair looked away.  Nick looked over at Danny.  “The stupid fucks thought we were somehow involved in all this.  Demanded we tell them what was going on.”

      “I’m sorry I told them about you,” Blair said.  “They were going to kill Nick.  I couldn’t have his blood on my hands too.”

      Blair looked down at the blood on her hands.  The blood that belonged to the crazy family, but something told me she wasn’t seeing their blood, she was seeing Maggie’s.

      “It’s not your fault,” I said.

      “I should have lied,” Blair said shaking her head.  “But they were going to kill us both if they came back empty-handed.  I needed to buy us some time.”

      “Bronx went out there… he saw where you were being held,” I said.

      Nick looked over at Bronx seemingly impressed.  Bronx’s eyes were a little wider, and he seemed to be coming back from wherever he’d gone.

      “How did you get free?” I asked.

      “With the three of them gone, it wasn’t too hard.  The other times they left we didn’t know when they’d be back, we had to hope that this time we had more time.”  Nick said scratching the back of his neck.  “We were tied up just like you.”

      Nick held up his hands, and even in the darkness I could see the raw, cut up flesh.

      “Blair managed to wiggle free a day or two ago after they… they…,” Nick’s said his words fading.

      “After they beat me,” Blair said.  “They didn’t tie me up very good.”  Her chin jerked toward Danny.  “He’s not very good at tying.”

      Danny sniffed hard.  His cheeks were red and tear-streaked.  “I’m not good at anything.  If you hadn’t murdered my dad, he would have told you that himself.”

      “After she got me free, we did what we had to do to get back here,” Nick said, pressing his lips tightly together.

      “I’m glad you’re back,” I said.  If he hadn’t come back when he did, Bronx, Jamie, and I would probably be the ones lying on the floor… dead.

      “I’m glad to be back,” Nick said with a small smile.  He stood and slapped his palms on his thighs.  “I’m starving.”

      I stood and waved my hand at him.  “Sit, let me get you something.”

      “If you insist.”  Nick shrugged and sat back down.

      “Can I get you anything, Blair?” I turned to her.  She still seemed to be shaking.

      “Sure.”  Her head turned to the side.  “But what are we going to do about him?”

      I shook my head and turned back to Nick.  I didn’t even know what to do about the dead bodies on my apartment floor.  It sort of felt as though I was in a dream… rather, a nightmare.

      “Oh God,” Danny said.  “Please don’t kill me.”

      “I promise nothing,” Nick said.  “I’ll have to sleep on it.”

      When I stepped into the kitchen, I couldn’t help but look over my shoulder to make sure someone wasn’t standing behind me with a gun pointed at the back of my head.  I jumped when Jamie stepped up next to me.

      He reached his hand up and lightly touched the skin just under my eye.  “It’s swelling.”

      “I can’t see clearly out of it,” I said repeatedly blinking as if that would help.

      “I should have acted faster,” Jamie said letting his hand fall to his side.  “If I would have done something sooner, it wouldn’t have happened.”

      I shook my head.  “You don’t know that maybe something worse would have happened.  Maybe we wouldn’t even be standing here right now.”

      I looked up and noticed there was a touch of light peeking through the curtain.  It would be morning soon.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Danny watching us.  When I turned, he quickly looked away.  He didn’t look like he could have been a day over twenty.

      Poor kid.

      Nick stepped in front of me blocking my view of Danny.  He grabbed the snack bar from my hand and devoured it in two bites.

      “How much food do we have left?” Nick asked.

      “Still what we have in the bags, but not much.”  I crossed my arms.  “I’m sure we can find more in some of the other apartments.”

      “Lots of stuff at Danny’s place.  Well, something to worry about for another day,” Nick said nodding at Jamie.  “Help me move their bodies?”

      Jamie nodded and followed Nick over to the first body.  Danny’s brother.  He lowered his head and started sobbing.

      I watched them as they dragged the body out of the door and into the hallway.  Blair stared at her feet, and Bronx turned, looking at me over his shoulder.  His face was swelling more and more by the minute.

      I turned toward the freezer to grab an ice pack but stopped.  There was no ice.  The only thing I could do to help Bronx was to offer him some pain relievers.

      As I walked toward the bathroom, I noticed the light at the curtain was brighter than it had been.  Bronx followed my gaze and walked over to the window.  He pulled it to the side so I could see the bright sun.

      I smiled, and he smiled back.  The only thing I was going to allow myself to think about was that it was a good sign.  We would figure things out.  We would be okay.
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      It had been several days, and things were still blurry.  When I blinked, for a second, things seemed clear, but they’d quickly blur right back out.

      The swelling in Bronx’s face had mostly subsided, but the bruises were still visible.  Nick and Blair were healing as well… at least physically.

      Blair didn’t talk much.  Mostly she looked as though she was in a perpetual state of shock.  The only time she was animated was when Nick was next to her whispering into her ear.

      It was clear they’d been through hell.  I didn’t ask.  None of us did.  If they wanted to talk, they would in their own time, and maybe I didn’t even want to know.

      The rain had stopped, but some of the flooding remained.  I frequently checked out the window, hoping it would have receded, but it hadn’t.  Debris and the occasional pale body bobbed up and down as the water pulled them around the corner of the apartment.

      Nick and Jamie had scrounged through some of the other apartments and found more food, but our water was running low.  We were going to have to go, but even Nick seemed to want to wait until we had to.  Maybe for Blair.  Maybe for himself.

      I couldn’t blame them for not wanting to go back out there.  The idea was nearly terrifying.  But I couldn’t let myself go there.  I couldn’t let myself think about it.

      Besides, after what had happened, it only made me want to get to my grandma quicker.  If she was still alive.

      “Hey,” Bronx said knocking lightly on my bedroom door.

      “Hi,” I said smiling at him.

      He closed the door slightly as he stepped inside my room.  “Thought you were sleeping.”

      I shook my head and stepped away from the window.  I tried not to frown at the small, nearly healed cut on his lip.

      Until the cuts, scrapes, and bruises were gone, I wouldn’t be able to forget.  Who was I kidding?  I wouldn’t ever be able to forget… the injuries and my blurry vision were a constant reminder.

      “Danny’s been crying to come out,” Bronx said.

      “Again?”

      “Nick let him out.  Set him up near the window,” Bronx said.  “He’s just a kid, but I just couldn’t be in the same room as him… not right now.”

      I swallowed hard as he took a step closer.  He slid his hand around the back of my neck.

      “And I wanted to check on you,” he said, his voice rumbled through my body.  “I hate when you're out of sight.”

      Bronx pulled me closer and pressed his lips to mine.  I kept my eyes closed as he pulled away, not wanting the moment to end.

      “Nick wants to talk to us,” Bronx said letting his hand slide down my arm until he reached my hand.  He entwined his fingers with mine.

      “He’s ready?” I asked.

      “Him and Blair both are.”  Bronx lowered his head, so he was looking directly into my eyes.  “Are you?”

      I chewed my cheek for only a second.  “I am.  You?”

      “Yeah, as ready as I’ll ever be.”  Bronx smiled so wide I worried he’d open the cut on his lip.  “Still don’t know what to do about the kid.”

      “Not much we can do.”  I shrugged.

      “By that you mean…?”

      I narrowed my eyes at him.  “Bringing him with us.”

      “We could just let him go,” Bronx said.

      “Alone?  He’s just a kid,” I said hating that I didn’t want to send him away.  Hating that I cared what happened to him.  “I know I sound crazy after what he and his family did to all of us.”

      Bronx squeezed my hand.  “I’m not sure he did all that much.”

      “He didn’t stop them.  He didn’t speak up.”

      “For all we know, he tried,” Bronx said stepping to the side to peer out the window.  “That bastard probably did everything he could to make sure his sons stayed in line.”

      “You sound just as conflicted as I feel,” I said crossing my arms as I walked toward the door.  I peeked out of the opening into the other room, but I couldn’t see anything.  I couldn’t even hear anything.

      Bronx stepped up next to me and nodded.  “You ready to do this?”

      “I guess.”

      Bronx followed me into the living room.  Nick stood and hauled Danny into the bathroom while he begged him to stop.

      “Please!  Don’t lock me in there again!” he shouted.  “I’m not doing anything wrong!”

      “We just need some privacy,” Nick said before slamming the bathroom door.  He brushed his hands together as if he’d just finished weeding the garden.  “Shall we have a seat?”

      I sat down on the sofa, Bronx was to my left and Jamie to my right.  Blair was curled up in the chair, staring at Nick who was standing in the middle of the room.

      It was strange how we were all sitting in my living room like this again.  Nick leading the conversation.  A lot of things had changed since the last time we’d all been together like this.

      “It’s time to talk about when we leave,” Nick said rubbing his hands together.  “The water is slowly receding.  I measured yesterday, it’s roughly six inches deep, and very likely once we get to higher ground we won’t even have to worry about it.”

      Nick paced one way, and then the other before stopping to face us again.  It seemed like he was trying hard to convince us, but I wasn’t sure that any of us needed convincing.

      “We can double check the packs, and whatever else we need we’ll have to find out there.  Our water supplies are low.  I think it’s time,” Nick said.

      “I think we’re ready,” Bronx said.  “I’m sick of looking at the bloodstained carpet.”

      I nodded.

      Nick turned to Blair.

      “I’m with you,” she said chewing her fingernail as she looked up into his eyes.  “Whatever you want to do.”

      Nick turned to Jamie and Jamie offered him a small nod.

      “Okay,” Nick smiled.  “Tomorrow?  Now?”

      “Tomorrow,” I said.  I wanted just one more night in my bed because I probably wasn’t ever going to see it again.  Was it weird how I was going to miss my bed?

      “Tomorrow,” Nick echoed.  He let out a heavy sigh as he crossed his arms across his chest.  “There is just one more thing we need to talk about.”

      I cocked my head to the side.

      “What’s that?” Jamie asked.

      “Danny,” Bronx said before Nick could respond.

      Nick’s head bobbed up and down as he pointed at Bronx.  “That’s exactly right.  Danny.”

      “I don’t care what happens to Danny,” Blair said.  “I think we should throw Danny out the window.”

      “No!” Danny shouted as the chair thumped against the tiled bathroom floor.

      Nick stormed across the floor and slammed his fist into the bathroom door so hard I thought his hand was going to go right through the wood.

      “You don’t get a vote,” Nick shouted.

      “I should get a vote,” Danny said, his voice mostly muffled by the door.

      I stood up and turned to face Nick.  “He’s just a kid.  He didn’t do anything to us.”  I bit my lip.  “Did he do anything to you?”

      “No,” Nick answered with a stiff jaw.  “But we can’t trust him.”

      “Yes, you can!” Danny shouted.

      Nick rolled his eyes at the door.  “Our other option is to let him go.  Let him fend for himself.”

      “That’s fine,” Blair said as if it had been decided.

      Nick looked at me as if waiting for my call.  The problem was, I didn’t know what call to make.

      “Whatever you decide,” I said.  I exhaled as I looked at Bronx and Jamie.  They both stared up at me wearing the same blank expression.  I narrowed my eyes at them, something a bit too close to a scowl.  “What?”

      “Nothing,” Bronx said shaking his head.

      Jamie looked away.

      I walked across the room and stood in front of Nick.  “You shouldn’t kill him.”

      “Thank you,” Danny said sounding as if he’d been crying.

      “That doesn’t mean I won’t,” Nick said pounding his fist into the door again.

      I leaned closer to Nick and lowered my voice.  “Stop scaring him.”

      “He deserves to be scared.”  I started to walk toward my room, but Nick grabbed my arm.  “You ready for this?”

      I hesitated.  My mouth curled up into a smile.

      “I am,” I said sounding surer about the decision than I ever had about anything in my entire life.  And I was sure.  After a good night’s rest, I was ready to leave this apartment behind.  I was ready to leave the whole city behind.

      I wasn’t excited to walk seventy-five miles to my grandma’s, but we’d get there.  If there was anyone that could do it, it was us.

      We’d gotten through hell, and it was time… it was time to leave it behind.  If there was help out there, eventually they’d find us.  It didn’t matter where we were as long as we were together.
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      I peered out of the window up at the sky.  It was still stained red, but it was fading with each passing day unlike the bloodstains on the carpet of my small apartment.

      It had been several days since Nick had killed the men who were trying to get answers we didn’t have about what was going on outside.  The men that had killed Maggie just hoping to get Nick or Blair to talk.  They’d gotten what they deserved as far as I was concerned.

      The men had been hoping to find a cure… an antidote, something that would save them from the disease spread by the red sky, but they were foolish to think they could find it inside my apartment.  Just because we somehow managed to fight off the illness unlike most of the population didn’t mean we had the answers.  It had just meant that we had gotten lucky.

      Nick and Bronx had gone through our bags countless times making sure we had everything we’d need to walk the seventy-five miles to my grandma’s house in the country.  A destination we hoped to find safety.  No one said it out loud, but I was sure it wasn’t just me that was worried about leaving the apartment after what we’d just gone through with the gas mask wearing men.

      The men’s bodies were gone, but the gas masks were on my counter reminding me constantly of their evil.  At a glance, I could swear that I still saw their eyes staring out at me.

      There had been a sense of safety inside my apartment, but that had been shattered the moment the men had busted their way inside.  Truth was, we were lucky to still be alive.

      Nick, Blair, Jamie, Bronx, and I had to figure out what to do with Danny, the son of the man who’d tried to crush Bronx’s skull.  That was the last thing we had to figure out before we left my apartment behind to embark on our long journey.

      I’d be lying if I said we weren’t putting it off as long as possible.  The journey, not the dealing with Danny.  We were worried about taking that first step outside of the apartment after everything we’d been through.

      We didn’t trust Danny.  Couldn’t trust him.  But he was just a kid, and he was just as scared as the rest of us, maybe even more so.  He didn’t have anyone.  We at least had each other.

      “So, should we take a vote?” Nick asked as he twisted the handle of his pistol in his hand.  He was casually leaning back against the counter where the five guns we’d acquired were lined up.  One from each of Danny’s family members.

      “Please!” Danny begged.  “Don’t kill me.  Please, oh, please don’t kill me.”

      “Dan, Dan, Dan.”  Nick clicked his tongue as he leaned forward.  “Silly boy.  You don’t get a vote.”

      I crossed my arms and let out a heavy sigh.  Nick knew it annoyed me when he tried to scare the poor kid more than he already was.  Maybe he deserved to be scared, but it didn’t feel right.  I was surprised Danny hadn’t pissed himself, and even though we were leaving soon, I didn’t think my carpet needed any more stains.

      “Want to know what I think?” Blair said looking at her fingernails.  She’d pulled her blond hair that looked two shades darker since returning into a tight ponytail.

      “I think we already know your vote,” I muttered.

      Blair didn’t talk much since she’d been back, and when she did speak, it was to say something negative about Danny.  She hated him and didn’t mind making that clear every chance she got.  She still wanted revenge for whatever she’d gone through.  For what she saw Maggie go through.

      “Since we’re leaving,” Nick said taking a step forward, “I’m going to do something I hope I don’t end up regretting.”

      “You won’t,” Danny said with wide, hope-filled eyes.  “Oh, you really, really won’t.”

      Nick tucked his pistol into the back of his waistband and picked up a steak knife off the counter.  He gripped it tightly, keeping it close to the side of Danny’s face.

      Nick reached forward and grabbed the back of Danny’s chair, tipping it forward at a forty-five degree angle.  Danny’s feet moved against the floor trying to regain his footing.  Nick’s face was expressionless as he saw the rope behind Danny’s back.  When it ripped apart, Danny flopped forward falling to the floor at Nick’s feet.

      He quickly scrambled to get to his feet glancing at Nick repeatedly as he walked to the door.  Danny’s eyes darted around the room connecting with each one of us.  He definitely didn’t trust us not to change our minds and shoot him in the back.

      “You know how lucky you are, right?” Blair said with a blank expression as she cocked her head to the side.

      “Yes, yes I do.  Thank you,” Danny said backing up closer to the exit.  His body jerked as if he thought someone was sneaking up behind him when his back touched the door.

      Danny wiped at the tears streaming down his cheeks as he turned and opened the door.  He stared at us, looking as though he wanted to say something, but then he turned and ran down the hallway.

      “Bye Dan!” Nick shouted, and it sounded like Danny moved his feet even faster.

      Blair grinned as Jamie closed the door.  Nick crossed the floor to the window and stared down at the pool of water below.  I listened, imagining his every step as he took the stairs down to the first floor, wading through the water, and climbing out of the broken window.

      “He’s going back home,” Nick announced.  “You know,” he said without turning around.  “They have a lot of supplies there.”

      “I’m not going back there,” Blair said almost before Nick had even finished his sentence.

      “Right… right, I know,” Nick said.

      It seemed as though he was trying to forget what they’d gone through.  That was typically how Nick dealt with things, only in the past, he’d taken drugs to aid him in not dealing with things.

      “We should have enough with what we’ve packed anyway,” I said glancing at the bags near the closet.  They were lined up, ready to go… the bags had been ready long before we were.  “And we can probably find more along the way, should we need to.”

      Nick nodded.  His eyes had glossed over.  Either he wished he had some of that powder left or his mind had gone back to what had happened inside that house… thinking about whatever Danny’s family had done to them in search of answers.  Something they still didn’t talk about.

      Nick clapped his hands, and everyone in the room jumped at nearly the exact same moment.  All of us brought back to the present with a sharp thwap.

      “Tomorrow morning’s the day.”  Nick grinned.  “Rest up.  We’re leaving this place no matter what.”

      He looked at me as if he hoped I’d back him up.  I exhaled loudly.  “Yes, no matter what.”

      Over the course of the day, I alternated between napping and eating, as did the others.  We took turns at the window as if we expected something to go wrong at any moment, but nothing did.

      There wasn’t anything out there, at least nothing that I could see.  It was just us, the red-tinged sky, and the water that didn’t seem to be going anywhere even though the sun was shining brightly.

      I didn’t say it to the others, but I didn’t believe help was ever going to come.  If help had been out there, I’m sure they would have found a way to us by now.  There would have been some kind of an attempt to get a message to survivors, a rescue of some kind, but there hadn’t been anything.

      Whatever had happened to the outside world, some kind of chemical attack, an EMP, both… whatever it was, must have been significant.  As I stared out of my bedroom window, I wondered if we’d ever find out exactly how significant the attack was.

      It seemed as though time was moving in fast forward, and before I knew it, the sun was kissing the horizon.  My bedsprings squeaked as I sat down on the edge of my bed.  I twisted my fingers together nervously.

      I needed to get rest, but I wasn’t sure how I was actually going to relax enough to get any.  Each little nerve in my body was jolting like they had little bolts of lightning moving through them.  It felt as though I had enough energy to run all the way to my grandma’s house right at that very moment.

      I laid down and stared at my ceiling.  It was the last time I was going to see the water stained tiles over my bed.  My apartment hadn’t ever been anything special to me, just a place to stay while I figured out my life, but it had felt like my home.  It had, up until recently, felt like my safe place in the world.  Hopefully, I’d feel the same once I reached my grandma’s house.

      Nick and I had spent lots of time there in the summer when we were growing up.  At least a week every year for as long as I could remember.  My mom would bring us there, and we’d spend the days wandering the farm, doing whatever the hell we wanted to, but that was a long time ago.  It almost felt as though it was a story from another person’s life.

      I smiled at myself remembering that it was behind the barn that I had my first kiss.  I’d never told a soul because if I had, my grandma would have fired the slightly older boy who helped out on the farm, and likely his father too.

      For a second, I wondered what had happened to him… where he’d gone, what his life had been like, but then the smile that had been tightening the muscles in my face vanished.  I could make a pretty good guess as to what happened to him.  The same thing that had happened to nearly everyone else.

      I sighed and rolled over onto my side noticing Jamie standing in the doorway.  I pushed myself up abruptly, and he cleared his throat.

      “Sorry,” Jamie said.  “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      “It’s okay,” I said with a smile, wondering how long he’d been standing there.

      “I just wanted to see how you’re….”  His voice faded as he looked over his shoulder into the living room.  “Can I come in?”

      My lips pressed tightly together forming an awkward smile as I nodded.  “Of course.  What’s up?”

      Jamie stepped into the room leaving a small space between the door and the frame as he closed it.  The small amount of light created a stripe that stretched across the floor and up the side of the wall.

      I crossed my arms as Jamie walked over to the window and peered out.  He slowly turned, and the light from the other room made his eyes glow like magical blue orbs.

      “I just wanted to make sure you’re ready for this,” he said shaking his head as if the words hadn’t come out right.  “I mean, it feels weird to be leaving our homes behind with everything that’s going on out there, right?”

      “Yeah, it does,” I said, but it was probably worse for Jamie than it was for me.  He was leaving his home to walk seventy-five miles to an unfamiliar place.  “But there isn’t anything for us here.  Besides, it’s not safe here.  The building could collapse with a strong wind.  We probably shouldn’t have even stayed here as long as we have.”

      Jamie’s head was bobbing up and down, but his eyes were still focused on something outside.  “You’re right… of course, you’re right, but it still feels weird.”

      “I know what you mean,” I said, as Jamie made his way over to the bed.  It squeaked as he sat down next to me.  He turned and looked at me for a long moment before he smiled.  “We’ll be okay.”

      I smiled back.  “Yeah, we will.”

      “I always thought when I left this place it would be because I was able to afford something better.  It was my dream to buy a two-story house with a fenced in pool in the backyard.”

      “Well, we kind of have a pool in the backyard now,” I said trying to lighten the mood even though my attempt at humor kind of made me feel like an ass.

      Jamie was sharing something with me.  He was opening up about his hopes and dreams, and I was making a joke.

      “I’m sorry,” I said wishing I would have said it quicker.

      “No, it’s fine,” he said patting the back of my hand as he stood.  He leaned closer, brushing my hair away from my cheek, and tucking it behind my ear as he placed his lips closer.  “I’ll just have to figure out something else I want.”

      My heart was pounding.  I turned slightly, our faces inches apart.  My lips parted, but before I could whisper his name, he stood.

      “I should let you get some rest,” he said over his shoulder as he walked to the door.  “Good night.”

      “Good night,” I murmured.

      I stared at the door for several minutes waiting for my heart rate to return to normal.  With a heavy breath, I flopped backward onto my mattress and returned to staring at the ceiling.

      In a few hours, the sunlight would filter through the blinds and stripe the walls.  And when it did, we’d be gone.
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      Out of the five of us, I was noticeably the most nervous.  It felt like there was a volcano about to erupt inside my stomach.  I couldn’t even hold my fingers straight.

      I’d slept terribly.  My body already ached, and we hadn’t even stepped outside of my apartment.

      Nick kept looking at me every forty seconds, but he didn’t ask me what was on my mind.  The last thing I wanted was for him to talk to me about my nerves in front of everyone else.  I was trying to appear brave, but no one was probably buying it anyway.

      The others were all calm and ready to go trudging through several inches of water.  I could still remember in the back of my mind exactly how cold the water had been.  I was probably lucky I hadn’t gotten hypothermia when I’d fallen into the icy water over my head.  Hell, maybe I had and just hadn’t realized it at the time.

      No one said much as we slipped our backpacks on.  In a way, it felt very ceremonial, especially when Nick passed us each our own gun.

      “No thanks,” I said holding up my palms as I shook my head.

      “What are we going to do?  Leave it here?” Nick asked, squeezing his eyebrows together as he thrust it toward me.

      “I have no idea how to use that thing and knowing me, I’ll probably end up hurting myself of one of you,” I said with a frown.  “It’s not a good idea.”

      Nick smiled brightly and pushed the gun against my body.  “You’ll be fine, and first chance I get I’ll show everyone who needs to know, how to use them properly.”

      That probably was all of us, with maybe the exception of Bronx.  Not that I had any reason to suspect Bronx knew how to shoot.

      “And in the meantime?” I asked.

      “Just act like you know how to use it,” Nick said adjusting it on my shoulder.  “And how to carry it.”

      I sighed, and Blair rolled her eyes.  I wanted to roll mine right back at her, but there wasn’t much of a point considering she was already looking away.

      “Okay, okay,” I said batting Nick’s hands away as he fussed over the positioning of the gun.

      Bronx grinned but quickly turned away as Nick walked by him and stood in front of the door.  Nick’s shoulders rose and fell with a loud exhale.  His brow shot up and instantly dropped back down.

      “Ready for this?” Nick asked, pulling open the door.

      No one said anything, and it was clear he hadn’t planned on waiting for a response.  Nick stepped into the hallway followed by Blair.  Bronx stood at the door waving Jamie and me forward.

      “We’ll be there in no time,” Bronx said winking as I walked by him.

      When I stepped out into the hall, my feet stopped working.  Jamie bumped into me from behind and cocked his head to the side.  He placed his hand on my shoulder as he looked into my wide, panic-filled eyes.

      “I thought I could do this,” I whispered, but I wasn’t sure it was loud enough for anyone to hear.

      Nick was at the stairwell looking back at us.  His face was scrunched up.  “Coming?”

      My insides swirled, and I wondered if I was getting sick again.  Maybe it hadn’t ever gone away.

      “Gwen?” Bronx said.  My name had floated so softly from his mouth I wasn’t sure I’d heard it at all.

      I turned sharply and my eyes locked onto his.  “Yes?”

      “Everything okay?” he asked.

      I felt dizzy from turning so quickly… or from everything and I was glad Jamie was still holding on to me.

      “Yes,” I said, pressing my hand to my chest.  It felt like I was trapped under the dirty water below, running out of air.

      “Are you sure?” Bronx said with a smile.  “You’re as white as a ghost.”

      I let out a long exhale and closed my eyes.  “Yeah, I didn’t sleep well.  I guess I’m just more tired than I thought.”

      “Maybe we should wait another day,” Bronx said concern thick in the tone of his voice.

      Nick was still staring at us from down the hall.  I shook my head when I noticed him watching.

      “No… no,” I said forcing a smile.  “I’ll be fine.  Just need to get going.”

      Bronx started shaking his head.  I could tell he was seconds away from telling Nick we had to wait.

      “I’m fine.  I promise.”  It felt like there was a twenty-pound weight tied to my foot as I lifted it and took a step away from my apartment.

      My hand slipped down the side of my body and into my pocket.  I was checking to make sure I had my keys even though I wouldn’t ever see my home again.

      When we caught up to Nick and Blair, they started down the stairs.  Every so often, Nick looked over his shoulder, checking to make sure I was still following behind.

      At the bottom of the flight of stairs, the water was still.  The second Nick stepped into the water ripples moved out from around his foot.  I shivered as if I could feel the cold running through my body.

      I hesitated when it was my turn to step down.  Images of what happened the night we went out looking for Nick, Blair, and Maggie.  I’d fallen into the freezing water, and I could still remember how it had felt when every last bit of oxygen left my lungs.

      I needed to get out of my head.  What had happened before was done.  The men were gone.  All we had to do was travel to my grandma’s house and make a few camping stops along the way.  Once we were there, we’d have somewhere that was safe.  Somewhere that had food, and of course, I’d know the status of my grandma.

      My foot touched the water, and it wasn’t as cold as I had remembered.  This wasn’t anything like that night.

      We walked through the empty apartment that had the broken window.  The water was up to my calves, but it was easy enough to walk through although I hated walking in wet shoes.

      Nick and Blair climbed out of the broken window.  I could see Blair’s head moving around as she tried to look in every direction all at the same time.  She was far better at hiding her fears than I was.

      I moved awkwardly through the window with the pack on my back and the gun over my shoulder.  Jamie grabbed my waist and helped me through until my feet were steady on the ground outside.

      “Thanks,” I said as he and Bronx made their way through after me.

      Nick jerked his head toward the parking lot and started walking without a word.  We all followed him, walking single file toward the road that would take us through the city.  It would be the quickest way to get to the highway that would lead us to my grandma’s.

      We were about a block away when I turned and looked back at the apartment building.  The anxiety I’d had was no longer there.  Seeing the broken condition of the building was enough to help me realize how badly we’d needed to leave.  It was almost surprising that the building was even still standing.

      As I turned away, I caught Bronx watching me.  He smiled, but the ghost-white dead body floating behind him drew my attention away.  There wasn’t anything I could do to stop the frown that instantly appeared on my face.

      I turned back around and followed Nick and Blair.  Even with all the debris, bodies, and stink, we were still doing the right thing.

      Nick led the way through the town.  Our feet splashed loudly through the water disturbing all the random things that had been floating aimlessly on the surface.

      The buildings while familiar all looked different.  Windows and doors were broken.  There were stains on the exterior walls where the water levels had once been.  The putrid smells in the air were a dreadful mix of rot and decay.

      It didn’t seem as though there was anyone else around.  The city seemed like a ghost town filled with the ghosts and spirits of those who used to live here.

      We’d only walked about ten minutes but the water levels changed with each block we navigated.  Sometimes it would be up to our ankles and sometimes almost to our knees.  Hopefully, it wouldn’t be too long before we found higher ground and we could walk without trudging through the varying depths of stinky, oily water.

      “Hope it’s not like this the whole way,” Jamie said stepping up next to me.

      “Is that even possible?” I asked.

      He shrugged.  “I wouldn’t have thought it was possible for the sky to turn red.”  Jamie chuckled.  “Hell, I wouldn’t have thought any of this was possible.”

      I looked up when I heard the calls of the birds overhead.  They circled around as if they were looking for somewhere to land.  The small group of black birds eventually decided to land on a nearby roof.  It didn’t seem as if they even noticed we were there, and if they did, they didn’t care.

      “They’re probably looking for food,” Jamie said when he noticed me watching them.

      “Hopefully they aren’t so desperate that they think of us as food,” I said swallowing down the thought.  “I don’t like birds.”

      “Me either,” Jamie said.  “But I’m not really an animal person in general.”

      I turned to him, my mouth dropping open.  “What about kittens?”

      Jamie shrugged.

      “Everyone loves kittens,” I said clicking my tongue.

      “A goldfish,” Jamie said keeping his eyes forward.  “I could probably handle a goldfish.”

      “What if it jumped out of the bowl?” I asked with a wide grin.

      He turned to me.  “They do that?”

      I was about to respond when I heard something moving behind us.  Everyone stopped walking at nearly the same moment.  Nick caught my gaze as he looked behind us.

      “Maybe it was a bird,” Nick said locking eyes for just a second longer than he should have.  Something was up.  Had he seen something?  “Let’s keep moving.”

      We walked less than a block before I heard the noises again.  I quickly turned and looked over my shoulder.

      At first I thought nothing was there, but then I noticed the water.  Several buildings away the water rippled outward from one of the doorways.

      There was no doubt in my mind about what was happening.  We were being followed.
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      Nick stepped out of view, wedging himself between two of the buildings.  We kept walking as if nothing was wrong.

      I was tempted to turn around after we’d walked several blocks to check, but I fought the urge with everything I had.  If anything had happened to Nick, he would have alerted us somehow, or perhaps we’d have heard his gun go off.

      I followed close behind Blair.  It wasn’t long before I heard several loud splashes.

      When I turned, Nick was pushing someone against the wall of the dirty brick building they were next to.  The guy was squirming to get free, but Nick was stronger without even utilizing the intimidating power of his gun.

      I blinked twice before realizing who Nick had up against the wall.

      “Please!” Danny cried out.

      Nick turned for a second in our direction before yanking Danny along.  Danny’s feet dragged through the water as Nick pulled him closer to the group.

      “Look who I found,” Nick said between his teeth.  “And he’s fresh out of get out of jail free cards.”

      “Come on, man,” Danny begged.  “I’m sorry!  I’m sorry!”

      Nick threw him backward roughly.  Danny stumbled and fell backward, landing on his butt in the water.

      “What do you think you’re doing?  Why are you following us?” Nick asked pointing his finger at Danny as if he were threatening him with a knife.  “I mean you have to be pretty stupid to follow us all things considered.”

      “I’m not stupid.  I’m scared,” Danny said with wide eyes.  His eyes shifted as he looked at each one of us.  Danny’s voice softened.  “I don’t have anyone else.  My family is dead.”

      Nick’s jaw stiffened but the longer he stared at Danny, the more relaxed it became.  I wondered if he was seeing the young man I was seeing.  A defeated, helpless soul that looked as though he felt dreadfully alone.

      And if there was one thing that would make everything that was happening to all of us any worse, it would be to navigate all alone.

      “I hate you for what you did to my family,” Danny said, and Blair practically growled at him.  “Not that they didn’t deserve it, but they were my family.”  He sniffed.  “How am I supposed to make it on my own?”

      “Just go back to your house and wait for help,” Nick said sounding somewhat fatherly in his tone.

      “We both know help isn’t coming,” Danny said, looking up at Nick.

      Blair shifted her weight from one foot to the other.  “Do we know that?”

      I narrowed my eyes at her.  Did she suddenly have hope that we’d be rescued?  Maybe she always had.

      I shook my head mostly to clear it of all my thoughts.  Danny met my gaze.

      “I think you guys owe it to me,” Danny said.

      Nick laughed.  “Owe what to you?”

      “Letting me come with you.”  Danny shrugged as he looked away.

      “We don’t owe you anything,” Nick spat.

      Danny tried to pull his shoulders back to look tough, but they quickly sagged and his head lowered.  His shoulders shook as he sobbed uncontrollably.

      “I just don’t want to be alone,” Danny said not even bothering to hide his tears.  “Please, I’m so scared.”

      “Did you even have time to be scared?” Nick said with a sneer.  “We weren’t apart for all that long.”

      “You can try all you want to make me look pathetic—”

      “I don’t really even need to try,” Nick mumbled.  “You do that just fine yourself.”

      Danny sniffed.  “That’s right, you don’t.  And I don’t even care.  I’ll do anything you want, just please let me come with you.”

      “You know why we can’t do that,” Nick said looking around the area.  Danny’s loudness was making him uncomfortable.

      “If you leave me, I’ll just follow you again,” Danny said gulping down his emotions as best as he could.

      Nick walked back and forth in front of Danny causing small waves to splash against his middle.  I chewed my cheek, tempted to say something.  But then Nick stopped.

      “Well, I guess we’ll just have to do what we were going to do originally,” Nick said pulling out his gun.  “I guess we’re going to have to kill you after all.”

      “Fine!” Danny shouted as he got to his feet.  “Do it then,” he screamed in Nick’s face.  “Let’s get it over with once and for all!”

      Nick pressed the barrel of his gun to Danny’s forehead.  He was calling his bluff.

      “Oh, God,” Danny whimpered.

      “Ready, Danny boy?” Nick said between his teeth.  “You really ready to go see your family?”

      Danny started crying harder, and it made Nick laugh.  I couldn’t stand there and watch him torture Danny, and I definitely couldn’t stand there and let him shoot the poor guy in the head.

      “Nick,” I said softly.  He jerked his head to the side as if only remembering I was there at that very moment.

      “What?” Nick growled.

      I tried to find the words, but all I could do was shake my head.  There was a distant look in his eyes, and after a moment he lowered the gun.

      “Maybe we should just let him come with us,” I said forcing myself to keep my eyes locked with his.

      “Are you kidding?” Blair said throwing her hands into the air.

      “I’m not,” I said without looking away from Nick.  “You both said Danny never did anything to either of you.”

      Blair took a step forward.  “He didn’t stop them either.”

      I wanted to remind her that she was the one that gave away the information that led the gas mask wearing men right to us, but I couldn’t.  We all would have done the same in her shoes after what they’d done to them.  And after seeing what they’d done to Maggie.

      “I’m sure he was afraid,” I said, and Danny was nodding vigorously.  “I’ll bet you can understand that because I sure as hell can and I didn’t go through anywhere near what you both endured.”

      “You’re putting words into his mouth,” Blair huffed as she crossed her arms.

      “She said it, but it’s true,” Danny said finally wiping at his tears with the back of his hand.  “I’ve been afraid of my dad since I was five, probably even earlier.”  Danny shook his head.  “That wasn’t even our house.  It was a buddy of my dad’s.  That morning when the sky was red, we drove there… my dad knew he had supplies.”

      Nick turned his back to Danny.

      “The car stopped working,” Danny continued.  “We put on the masks and walked the rest of the way.  When we got there, my dad’s buddy was sick… he sped up the inevitable.”

      “Jesus Christ,” Nick said, turning back to Danny.  He was inches from his face.  “Your dad was a lunatic.”

      Danny’s head bobbed up and down.  “The red sky pushed him over the edge.”

      “You should have pulled his mask off,” Blair muttered.

      “Maybe I should have,” Danny said with a shrug, but after a moment the tears started back up.  He looked at Blair with eyes redder than the sky.  “He was my dad.”

      I grabbed Nick’s arm and turned him toward me.  It took a minute for the words to find their way out, but I was sure the look in my eyes had already convinced him to let Danny tag along.

      “No one should be alone in this,” I said.  “He shouldn’t be punished for what his dad did.”

      “And his brother,” Blair muttered.

      “Who’s going to watch him?  What’s he going to eat?” Nick asked.

      “I will,” I said narrowing my eyes.  We had enough, and we could easily find more.  “I’ll share until we find more.”

      Blair sighed loudly.  “We aren’t really going to allow this are we?”

      Nick looked at her for a long moment before turning back to me.  He raked his fingers through his messy hair.

      “I guess it’s your lucky day,” Nick said staring into Danny’s eyes.  “Don’t make me regret this, because next time I won’t hesitate to pull that trigger.”

      “I won’t.  You won’t regret it.  I promise,” Danny said.  “If there is anything I can do to help out, just let me know.”

      “You can help by staying out of the way,” Nick said bumping him with his shoulder as he walked past.

      Blair walked quickly to catch up with him.  She didn’t even bother to lower her voice.  “Are you really allowing this?”

      “For now,” Nick said.

      “I don’t like it,” Blair said flashing a sneer over her shoulder in Danny’s direction.  It didn’t seem as if he noticed, and if he had, he probably would have ignored it anyway.

      We started back on our journey through the city, and Danny stepped up next to me.  He flashed me an apprehensive but thankful smile.

      “Thanks for letting me come along,” Danny said.  “He would have killed me if it weren’t for you.”

      “Nah,” I said pressing my lips together.  I wanted to tell him that Nick’s bark was worse than his bite, but decided not to.  Perhaps Danny fearing Nick would be a good thing.

      “Well, thanks for speaking up.  I appreciate it,” Danny said.  “It’s scary out there by yourself.  It feels like everything is haunted.  I barely slept.”

      I nodded.  Sadly, I could relate.  Both to the lack of sleeping and the feeling of the ghosts that haunted the city.

      But after everything, I still didn’t want to have a conversation with Danny.  Just because I didn’t want Nick to kill him, didn’t mean I wanted to be friendly with him either.

      We’d made it through downtown and nothing had changed.  The city was a disaster, and there was no end in sight.

      To our left was a large flooded parking lot in front of a grocery store I’d stopped at once or twice after work in what had felt like a past life.

      There were abandoned cars and rusting carts scattered about the lot.  Trees were broken at the base of their trunks, laying on their side blocking the way toward the entrance.

      “Maybe we should just keep going,” Blair said.

      “There could be more inside that we could use, not to mention we save our supplies if we have our lunch inside,” Nick said with a half-shrug.  He elbowed Blair lightly and flashed her a smile that made her bat her eyelashes.  “We’ll be quick.”

      “Okay,” she said.  Blair would have done anything my brother asked, and it made me want to puke.

      Jamie nudged me and leaned in close.  “Are you sure you two are related?”

      “As sure as I can be without a DNA test,” I said.

      We made our way through the thick branches and soggy leaves, squeezing our way between the broken doors.  Empty plastic bags floated around our feet.

      Other than the flooding, the store was in fairly good condition.  The shelving units were all in their places, some of which were still stocked with goods.

      “Looks like someone else got here first,” Nick said.

      “Yeah, but they couldn’t take it all,” Bronx said raising a brow.

      “Maybe they’ll come back for it,” Blair said twisting her fingers as she looked anxiously over her shoulder.

      Nick cocked his head to the side.  “Maybe they’re long gone.  Packed up.  Moved on, just like we’re going to do.”  Nick looked at Danny.  “Perhaps you should see if you can find your own bag.  Get your own things.”

      “Okay,” Danny said drawing out the word.  He wasn’t sure if Nick was being serious or if it was some kind of trick.

      Nick turned to face us and raised his arms up.  “Well?  What are you all waiting for?  Let’s go shopping.”
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      We walked up and down the aisles together.  Nick and Blair were several feet ahead of us, looking at things on the shelves as if they were really shopping.

      Blair grabbed a bottle of shampoo and shoved it into the already tightly packed bag.  She probably already had a bottle or two stuffed inside.

      “Maybe you should grab one,” Blair said jerking her chin toward the shelf.  “That’s the expensive kind.  Works amazingly.”

      I swallowed hard and bit my tongue.  Having silky hair full of body was probably the absolute last thing I was worried about.

      We walked up and down the rows, some of the items looked as though they hadn’t been touched, and other items were completely out of stock.  Medicine was gone.  Feminine products and toilet paper, each only a few packages left.  It appeared as though all of the meat products had been removed.  Nothing had been left behind to rot.

      “That’s weird,” I said stopping to stare at the empty cases and freezers.  Jamie stopped, but the others kept walking.

      “What?” Jamie said looking into my eyes.  Bronx glanced at us over his shoulder but kept following Nick.

      “Why would anyone bother to remove the meat from the store?” I asked.

      Jamie shrugged.  “Maybe people ate it before it went bad.”

      “All of it?  I guess maybe it’s possible, but we haven’t seen that many people.”  I shook my head.  It didn’t make sense.  “That would have been a lot of meat for just a few people.  Some of it would have spoiled before they got to it.”

      Waves splashed up around my legs.  Nick and the others had already turned to go down one of the aisles.

      “We should probably catch up,” Jamie said lightly touching my hair.  His fingertip brushed against my cheek sending a shiver down my spine.

      I pressed my lips together and drew in a short breath.  “We should.”

      Bronx stepped out from one of the aisles, and I reflexively took a step back.  He whistled and curled his fingers for us to join them.

      I turned away from Jamie and walked over to join the others.  The water splashing behind me let me know that Jamie was right behind me.

      “We found lunch,” Bronx said avoiding my eyes as I neared.  I was almost certain his eyes were focused on Jamie.  “We should probably stick together.”

      Blair and Nick were already digging into the boxes by the time we joined them.  Danny was holding a box turning it in his hands as if he was trying to figure out if he should spend money on it.

      “It’s free today,” I said smiling at him.

      Danny chuckled.  “Right.  Hard to get used to.  I always had to ask permission for things I wanted from the store from my parents.”  He shook his head.  “They never let us have anything like this.”

      “All the more reason to have it now,” Bronx said slapping him on the back so hard his whole body jerked forward.  “How old are you anyway?”

      “Nineteen,” Danny said pulling his shoulders back.

      Bronx narrowed his eyes.  “And you had to ask permission every time you wanted to get something from the store?”

      “My parents were strict,” Danny said with a shrug.

      “And crazy,” Nick added.  Nick eyed Danny for a long moment while he put some trail mix into his mouth.  “You are just a boy.”

      He hadn’t meant it as an insult even though it may have sounded that way to Danny based on his pinched expression.  But to me, it sounded more like a realization… something he hadn’t seen until that very moment.

      Everything was quiet except for the occasional package being opened.  We were having our fill since nothing we were eating was from our packs.  We’d even found a couple of long skinny bottles of water still on the shelves.  Perhaps no one had taken them because they were lightly flavored with cucumber.

      After Nick finished, he walked up and down the aisle as if patrolling the area.  Or maybe he was just anxious to get back on the road.  After all, we hadn’t covered much ground in the time we’d left my apartment.

      Walking through the water and with waterlogged shoes wasn’t all that easy.  In fact, I was pretty sure I was getting a blister at the back of my heel where the back of my shoe was rubbing against my socked foot.  But it wasn’t like I could let that stop me.  There wasn’t anything that I could let stop me.

      “I need to use the restroom,” Blair announced turning to me as if she expected me to join her.

      “Not alone,” Nick said shaking his head.

      Blair raised her eyebrow and looked away from me.  She was obviously much happier with Nick as her escort which was perfectly fine with me.

      “I’m going to go too,” Danny said.

      “Me too,” Jamie said.

      Nick and Bronx exchanged a glance and Bronx nodded just before his eyes settled on me.  I was about to tell Nick I didn’t need a babysitter but he’d already turned away.

      Bronx leaned back against the shelving unit and crossed his arms.  The second the others were out of earshot, he opened his mouth.

      “What was going on back there?” he asked.  “I felt like I was interrupting something.”

      “Oh, nothing.”  I looked away from him.  “I was just telling him how odd it was that all the meat was gone.  Like everything… all gone.”

      Bronx’s head bobbed up and down.  “I see.”  His eyes narrowed for a moment, and I wondered if he was going to question me further about Jamie.  I didn’t even know what I’d tell him.  “Is everything okay with us?”

      I gulped.

      “What?  Of course it is.  Why wouldn’t it be?” I asked.

      Bronx took a step closer.  “I thought there was something between us.”

      Heat pulsed through my veins so fast my fingers tingled.  My body’s reaction was a clear indication that there was definitely something between us.  But I’d be lying if I said my body didn’t have the same reaction with Jamie.

      Bronx was different.  He wasn’t going to sit back and wait.  He’d take what he wanted and probably move on quickly if the feelings weren’t reciprocated.

      Jamie was wishy-washy.  I didn’t have any idea what he wanted, and I was pretty sure he didn’t either.

      “Things are weird,” I said wanting to smack myself.  What the hell kind of response was that?  “I mean, with traveling and all of us together.”

      “I see,” Bronx said, and I didn’t think that he did.  It looked as though he’d been punched in the gut.  “You want space.”

      I shook my head, but before I could say anything more, my brother and the others were standing at the end of the aisle watching us.

      “Time to go,” Nick said.

      Bronx jerked his thumb toward them.  His jaw was stiff, and he was refusing to look me in the eye.

      I didn’t know what I was doing.  I should have been telling him how I felt.  Explained.  He deserved someone better than me, and so did Jamie.  Neither of them needed someone like me to bring them down.  Not in a world like this.

      Ever since I lost my mom, I wasn’t the same person.  It was traumatic.  Life changing, and not in the good way.  There wasn’t enough of my heart left.  It couldn’t endure any more breaks.  I wasn’t even sure it could handle a slight crack in its current condition.

      At some point, I’d have to explain to both Jamie and Bronx that things would never work.  On some level they probably both already knew it.  Maybe that’s why Bronx had seemed so distant recently, and Jamie was always flip-flopping and sending me mixed messages.

      At the end of the aisle, we joined the others.  Bronx still wouldn’t look at me, but Jamie was wearing a half-smile when our eyes met.  When it started to fade, I wondered if he could see my thoughts through my eyes.

      “What the fuck?” Nick muttered as he raised up his gun toward the front door.

      I blinked several times noticing the shadow standing in front of the exit.  He had a gun pointed at us.

      “Step aside,” Nick said inching us closer, his gun drawn.

      “I wouldn’t take another step if I were you,” a voice said, just as I felt a slight pressure at the side of my skull.  Seconds later someone gripped my arm so tightly I knew it would leave a bruise.

      I stopped in my tracks.  Out of the corner of my eye, I could see that Jamie, Danny, and Bronx had too.

      Nick spun on his heel, raising the hand with the pistol over his head.  “Okay, okay,” Nick said.  “We don’t want any trouble.”

      “Oh, it’s no trouble,” the man next to me said.  “It’s just that we can’t let you leave.”

      The woman next to Bronx laughed, her snarled pigtails bouncing with each vibrating snort.  “We haven’t had any guests in a while,” she whispered loudly into Bronx’s ear.  Her tongue snaked out of her mouth and licked his cheek.  Bronx tried not to wince but failed.  “I’m super excited to see what’s in store for you.”

      “Ha!  That’s funny!” one of them said laughing.  He slapped his thigh.  “In store!”

      I swallowed hard as the man’s other arm curled around my waist.  He nuzzled his chin tight to my neck and inhaled deeply.  I could feel when he shifted his gaze upward in Nick’s direction.

      My breaths quickened, and I threw my elbow back, digging into his stomach deeply.  At first, the man laughed at my weak attempt, but his odd chuckles turned into coughs.  When he recovered, he grabbed a fistful of my hair and twisted it.

      “Put your fucking gun down!” the man shouted.  He was so close to my ear it started ringing.

      It was bad enough the vision in my one eye was still blurry from our incident with Danny’s family, but now I’d have to deal with this constant hum.  I suddenly couldn’t even remember what it had been like to hear without the steady buzzing tone.

      Nick slipped his pistol into his holster and raised his hands back up.  He steadied his breathing keeping himself cool and calm.  The complete opposite of what I was doing.

      “What do you want from us?” Nick asked.

      The whole group of them laughed, stopping the instant the man next to me stopped.  “Let’s have a little fun before we get down to business.”
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      My eyes moved slowly around the room trying to take in as much of it as I could.  There had to be a way to swing things in our favor.

      At the front door, there was one man.  There was a woman next to Bronx and a man each by Danny and Jamie.  The last man was behind me.  Five of them as far as I could tell, but at the moment they clearly had the upper-hand.

      They were armed, but our weapons would blow them out of the water, literally.  Not that we were going to get a chance to use them.  Even if I got the chance to use mine, I still had no idea how and I didn’t think I was going to intimidate this group by pretending that I did.

      “Like I said,” Nick said swallowing hard, “we don’t want any trouble.  We’re sorry we stepped into your territory.  It won’t happen again.”

      “Maybe I want trouble,” the man next to me said with a questioning tone.  “It’s been pretty boring around here in our grocery store.  We haven’t gotten a lot of customers as of late.”

      His groupies snickered.

      “What should we do with them, darling?” the man close to me asked, pulling me closer to his spidery thin body.

      “There is so much I’d love to do with them,” the woman said running her fingertips down Bronx’s chest.  The muscles in his neck tensed, and even though he tried not to let his agitation show, both the man and the woman picked up on it.  “I think he likes me.”

      The man cocked his head to the side.  “Of course he does.  What’s not to like.  Don’t you like her?”

      Bronx kept his lips pressed tightly together.

      “Go on, tell her.  Don’t keep the woman waiting,” the man said tightening his grip on me as if somehow he thought Bronx could feel my pain.  “She doesn’t bite… hard.”

      The woman threw her head back and released a laugh that was more of a howl.

      “Oh, don’t lie to him,” the woman said flapping her hand at the man like a rich woman displaying her expensive rings.  She turned back to Bronx and looked him up and down as if admiring fine art.  Her voice was deep and sultry, and it made my insides swirl violently.  “I bite really hard.”

      “Enough!” a man shouted as he walked across one of the conveyor belts at the registers.

      Both the man and the woman let go of Bronx and I as the man jumped down into the water.

      The man was at least six-foot-four, and he wore all black.  He wore a ski mask that covered every inch of his face except for his almost black eyes.

      “They’re a little, how can I put this,” the tall man who’d jumped down said as he tapped his chin, “rough around the edges.”

      The tall man looked into my eyes.  There was a softness in them that the others around us didn’t have.  It was as though he was the lion tamer and he’d been given a pack of hyenas to work with.

      “But they’re what I have so it’ll have to do,” the tall man said with a shrug.  He turned to the man closest to me.  “What was their crime?”

      “Theft,” he answered quickly.

      “And they used our bathroom,” the woman added.

      The tall man rolled his eyes.  “What did you take?”  When no one answered quickly enough, he stomped his boot in the water spraying droplets in every direction.  His volume tripled.  “What did you take?”

      “Just some food,” Nick replied.

      The tall man crossed his arms.  “How much?  I need to figure how much to charge you.”

      “We’re really sorry.  We didn’t know any of it was spoken for,” Nick said.

      The tall man drew in a breath that seemed to suck the oxygen out of the room.  “How much did you say?”

      “A couple boxes of bars, some trail mix, a couple bottles of water,” Nick said, the muscles in his jaw tightening with each word.

      I’d never seen him look as nervous as he did at that moment.  There was something intimidating about the tall man, and it wasn’t just his height.  His voice was deep, his shoulders were broad, and it looked like bullets would bounce right off of his black attire.

      “Shit, probably some other things I can’t even remember,” Nick said pressing his hand to his temple, but quickly raising it back up when he realized it had dropped.

      “I had a juice box,” Blair confessed in a shaky voice.  She was probably having flashbacks with what happened with Danny’s family.

      The tall man nodded his head slowly.  “Well, that doesn’t sound too bad, but the problem is this is my store and my goods.  Nothing here was for sale.  Seeing what you have with you, I think we can arrange some form of payment.”

      “What exactly are you saying?” Nick asked.

      “Nothing is free.  One way or another you’ll pay for what you took,” the tall man said, and even though I couldn’t see his mouth, I could tell he was smiling.

      “Can we just put it back?” Nick asked.

      The tall man shook his head.  “No.  I have no way of knowing if you tampered with it.”

      Nick’s shoulders slumped slightly.  “So, what do we owe you then?”

      “Four guns, and two backpacks,” the tall man said.

      Nick cursed under his breath.  That would leave us with one gun, and three backpacks which could make things a bit more difficult getting to my grandma’s.  Especially if we ran into more people like these jerks.

      But what the store owner didn’t know was that we could go back to Danny’s place and gather more.  Hopefully, Nick did and wouldn’t put up a fight over the payment.

      “That price seems a bit steep for what we took,” Nick said raking his fingers through his hair.  He lowered his hands, and I could see his hand twitching near his hip.

      “I feel like I’m giving you a good deal!” the tall man said, his eyes widening with surprise.  “I could recalculate, but there’s a chance it won’t be in your favor.”

      Nick held up his hand.  “No, it’s fine.  It’s just you’re practically taking the shirt off my back and out there, well, I really need a shirt.”

      “I understand that,” the tall man said folding his hands in front of his middle.  “Something tells me that next time you walk into a store, you’ll think twice about stealing.”

      “At least you’re not paying with your fingers,” the woman said slapping Bronx on the back.

      Nick eyed the man for a moment before slipping the gun and the pack off of his shoulder.  Jamie mirrored his movements and quickly removed his gun and backpack setting it down next to Nick’s.

      “Two more guns, please,” the tall man said.  He looked at me over his shoulder.  “This is far better than what my employees would have charged.”

      He glared at the man behind me.  I quickly slipped off my gun and added it to the pile.  Seconds later, Bronx did the same.

      The tall man turned to him.  “She would have been even worse.”  The woman raised her brows and licked her lips, grinning as if she’d been given a compliment.  “We good then?”

      “I guess so,” Nick said holding the tall man’s gaze as he gestured for us to join him.

      The man at the door stepped to the side and lowered his weapons.  He bowed his head and tipped his invisible hat.

      “Have a good day now folks.  Thank you for shopping at Joe’s,” he sniffed hard as we walked by and I didn’t miss the redness in his eyes.  “Come again real soon.”

      Bronx grabbed my hand and pulled me through the doorway so fast I’d barely had enough time to duck under a broken beam that hung low just outside the door.  We weren’t more than ten steps away from the building when a chorus of laughs from inside broke out.

      “Give me your gun,” Nick said holding out his hand to Blair.

      “What?  Why?” she said with a small frown.

      He turned to her with a harshness in his eyes that looked like it could pierce flesh.  “Because I know how to use it.”

      “You could show me,” she huffed.

      “And I will, but for now.”

      Blair looked like she wanted to argue, but instead, she sighed and handed him the gun.  Her shoulders crumpled inward.

      “I can’t wait to get out of the stupid city,” Blair said.  “I never thought in a million years that would be something I’d say.  But this place is a shit hole.  Disgusting.  It’s filthy.  It’s awful.  I hate it here.  I hate it.”

      We traveled through the rest of the city looking over our shoulders, listening and waiting for something terrible to jump out at us.  The pale red sky was darkening by the time we reached the outskirts of the city.

      We were going to need to find a place to stay for the night because camping in the shallow water was just not an option.  Well, of course, it was an option, but it was a last resort for all of us.

      “How about over there?” Nick asked, gesturing toward an old motel.  The old building sat on a hill that wasn’t surrounded by water, but the ground still looked soggy.

      It was a long motel, the kind from horror movies with neon vacancy signs.  I wouldn’t be the least bit surprised if there had been a murder or two inside at least one of the rooms.

      We walked up the hill, heading toward the office.  Not because we felt the need to check in, but because that’s where the keys would be.  Better to use a key than to break down a door and most likely break the lock with it.

      The carpet squished under my shoes as we stepped into the office.  My hand shot up to my nose to block out the scent of decay.

      “Christ,” Nick said shaking his head.

      There was a deceased body lying on the ground just at the side of the desk.  It looked like whoever had been there had tried to make a run for it, but they hadn’t made it far.

      I tried not to look at the grayed flesh that was sunken in hugging the bones beneath.  A pale colored worm the size of my fingertip crawled out of the corpse's ear and walked across its cheek.  My stomach clenched and I almost lost our expensive meal from the grocery store.

      “Don’t look,” Jamie said stepping in between me and the dead body.

      “I was trying not to,” I said.

      “Good news,” Nick interrupted.

      Blair narrowed her eyes at him.  “No such thing.”

      “They have vacancy,” Nick said holding up a set of keys.  “Room ten.  Let’s get out of here.”

      Nick started to walk around the counter back out to the front waiting area, but before he could join us, a tall, short-nosed dog popped out from the back room.  It barked sharply and growled at Nick seemingly unaware of the rest of us.  Its dark, brown, thin fur clung to its overly skinny tensed body.

      “Holy shit,” Nick said taking a quick step back, his gun aimed at the dog baring its teeth.  He’d moved so fast I hadn’t even seen him pull the gun out.  “Can’t get a fucking break.”

      “Don’t shoot him!” I said keeping my voice calm.

      “If it takes another step closer, I sure as hell am going to shoot it!” Nick said without blinking.

      I reached into my bag and pulled out the first thing I could.  It was some kind of breakfast bar.  The dog’s eyes shifted toward me briefly when I tore open the package.

      “It’s okay, boy,” I said not having any idea if the dog was a boy or a girl.  “You’re hungry, aren’t you?”

      The dog growled, but the tightness in its jaw loosened ever so slightly.  I held out the bar, and the dog looked up at me.

      “Want some food?” I asked softly, and it took another step, and then another.  For a second, I worried that it was considering eating my whole hand, and I almost dropped the bar onto the soggy carpet, but it snapped its teeth down on the far end of the bar.  He was just as apprehensive of me as I was of him.  “That’s a good boy.”

      The dog calmed before for their eyes.  He looked up at me again with big, round, droopy eyes, and I reached out and scratched the top of his head.

      “See,” I said flashing Nick a proud grin.  “He just wanted—”

      “You can’t keep him,” Nick said.  “You only get one, and you picked Danny boy.”

      “Funny,” I said cocking my head to the side.  If the sweet little doggy wanted to tag along, I wasn’t going to stop him.  In fact, I would have shared more of my food with him.  He was struggling just as much as any of us were.

      I reached out again to give him another scratch, but his bark cut through the air like a razor.  I reflexively yanked my hand back.

      What was left of the muscles in the dog’s legs tightened, and Nick raised his gun again.  The dog didn’t wait around.  It bolted out of the door, knocking Danny to the side, and it disappeared into the night.

      “Poor dog,” I muttered.  It probably wasn’t going to make it much longer out there.  Maybe giving it food only prolonged its suffering.

      “Poor dog?” Nick asked.  “It almost bit your hand off.”

      “It did not,” I said squinting at him.

      Blair snorted.  “Yeah, it did.”

      I rolled my eyes and hoped that this time she’d seen it.  It wasn’t like I needed someone to back up everything Nick said.  Especially when he was wrong.  He could pat his own back all by himself.

      Nick jingled the keys as if he could feel the tension in the air.  Let’s go check out our room.”
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      We walked along the sidewalk past the scary rooms.  I looked at each door counting them as we neared number ten.  If each one of those doors could talk, I was sure they’d each have at least one horrifying story to tell, none of which I wanted to hear.

      There were plenty of rooms, in fact, we could have each had our own separate room, but we all felt more comfortable sharing.  It was safer and smarter to stick together.

      When we got to the end of the row, Nick inserted the key into the lock.  He jiggled the doorknob and pushed it open.  The bottom of the door scraped against the damp carpet, flattening the pile.

      Once we were all inside, Nick closed the door leaving us all standing there in the dark.  He rifled through his bag and pulled out a small candle, placed it on the dresser, and clicked a lighter.  The flame was small, but it lit up most of the sleeping area, leaving the bathroom area in a dark shadow.

      “That should do,” he said as he pulled the curtains tight.  “Maybe I should go check to make sure the light can’t be seen from outside.”

      “I'll go with you,” Blair said.  They left the room leaving us sitting there staring at the beds.

      The room had seen better days, and it wasn’t because of the storms, the flooding, or the red sky.  There were two beds, a small sofa, and a pair of chairs positioned on either side of a small round table at the window.  The closet was missing its doors and the hangers with metal clips laid on the floor inside.

      “Who would have stayed in a room like this?” Danny asked, sitting down on the sofa as if he was afraid it was going to bite his rear-end.

      “You probably don’t want to know,” Bronx said yanking the stained bedspread off one of the beds.

      Jamie laughed.  “Why bother.  I doubt the sheets are any cleaner.”

      “You could be right,” Bronx said lying down on the bed and letting his feet hang off the side.  “Beggars can’t be choosers.”

      Was that what we were?  Beggars?  How could we be when there wasn’t anyone left?  Although, with the way things had been going it seemed as though we were at the bottom of the food chain.  First the men in masks, and then the incident at the grocery store where we’d lost our weapons and backpacks.  We definitely weren’t scoring that well in the game of surviving the end of the world.

      I jumped when Nick and Blair came back inside the room.  If anyone had noticed, they said nothing.  I’d been so lost in my thoughts that I was sure someone was coming into the room to take everything we had left.

      “We’ll take shifts watching at the window.  Whoever is at the window gets the gun,” Nick said looking at me.  “You don’t have to use it, but make sure at the very least you wake me up.  We’ll treat anyone that approaches as a threat.”

      “Is everyone that approaches a threat?” Danny asked.

      Nick looked at him for a long moment before answering.  “Probably.”  He hesitated again.  “We haven’t met the kindest of people thus far have we, Danny boy?”

      Danny shrugged and looked away.

      “Who’d like to go first?  Oh, and Danny you don’t get a turn,” Nick said.

      “What?  Why not?  I want to help,” Danny said pressing his palm against his knee.

      Nick laughed.  “We can’t trust you.  You’ll take the gun and our food and run away.”

      “The heck I will!” Danny said shaking his head.  “If I wanted to be out there alone, I would have just stayed where I was.”

      I couldn’t help but grin.  Nick on the other hand didn’t see the humor in his comment.

      “He has a point there, doesn’t he Nick?” I said, unable to stop myself.

      “Point or no point, after what he and his family did to us, he cannot be trusted,” Nick said crossing his harms.

      “What can I do to change your mind?” Danny asked.

      Nick shook his head.  “Maybe nothing.”

      Disappointment filled Danny’s rolling eyes.

      Nick ignored him.  He looked around the room at the others, but before anyone could even volunteer, he held up his palm.  “Don’t worry, I’ll go first.”

      “I’ll go second,” Blair said quickly.

      Bronx opened his mouth, but I spoke before he had the chance.  “Then me.”

      “I’ll go after Gwen,” Bronx said.

      “That leaves me last,” Jamie said.

      Nick nodded.  “If it’s not morning by then.”  He pressed his palms together and rubbed them together.  “Now, about the sleeping arrangements.”

      Danny got the sofa, and the four that weren’t keeping watch had to share the beds.  Bronx was already lying in one bed, and Blair quickly jumped on the empty one leaving Jamie and I standing there looking each other awkwardly.

      “Do you want to…,” Jamie’s voice faded as he pointed to Blair’s bed, and then at Bronx’s.

      “Whichever,” I said with a shrug, but he didn’t move.  “I guess I’ll just, um….”

      I took a step toward Bronx’s bed at nearly the same moment Jamie did.  He took a step back and gestured for me to go ahead.

      It was just sleeping for God’s sakes, it shouldn’t have mattered which bed I picked but for some reason sharking a bed with Blair made the muscles in my shoulders tense.

      The bed squeaked as I laid down on my back.  I folded my hands on my stomach and looked at the light dancing over the water-stained ceiling.  Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Bronx’s arms crossed over his chest which was rising and falling slowly.  He couldn’t have cared less who was in the bed with him.

      It took me a solid twenty minutes before my nerves let my body relax.  It was probably another twenty minutes before I fell into a fitful sleep.

      I tossed and turned even though I was terribly exhausted.  My mind wouldn’t rest.  I listened to the silence, waiting for some kind of noise that would destroy whatever amount of safety we had.  But there wasn’t anything except for the occasional movement from Nick changing his position.

      At some point, I must have dozed off because when I opened my eyes, the flickering light caught on Blair’s face.  She was lying next to me, and Nick was sleeping deeply in the spot where she’d been earlier.

      I hit the pillow several times with my hand and rested my head back down.  Bronx was sitting at the table watching me.

      “You’re going to wake the others,” he whispered.

      “I can’t sleep,” I said mostly mouthing the words.

      Bronx curled his finger at me and then pointed at the chair across from him.  “It’s almost time for your shift anyway.”

      I closed my eyes wishing I would instantly fall asleep, but when that didn’t happen, I got up and sat in the chair.

      “It’s a quiet night out there,” Bronx said.

      “That’s good.”

      “I thought I saw a light flicker in the sky, but it might have just been lightning in the distance or something.”

      I shook my head slowly.  “The last thing we need is more rain.”

      “At least it’s drying up here.  Means it’s receding or evaporating.”

      “Maybe both,” I said sighing as I rested my face on my loosely curled up fist.

      “What’s wrong?” Bronx asked leaning forward.  He reached across the table until his fingertips touched the top of my hand.

      I blinked hard.  “You mean besides the fact I can’t sleep?”

      “Yeah… besides that.”

      “It’s just that it took us the whole day to walk across the city.  It’s going to take forever and a day to get to my grandma’s farm.”

      The candlelight touched Bronx’s dark eyes and melted them into sweet chocolate.  My heart fluttered as he wrapped his fingers around my hand.

      “We’ll get there,” he said.

      Bronx stared out the window while he held my hand.  I could hear the other’s slow breathing as they slept.

      He glanced over his shoulder and then back at me.  “I’ve been hoping to get some time alone with you.”

      “We’re not really alone,” I said raising my eyebrows.  I didn’t know what else to say.  The way he was looking at me was sending a rush of heat through my every vein.

      “Yeah.”  Bronx looked down at our hands, and a smile grew on his face.  “I can’t stop thinking about that night in your apartment.”

      “Which night?” I asked playfully, unable to stop my lips from curling slightly at the ends.

      Bronx moved closer.  His eyes moved down toward my mouth.

      “Maybe you need a reminder,” he said.

      With the way he was making me feel, there wasn’t anything I wanted more than a reminder.

      Bronx inched closer until our lips gently brushed together.  My body tingled, and I wanted nothing more than our light kiss to turn into much, much more.

      Bronx’s kiss had a way of making me forget about everything.  I forgot about my past.  All the loss.  All the heartbreak just poofed away.  Hell, it even made me forget there were others in the room with us.

      It was a kiss.  Just a kiss.  And I wanted more.

      I slid my hand around his neck and pulled him closer.  Our lips glided hungrily together… hard… passionately, but when someone shifted their weight, and the bedsprings squeaked, I pulled back.  It was like I was back in high school getting caught making out on the sofa with my boyfriend during a movie.

      My fingertips moved up to my lips as if I was doing what I could to hold on to the feeling of Bronx’s lips on mine.  I looked over my shoulder at the others still sleeping sounding in nearly the same positions they’d been in.

      “I want to,” I whispered, looking up into his warm eyes.  “But I can’t.”

      Bronx squeezed my hand.  “I understand.  Maybe we should have gotten our own room.”

      “Maybe.”

      Bronx cocked his head to the side flashing me a little frown.  “Is something wrong?  Doesn’t sound like you’d like that.”

      “Oh, no, of course, I would,” I said.

      “Is this about Jamie?” Bronx’s voice was so low I felt it rumble through my body.

      “What?” I said shifting in my seat nervously.  The heat rising inside me made my clothes feel itchy against my skin.

      Bronx shook his head.  “I see how he looks at you.”  He hesitated.  “And how you look at him.”

      My stomach clenched tightly.  Any remaining traces of a smile that had been on Bronx’s face dissipated.

      I didn’t know what to say.  Because I didn’t know how I felt.  About anything… anyone… or even the conversation.

      “All that matters right now is getting to my grandma’s house,” I said, each word stung the back of my throat.

      “Yeah,” Bronx said leaning back in the chair.

      “Bronx,” I said, tightening my hands into fists.  “I really care deeply—”

      “Don’t,” Bronx said, turning back toward the window.  He opened his mouth to say more, but he shook his finger before standing abruptly.  “I should get some rest.”

      He took a step around me, and I tried to grab his hand.  I wanted to explain that I didn’t want my heart broken.  I wanted to tell him that I couldn’t let myself fall for him, or Jamie, or anyone.  My heart couldn’t take it.  But he slipped out of reach.
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      It was early morning, and I couldn’t stop thinking about how Bronx and I had left things.  No one could understand just how damaged my heart was after everything I’d been through with my family.  Over the course of my entire life.

      Losing my mom to suicide had been traumatic enough, but it didn’t end there.  It felt as though I’d also lost my brother after all the drugs he wasn’t the person I knew any longer.  One of my earliest memories was attending my father’s funeral.  He’d had a heart attack.  I barely remembered him, and now I didn’t even have a picture of him or my mom anymore.

      I’d forgotten their voices.  Next, I’d forget their faces.

      My life was filled with loss.  And I cared so much for Bronx and Jamie that I couldn’t let them in.  I couldn’t get close to them because it would just lead to heartbreak.

      I had to protect my heart, but I also had to do the right thing and protect them.  Maybe I was cursed.  I couldn’t knowingly let them into my mess.

      “Sun’s up,” Nick announced, letting the curtain fall to the side.  “Grab something to eat.  We’re heading back out in five.”

      Bronx hadn’t looked at me all morning.  I wished I could have explained, but maybe this was for the best.  It wasn’t something I wanted to explain.

      If only I could force my brain to stop thinking about how Bronx had made me feel.  Whenever he was around, I felt warm and safe, but now it had turned it into a coldness I could barely tolerate.

      I’d screwed things up.  Whatever had started between us, I managed to blow it all up because that’s what I did.  That was what I always did.

      It wasn’t like we could have been anything anyway.  I had to try to push everything out of my mind and focus on our mission.

      Everyone started pulling on their backpacks, slowing their movements when Nick held up his hand.  “Hold on.”

      His eyes narrowed as he peered at something from between the thick, dirty maroon-colored curtains.  I swallowed hard as my fingers wrapped tightly around the strap of my pack.

      “What’s going on?” Bronx asked stepping up next to Nick.

      “Help me move the table,” Nick said in a breath.  Together he and Bronx moved the table in front of the door.

      “What is it?” I whispered as Nick blew out what was left of the candle.

      Nick was back at the window, his head moving slightly as he looked around.  “I thought I heard screaming.”  His eyes widened.  “I definitely heard screaming… there are people out there.”

      “What the hell are they doing?” Bronx asked, trying to get a better look.

      “They’re… they’re running from something.”  Nick breathed heavily.  “They’re coming this way.”

      Bronx peeked out the side of the curtain.  “What the hell is that?”

      The terror in his voice curdled my blood.  I was at Nick’s side in a heartbeat peeking out of the curtain just beneath him.

      There were two women and a man running as fast as they possibly could from the largest bear I’d ever seen.  Not that I’d seen a lot of bears, really I’d only seen the ones at the zoo, and they probably were elderly bears enjoying their retirement.  But this one… this one was huge.

      The fear on the faces of the people running made my heart pound so hard it was like a bass drum pounding next to my ears.

      Their feet pounded against the soggy ground, but the bear was gaining on them.  There was absolutely no way they were going to outrun the angry beast.

      “What do we do?” I asked glancing at the gun.  “Shoot it?”

      Nick shook his head.  “I… I don’t think I can get a shot with them in front of the bear.”

      “Maybe you should try?”  My voice squeaked.

      I could feel Nick glaring at me.  “Maybe you should try.”

      His dry tone agitated me.  “If only I knew how,” I said tasting sour bile at the back of my throat.

      “Yeah, right,” Nick said with a groan.  “I wouldn’t be able to line up a shot that wouldn’t put each one of them at risk and neither could you no matter how good of a shot you were.”

      I didn’t know what to say.  One of the many things Nick had bragged about when he was in the academy was his accuracy.  It was just too hard to stand there and do nothing.

      If there was something, I couldn’t think of it, and neither could anyone else.  My palms were sweating.  My breaths were short and rapid.

      “Shout we let them in?  Open the door?” I asked, each breath pinching my lungs hard.

      “Point the bear to all of us?  That thing will knock down the door, maybe the wall,” Blair said shaking her head.  “Yeah, let’s give him a feast.”

      “He wouldn’t fit through the door,” I muttered, but maybe she was right.

      I just hated feeling helpless… and I hated watching them as they ran toward the hotel knowing they probably wouldn’t be able to get inside any of the rooms before the angry beast devoured them.

      The bear opened its mouth and launched himself at the people.  Their horrified scream felt like salt on a wound as the man tumbled to the ground with the bear landing on top of him.

      The woman stopped running, grabbing on to one another desperately trying to think of a way to help the man on the ground.  His arm shot up, and the bear’s teeth cut into his flesh like a cleaver.  The bear jerked his head roughly side to side, and the man’s arm popped out of its socket.

      The woman screamed again.

      Sourness filled my throat.

      “Jesus!” Nick said before single-handedly pushing the table away from the door.  He grabbed his gun and dashed out of the door before anyone could say anything.  It was like he was a police officer again, running into a dangerous situation to help those in need.  The version of Nick I barely got to know.

      The women were off to the side giving Nick more than enough space to line up his shots.  He took several before the bear jumped off of the man and lunged at Nick.

      “Nick!” I shouted, but he stood there holding his ground confidently.  Stupidly.

      He kept shooting, but the bear kept moving toward him.  It took at least three more shots before the bear howled out in pain and turned away from Nick.  It didn’t make it more than four steps before it collapsed down to the ground.

      I watched its large body draw in a deep breath only to have it quickly exit, making the bear look as though it was deflating.

      The women looked like they were in shock as they stared at Nick.  Their eyes were glazed over, and it seemed as though they weren’t sure if he was real.

      Nick walked over to the man, but he shook his head.  I was pretty sure there was nothing that could be done for him by the way his body was contorted in a pool of his own blood.  He was flopped out, legs bent like a doll with too little stuffing.

      Nick was talking to the women as he placed his hands on their shoulders.  They looked at him like he was speaking a foreign language.

      I breathed slowly, trying to ignore the pounding of my heartbeat in my head as he ushered the panic-stricken women toward our room.
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      The women sat on the sofa hugging one another as we stared at them.  They were still trying to catch their breath.  If they blinked, it wasn’t often.

      After several minutes, Nick spoke.  “You’re safe in here.”

      The woman with reddish, curly hair looked around nervously as if she hadn’t even considered the possibility that they might not be safe until that very moment.  She tightened her grip on the other woman’s arm and shuddered.

      “What are your names?” Nick asked as he crouched down next to the women.

      “Shannon,” the one with curly hair said.  “And she’s Monica.”

      The other woman nodded, but she kept her eyes focused on the floor.  She was frail, with hair as dark as the night sky and it hadn’t been combed in days.  Both women looked like they were in their early twenties and would have been gorgeous if not for the current wildness.

      Nick introduced us slowly, but the women barely looked up at us as he said our names.  They were still in shock, or maybe they didn’t care.

      “What were you doing out there?” Nick asked, his voice soft and comforting like freshly washed sheets.

      “We came into the city looking for help, food, and a place to stay,” Shannon said rubbing her fingers together.  “Instead, we found Danger.  I don’t mean the environment, I mean the guy.  He said his name was Danger.”

      Nick and Bronx exchanged a glance.  The woman, Shannon, noticed.

      “We only knew him for a few days.  Monica and I met him on our way to the city,” Shannon said.

      “He helped us,” Monica said in a tiny voice.  “And we couldn’t help him.”

      Nick shook his head.  “There wasn’t anything you could have done for him.  That thing… it was a beast.”

      “Maybe it broke out of the zoo,” Blair said with a shrug.

      “That thing was massive,” Bronx said.

      “Anyway,” Nick said turning back to the women.

      Shannon rubbed her palms on her thighs.  “That wasn’t our first encounter with a wild animal.  It doesn’t matter where they came from, but they were hungry.”

      “They?  What else did you see out there?” Nick asked.

      “Wolves mainly,” Shannon said.  “At least that’s what Danger said they were.”

      “And there was a really angry squirrel in a tree,” Monica added.

      Shannon scratched the back of her neck.  “Danger thought that all the animals were starving which made them desperate.”

      She hesitated for a long moment.

      “Anyway,” Shannon said clearing her throat, “we didn’t know him well, but he was good to us.  He didn’t deserve what happened out there.”

      “No one would,” Danny mumbled.

      Blair’s eyes shifted to Danny, and she shook her head.  “I could think of a few people that deserve something like that.”

      Nick shot her a look that hit her so hard she was forced to take a step back.

      The women looked confused but seemed to sense the tension that had suddenly tightened the room.  Shannon took Monica’s hand into hers and pulled her up as she stood.

      “We’re sorry to have troubled you,” Shannon said squeezing Monica’s hand.  “Thanks for trying to help him.  We appreciate it, but we really should be on our way.”

      “Is there somewhere you need to be?” Nick asked.  His eyes darted back and forth from woman to woman.  “Maybe, you should come along with us for now.”

      I managed not to roll my eyes.  It didn’t surprise me that Nick wanted to be their knight in shining armor.

      “There isn’t anywhere we need to be,” Shannon said.

      “Nick,” I said before either of them could say another word.  “A moment please?”

      He flashed Shannon a smile and placed his palm on her shoulder.  Blair’s groan hadn’t been loud, but I’d heard it.

      “I’ll be right back,” Nick said looking into Shannon’s eyes.  “Don’t go anywhere.”

      She blinked repeatedly as she looked at him.  There was a twinkle in her eyes and a pinkness to her cheeks.  Another foolish woman falling for my brother’s charms.

      “We won’t,” Shannon said, and the women lowered themselves back down on the sofa.

      I jerked my head back toward the bathroom and Nick followed me.  It was a small bathroom, but we both squeezed inside.

      The toilet bowl and the tub had rust stains.  I winced at the strong scent of mildew that overwhelmed my nostrils.

      “Before you say whatever it is you’re going to say, let me just say that they’re harmless,” Nick said.  “They need help too.”

      “Danny needed help, and you wanted to send him away.  But in walks a pretty face or two and suddenly you turn to jelly.”

      “You think we should just send them on their way?  Let them fend for themselves,” Nick chuckled.  “That’s strange coming from you after you fought to keep Danny here.  Shouldn’t we help everyone we can?”

      I rolled my eyes as I crossed my arms.  “Please.  We don’t know anything about these women.”

      “We didn’t know anything about Danny.”

      “This just doesn’t seem like you.”  I shook my head.

      “Like I said, they’re harmless.  They’re not armed… they’re just scared.”  Nick smirked as he scratched the back of his neck.

      I let out a heavy sigh and twisted my hair between my fingers.  “It’s just that I’m not sure we can trust them.”

      “Now you sound like me.”

      “Maybe you need to sound more like you,” I said wishing I could take back the words when Nick’s entire face curled into a smile.

      “Well, you kept Danny,” Nick said stepping around me and moving closer to the door.  He raised his brow and his hands to the sides.  “I’m keeping them.”

      I sighed.  “And if it’s a mistake?”

      “I clean up my own messes.”

      A laugh bubbled out of me before I could do anything to stop it.  “Right.  Sure you do.”

      “I think that red-head likes me,” Nick said lowering his voice.  “And the other one, Monica, she was eying Bronx.”

      My stomach swirled, sending sourness up to the back of my throat.  Things were broken between Bronx and me, but that didn’t mean I wanted to hear what Nick was saying.

      Nick opened the door.  “I’ll go tell them the good news.”

      I shrugged knowing there wasn’t anything I could say.  And it would probably be fine.  After all, those of us left were all in this together.  Things would be easier if we all worked as a team.

      As we walked out of the bathroom, both Shannon and Monica stood.  “We’re sorry we bothered you—”

      “Say no more,” Nick said holding up his palm.  “We’re happy to have you stay with us.”

      I tried to force a smile, but it felt strange on my face.  They both looked at me before turning back to Nick.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah, positive,” Nick said as he beamed at them.  He walked over to them and asked about their bags.  Shannon and Monica happily showed him their supplies.

      I swallowed my sigh and walked over to the window.  Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Bronx glance over at me, but he quickly returned his attention to the women.

      I turned my back to them and wished I could cover my ears.  The man and the bear still lying on the ground outside made it hard for me to focus on our surroundings.

      “We’re leaving in five,” Nick announced and my spine stiffened.  His voice was like fingernails on a chalkboard to me, and there probably wasn’t anything that could ever change that.

      Jamie stepped up next to me, crossing his arms over his chest.  I could feel his blue eyes penetrating into my skin.

      “You don’t want them here?” Jamie asked, his voice low.

      I exhaled a heavy breath.  “I don’t care one way or the other.”  My eyes met his.  “It’s just, I guess, maybe I have trust issues after what happened.”

      I had trust issues before that,” Jamie muttered.  His cheeks reddened, and it looked like he wished he could take back his words.  Jamie cleared his throat.  “Do you think we have anything to worry about, you know, with them?”

      My blink lasted several seconds longer than it should have.  “Probably not.”

      “Yeah, they seem pretty harmless,” Jamie said with a shrug as he looked over his shoulder at them.

      “Harmless,” I repeated with a slight chuckle.

      “What?” Jamie asked cocking his head to the side as a questioning grin curled onto his lips.

      My eyes shifted over to Nick.  “That’s the exact word Nick used… harmless.”  I shook my head.  “I don’t think there is anyone that is truly harmless.  Not anymore anyway.”

      “You’re probably right,” Jamie said following my gaze.  “But,” he said stepping closer, “does that mean you can’t trust me?”

      I shook my head and looked directly into his eyes.  Jamie and I were in this together since it all started.  If there was one person I could trust, it was him.

      But I couldn’t tell him… I didn’t want to tell him.  He couldn’t know how I felt.  I had to keep my heart closed.  I had to keep him away.

      For both of us.

      And for all the same reasons I needed to let Bronx go.

      “Let’s go!” Nick said clapping his hands together sharply.  My whole body shook with the harsh noise that rippled through the room.

      In minutes we were outside the motel back on track to my grandma’s.  Shannon and Monica whimpered as we walked past the man, but it was short-lived.  When he was out of sight, he was apparently out of mind.

      It wasn’t long before we were back walking through the water.  Thick, heavy looking clouds blanketed the sky, and the water around my feet was chilly.

      I swallowed hard and opened my mouth.  Maybe it was time to come up with an alternate plan because I wasn’t sure how much longer I could walk through water without losing my mind.  Feeling like the cold was freezing my bones, and it wouldn’t be long before I turned into an ice sculpture.

      When Jamie stepped up next to me and smiled, I snapped my mouth shut.  Forward was the only way we could keep going.  It wasn’t just me in this.  I wasn’t alone.  My grandma could still be out there needing help.

      I moved my feet faster walking past Nick and his team of girls.  I didn’t need Nick to lead me there, I knew better than he did where my grandma’s farm was.
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      We’d walked about five miles when Shannon, Monica, and Blair were all begging for a break.  I refused to admit it, but my frozen feet needed one too.

      Walking out in the middle of the country wasn’t at all how I’d imagined it.  The water surrounding us was brown and grimy.  There were no sounds of animals, insects, or anything at all.  The eerie silence was enough to drop my body temperature another ten degrees.

      There were no sounds of life except those we made while walking.  None of us talked much.  I was pretty sure the others were having doubts about what we were doing.  They were all probably questioning why they were with me.  Maybe Nick was questioning it too.

      I should have told them all to go their own way.  Maybe I’d even move quicker on my own.

      I looked back at Danny who was trudging along without uttering a single complaint.  He had no reason to be with us, other than the simple fact that he had nowhere else to go.  Maybe that’s why we were all together… because none of us had anywhere else to go.

      At least with my grandma’s house, we had a destination.  We had a place to go even if it was just something to keep our minds off of what was really going on.

      We squeezed in another half-mile before we found a place to stop.  The ranch style home was at the end of a long driveway.  There weren’t any trees in the muddy yard.

      Puddles were scattered everywhere, but the house had been built on a slight incline which hopefully meant it would be dry inside.

      As we approached, I watched the windows looking for movement.  All of the curtains in every room I could see were wide open, and as far as I could tell, the building was empty.

      We walked up to the door.  I stood toward the back, Danny next to me shifting his weight back and forth nervously.

      Nick knocked on the door.  “Anyone home?”

      No one answered.  There were no noises of someone moving around inside.

      “Guess they’re out,” Nick said over his shoulder, as he reached out wrapping his fingers around the doorknob.  He pushed the door open and took a step inside.  “Hello?”

      There was no answer.  Nick gestured for us to follow.

      I covered my nose with the back of my hand as I stepped into the small home.  The house was spotless, but it smelled as though something in the kitchen must have been rotting.

      The living room was to my right, and to my left was a hallway with four doors.  We stood in the dining room surrounding the small, scratched-up wooden table.

      “I’ll check the other rooms,” Nick said as he tightened his grip on his gun.  He jerked his head toward Bronx, and he stepped out to follow Nick down the hall.

      Jamie stared at me as we listened to the floorboards creaking underneath their weight.  Blair stood there hugging herself, and Shannon and Monica were holding hands, all three of them wearing the same blank expression.

      Maybe the look on my face had been the same, but it quickly changed when Nick yelled.

      “Put your hands up!”  Nick’s voice echoed down the narrow hallway.

      My eyes widened, and I charged down the hall stopping myself by placing my hands on Bronx’s shoulders.  I expected to see them in danger, but Nick and Bronx were both fine.

      Nick lowered his gun and chuckled as he cupped his hand over his nose and mouth.  “He’s dead.  Thought I saw him move.  God damn, I was wrong.”

      I looked around him at the very large man lying in the bed.  His head was turned to the side, but it didn’t take long to realize he’d suffered from the ailment caused by the red sky.  The poison… the chemical… whatever it was.

      The man’s head was turned toward the window.  Maybe he hadn’t even tried to get out of the bed.  He’d just laid there watching the sky as he suffered.

      “Poor guy,” Bronx muttered.

      “We’ll just, um, close the door,” Nick said with a cough as he ushered us out of the room.

      “And the smell?” I asked when I realized it hadn’t been something rotting in the kitchen after all.  The horrendous scent had been coming from the decaying man.

      Nick shrugged.  “We’ll just have to ignore it as best as we can while we’re here.  Besides,” Nick said jabbing his elbow into me, “aren’t you used to it by now?  I barely smell it.”

      “You must be kidding.  I’ll never get used to that smell,” I said shaking my head.

      Bronx and I followed Nick back into the other room.  It seemed as though Bronx didn’t even know I was there as he walked right by without even looking in my direction.  He flopped down on the sofa and stretched his arms over his head.  I tried not to notice his muscular abs peeking out from under his slightly raised shirt.

      “This is going to be a quick stop, maybe fifteen minutes,” Nick announced pulling a snack out of his bag.  “We should be able to get some more miles in yet today.”

      “I’m going to get some air,” I said, but Nick grabbed my arm, pulling me to an abrupt stop.

      “I don’t think so,” he said roughly.

      My eyes didn’t blink as I stared back at him.  “Just outside the door.  It’s like two feet away.”

      “No way,” Nick said shaking his head.  I could feel that both Jamie and Bronx had their eyes on us.

      My eyes were hot coals as I stared back at Nick.  “I’m going outside.  Nothing is going to happen.  I can see in every direction.”

      Nick loosened his grip not because of my words, but because of the look in my eyes.

      I stepped back and moved closer to the door.  “I’ll scream if I see anyone.”

      I slammed the door behind me not even caring about how much noise it made.  We hadn’t seen another soul in miles, and we were in the middle of nowhere.  My fingers trembled as I lowered myself down onto the stoop.

      I was right.  Being around Nick and everyone else was going to drive me crazy.  I didn’t know how I was going to manage to keep my sanity when I was constantly surrounded by people.  There was no calm in which I could clear my thoughts.

      Going from a life of near solitude to one with constant company was unbearable.  At least for me.  Nick seemed to thrive on everyone’s energy.  It didn’t seem to bother Bronx, Blair, or any of the others, but it was stressing me out.  It was a continuous noise I couldn’t quiet.

      The door opened slowly, and I could tell by the two footsteps they’d taken exactly who was standing behind me.  I crossed my arms and rubbed them with my palms, forcing my body to relax.

      “Nick and Bronx are having an intense conversation,” Jamie said sitting down next to me.

      “About what?”

      “I’m not sure, but I couldn’t shake the feeling they didn’t want me in there,” Jamie said.

      I turned to him, my forehead wrinkling as my eyes squeezed together.  “I doubt that’s true.”

      Jamie chuckled.  “Your brother doesn’t like me.”

      “Nonsense.”

      “Oh no, it’s completely true.”

      I shrugged and looked off at the horizon.  “Well, if it’s true, you’re better off.”

      There was a long pause before Jamie spoke.

      “Should I ask about him?  Or is it still too soon?”

      “It’s too soon.  It’ll probably always be too soon.”  I shook my head.  “It’s not like it matters.”

      Jamie cocked his head to the side.  “If he’s that bad, why are we still with him?”

      “I don’t know.  I guess it’s because he’s still my brother.”  A heavy sigh escaped from between my lips.  “We share the same grandma.  It isn’t like I can tell him he’s not allowed to go there.”

      “Are you, or any of us for that matter, in danger with him around?”

      I shook my head.  “No.  He was a good cop.  Good at his job for the short amount of time he was on the force.  Honestly, we’re all probably a little safer having him with us.”

      “It pains you to say that?” Jamie asked bumping me lightly with his shoulder.

      “Oh, yeah, it definitely does.”

      “Well,” Jamie said placing his hand on my knee, “if there is anything I can do to help or whatever, just let me know.”

      I smiled at him.  “I appreciate that, I really do, but there isn’t anything anyone can do.  What’s done is done.”

      No amount of talking was going to change my mind about Nick.  I would always blame him for my mother’s suicide.  Nick had tried to explain, but that wasn’t enough.  If he wouldn’t have spiraled out of control, she’d probably still be with us.  Well, unless the poison of the red sky would have taken her away.

      “I’ve been meaning to talk to him,” Jamie said.

      The twitching nerves in my legs forced me to stand.  I stepped over to the window and looked inside spotting Nick and Bronx deep in conversation.

      “About what?” I asked unable to keep the coldness out of my tone.

      “Us,” Jamie said.

      “Us?”  My eyes narrowed.

      Jamie stood.  “What I mean is, what happened between us in the grocery store.”

      Shannon joined in the conversation with Nick and Bronx.  Their expressions changed when she smiled at them and tossed her hair around like a flirty teenager.  I swallowed my groan.

      “I can’t stop thinking about you,” Jamie said.  “No matter how hard I try.”

      I glanced at him, but I couldn’t take my eyes off of what was going on inside.  Monica was walking over to them, and she kept bumping into Bronx playfully.  His back was mostly to me, but I was sure he was smiling back at her.

      All Bronx and I had was a kiss.  I hated that I was feeling jealous… I shouldn’t have allowed myself to feel that way.  It was better for all of us if I just let go of it all, even if it was hard to watch.

      “Are you even listening to me?” Jamie asked stepping between me and the window.  I turned to him and raised my brows.  I knew he’d been speaking, but I couldn’t remember any of his words.  “God, Gwen.”

      He threw his hands into the air, and I reached out for him, but he stepped out of my reach.

      “Jamie, I’m sorry,” I said my words mashing together.  “I was distracted.”

      He pressed his lips together as he lowered his head.  A small snort escaped before he looked up at me for a second before disappearing into the house.

      “Jamie!” I said, but the door had already closed.

      I dropped heavily to my bottom and pressed my hands to my forehead.  It wasn’t just Nick that made a mess of everything… apparently, it was something that ran in the family.  But I think on some level, I already knew that.

      The door opened, and I quickly turned desperate to apologize to Jamie, but it wasn’t him.  It was Nick.  He sat down next to me and kicked at the ground as he stared at the horizon.

      “Trouble in paradise?” Nick asked.

      I huffed heavily.  “Look around, brother.  There is no paradise.”

      Nick chuckled.  “He seemed upset when he came inside.  I just wanted to make sure you were all right.”

      “Right.  Is it time to play the caring brother role?” I said pushing myself to my feet.  “You know what, Nick?  You can just go to hell.”

      Maybe I was overreacting, but it was something I’d wanted to say him to him about a thousand times before but the words hadn’t been able to find their way out of my lips.

      Nick shook his head and turned away.  “I’m pretty sure I’m already there.”  He lowered his head and ignored what I’d said.  “Let’s get out of here.  This place is putting everyone on edge.”

      In minutes we were back on the road, and Monica was walking with Bronx.  Her giggles made my stomach swirl.  I turned away pretending not to notice.  I didn’t want anyone to see that it bothered me.

      It was around dinnertime when Nick started talking about finding a place to stay for the night.  Even though he kept talking about it, he kept walking.  There’d been several places we could have stopped, but we didn’t.  He kept trying to eek in more and more miles before we ran out of light.

      “What’s that?” Monica said pointing a shaking finger at something in the distance.

      I followed her finger and squinted out in the distance.  There was a thick blue fog rolling across the ground like a hungry desert dust storm.

      My shoulders bobbed rapidly with each quickening breath.  “Holy crap.”
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      The tall, dark blue-gray fog stretched from the bottom of the ground all the way to the top of the sky beyond the clouds.  As it moved, it swallowed everything in its path causing it to completely vanish as if it hadn’t ever existed.

      The wall cloud was moving toward us like a hungry, desperate beast.  A chill ran down my spine as it crawled nearer and I realized just how massive it was.  Not only did it reach higher than the clouds, it stretched outside to side for as far as I could see.

      It was miles and miles of what looked like a deadly storm, angrily making its way toward us.  The fog-like cloud moved as if it had unfinished business.

      The fog moved over the ground, and everything disappeared from view.  One minute a house was there, and the next it was gone.

      “What do we do?” Blair asked taking a step back as if the small amount of distance she was putting between her and the fog would somehow help.

      “What is it?” Danny mumbled, scrunching up his nose as he stared at the behemoth.

      Everyone was nervous and that, of course, included me.  Nick looked over his shoulder at me, as if he was searching for answers, but all I could offer him was a shrug.

      “We should probably get some cover,” Nick finally suggested, his eyes moving around the area directly behind us.

      After a brief moment, Nick waved us all along, but it felt like the fog was moving faster than we could run.  It seemed as though it had covered a fair amount of ground just in the time between that moment and when we’d first discovered it.

      “Okay everybody, let’s move!” Nick shouted skipping his feet together before kicking his movements into a run.

      Bronx and Blair were ahead of us, but only by a few steps.  The others were behind, but we were all running at nearly the same frantic speed.

      After a few minutes, I spotted a gas station we’d passed not that long ago.  I pointed, and Nick nodded.

      “We’ll go inside the gas station,” Nick shouted as if he’d read my mind.  Not that it mattered because it seemed as though everyone was already headed in that direction.

      I glanced over my shoulder, and the fog-cloud was moving even faster than I had originally thought.  In fact, I wasn’t sure if we were going to make it inside the gas station before it overtook us, sucking us inside.

      “Keep moving,” Nick said with a slight shakiness to his words.

      My feet hadn’t pounded out more than ten steps when I heard labored breathing coming from behind me.  I turned and met Jamie’s reddened, wide eyes for only a second when I knew something was wrong.

      Monica was wearing a similar expression, but she kept moving as if her life depended on it.

      “Go on,” Jamie said slowing his pace.  “I’ll catch up.”

      “What?” I said after a sharp breath.

      “The hell you will,” Nick said as he slowed and dropped back to Jamie’s side.  Nick met my eyes for a brief second.  “Keep moving!”

      I watched as Nick wrapped his arm underneath Jamie’s and used all his strength to haul him along with him.  It surprised me, but Nick wasn’t going to leave him behind.

      Bronx leaped over what was left of a blistered, decaying body and pulled open the gas station door.  He circled his hand over and over again as though he were directing traffic.

      I followed Blair inside.  Danny and Shannon were right behind us.

      I stepped up next to the big window with faded advertisements and pressed my palms against the dusty glass.  The cloud was already devouring the gas pumps out front hiding them completely from view.

      “Holy shit!” Blair said clutching the invisible pearls at her neck.

      “Run!” I shouted as I pounded on the window with my fist.  The cloud was right at the heels of Nick and Jamie.

      As Nick pushed Jamie through the door, Monica tripped over the body lying on the ground near the door.  She fell hard on the pavement, her face flopping forward and cracking against the hard concrete.

      “Crap,” Danny said as he pushed past Nick and Jamie.

      He stepped out just as the thick cloud wrapped itself around Monica’s feet.  He hastily scooped his hands under her arms and pulled her into the gas station.  Shannon quickly closed the door once they were both inside.

      I stared out the window watching as the cloud encapsulated the building.  Everything around us disappeared.  It felt like everything had been wiped away… erased, and we were all that was left.

      “I… can’t… breathe,” Jamie said lowering himself down to the ground.

      “What is that shit?” Bronx said frantically flapping his hand at the window.  He drew in a breath as if he were having trouble catching his breath after the narrow escape.  His eyes widened.  “Is this another attack?”

      Nick’s eyes were on Jamie as he crouched down next to him.  “Might just be the weather… fog.”

      “That’s some thick ass fog,” Blair said crossing her arms.  “Never seen anything like that before.  Why was it making it hard to breathe?”

      “Humidity can feel that way,” Nick said offering a shrug.

      I shook my head as I looked at Jamie struggling to draw in each breath.  “Humidity doesn’t do that.”

      I knelt down next to Jamie and rubbed my hand on his back as if that would somehow help.  He flashed me a weak smile.

      “I’m starting to feel better already,” Jamie said, and I couldn’t help but smile back.  Nick narrowed his eyes.  “No, really I am.”

      Jamie leaned back against one of the shelves, running his fingers through his hair with one hand and clutching his chest with the other.

      “That was no fog.  Not the regular kind anyway.  Whatever that was, it was like some kind of poison,” Jamie said, his eyes shifting toward the door.  “But it’s not seeping in through the cracks… almost like it’s too thick.”

      Nick shook his head.  “Why would they need to launch another attack?  The last one practically wiped everything away.”

      “Maybe their slate wasn’t clean enough,” Bronx said with a shrug.  “There were still people left… animals… who knows what they’re doing.”

      “Maybe they’re testing their weapons, and somehow we’re just trapped in the middle,” Blair said.

      “We can speculate all we want, but the truth is we may never know.  Who is left out there to tell us?”  Nick waited for a response, but no one answered.  “That’s right, nobody.  It’s just the other random survivors and us.”

      Shannon sniffed as she hugged herself tightly.  “Help could be out there.  We don’t know.”

      “Sure, maybe,” Nick said, but it didn’t sound even a little convincing.

      There was tension in the room, and I wasn’t sure if it was because of what everyone was feeling or if it was because the hair was heavy with whatever the cloud was carrying.

      After several minutes, Jamie tried to stand.  Nick reached out to help, but Jamie held up his palm.

      “I feel better,” Jamie said with a heavy breath.  “But it still feels like it’s trying to get inside me.  I hate to think what would have happened if I wouldn’t have gotten inside.”

      Jamie’s eyes landed on Nick.  There must have been something in his eyes that I hadn’t seen, but Nick gave him a nod.

      “Maybe we should go in the back,” Nick said turning toward the door at the back of the room.  “If it’s coming inside let’s make it harder for it to reach us.”

      Jamie nodded.

      Shannon and Bronx helped Monica to the back.  She looked as though she was struggling just as much as Jamie had if not more.

      Nick opened the door and gestured for the others to go inside.  He grabbed my arm and pulled me to the side before I could pass.

      When the others were inside, he finally spoke.  “How do you feel?”

      “Fine, I think,” I said swallowing hard.  Maybe there was a minimal tightness in my chest but nothing that overly concerned me.  It didn’t feel any different than it would have from walking through a thick patch of humidity filled fog.  “How about you?”

      “I’m fine,” Nick said letting go of my arm.  “The only ones that seem affected are those that were touched by the cloud.”

      “Jamie wasn’t touched,” I said.

      Nick’s head bobbed up and down.  “He was close, really, really close.”

      I hadn’t been that close, but close enough to know what the cloud was capable of.  If it had overtaken us, we probably would be lying out on the parking lot suffering or maybe dead.

      Nick slowly turned toward the window, and I followed his gaze.  The blue and gray particles of the clouds swirled around the glass.

      “Come on,” Nick said placing his hand on my back.  “Let’s join the others.”

      In the back room, there were boxes everywhere, most of which were unopened.  There were two open doors, one of which was a bathroom door, and the other which opened to an office.

      Monica was lying on a sofa inside the office, and Shannon was pacing back and forth in front of the door.  Bronx and Blair were opening one of the boxes while Danny stood there watching with his arms crossed.  Nick joined them.

      “Where’s Jamie?” I asked.

      “Down here,” he said, and I turned sharply.  He was sitting on the ground, his legs pulled up to his chest.

      I crossed my arms and walked over to him.  My eyes moved up and down as they scanned him.

      “I’m fine,” he said with a thin-lipped smile.

      I looked over my shoulder and saw Bronx glance our way for a split-second.  The muscles in my neck tensed.

      “Really, I promise,” Jamie said.

      My knees weakened, and all I could think about was how badly I needed to sit down.  To relax.

      I lowered myself down next to Jamie and stretched my legs out in front of myself, crossing them at the ankles.

      “Wonder how long we’ll be stuck in here,” Blair asked softly.  It was obvious that the question had been intended for Nick.

      “Probably not long.  It’ll pass, and we’ll get back out there,” Nick said with a shrug.  “Just a little hiccup in our plans.”

      Blair twisted her shaking fingers into her hair.  She chewed her lip as Bronx sorted through the box of orange drinks.

      “Hey,” Nick said placing his hand on her shoulder.  “We’re going to be okay.  We all wanted a break anyway, right?”

      “Yeah,” Blair said forcing a smile.

      Jamie placed his hand on my thigh, and I quickly shot up.  Bronx and Nick both glanced in our direction.  He’d only been trying to comfort me, but I reacted as though he’d placed ice cubes down my pants.

      “I should look for some candles,” I said running my hands down the sides of my thighs.  My skin tingled where he’d touched me.  “It’ll get dark soon, and we won’t be able to see at all.”

      I dashed out of the room before anyone could stop me.
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      I looked up and down what remained on the shelving units carefully.  Gas stations probably didn’t even stock candles.

      If I could have changed how I’d reacted to Jamie’s touch, I probably wouldn’t have changed a thing.  I couldn’t let him get close, no matter how much I liked the feel of his hand on my leg.

      “Hey,” Bronx said stepping up beside me.  “Can I help?”

      “Sure, if you want,” I said shrugging.

      “You know,” Bronx said as he moved some of the items around on the shelf, “we still have candles in the backpacks.”

      Busted.  I scratched my head, and my shoulders slumped down.  “I just needed a break.”

      “What kind of a break?” Bronx asked, his eyes slightly narrowing.

      “Just… um… my mind needed a break.”

      “Okay then.”  He was wearing a smile, but it looked as though it had been cut from someone else’s face and pasted onto his.

      I crossed my arms and turned to him.  “Try to understand, I’m someone that really kept to themselves, and now I’m constantly around people… strangers really.”

      “I’m a stranger?”

      “Well, maybe not you, but the others.”

      “Jamie?”

      “The other others.”

      Bronx looked down at his feet and then into my eyes.  “You know, I just want you to be happy.”

      “I’m not going to be happy.  How can anyone be happy?  Have you taken a look out the window?” I asked throwing my hands into the air.

      “I don’t mean about that,” Bronx said.  “I’m talking about Jamie.”

      My eyes closed and I sighed.  Jamie was one of the last things I wanted to be talking about.

      “You don’t have to say anything,” Bronx said holding up his palm.  “If Jamie makes you happy, then I’m happy for you.”

      He was giving up easily.  Too easily.  He didn’t even care to fight for me.  God, I was losing it.

      I chewed my cheek realizing that maybe he really did have an interest in the new girl.  He wasn’t going to sit around waiting for me when I couldn’t make up my mind about anything.

      How was I even still alive?

      It was okay though.  This made everything far easier.  I wouldn’t have to worry about any hearts getting broken if he was kept at a distance.

      There was a part of me that wanted to explain.  To tell him that there wasn’t anything going on between Jamie and me, at least not any more than there was between Bronx and I.  But I knew it was better to keep my mouth shut.

      “But hey,” Bronx said placing his thumb on my chin, forcing me to look into his eyes.  “I’ve always got your back.”  He leaned closer.  “Always.  No matter what.”

      I forced a tight-lipped smile trying to hold myself together.  Before I could say anything, he backed away.  He kept walking, stopping and placing his hand on the door frame.

      “When you’re ready, we’re in there… with candles,” he said before leaving.

      It was weird how even though there hadn’t been all that much between Bronx and I, it still felt as though my heart had been broken.  My hands covered my face as I dropped down to my bottom.  Everything caught up to me, and the tears started falling.  There didn’t seem to be anything I could do to stop them.

      After a solid ten minutes, I pulled the fabric of my shirt from my shoulder and wiped away my tears.  I pushed my shoulders back and got to my feet.  It wasn’t like I had a lot of time to sit around feeling sorry for myself.  In fact, I shouldn’t have allowed any time for that.

      I walked over to the window, but nothing had changed.  The cloud was just as thick as it had been when we arrived.  If I would have stuck my hand out of the window, I wouldn’t have even been able to see it.

      I felt awful about what happened between Bronx and me even if deep down I knew it was for the best.  My back was sore, but I stiffened my spine and headed back to the join the others.

      They were discussing why someone would bother to launch another attack.  I was tempted to turn and go back into the other room.

      It didn’t matter why, we were far beyond worrying about the why of any of the attacks, what mattered was that we were stuck and we didn’t know for how long.  The bright side was that the gas station had more than enough supplies to keep us alive for months without digging into our backpacks.

      Nick and Bronx found some tarps and some extra blankets.  They set up two sleeping areas, one in the office near the sofa and the other next to a pile of boxes.

      Shannon, Monica, and Blair were in the office, and Nick and Bronx went to the front of the gas station to make sure all the doors were locked.  Danny was already zonked out on one of the blankets near the boxes.  Jamie was staring at me, and even though there was a slight curl to his lips, I could see the concern in his eyes.

      “How are you feeling?” I asked before he could talk to me about whatever it was that was on his mind.

      “Oh,” Jamie said looking down at his chest.  “Fine.  Mostly.  Still feels a bit heavy when I take a deep breath.”

      Jamie took several steps closer, looking over his shoulder as he approached.  His eyes landed on Danny on the ground and then at the mostly closed office door before turning back to me.

      “I feel much better now that you’re next to me,” Jamie said.  His grin faded slightly.  “What happened earlier?”

      “What do you mean?” I asked swallowing hard.  I was pretty sure I knew what he meant, but he was so close my mind was a jumbled mess.

      “When you went looking for the candles.  You left pretty abruptly,” he said looking into my eyes.  “Did I do something wrong?”

      I shook my head.  “Of course, you didn’t.  I just got overwhelmed, I guess.”

      “Yeah, I can see that.”  Jamie lowered his gaze.  “I probably didn’t help with any of that either.”

      I cocked my head to the side.  “Again, what do you mean?”

      “Nothing.”

      “No, really, what did you mean by that?”

      Jamie drew in a deep breath.  “Just back when we were at your place, I was pretty overwhelmed myself, but I know what I want now.”  He placed his hand on my shoulder.  “I want to be there for you.  Remember, we’re in this together.  Me and you since the beginning.”

      I couldn’t help but chuckle.  Jamie had come to my door when I was at my worst.  And he hasn’t left my side since, even if he was good at sending mixed signals, he’s always been there.

      The other problem was I couldn’t let myself go there with Jamie any more than I could have gone there with Bronx.  But I couldn’t stand to have another cold shoulder around me either.

      “Yeah,” I said.  “We’re in this together, but we can’t forget that we’re not alone.”

      “I screwed this up once maybe even twice, but I’m not going to make the same mistake again,” Jamie said cupping my face with his warm, silky hands.

      Before I could stop him, he pressed his lips to mine.  My eyes squeezed together feeling both the pleasure and the pain of his kiss.

      I wanted it, but I knew it shouldn’t be happening.  I should have put a stop to it, but I couldn’t.

      Jamie’s lips hungrily moved over mine.  His tongue sweetly smoothed over mine wrapping me in warmth.

      My body relaxed.  Every single nerve and muscle in my body turned into jelly.  Even if my mind was fighting it, there wasn’t any other part of my body that was.

      The floorboards creaked from the other room, and Jamie pulled back.  His eyes were focused on my lips as a smile curled his mouth upward.  My eyes closed briefly for a few additional seconds just so I could absorb the last feelings of relaxation.

      I opened my eyes just as Nick and Bronx walked back into the storage area.  My heart was still racing as I looked over at Bronx wondering if he could hear it.  He didn’t even look in my direction.

      “We’re all locked up tight for the night,” Nick announced.  “I still think we should take turns keeping watch just in case, but I doubt anyone could find their way here in that fog, mist, poison or whatever it is anyway.”

      Bronx and Nick exchanged a glance.  Bronx covered his mouth as he let out a small cough.

      “And if they did,” Bronx added in a low voice, “we probably shouldn’t let them in.”

      “Right,” Nick said nodding his head as he looked in our direction.  “In case they’re contaminated with whatever that cloud is carrying.”

      “I’m on the first watch,” Bronx said as he lightly punched Nick on the upper arm.  “Get some sleep, eh?”

      Nick chuckled.  “I’ll try.”

      That night we all tried to get comfortable on the hard floor, but it was a challenge.  The blankets provided little to no padding underneath us.  Not to mention it was hard to sleep in the strange gas station.  I would have much rather been alone inside my half-blown away apartment than laying on the storage room floor.

      The others did better with sleeping than I did although from time to time I could hear them as they shifted their weight.  In the office room, the sofa springs creaked occasionally when Monica moved around always with a soft, almost non-existent whimper.

      It was probably at least an hour after Bronx’s watch had ended and Nick’s began, that I heard the noises.

      I sat up and looked around the room.  The others wide-open, fear-filled, glassy eyes were shining in the candlelight.

      “What is it?” I whispered, and Jamie sat up.

      His eyes moved around the room as if he were searching for the answer.  “I think it’s just the wind.”

      I jumped when I noticed Nick’s shadow looming in the doorway.  His hands were gripping the door frame as if he were trying to hold the building together.

      The wind howled and every board that had been used to build the gas station cracked.  I couldn’t see Nick’s expression, but I could see the nervousness in his glowing eyes.

      He exhaled sharply.  “You guys should see this.”
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      Danny, Jamie and I followed Nick and Bronx through the darkness to the large window at the front of the building.  Everything outside was dark, and though I knew the cloud was still out there, I couldn’t see it, at least not until Nick held up the candle.

      The particles inside the cloud swirled frantically around as the wind whistled and howled loudly.  It was almost as if the cloud was alive, like a bloodthirsty wild animal.

      “I’ve never seen anything like this,” Danny muttered.  We all turned to him, and he shrugged.  “What?  I haven’t… have you?”

      We all shook our heads.  Jamie placed his hand on his chest, and I quickly turned to him, placing my hand on his shoulder.

      “You okay?” I asked and Nick and Bronx both turned.

      “Yeah,” Jamie said forcing a smile.  “I’m fine, just having flashbacks maybe.”

      “Get him in the back room,” Nick said, and I nodded.

      Jamie didn’t argue or insist that he was fine, he accepted the help placing his arm around my shoulder and walking with me to the back room.  I could feel that this time Bronx didn’t have his eyes on me.

      Nick and Bronx started mumbling about sealing the cracks underneath the doors with plastic bags.  The second we stepped inside the storage room, I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but I could hear them moving about.

      Jamie sat down on his blanket and looked up at me.  “I’m fine, really I am.”

      My lips pressed together tightly as I crossed my arms.

      “Don’t look so worried,” Jamie said.  “I promise you, I’m okay.”

      I wanted to believe him, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that he was saying what he knew I wanted to hear.  He was saying the thing that wouldn’t worry any of us.

      It wasn’t long before the silence between us shattered into a thousand little pieces.  Monica’s screams sliced through the air as she begged for someone to help her.

      I ran to the doorway and peered inside.  Blair and Shannon were at her side trying to calm her.

      “What’s going on?” I asked as I heard movement over my shoulder.  Nick and Bronx were running toward us to find out what was going on.  I looked at Nick as he approached.  “She just started calling for help.”

      Monica turned toward the door.  Even in the darkness, I could tell her bulging eyes were red.

      “My feet!” she screeched.  “Please!”

      Nick pushed past me and knelt down at Monica’s side.  She looked at him with desperation in her eyes as she shook her head.

      “Why aren’t you helping me?” she said.

      “Get my flashlight!” Nick said over his shoulder and before I could move Bronx was already at the backpacks.

      He fumbled around for a few seconds before he stepped between Jamie and me to enter the room.  Bronx clicked the flashlight and aimed it at Monica’s feet.

      Shannon started untying her shoes, and Monica bent forward at the waist, gripping the side of the sofa as she let out a painful cry.

      “Oh my God!” she howled.  “Just leave them, leave me alone.”

      Nick placed his hand on her shoulder.  “We can’t help if we can’t see what’s causing you so much pain.”

      “I don’t care!  I don’t care!  Just stop touching me!” Monica cried.

      Shannon ignored her and pulled off her shoe letting it drop to the ground.  When she started tugging at Monica’s sock, her face scrunched up.

      “Noooo,” Monica said her voice vanishing into nothing as her eyes rolled back into her head and she fell back on the sofa.

      Shannon quickly pulled her fingers away from the top of the sock.  She rubbed her hands vigorously on her jeans.

      “What is it?” Nick asked, his eyes narrowed.

      “There’s something wrong,” Shannon said, the shadows in the room danced on her face.  She looked up at Nick, swallowing hard.  “I can’t get her socks off… they’re… they’re… umm.”

      She couldn’t finish.

      “They’re what?” Nick’s voice was soft.

      “They’re stuck.”

      “Stuck?” Bronx asked shaking his head as Blair leaned closer to Monica’s feet.

      Blair shook her hands like she was warming up for a boxing match.  She stood and grabbed some tissues off of the desk, covering her fingers before taking in a deep breath.

      Shannon shook her head rapidly.  “I don’t know if you should—”

      “I’m doing it,” Blair said wincing as she dug her fingers under the hem of the sock.

      Monica’s arm went limp and dropped off of the side of the sofa.

      Blair peeled the sock, stopping when the fabric was near her ankle.  It was more than enough to see there was something very, very wrong.

      The light flickered briefly as Bronx tightened his grip on the handle of the flashlight.

      “Holy shit,” Blair said taking a quick step back.

      “Oh my, God,” Shannon said covering her mouth with her hands for a moment before dropping them back down to her thighs.  She wiped them more vigorously on the rough fabric.  “What’s happening to her?”

      Monica’s flesh was black and blue as if her foot had been hit with a sledgehammer.  The veins were slightly raised and swollen, protruding out of the flesh.

      “What should we do?” Shannon said, her voice a higher pitch than usual.  No one answered.  “We have to do something to help her!”

      Nick shook his head, it was clear he didn’t know what to do.  “We have a first aid kit.”

      “A first aid kit?” Shannon squeaked.

      Monica started moaning.  Her head rolled back and forth on the sofa armrest.  “Just cut them off.”

      “Well, I’m not doing that,” Nick said patting her hand.

      “What are you going to do?” Shannon asked as she stood.  She crossed her arms and stared at him.

      Nick glanced at me and then at Bronx.  “I… I don’t know.  I’m not a doctor.  Maybe she just needs to rest.  Elevate them.”

      “Right, that’ll fix them right up,” Shannon said with a sharpness to her words.

      “I’m sorry, Shannon,” Nick said.  “I’ve never seen anything like this before, have you?”

      “Of course I haven’t,” Shannon said.

      “I’ll go find her some pain relievers.  I’m pretty sure I packed something,” I said, my voice trembled.  I was nervous that I might piss Shannon off more than she already was and I didn’t really want to do that.  At least not at the moment.

      As I walked away, I heard Shannon mumble that they wouldn’t be in the mess if they wouldn’t have tagged along with us.  She wasn’t sure why she’d agreed to it.

      I found the bottle in my pack and when I turned around Shannon was standing behind me.  My voice felt as though it had gotten stuck in my throat.

      “Thanks,” Shannon said grabbing the bottle out of my hands.  “I think you and your friends have probably done enough.”

      “Shannon,” I said keeping my voice calm, “I’m sorry this is happening to Monica, but it isn’t our fault.”

      Shannon looked me up and down before turning away from me.  It wasn’t long before Bronx, Jamie, Nick, and Blair joined me in the storage room.  Even Blair didn’t want to be in the same room with them.

      “My turn for watch,” Jamie said as he walked by.

      “It’s almost morning,” I said.

      He smiled at me.  “I guess my turn will be short then.”

      “We’ll be taking turns throughout the day too,” Nick said.

      That was all that was said until the sun came up.  Not that it was easy to tell when that happened in the storage room, but in the main room, the light found a way to brighten the blue cloud.

      Throughout the morning Shannon and Monica whispered on and off.  I could hear Monica frequently complaining about her foot.  It seemed to alternate between unbearable pain, and her not having any feeling in her feet at all.  Perhaps the pain medicine was helping, or maybe it was just how the poison worked.

      I couldn’t stop thinking about Jamie.  If Monica’s foot had turned black, what had happened to Jamie?  His respiratory system had been affected but had that been all?

      At the end of his shift, I marched into the main room and grabbed his hand.  Blair rolled her eyes at me as I hauled him toward the women’s restroom.

      “Get a room,” she groaned, and it surprised me just how easy it had been to ignore her.

      Once we were inside, I locked the door and turned to him.  He was smiling, but confusion filled his eyes.

      “What’s going on?” Jamie asked.

      “I’m worried,” I said staring at his chest.

      “We all are,” Jamie said raising a brow.

      I shook my head.  “Take off your shirt.”

      “That’s an unusual way to deal with worry, but I can’t say I’ll complain.”

      “No, seriously, take it off.”

      All traces of his smile disappeared.

      “Why?” Jamie asked.

      “Did you see her foot?” I said pointing at the door.  I turned my finger and pointed it toward his chest.  “I want to make sure that isn’t happening to you.”

      “I told you I’m fine,” Jamie said.

      “Well, then prove it,” I said taking a step closer.

      Jamie’s eyes moved down and then back up to meet mine.  His face lacked emotion as he grabbed the hem of his shirt and pulled it over his head.

      There wasn’t a single speck of imperfection on him.  Jamie’s body was absolutely perfect.

      “Well?” he asked, and I swallowed hard.

      “Nothing there,” I said, and he turned toward the mirror.  He looked himself over as if wanting to make sure for himself.

      Jamie turned back toward me, his chest rising as he drew in a breath.  He reached out and grabbed my hand placing it on his warm, silky chest.

      “I told you,” he said looking directly into my eyes.  “I’m fine.”

      Jamie let go of my hand, but I held it in place.  I took a step closer, unable to look away from him.  I should have walked away.  I should have left the room, but I didn’t.

      I slid my hand down his chest, my fingertips gliding over every inch of his smooth skin.  The outside world vanished, and I wanted to keep it that way.

      Jamie’s hand cupped my cheek, his thumb moved softly over my skin as his other hand slipped around my waist.  He pulled me closer, so close my body was pressed against his.

      He exhaled slowly.  “I’ve wanted this moment for so long… I’m not going to screw it up, not this time.”

      The temperature in the room rose, and in an instant, his lips were on mine.
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      Every fiber of my being tingled with a heated excitement that threatened to scorch my insides.  I felt like I was at the top of a roller coaster about to plummet down toward the ground below.

      Jamie’s lips moved down my neck as he pressed himself into me.  My breath hitched at the feel of him.  I curled my arms around him, holding onto him so tightly my fingertips felt numb as I dug them into the muscles of his back.

      His mouth moved hungrily over my skin, erasing every memory of the outside world from my mind.  Jamie slid his hands down my sides, stopping when he reached my hips.  He lifted me off of the ground with ease, turning me, and lowering me down on the countertop.

      I twisted my fingers into his soft hair as he kissed up and down my neck, devouring me as if I were a delicate piece of fruit… the last of its kind.  My body melted into his as I wrapped my legs around his hips, arching my back and allowing my body to fill with the heat of the moment.

      I felt intoxicated.  I felt free.

      Jamie’s hand glided up my body, roughly cupping my breast.  I bit my lip and tilted my head back allowing myself to enjoy the pleasure of his touch.  He grabbed the hem of my shirt and yanked it up over my breasts, kissing every inch of exposed flesh.

      “God, you’re so beautiful,” Jamie said in a low voice filled with desire.  His words made me feel weightless, and the only thing I could think of was just how badly I needed him.

      I reached down and undid the button on my jeans.  Together we worked to get them off of me, letting them fall to the floor with a soft thud.  Seconds later, Jamie’s pants made the exact same noise.

      He grabbed my hips and pulled me close to his body.  A gasp escaped between my parted lips as I felt his skin against mine.

      When he eased himself inside me, my head fell back uncontrollably, and I grabbed him tighter.  I was afraid if I let go, I’d float right out of the building and into the dangers looming around us.

      He rocked into me holding me tighter with each movement.  It was as though he was afraid I might just disappear.

      “Oh, God,” I whispered.  “Don’t stop.”

      “Never,” he said back in a breath.

      He let out a soft groan as his lips hungrily moved across my jaw.  His body was hard… tense as he thrust himself deeper and deeper, filling my need and satisfying his own.  I moved closer wanting him more and more.

      It was an intense desire that was unbreakable.  We wanted each other desperately.  The truth was, I needed him.  Oh, dear God, I needed him.

      Jamie grabbed my breast, thumbing my nipple through the thin, silky fabric of my bra.  It was enough to drive me to the edge, and there wasn’t anything I could do to stop myself from falling down into a cool pool of ecstasy.

      “Oh, yes,” I said, pressing my mouth against his shoulder to muffle my words.  My pleasure crashed down around me like fireworks exploding through my body.  He groaned, and we rocked as one, letting the intensity of the moment slowly crumble away bringing me back to reality.

      I felt recharged, but at the same time slightly saddened when I remembered the world that surrounded us.  Jamie and I were in a gas station bathroom… trapped inside by a poisonous, mysterious cloud of disease, and probably death.

      I looked down away from Jamie’s eyes, but his fingertip touched my chin, raising my head, forcing me to look into his eyes.  His eyes were glassy and filled with both happiness and worry.

      “That was amazing,” he said placing a soft kiss lightly on my lips.  He held his mouth to mine for a long moment before taking a step back to pick my jeans up off of the floor.  He handed them to me, cocking his head to the side as he looked into my eyes.  “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah, of course,” I said swallowing down the lump at the back of my throat.  “You were amazing.”

      “As were you.”  He grinned.  “But I can tell, something’s wrong.”

      I shook my head.  “What makes you think there’s something wrong.”

      I hopped off of the counter and quickly pulled on my jeans.  He buttoned his pants as I was straightening my shirt.

      “It’s in your eyes.  Something is on your mind.”  Jamie looked at the floor and the back at me.  “I just want to make sure I didn’t somehow manage to fuck things up.”

      “No, no, of course not,” I said as I looked around the room.  “It’s just that… well….”

      Jamie nodded.  “This isn’t at all how I imagined it would be, but it doesn’t really matter where we are as long as we’re there together.  Someday, I promise you a much better location.”  He smiled at me although it was a fairly weak smile.  “I guess I just couldn’t help myself.  You do that to me.”

      “You’ve imagined it?” I said with a questioning look.

      “Yeah,” Jamie said lowering his voice as he cocked his head to the side and leaned closer.  “Haven’t you?”

      Shit.

      What was I doing?

      He reached out and wrapped his arms around me, pulling me in for a gentle hug that didn’t help me feel better.  The problem wasn’t the bathroom, in fact, that barely had crossed my mind.

      I screwed up.

      I should have backed away.

      Things shouldn’t have gone as far as they had.

      I took a step back.  Now, I was the one sending mixed signals, and I didn’t feel very good about it.  I cared about Jamie… a lot, but I shouldn’t have let this happen.  Not until we had things figured out.  Everything figured out.

      Bronx was still on my mind, and the last thing I should be thinking about after being with Jamie was another man.  I was a terrible person.  But did it even matter?  Did any of it matter?

      Bronx had made things clear, and even if he hadn’t, I probably wouldn’t have stopped the moment.

      If the red sky hadn’t come, neither Jamie nor Bronx would have given me the time of day.  They hadn’t given me the time of day.  The only reason things had changed was because I was here.  I’d survived.

      I’d lived next to Jamie for a long time and not once had he asked me out.  Instead, he was busy having a casual relationship with Blair.  That was his type.  Blair.  Girls like Blair.  Not me.

      “We should get back out there,” I said taking a step back toward the door.

      Jamie eyed me, suspicion filled his eyes.  “You’re sure everything is okay?”

      “Yeah,” I said with a smile that felt off center.  I took a quick step closer and placed a soft kiss on his cheek.  For a split second, I could see on his face that he didn’t believe me.  In fact, he was probably assuming he’d done something wrong.  But he hadn’t.  He’d done everything right.  The problem was me.

      “See you out there,” I said as I turned to leave the room.  I could feel his eyes on me as I walked toward the door.

      I walked through the main room feeling the warmth of my pink cheeks, but Blair didn’t even bother to look in my direction.  I wasn’t going to feel bad about what had happened.  In fact, I felt great about it.  Jamie was amazing, and if things were different, I’d be daydreaming about the next time.  He was sweet, perfect, but I was the one that had made a mess of things because I shouldn’t have let it happen.  Maybe I was selfish.

      Bronx had made it clear that he was over me, or whatever he’d said, but that didn’t mean I could be with Jamie.  I couldn’t let it happen.  I couldn’t allow my heart to go there.

      As long as I didn’t fall for him and he didn’t fall for me, it would be okay.  I had to protect my heart, and I had to protect Jamie.  I cared too much about him not to.

      I didn’t regret a second, but I couldn’t let something like that happen again.  No matter how much I couldn’t stop thinking about how it felt to be with him.

      “Hey,” Nick said the second I turned the corner into the storage room.  “Where have you been hiding?”

      “Sorry?”  I was pretty sure my pink cheeks had turned red.

      “Nothing,” Nick said shaking his head.  He turned his head toward the office.  “She’s not doing too well.”

      I crossed my arms hearing movement behind me.  Jamie walked into the room and images of being with him flashed through my mind.

      “Is there anything we can do for him?” I asked clearing my throat at the end of my sentence.

      “If there is I have no idea what.”  Nick’s head moved side to side slowly.  “Jamie,” he said and my body tensed.  “You have any ideas?”

      “Wish I did,” he said opening one of the boxes.  He ripped open a bag of chips and started snacking.

      I looked around the room and peered into the office.  “Where’s Bronx?”

      “He’s with Blair,” Nick said as he knelt down and unzipped his backpack.  He sifted through the items.  “I just wish I could think of something.”

      “Maybe there isn’t anything,” I said keeping my voice low.

      Nick’s eyes met mine.  “That’s what I’m afraid of.”  He pushed his backpack to the side and kicked it for good measure.  “Fuck!”

      I watched as Nick reached into one of the smaller boxes near the wall, he pulled out a bottle of whiskey and opened it.  He took a long drink before offering it to Jamie.

      Jamie took a drink and passed it over to me.  Normally I would have refused, but under the circumstances, I could use a break from the thoughts shifting through my mind.  I didn’t even have the energy or the desire to judge Nick for taking the first swig.

      Bronx stepped into the room, his arms were crossed as he looked at Nick.  There was a coldness to his shoulder that seemed to radiate a chill out from his whole body.

      “What’s going on?” he asked glancing briefly at the bottle in my hand.

      “A break,” Nick said, and I held out the bottle.  Bronx turned and looked at me and then at the bottle.  He yanked it out of my hand and walked away as if I was infected with a contagious disease.

      Bronx took a swig, and then a longer drink.  He didn’t pass the bottle back instead he took it over to his sleeping spot and sat down on the ground, resting his back against the wall.

      “Um, okay,” Nick said reaching into the box.  He pulled out another bottle.

      “Blair wants a break,” Bronx announced after he took another drink.  I watched him as he swung the bottle around with his fingertips between his legs.  “Maybe Jamie or Gwen should take a turn.”

      My insides swirled with a myriad of emotions.  Bronx’s tone hurt, and it had made me angry.

      “It’s my turn,” I said stepping out of the room, wanting nothing more than to be alone.
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      Nick had tried to relieve me from watch duties twice, but I’d insisted I was fine.  I was enjoying being alone although it would have been better if I didn’t have to stare at the swirling blue cloud outside the window.

      It was near dinner time when Jamie came stumbling into the room.  He laughed at himself as he walked into one of the shelving units.

      “Excuse me,” he said bowing politely to the shelf.

      I exhaled slowly.  If Jamie was wasted that wasn’t a good sign.  My brother’s tolerance was probably insane, but there had been a lot of booze in the storage room.

      “It’s my turn,” Jamie said, dragging out each word several seconds longer than normal.  “I’ll take watch turn now.”

      “You’re drunk,” I said not even attempting to hide the fact that I was annoyed.

      “You’re not.  You should be!” Jamie clapped his hand.

      I shook my head.  “No, I shouldn’t be.  What if something happens?”

      “Oh shit,” he whispered.  “I really fucked it up this time, didn’t I?”

      “Just go sleep it off, please,” I said keeping my voice calm.

      Jamie leaned closer, and I winced at the strong scent that wafted out of his mouth.  “Will that make you happy?”

      “The happiest, now please, go lay down.”

      “Anything for you my love,” Jamie said taking a bow as he weaved his way back to the storage room.

      I followed him, making sure he made his way to his sleeping area.  I was almost surprised when he actually flopped down and closed his eyes.  He almost instantly fell asleep.

      Whispers came from the office, and I tried to listen between Nick’s snoring and Jamie’s heavy breathing.  I was pretty sure they were talking about leaving and not waiting for the cloud to dissipate.

      I looked around the storage room to see if I was the only one listening.  Nick wasn’t alone on his blanket, Blair was next to him, her arm wrapped around his middle.

      Just as I was about to leave, Bronx rolled over onto his side.  His open eyes happened to land on mine for a second before he looked away.  He was listening to the women, and he really didn’t want to look at me.

      I went back to my post.  If the women wanted to leave, I wasn’t going to be the one to talk them out of it.  It was a suicide mission that I was almost certain of, but I guess that was their choice to make.

      I crossed my arms and leaned back in the chair we’d brought to the window.  My body jolted upright when the floorboards behind me cracked.

      “Sorry!” Bronx said holding up his hand.

      I pressed my palm to my heart and drew in a deep breath before I was able to relax back into the chair.

      “What are you doing out here?” I said too harshly.  I hadn’t meant for my words to come out that way at least not consciously.  “How come you aren’t drunk like the others?”

      “Who said I’m not?” Bronx grinned but then shook his head.  “I’m not.  You heard what they were saying, didn’t you?”

      “I did.”

      Bronx shifted his weight from one leg to the other.  “And you don’t think we should say anything?”

      “No.  It’s their choice.”

      There was a long moment.  The floor creaked again as Bronx took a step forward.

      “They’re drunk. They don’t realize how dangerous it is out there,” Bronx said.

      I snorted.  “Nonsense, that one with the crush on you sees her foot.  She knows what caused it.  If she wants to do something stupid, who am I to stop her.”

      “She doesn’t have a crush on me,” Bronx said.  “If she did she wouldn’t want to leave.”

      I didn’t know if that was a valid point or if Bronx was thinking too highly of himself.

      “She’d do whatever Shannon tells her to do.  At least that’s how it seems to me.”

      Bronx crouched down next to me and looked over his shoulder toward the storage room.  He turned back, but he didn’t look at me.

      “I might have made a mistake,” Bronx said.

      “A mistake?”

      Before he could answer, loud noises from the storage room filled the air.  He stood and made his way toward the doorway.

      Bronx hesitated for a long moment before stepping out of view.  After a moment there was a loud clank, followed by a heavy thud.  Something was wrong.

      I stood and took a step toward the storage room.  I wanted to call out for Bronx my voice wouldn’t work.  There was a new silence that was different from the usual silence.

      With each step, I took toward the storage room my body filled with more and more dread.  My mouth opened, but still, I couldn’t find my words.

      I stepped into the storage area, my eyes scanning the floor.  Jamie wasn’t where he’d been minutes ago.

      Bronx was lying on the floor his arms splayed out to the sides, and his head twisted awkwardly.  There was a gash just above his eyebrow, and blood streamed down the side of his face.

      “Bronx!” I said, but it was more of a gasp than it was a word.  Before I could take a step, something hit me in the back of the head.

      I spun on my heel, which put me face to face with Shannon.  She grinned as she raised something over her head and before I realized what was happening, she smacked me across the side of the head.

      My body twisted and darkness swallowed me as I fell to the floor.  I could hear them, but I couldn’t see them.  Their words, however, made little sense.

      They were moving around the room.  They were somewhere behind me… talking about a gun.  Talking about supplies.  Telling someone to move.

      Their footsteps got louder as they moved past me.  I fought with all my might to open my eyes, but it felt like they were sewn shut.

      I had to see.

      Somehow, I managed to blink, but everything around me was a blur.  I had to move my hand… press it to my eyes… get them to work.

      Even though I couldn’t move, I managed to blink again, and again.  Each time my eyelids closed and opened, I was able to see clearer.

      “Move!” Shannon said.  When she stepped to the side, I could see there were two people with her.  One was definitely Monica, but it took me several more blinks before I realized who she had with her.

      He didn’t have to turn around for me to know, but when he did, I could see that Jamie had his hands tied and his mouth sealed shut with a thick band of duct tape.

      “No!” I said, but the word got stuck in my throat.  Since no one reacted, I was pretty sure that they hadn’t heard me.

      Shannon clicked on the flashlight and opened the front door.  I could see the thick fog swirling around.

      I reached out for Jamie even though he was well out of reach.  The feeling started to come back through my body.  I was able to raise up my head.

      “No!” I said again, but my voice scratched against the back of my throat, barely finding its way out of my mouth.

      They hadn’t heard me.  Shannon pushed Jamie through the door, and before I could even get to my feet, they were gone.
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      My legs wobbled, and the room moved as if I was trying to walk across a merry-go-round.  I felt the side of my head where I’d been hit and looked at my hand.

      Blood.

      There was blood on my hands.

      It wasn’t much.

      “Bronx!” I said shaking him.  He groaned and rolled to the side.

      I turned and looked around the room.  Danny was standing there staring at me as if I’d just murdered someone.

      “Danny!  You have to help,” I said, but as I took a step closer to him, he took a cautious step back.

      “What’s going on?  Why is there blood on your hands?  Why is he on the floor?” Danny asked.

      I shook my head.  “They took him.  Those girls, they just took Jamie.  We have to do something… we have to help him!”

      “Took him?” Danny asked.  “Took him where?”

      “Help me wake them, please!” I begged, kicking at Nick’s side.  His snoring stopped for a moment before he drew in another deep breath that made his lips tremble.  “Shit!”

      I couldn’t think clearly.  My mind was a jumbled mess of words and blackness.  What happened was like a puzzle, but half of the pieces were missing.

      “Wake them up,” I said digging through Nick’s bag searching for another flashlight.  I pulled it out, and stood, clicking on the light.  “I’m going after him.”

      Danny stood there frozen as still as a statue.  I could feel his eyes on me as I made my way to the front door.

      I filled my lungs with air from the main room as though I was about to dive down deep into a large body of water.  My hand shook, and my heart pounded as I wrapped my fingers around the cool metal door handle.

      I squeezed my eyes shut, mustering up the courage to pull open the door.  As I pulled back, something pushed against the top of the door holding it in place.

      My eyes popped open, and I turned meeting Bronx’s eyes.  Blood coated his eyebrow, and the corners of his eyes were wrinkled with worry.

      “What are you doing?” he asked.

      “They took Jamie,” I said trying not to break apart into a million pieces.  “He’s out there.”

      “You can’t go out there,” Bronx said shaking his head.  “You know that.”

      Nick and Blair stumbled into the room clearly still at least somewhat affected by the alcohol.  It didn’t seem as though Danny had gotten them up to speed on the situation based on how they were looking at us.

      “Where are they?” Nick growled.

      “They knocked me out, and they left,” I said biting my cheek to stop the tears that were threatening to roll down out of my eyes.

      Blair chewed her fingernail.  “Those bitches were crazy… I didn’t think they’d actually do it.”

      “You knew?” I asked, my tears drying from the heat that was rising through my veins.

      Blair looked from me to Nick and then to Bronx.  “I didn’t know,” she said, turning back toward me.  “If I thought they’d do something like taking someone I obviously would have brought it up.  You know that, right?”

      “Then what do you know?” I asked.

      “They talked about leaving,” Blair said her fists balled up at her sides.  “But they didn’t mention anything about knocking you out or taking Jamie with them.”

      “Why would they take him?” I said looking at Nick.  It was a question I knew he didn’t have the answer to.

      He shook his head.

      “You should have said something,” Bronx said, the veins in his forearms popped out as his muscles tensed.  He started pacing.

      “They also mentioned something about praying to make the cloud go away, should I have mentioned that as well?” Blair asked with a sneer, but her eyes revealed that she was blaming herself.

      “Shit,” Bronx said.

      “We have to do something,” I said pointing the flashlight out the glass panel on the door.  Over my shoulder I noticed Bronx turning away slightly as he ran his fingers through his hair.

      My hand moved before I gave it much thought.  I pulled open the door.

      “Gwen!” Nick said, I could hear him moving behind me.  The noises stopped abruptly, and I was pretty sure I knew why.

      My hand shook as I lit up the cloud outside the door.  It was like a thick curtain that had been pulled down in front of the door, and it was bizarre, but it didn’t enter the building.

      “Jamie!” I screamed.  “Jamie, where are you?”

      Someone touched my shoulder, and I swatted at the hand as I twisted away.

      “Gwen.”  Bronx’s voice was soft.  Calm.  And it angered me.

      “No!” I said, fury bubbling up inside of me.  “I’m going after him.”

      “Wait!” Bronx shouted.  “Is there any rope?”

      Danny moved through the room stopping at one of the shelves.  He bent down, vanishing out of sight for a moment before standing, holding two packages of bright yellow rope.

      “Tie them together,” Bronx ordered.

      “They’re too far out there,” I said.

      “Maybe, maybe not,” Bronx said tying the rope tightly around my middle.

      He threw the rope over his head and wrapped it around his waist keeping a bit of slack between us.  Bronx turned, breathing heavily as he stared at Danny.

      “Do not let go of that end,” Bronx said, his finger shaking as he pointed at the rope.  “Seriously, do not let go.”

      “I won’t,” Danny said.

      “Fuck,” Bronx whispered just loud enough for me to hear.  “This is a terrible idea.”

      I turned.  “Then don’t go.”

      “Move,” Bronx said jerking his chin forward.  “It would be worse to let you go out there alone.  Let’s go.”

      “Wait,” Nick said, and I turned just in time to see him stumble and fall into one of the shelving units.  He shouldn’t have had any alcohol.  None of us should have.

      Blair knelt down and started fussing over a small cut on Nick’s cheek.  I turned around, ignoring them and facing the cloud.

      Every fiber of my being was begging me not to move my feet, but I didn’t have a choice.  I took a step, and my heart raced faster than I thought possible.

      Were my lungs tighter?

      Was my throat closing up?

      I was too close.

      What choice did I have?

      I took another step, and just as I was about to go out of the doorway and into the cloud, Jamie’s face pushed through the cloud.  Bronx pulled me back before launching himself forward to close the door.  He flipped the lock into place, and the metallic noise echoed through the room.

      “Jesus Christ!” Jamie shouted.

      I could hear Bronx breathing heavily as he stared at Jamie with a fair amount of uncertainty.  I wasn’t sure if he wanted to kill him or hug him.

      Nick looked like he was struggling to keep his eyes open.  I wasn’t even sure if he knew Jamie was back.

      Jamie’s hands were still tied together, and if I’d seen duct tape on his mouth, he’d somehow managed to take it off.  He held his hands toward me and then at Bronx shaking them vigorously.

      “Help me get these off,” Jamie said his voice shaking.

      Bronx quickly retrieved a knife and cut the rope.  He stared at Jamie as if he were somehow different.

      “What happened out there?” Bronx asked.

      “They took me… taped my mouth while I was sleeping and then tied me up,” Jamie said.  “I thought I was going to die out there.”  He looked at me.  “Am I really here?”

      My eyebrows squeezed together harder than my lips.  I couldn’t say anything, but my head bobbed up and down.

      “Yeah, you’re here,” I managed to say after a moment.  I bit my cheek after I finished speaking to keep myself from bawling uncontrollably.

      “How did you make your way back?” Bronx asked.

      Jamie rubbed his wrists.  “Luck.  Pure luck.  When that one, Monica, fell, I took my chance.  I made a one-eighty and ran.”

      “They’re still out there?” Bronx asked, twisting his neck to look toward the window.

      “I… I couldn’t see them, but I’m sure they were somewhere,” Jamie said exhaling loudly.  “Monica was screaming and screaming about her feet.  She’s probably still screaming.”

      Jamie rubbed his ears as if he could still hear her and was trying to wipe it away.

      “Shit,” Bronx said as he started to pace.

      “They could come back,” Jamie said as if he’d only first realized it at that moment.  “They have Nick’s gun.”

      Nick chuckled groggily.  “Not my pistol.”

      None of us were happy about the fact that we were down to one gun.  Not that it really mattered considering the cloud that was holding us hostage.

      “Maybe they’ll just keep going,” I said trying to sound hopeful.  “Why did they take you anyway?”

      Jamie looked away.  “Those women were insane.  They wanted to replace Danger.  Turns out my hair color matches his.”

      “Jesus,” Bronx said running his hands through his hair.

      Something slapped hard into the window causing it to rattle.  I gasped and took a step back when I noticed the bloody hand pressed against the window.

      The hand pounded again and again before Shannon pushed her face against the glass.  Her eye caught mine, and I wanted to look away, but I couldn’t.

      “Let me in!” she shouted.

      I looked at Bronx over my shoulder.  Jamie took several steps toward the storage room, but he stopped when he was next to Nick.

      “Help me!  I was wrong!” Shannon shouted, pounding her palm against the window again.

      I noticed the veins in her hand were protruding and blackened.

      “What do we do?” Blair asked as she stood.  “We can’t just leave her out there, can we?”

      Jamie moved abruptly and quickly, grabbing something off of Nick.  When he straightened, I saw the gun in his hand.

      “Jamie,” I said softly with my palms out.  “What are you doing?”

      Jamie marched forward.  “I’m getting rid of our guest.”
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      I looked at Bronx over my shoulder wondering why he wasn’t doing anything to stop Jamie.  Then, I wondered why I wasn’t doing more.

      But it didn’t take long for me to realize why I wasn’t.  I didn’t want to let the woman that kidnapped Jamie back into our gas station either.

      She’d stole from us and put Jamie in danger, Shannon didn’t deserve to get saved from the cloud.

      Jamie's shoulders were pulled back, and his grip on the gun was so tight that I could see his white knuckles even in the darkness of the barely lit room.  Jamie held the gun like he knew what he was doing, but I was pretty sure he had no idea.

      “Let me take care of her,” Nick said nearly tipping over again, as he worked to get back onto his feet.  Blair’s fingertips held onto him tightly, working to help keep him balanced.

      Jamie ignored him.  He stopped several inches from the door and raised the gun to Shannon’s eye level.

      “Go away,” Jamie shouted.

      Shannon frowned.  After a moment, her frown turned into a grin as she reached behind her displaying the gun she’d stolen while Nick had been passed out.

      “Get in the back,” Jamie said over his shoulder.  It sounded as though his lips were barely moving.

      I shook my head, refusing to leave him, but instantly felt Bronx’s hands on my shoulders.  He slowly guided me toward the back room.

      Shannon’s eyes were on us as we moved, they almost seemed to glow orange as her anger grew.  She slammed her palm into the window again leaving behind a blood print.

      “Let me inside!” she screamed.

      And Jamie shook his head.  He wasn’t even a little afraid of her bigger gun.

      “You wanted to go out there,” Jamie said.

      “I didn’t know,” she said her voice fading into nothing.  She lowered her head, her shoulders bobbing as if she were sobbing.  “Please!  Help me.”

      Jamie stared for a moment before slowly shaking his head.

      Bronx pushed me back into the storage room, but when he stepped back out to help Blair and Danny drag Nick backward, I took a step forward.

      “Get back!” Bronx said as Shannon raised her gun.  She aimed the barrel right at Jamie’s head.

      “No!” I shouted, and Shannon started to chuckle.

      Jamie raised his gun.  I couldn’t see it, but I knew his finger was on the trigger.

      Bronx pushed us all back into the storage room.  His back was toward the window.

      I could see over Bronx’s shoulder, just barely.  Time had seemed to slow down.

      “Why isn’t he shooting her?” Nick asked between his teeth.  “She’d be on the ground by now if he would have just given me the gun.”

      “He doesn’t want to break the glass,” Bronx said.

      “It won’t come inside,” Nick said.  “You saw it… it like needs to be invited or something.”

      I eyed Nick as I shook my head.  “It’s not a vampire, Nick.  It’s a cloud of poison.”

      “He needs to do something before she kills us all,” Nick said as he pushed Blair and me behind him.

      Shannon stared into the room, her eyes shifting around frantically.  The blood-shot whites of her eyes seemed to glow in the darkness, reflecting the blueness of the clouds.

      She bared her teeth like a wild animal, but only for a second before lowering her gun.

      “Jamie,” I whispered, pressing my hand down on Nick’s shoulder attempting to see into the other room better.  “Come back.”

      “Not until she’s gone,” Jamie said, his tone hard as stone.

      “Open the door,” Nick urged.  “Kill her before she kills us.”

      Jamie’s head lowered.  I wasn’t sure if he was considering it, but before he could make a decision, Shannon raised the back end of her gun and slammed it into the glass once.

      The glass weakened.  Spiderweb-like cracks spread throughout the glass.  She hit again, and it shattered.  Bits of glass shot forward toward Jamie and rained down all over the floor at his feet.

      The woman looked like a rabid animal as she stuck her head inside.

      “Shoot her!” Nick said loud enough for her to hear.

      “Shoot me?”  Shannon looked shocked by his words.  “Shoot him!  He killed her!”

      “I didn’t kill anyone!” Jamie said shaking his head.

      “I saw you!  You pushed her!” Shannon howled.

      “Bullshit!   You couldn’t see anything.”  The veins in Jamie’s hand bulged.  “I just tried to get away… she tripped and fell.  At least that’s what I think happened.”

      “Liar and a murderer!” Shannon howled.

      Nick somehow managed to push through Bronx and toward Jamie.  The cloud stayed outside just like it had when the door had been opened earlier.

      “I am not!” Jamie insisted.  “I was tied up!  How could I have killed anyone?”

      “You cracked her skull,” Shannon screeched.  “You need to pay for what you’ve done!  All of you do!”

      She raised her gun, and Bronx pushed us all further back into the storage room.

      “Get back!” Bronx growled.

      Less than a second later, gunshots rang out.

      We all ducked.

      “Shit!” Nick said as he dashed forward tackling Jamie down to the floor and out of the line of fire.  Blair was screaming somewhere behind me.

      Shannon’s aim was terrible.  She looked frustrated.

      “Is she drunk?” I asked.

      “Looks like it,” Bronx said before looking into my eyes.  “Stay here, no matter what, do not leave this room.”

      I nodded, but it was an empty gesture.  I wasn’t making any promises when Jamie and Nick were out there.  Bronx turned, and crouched down, sneaking out of the doorway into the main room.

      “Bronx!” I whispered, but there was no way he could have heard me over the noises of the gun.

      He moved quickly around the room, hiding behind shelves.  I watched as he inched up next to the door and grabbed the gun, twisting it and attempting to pull Shannon forward through the window.

      Her body was about halfway through when she seemed to get stuck.  Bronx yanked the gun out of her hands and took a step back, aiming the weapon at her.

      “Leave!” Bronx shouted.  “Go on, get out of here!”

      Her head shot up, and she pushed her way through what was left of the door and dove at Bronx.  He didn’t shoot as she landed on top of him.  They both tumbled to the ground fighting for control of the gun.

      Nick grabbed his gun from Jamie and tried to line up a shot, but before he could, the other gun started going off and he dove across the floor.

      All of a sudden, the room was silent.  I stared at Shannon and Bronx, laying on the floor.  Neither of them moved.

      I took a step into the room, but Jamie waved me back.  My hand shot up to cover my mouth.  Why wasn’t he moving?

      Jamie looked at Nick, and his eyes widened.  He started crawling across the ground making his way closer to Nick.

      “Bronx!” I said my voice barely audible.  Why was Jamie going toward Nick instead of Bronx?

      I turned back to Bronx and Shannon and noticed the blood pooling out of Shannon’s middle.  A small gasp escaped from between my lips when Bronx pushed her off and wiggled out from underneath her limp body.

      He rolled her over onto her back, her body rocking back and forth slowly before settling to a stop.  A huge shard of glass stuck out from her middle, and her empty eyes stared up toward the ceiling.

      Shannon was dead.

      Bronx pushed himself to his feet and glanced toward the storage room.  Our eyes met for a second before he turned and looked at Nick.  He cocked his head to the side before dashing across the room.

      “Holy shit,” Bronx said dropping to his knees.

      My blood ran cold as I took a step forward.  “Nick?”

      “I’m fine,” Nick said, his words running together, but this time I wasn’t sure if it was because of the alcohol.  He pushed Jamie and Bronx away as he worked to get to his feet.  “I said I’m fine.”

      Nick stood there staring, his eyes glassed over as he looked in my direction.  His skin was pale as he wobbled to the side.

      He took a step forward but his knee gave out, and Bronx caught him before he crashed to the ground.  My eyes narrowed, it wasn’t like Nick could have gotten drunker.  I blinked and noticed the blood that was soaking through the leg of his jeans.

      “Oh God,” I whispered as I ran out of the storage room and to Nick’s side.  “You’re bleeding.”

      Nick tried to smile at me but his eyes rolled back, and he passed out.  Jamie helped Bronx carry Nick into the office.  They laid him down on the sofa, and I knelt down next to him.

      I tapped my palm against his cheek.  He didn’t move.  He didn’t respond.  His breaths were shallow.

      Was I losing him?

      I swallowed hard and lowered my head.  “Nick… oh God.  Nick.”
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      Bronx was digging around in the backpacks searching for the first aid kits.  He mumbled random curse words as he moved the items around.

      When he pulled out a t-shirt and started ripping it into shreds with his hands, I figured he wasn’t finding anything to use to bandage Nick’s wound.

      I shook Nick again… or maybe I hadn’t stopped shaking him.  “Come on, Nick answer me.”

      “What can I do?” Blair asked, but I had no idea who she was asking.  If it were me, I had no answer.  I had no idea what we could do for him.

      “We need to wake him,” Bronx said running his hand through his hair as he dropped down to his knees at my left.  “At least I think that’s what we should do.  I gotta look at this wound.”

      Blair crossed her arms and shook her head as if she didn’t understand.

      “Help me get his pants down,” Bronx said looking up at her.

      “Right,” she said unbuttoning his pants and helping Bronx wiggle them down his hips.

      I covered my gasp when I saw the blood bubble up out of the hole in his thigh.  Bronx moved Nick’s leg, examining it as if he knew what he was doing.

      Nick leaned forward gasping for a breath of air.  He clenched his teeth as sweat dripped down the sides of his face.

      “Hurts,” Nick said, barely managing to get the word out.  His eyes blinked rapidly, and it looked as though he was unable to focus on anything

      “Nick, Nick,” I said turning his face trying to force him to see me.

      His eyes were on me, but it took several seconds for him to realize who I was.  “Gwen!  Aw, Gwen, man, I was hit by one of those stray bullets.”

      “Yeah,” I said smiling at him.  “I know.”

      “Don’t look so worried,” Nick said.  “I’m going to be fine.  Really.  All you ever do is worry.”

      I forced a smile, but I could see that he was losing so much blood.  Bronx did what he could to clean the wound, but he needed to stop the bleeding.  He wrapped the fabric strips tightly around his thigh.

      “That’s the best I can do,” Bronx said shaking his head.  He turned to Blair.  “See if you can get him to take some of the pain relievers.”

      Her head bobbed up and down quickly before she started moving around like a chicken with her head cut off.  Jamie was just standing there staring at Nick.

      The air in the room was so tight I needed to back away to get oxygen or I was afraid I might choke.  I turned to go, but Jamie reached out and grabbed my hand.

      His eyes were wide as he stared into mine.  “He saved my life.”

      I pressed my lips together tightly into something that vaguely resembled a smile.  He let go of my hand, and I stepped out of the room drawing in a deep breath before dropping down onto the blanket I’d been sleeping on.

      My leg shook as I wrapped my arms around them pulling them closer to my body.  What would I do if I lost Nick?  I may not have forgiven him, but that didn’t mean I wanted to lose him.

      I was one of the lucky ones… I wasn’t alone in the end of the world.  Maybe Nick and I hadn’t been close over the last few years, but there was a time we had been.  He was my brother.  My brother.  I wasn’t ready to lose him.

      “Hey,” Bronx said lightly tapping his foot into mine.  “He’s going to be okay.”

      “You don’t know that,” I said biting my cheek.

      “I know he’s a fighter.  He’s tough.  If it would have been anyone else…,” Bronx said his voice fading before he was able to finish whatever he was going to say.

      I laid down, facing toward the office.  Blair had pulled up a chair and was sitting next to Nick.  She had his hand in hers, stroking the back with her thumb while she whispered to him.  Occasionally his head bobbed, or he’d smile.  She was keeping him awake.

      Bronx was pacing around the room.  Danny was sitting near me with his fingers twisting together in his lap.  Jamie appeared to still be in some kind of state of shock over what had happened.  I wasn’t sure if it was from almost getting shot, or from having been brought out into the fog.  Either way, I was worried about him.  Really worried.

      And I was worried about Nick.  I wasn’t sure how much room I had inside of me for any more worry.
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      When morning came, Nick was a bit more awake.  He was joking with the others that he wasn’t sure if he was going to make it through the night.  At least, I was pretty sure it was an attempt at a joke.

      Nick’s color was back, but he hadn’t been able to put any weight on his leg.  Bronx had checked the bandage he’d crafted, and the bleeding had slowed significantly.

      “Aw, Gwen,” Nick said raising his brow.  “I’ll be back on my feet in no time.”

      My words got stuck in my throat, but I managed to flash him half of a smile.  I sat down in the chair Blair had placed next to the sofa.  She’d gone off when I woke to get some rest.  Blair had stayed up with him the rest of the night.

      “We’ll be back on track before you know it,” Nick said tapping his fingertip on my knee.

      “Hmm?”

      “To grandma’s house.”

      I turned toward him and nodded.  “We will?  Seems you might be forgetting about that big cloud out there that’s keeping us locked up in here.”

      “Well, when it’s gone, we’ll be back on track, and my leg will be good to go by then,” Nick said.

      He was crazy thinking he’d heal that quickly, but before I could tell him as much, the wind picked up.  With the front door broken, I could hear it whistling around in the main room.

      I looked out of the opened office door.  Bronx’s eyes were wide as he stared at the closed door.  His body was absolutely still, stiffened with worry.

      “Something wrong?” Danny asked stepping into view, stopping several feet behind Bronx.

      “I’m not sure,” Bronx said without turning.  “I think I’m going to take a look.”

      Jamie was on his feet behind him shaking his head.  “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

      “Why not?” Bronx said looking over his shoulder at Jamie.  He looked him up and down before turning back toward the door.

      “I still don’t feel great since those women dragged me out there.  I don’t want anything to happen to anyone else,” Jamie said.  “It’s too risky.”

      “It probably didn’t come inside,” Bronx crossed his arms.  “Just a quick peek.”

      Jamie’s head was still shaking as his fingers crawled up to his chest.  I stepped up next to him, and he jumped back.

      “Sorry,” I said chewing my lip.  Something was different about him since the ordeal, but maybe he was just trying to process it all.  He’d been pretty lucky to find his way back through the thick fog.

      “It’s fine,” Jamie said.

      Bronx waved for us to move back.  “I’m taking a peek, move back, you know, just in case.”

      “In case what?” Danny asked.

      “In case that fog tries to get in here, and I have to quickly close the door,” Bronx’s eyes narrowed.

      “Are you sure about this?” I asked without moving back to the others.

      He shook his head.  “I’m not sure at all but how will we know when it’s safe if we don’t look.”

      “Do whatever you want,” Jamie said moving back into the corner of the room.  His eyes settled on me and waved me back.

      “Stay back,” Bronx said his eyebrows scrunching together as he looked at me.

      My jaw stiffened, and I pushed past him.  I wrapped my fingers around the doorknob and pulled it open an inch before he could stop me.

      When I saw there was no fog inside the main room, I opened the door wider.  “It’s clear.”

      Bronx placed his hands on my shoulders and moved me to the side.  I could feel the anger radiating through his touch.  He hadn’t wanted me to be the one to check, and he made sure I knew that by the dark look he flashed me.

      “Sorry,” I muttered, but I wasn’t even a little.

      I followed Bronx out toward the window, glancing over my shoulder as we left the storage room.  Jamie didn’t follow, but Danny did albeit apprehensively.

      The wind picked up, and the cloud outside the window swooshed around.  As I drew closer to the glass of the window far from the door, I saw the pumps outside through the particles.

      “It’s leaving,” I said even though it was obvious.

      Bronx’s head was turned toward the door where the glass had been broken.  Every so often, the light would catch on the particles coming inside the room.

      “Get back in the storage room,” Bronx said taking a step back.

      Danny and I both moved slowly backed away from the broken door.  Now that the cloud was thinner, it was finding its way inside the building.

      “Get back!” he shouted when he turned and saw we weren’t moving fast enough.

      It only took a few seconds to get back into the storage room.  I pressed my hand to my chest and took several breaths expecting my breathing to feel weird, but I felt normal.

      Bronx started stuffing a blanket under the bottom of the door.  Blair stepped out of the office and crossed her arms.

      “What’s going on?” she asked.

      “The cloud’s leaving,” Danny said.

      Bronx looked at the top of the door and shook his head before turning to face us.  “There bits of it everywhere.”

      “It’s going to come in here?” Blair asked her voice cracking.

      Bronx let out a sharp breath.  “I don’t know.”
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      Over the next couple hours, Bronx stared at the blanket that covered the crack underneath the door.  If anything was leaking into the storage room, he didn’t mention it, so I could only assume that it wasn’t.

      Without windows in the storage room, we had no idea if it was still day, or if somehow darkness had swallowed the gas station.  The candles in the room gave off a glow that made shadows dance on the walls.

      The gas station had been constructed very simply, perhaps it had been built in a hurry.  The lack of exits had been a good thing, but the lack of windows hadn’t been.  One thing I knew for sure was that the builders definitely hadn’t had the end of the world in mind when they’d come up with the design.

      I sat with Nick while he rested.  My body was tense as I listened to Bronx moving about in the other room.  Nick’s intense mumblings in his sleep weren’t helping to ease my mind.  It was like he was trapped somewhere between a deep sleep and being awake.  If what he was trying to say was important, I couldn’t tell.  I hadn’t been able to make out many of the words and what I could decipher made little to no sense.

      I stood looking at the faux-wood paneling walls as I paced back and forth inside the small office room.  A small spot of blood had managed to seep through the make-shift bandage on Nick’s thigh.  I was thankful it hadn’t been more.

      “Hey,” Nick said looking at me through half-opened eyelids.

      “Hi,” I said dropping down into the chair next to him.  I leaned forward.  “How are you feeling?”

      Nick attempted to smile, but his bottom lip quivered.  “I’ve been better.”

      The muscles in my face tightened, but he noticed whatever shield I had attempted to hold in front of myself crumble away.  He knew me too well.  Nick reached out and grabbed my hand.

      “No, Gwen, don’t make that face.  Gives me terrible flashbacks to our childhood.  It’s like I can hear you calling out to mom about to tattle on me about something I did wrong.”  Nick shook my hand weakly until I had no choice but to meet his eyes.  “I’m going to be fine.  I promise you that.”

      I opened my mouth to tell him how little his promises meant, but his eyes narrowed, forcing me to press my lips together.

      “Don’t say it.  I’m telling you the honest to God truth.  Other than being so damn tired, I’m going to be fine.”

      “How can you be so sure?” I asked choking back my tears.  Tears I didn’t want him to know were close to falling down my cheeks.

      “I just can.  My body is on the mend.”

      “You lost so much blood.”  My head was shaking as I looked away from him.  I shouldn’t have told him.  But then again, he probably already knew.

      “I’m making more as we speak.  Hey,” Nick said shaking my hand again until I looked up.  “I know my promises don’t mean all that much to you, but this is one thing I wouldn’t lie about.”

      A long breath squeezed out from between my lips.  “Okay.”

      “So, what’s going on out there?  How’s Jamie doing?” Nick asked.

      Surely Blair had been keeping him abreast of everything that was going on.  Maybe he’d forgotten, or maybe he wanted to compare information.  That seemed like something a police officer would do.

      “The cloud is moving away.”

      “And Jamie?”

      “He’s fine.”

      Nick’s head cocked slightly, wrinkling the fabric of the pillow underneath him.  “Are you sure about that?”

      “As sure as I can be… why?  Do you think something is wrong?” I asked.

      “He was out there a long time.  Much longer than Monica’s feet had been.”

      Nick was right.  But if anything had been wrong, surely Jamie would have mentioned it by now.

      “Well,” Nick said, each blink lasting longer than the last, “keep an eye on him.”

      Nick pushed himself up until he was sitting.  I’d tried to help him, but he waved me away.  He stared at the door as his palm moved up and down his uninjured leg.

      “Help me,” he said using more energy than he had to scoot himself forward to the edge of the sofa.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” I asked crossing my arms.

      “Going to try to stand.  And you’re going to catch me if I fall.”

      “Just like old times.”

      Nick raised a brow.  “Still have your sense of humor, huh?”

      “Always.  You should probably wait for Bronx.  I don’t want to drop you.”

      “You won’t.  Give me your shoulder.”

      I leaned down, and he placed his hand on my shoulder.  He had most, if not all of his weight on his good leg.

      When he was standing a smile curled onto his face.  “See, I’m doing better already.  Bet you’d never even guess I’d been shot less than twenty-four hours ago.”

      I widened my eyes and stared at him before shaking my head.  At least his positive attitude would probably help speed up his healing.

      “Should I try taking a step?” Nick asked, uncertainty saturating his tone.

      “I don’t know,” I said chewing on the inside of my cheek.  “Maybe give it another day or two, you don’t want to make it worse.”

      Nick winced as he tried to put a little more weight on his bad leg.  “Maybe you’re right.”  I tightened my grip on him and helped ease him back down onto the sofa.  “Tomorrow.  I’ll try again tomorrow.”

      I smiled, but Nick didn’t smile back.  He’d worn himself out.  “Do you want more of the pain medicine?”

      “Someone like me probably shouldn’t.”

      “I don’t think you’re going to have problems with the generic over the counter stuff we have.”

      “I guess,” he said turning his head to the side and closing his eyes.  Every bit of optimism he’d had only minutes ago, seemed to have vanished.

      I nodded at him even though he didn’t see me and left the room.  Blair was already standing several feet away from the door holding a bottle of water and three pills.

      “I’ll bring them to him,” she said without looking at me.

      “Thanks,” I said even though I was slightly annoyed she’d been listening in.  Maybe I shouldn’t have been annoyed.  With all the time she was spending with him, it was pretty obvious she actually cared about him.  She probably would do a far better job of taking care of him than I ever could.

      I sat down on my blanket and watched Bronx as he paced in front of the door.  It felt as though I’d been watching him for an eternity before he crouched down and pulled the blanket out from the crack at the bottom of the door.

      His fingertips glided back and forth across his forehead as he stared at the small gap between the floor and the bottom of the door.  Bronx opened his mouth, but then started to pace again.

      “I’m going to check on the situation,” Bronx finally announced.  He turned to me, his gaze as sharp as a blade.  “Alone.”

      The left side of my face turned upward into a cocky smile.  I shook my head before tilting it to the side.  “Try to stop me.”

      He chuckled but stopped abruptly.  The slight smile he’d worn for a moment instantly disappeared.  “Where’s that rope?”

      “Funny.”

      “Who said I’m joking?”  There was a long hesitation before he looked away.  “I’ll be quick.”

      I stepped up next to him, ignoring both his stare and the one I could feel from Jamie piercing me through the back.

      “You’re not going alone.  What if something goes wrong?” I asked leaning closer to him.  The intoxicating woodsy scent of his deodorant filled my nostrils.  My mind flashed back to our kiss.  It almost felt as though it had happened a lifetime ago.  And to two very different people.

      Bronx looked at me, and I wondered if he was thinking about the same moment.  He swallowed and pointed at the gun on his hip.  Nick’s gun.

      A gun wasn’t going to drag him back into the storage room if he passed out or whatever the poisons out there could do.

      “Let’s go then,” I said taking a step forward.  He held up his arm to block me, but then lowered it.

      “I’ll lead.”

      I shrugged.  “If you must.”

      He pulled the gun out of his waistband and looked at Danny over his shoulder.  “Watch the door.”

      “You got it,” Danny said bouncing forward on the balls of his feet.

      “But stay in here,” Bronx reminded him.

      “Of course,” Danny said standing to the side of the door.

      Bronx sucked in a deep breath and released it quickly.  He slowly opened the door and peeked out.  I followed him as he stepped out into the main room.

      I jumped when Danny closed the door behind us.  Bronx’s spine relaxed, and he lowered the gun as he looked around the sunlit room.

      The cloud that had trapped us inside was gone.  It was like it hadn’t ever existed.

      Shannon’s body was still lying on the floor where we’d left it.  When we got closer to the door, I could see another body in the distance, and I knew without a doubt that it was Monica.

      “They hadn’t made it far,” Bronx said.

      “If they had, Jamie wouldn’t have ever made his way back.”

      “I’m still surprised he did.”

      Bronx opened the front door and stepped out in front of the building.  I followed him, paying close attention to my body.

      “You okay?” Bronx asked noticing me lightly touching near my collarbone.

      “Yeah,” I said sounding surprised.  “I’m totally fine.  You?”

      Bronx didn’t answer.  He didn’t even move.  I stared into his eyes until I realize he was looking at something over my shoulder.

      My voice felt as though it was stuck in my throat as I spun on my heel to face whatever was behind me.  I almost choked on air when I saw what he was looking at.

      “Holy crap,” I said watching as the massive blue-gray cloud moved across the ground heading to wipe out whatever was left behind us.  “It’s moving so fast.”

      “The wind I guess… or maybe it’s just really, really big.”

      “What is it?” I asked even though I knew Bronx didn’t have the answer.

      His shoulders tensed up toward his ears.  “Death.”  Bronx drew in a breath, and his body relaxed slightly.  “Guess we should tell the others.”

      I nodded, but a sourness bubbled up to the back of my throat.  The cloud may be gone, but we couldn’t leave.  There was no way Nick was ready.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

        

      

    

    
      We were all squeezed inside of the office.  Nick was sitting up on the sofa, but I could tell he would have rather been lying down.

      “Well, that’s good news,” Nick said, taking a look at each one of us.  “So why do you all look like someone died?”

      He chuckled, but it turned into a cough.  Bronx stroked the long stubble on his chin as he stared at Nick.

      “You too?  I’m not dying,” Nick said staring at Bronx.

      “I know,” Bronx said.

      “You know,” Nick said inching himself forward, “I have an idea.”

      My eyes were rolling before he finished his sentence.  Nick’s good ideas were few and far between.

      “Well?” Bronx said tapping his foot.

      “Okay,” Nick said, clapping his hands together.  “Here’s what we’re going to do.  We’re going to get back on track.”

      My shoulders tensed and I rubbed the back of my neck.  If someone didn’t remind him about his leg, I was going to have to do it, and I really didn’t want to be the one to do it.

      “We?” Bronx asked.

      “Well, I was thinking that you guys could get started, and I’ll catch up in a few days.  I know how important it is to Gwen to get moving—”

      “What?  I mean, of course, it is, but we aren’t going to just leave you here,” I said throwing my hand into the air.

      Nick held up his palm as he shook his head.  “I’ll catch up in a few days.”

      I stared at him with my mouth hanging open.  It wasn’t even a few seconds before I started laughing.

      “You’re crazy,” I said.  “We’ll be fine, all of us, waiting here until you’re better.  There is no way we’re going to separate.”

      “No,” Blair said biting her lip.  “Nick’s right.  You guys should go ahead.”

      I didn’t blink as my gaze shifted over to Blair.  “Lovely, you’re both insane.”

      “Gwen,” Nick said reaching out for my hand, but I stepped back.  “Grandma might need you.  We’re already behind schedule.”

      “We had a schedule?” I asked.

      “You’re overreacting,” Nick said.

      I could feel my blood starting to boil.  It was scalding every inch of my body.  I drew in a deep breath.

      “I am not overreacting,” my voice was shaking.

      “Calm down,” Nick said.

      “Calm down?”  My voice raised several octaves.  “Calm down?  Oh, I’m plenty calm.  This idea of yours is just stupid, and it’s not going to happen.”

      Nick glanced up at Blair and then Bronx.  “Could I have a few minutes with my sister?”

      “They don’t need to leave.  Anything you’re going to say to me, you can say in front of them.”  I could feel my heartbeat racing so fast it was shaking my body.

      “I just want you to think about it.  Grandma might need you more than I do,” Nick said.  “You know, I wouldn’t tell you to go if I didn’t think you’d be okay.  We can’t be that far.”

      “You’re out of your mind.  It’s at least another fifty miles!” Gwen said.

      Nick swallowed, and his eyes met with Jamie’s for a split second.

      “What was that?” I asked.

      “What was what?” Nick asked.

      “That look.”

      Nick rubbed his palms together.  “I trust him to get you there.”

      My eyes narrowed as I looked back and forth between them.  My eyes settled on Jamie’s.  “You talked with him about this?”

      There was a long silence before Jamie’s eyes darted to the side wall before he turned them back on me.  He ran his hand through his hair.

      “We did,” Jamie said.

      “And you think this is a good idea?” I asked.

      Jamie shrugged.

      “Well, it’s a terrible idea,” I said before storming out of the office.  I blew right out of the storage room and didn’t stop until I was standing outside facing the gas pumps.

      I rested my back against the wall pressing my hands against my chest.  My lungs felt tight, but it wasn’t because of anything that the fog cloud had left behind.  It was from stress.  Nick had lost his mind.

      I let myself slide down to the ground.  The cloud was even further in the distance, and I couldn’t take my eyes off of it.  It didn’t seem real even though I was staring right at it.

      The sound of footsteps softly tapping the floor alerted me to the fact that someone was coming.  I didn’t want to look.  At least one thing I knew for certain was that it probably wasn’t Nick.

      “Hey,” Jamie said peeking around the corner.  He looked apprehensive about stepping outside.  “You okay?”

      “I’m fine.  Wait, that’s a lie.  I’m pissed off.”

      Jamie chuckled.  “I appreciate your honesty.”  He slowly stepped out and stood next to me.  I knew without looking his eyes were on the cloud.  “Hope you aren’t pissed at me.”

      I shook my head.

      “Nick?” He asked.

      “Bullseye.”

      “Wait, maybe I should be pissed at you too,” I said remembering that Nick and Jamie had discussed the plan and Jamie had been on board.

      A small frown sprouted on Jamie’s face.  “He’s looking out for you.”

      “It’s better if we all stay together.”

      “Who knows how long it’s going to take for his injury to heal.  Could be weeks.”

      “Right.  Exactly,” I said looking up at Jamie.  “And he said it was no big deal and he’d be right behind us.  Nonsense.”

      Gravel crushed under Jamie's feet as he took a step back and leaned against the building.  “Well, if you want to wait, we’ll wait.  I just know you've been wanting to get to your grandma’s house for a while and I know a bit about how you feel about Nick.”

      “I never wanted to abandon him,” I said staring at my fingers.  Abandoning him was exactly what I'd done.  He pushed and pushed with all his screw-ups, but I was the one that gave up.  Dammit.

      I'd messed up our relationship just as much as he had.  I blamed him for everything.  Part of me still did, but I couldn't do it again. Especially considering it was likely, he was the only family I had left.

      “He might have been an asshole, but I'm not leaving him.  I’m not going to be an asshole too,” I said twisting my neck to look up at Jamie.  Random items inside the building crunched as someone made their way through the gas station.

      Danny stepped out and spotted us instantly.  “Bronx wants you guys to come back inside.”

      “Now I can’t even get some air?” I asked taking out how I was feeling on Danny.

      “That’s what he’s worried about,” Danny said.

      I shook my head and narrowed my eyes at him.

      “He’s worried that the air isn’t all that fresh,” Danny said shoving his hands in his pockets.  “Come on.  Come inside.”

      I exhaled slowly.  “Tell him I’ll come in when I’m ready.”

      “Actually, I can’t do that.  He said I couldn’t go back in without you.”

      “Of course he did,” I said lowering my head.

      I groaned and pushed my hands down on the ground.  The tiny pebbles pressed against my palms.

      My head tipped back as I stood, letting the sunlight soak into my skin.  I turned to Danny and jerked my chin toward the door.

      “The air is fine,” I said.

      “You should come inside and tell him that,” Danny said with a smile.  He turned, and Jamie shook his head as he followed Danny to the door.

      I was tempted to make a run for it, just temporarily, so I could have time to myself.  I couldn’t think clearly with everyone around, and that was exactly what I needed to do.  Think.

      “Stop!” someone said.

      Danny and Jamie both stopped in their tracks.  They looked at me with a confused look on their face.

      The voice hadn’t sounded like Bronx, and it definitely hadn’t been Blair.  I spun on my heel and swallowed hard.

      Standing there looking at us was five heavily armed men.  The one in front had his gun aimed at me, and the other four had their weapons aimed at Jamie and Danny.

      “What are you doing here?” the one in front asked.  He had a black bandana wrapped around his head holding his long black scraggly hair in place.

      “We were hiding out from the cloud,” I said narrowing my eyes.  “How about you?”

      “Following the cloud,” he said.  The man in the bandana glanced toward the gas station.  “You three alone?”

      “Yes,” I answered quickly.  Possibly too quickly.

      The man looked me up and down.  I started to cross my arms in front of my chest, but he tightened the grip on his gun.

      “No sudden movements,” he grinned.  “Makes me twitchy.”  The guy didn’t take his eyes off of mine.  “Anything left in there?”

      I shook my head.  “It was looted before we got here.”

      “So where are you headed?” the man asked.

      “Nowhere in particular,” Jamie said.  “Just trying to survive this shit like everyone else.”

      I turned slightly and looked at Jamie out of the corner of my eye.  The man’s eyes quickly darted over to Monica’s body and then back at us.

      “What’s that all about?” he asked.

      “No idea,” I lied.

      “We have a safe place, not too far off, what do you say about joining us?” the man with the bandana asked.

      I flashed him a smile.  “We’re good.  Thanks.”

      “What if I wasn’t so much asking?”  The man with the bandana grinned.  He smirked at me.  “I’m straight up telling you how it’s going to be.”

      My body tensed and it made the man’s lips tighten.  He liked the fact that he was getting under my skin.

      The man jerked his head to the area behind the cloud.  “If you don’t want them to join you, they can stay behind, but you’re definitely coming with us.”

      “No, we’re all together.  You take one, you get us all,” Jamie answered taking a small step closer to me.

      The smile grew bigger on the man’s face.  “Well, then it’s my lucky day.  Let’s go.”
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      We were walking in the same direction we needed to go which was a good thing, at least I hoped it was, but it was the only good thing.  I had no idea how we were going to get away from the armed men, and I hoped we were doing the right thing by leaving the others behind.

      I could have mentioned Blair, Bronx, and Nick but I was too worried about what they would have done to them.  It’s bad enough I don’t know what they’ll do to us.  Maybe they would have left Nick behind… alone.  Maybe they would have killed them.

      We were lucky that they didn’t insist on checking inside.  Both Danny and Jamie walked close to me.  Neither of them said a word, but I knew they were both wondering how we were going to get away.

      I almost laughed but somehow managed to hold it in.  Jamie seemed to notice when I covered my mouth to disguise the strange hiccup-like noise that escaped from between my lips.

      “What was that?” Jamie asked leaning toward me.

      “Guess I’m leaving him behind anyway,” I said glancing over my shoulder to make sure the guys leading us away hadn’t heard.  I wanted to look back at the gas station to see if I could see Bronx or Blair watching us being led away, but I didn’t dare.

      I slowed my pace to catch up with the man with the bandana.  He looked at me, his eyebrows squeezed together tightly.

      “What?” he asked.

      “Where are we going?” I asked.

      “Told you we have a place,” the man said.

      I nodded.  “What kind of place?”

      “The kind where you’ll be safe.”  The man looked me up and down.  “You sure like to ask a lot of questions, don’t you?  The others that join us are a lot more thankful.”

      “The others?”

      “Another question.”  He grinned as he looked down at his feet.  The man turned back to me and sighed.

      I shrugged.  “Is it so wrong to know where I’m being taken against my will?”

      “Against your will?  Aw, come on.  I didn’t think you were one of those.”

      “One of those?”

      “Can you even talk without asking a question?”

      I raised my brows and shrugged again.  It didn’t seem as though I was going to get anywhere with him.

      “One of those who doesn’t want to be helped.  I’m taking you to a safe place with other people looking to restart.  You don’t even realize how lucky you are.”

      “We were doing fine.”

      “It didn’t look like it to me.  You have no supplies and no weapons.  There are shitty people out there.”

      I swallowed hard.  Apparently, he didn’t realize that he and his men were shitty people.  Taking us even though we didn’t want to go.

      “Maybe we don’t want to be saved.”

      The man laughed.  “Then I’m doing you a bigger favor than I already thought I was.  I’ll save you from yourself, or you’ll end up like that girl on the ground back there.”

      “What if we just walk away?”

      “You really can’t do it, can you?”

      I shook my head.

      “We aren’t going to let you walk away.  It’s our duty to bring peace back from this chaos.”  He looked me up and down again, I hated the coldness in his eyes.  No matter what I’d say, I was pretty sure he’d only hear what he wanted to hear.  “We are not bad people.”  He stuck out his hand, and I looked at it awkwardly.  “I’m Tom.  I was a farmer before the shit hit the fan.”

      “Gwen,” I said pretending not to notice his hand.

      He let his hand fall back to his side.  “You’ll see, Gwen.  You’ll be thanking me in a couple hours.”

      “We’ll see about that.”

      “Whoa, you can do it.”  Tom chuckled at himself.  “See anything is possible.  Now, how about you get back up there and walk with your friends.  I’m done answering questions.”

      The group of men acted as if they were doing what they believed was right, but my stomach was uneasy, and it wasn’t just because they were leading us further away from Nick and the others.

      We walked most of the day.  I tried to move my feet slower, but Tom would just keep hounding us to move faster.

      I tried to take a mental picture of everything we walked past.  When we were able to get free, we’d have to find our way back to the gas station, and this wasn’t an area I was familiar with.  If I had to guess, neither were Danny and Jamie, even though I hoped that they were.

      It was around dinner time that we stopped walking.  The men walked around in a circle on the soggy ground.

      “This will do,” Tom said turning to us.  “We’ll camp here for the night.”

      “On the wet ground?” I asked.

      “Do you have a better idea?” one of Tom’s men asked.

      I shrugged.  “Inside a building.”

      “I don’t see any buildings, do you?” the man asked.  He looked down at me as if I were a foolish child.

      “Not here, but I’m sure we could find something before we lose daylight.”

      “We know this area pretty well,” another man said, plopping down on the ground.  He opened the pack he’d been carrying and started chewing on some beef jerky.  The man looked up at Tom.  “Are we sharing with our guests?”

      “We always do,” Tom said flashing me a smile.

      Another man reached into his pack and pulled out a faded blue tarp that was muddy on one side.  One of the others was stacking sticks near the tarp.

      My eyes met Jamie’s as he leaned back against one of the nearby trees.  Most of the leaves were missing, and the bark was black.  It looked like the tree was fighting for its life.

      I could see the desire to leave was strong in his eyes.  Danny, on the other hand, didn’t reveal anything which was perhaps something he’d picked up from childhood.  It was probably a skill he’d mastered to survive living with his asshole of a father.

      Two of the men continued to walk the circle.  Both of them holding their guns tightly just in front of their chest.

      They shared some of their food with us, but my stomach still rumbled after I’d finished eating.  Staying inside the gas station with a variety of foods had been a luxury.

      “There’s more at our home,” Tom said seemingly noticing the disappointment on my face.  “We typically ration what we take along… you know,” he said with a shrug, “just in case.  Hadn’t planned on finding so many today.”

      I tried to figure out which way we’d need to go to get back to the gas station and which way would take us to my grandma’s house.  Having veered so much from Nick’s original shortcut we’d been on was throwing my sense of direction off.

      The second Tom’s men fell asleep, we’d make our run for it, but I wasn’t sure if the best way to go was back toward the gas station.  I didn’t want to get lost.  But more importantly, if they came after us, I didn’t want to lead them right back to my brother and the others.

      I scanned our surroundings as darkness slowly fell around us.  There were several times I thought I saw movement in the distance, but when I blinked whatever had been there, was gone.  Maybe nothing had been there in the first place.

      Tom barely took his eyes off of us.  He tried not to make it obvious, but it was… it was painfully obvious.

      All I could think about was how the hell we were going to get out of here.  Once we were free, then I’d worry about which way we’d need to go.

      But getting free was the problem.  If we made them think we were happy with what they were doing for us, maybe then they’d let their guard down.

      “If you have such a nice place, what are you doing out here?” I asked picking at a ragged fingernail.

      “Is it question time again?” Tom asked.

      “It’s contagious, huh?”  Now I’ve got you asking them.”  I flashed him a smile.

      He grinned back.  “Kill me now.”

      “In all seriousness, why bother coming out here?” I asked.

      “Truth is we need the help.  We’re building.  We’re growing.”  Tom leaned forward, looking at me as if I should be interested in what he was saying.  “The more we get, the quicker we’ll get everything back to what it was.”

      “Don’t you think help is on the way?” Danny asked through narrowed eyes.

      Tom chuckled.  “Do you?”

      “My dad said they weren’t coming.  I couldn’t help but hope that they were,” Danny said.

      “I’m not going to be the one to burst your bubble kid,” Tom said punctuating his sentence with a quick snort.  “But we’re going to make things better.  We’ll get this shit going again.”

      “Do you know what happened?” Jamie asked exhaling slowly.

      Tom narrowed his eyes.  “That cloud?  No idea what that was, but we lost three men to it.”

      I glanced over at Jamie.  I was sure he could feel me looking at him, but he didn’t turn to meet my gaze.

      “Some kind of chemical,” the guy sitting next to Tom said.  “It was like a poison eating them from the inside out.”

      I didn’t mean the cloud,” Jamie asked.  “I mean the first wave… the red sky.”

      “No idea.  I think there was an EMP but the sky, that was a different poison.  Wiped out everyone I knew,” Tom said.

      The guy next to Tom leaned forward.  “Heard it was some kind of attack on the United States, but no idea if that was true.”

      “There could be areas out there they missed.  Other people out there… places to go,” I said.

      “Could be,” Tom said with a shrug.  “But they could be the next target.”

      “Or maybe we’ve been quarantined, and they’ll never let us out of here,” Tom’s buddy said.

      “Canada?” Danny asked, and all three men looked at him.

      Danny shrugged and looked away.

      “That’s a good idea, Danny,” I said pressing my lips into a tight smile.

      Tom chuckled.  “They’ll never let us in, and we have no idea if things are even good up there.”  Tom pulled out a cigarette and narrowed his eyes at me while he lit it.  “Trust me, what we have going on is the best you’re going to find.”

      “Can’t we decide that for ourselves?” I asked.  His eyes met mine for a second and the heat that radiated out of them was so much that I had to look away.

      Tom stood up.  “You act like I’ve taken you prisoner.”

      “So, we can leave?” I replied standing, but only came up to his shoulders.  My height wasn’t anywhere near as intimidating as his was.

      I could tell Jamie and Danny were standing just behind me.  The air around us had changed drastically.  It was thick and dense like the humid fog on a hot summer day.

      There was a gunshot in the distance.  Tom’s men on the perimeter ducked down and the other two at Tom’s side ran over to join them.

      Tom, however, sat down, crossed his leg, and kept his eyes and his gun on us.  “No, you’re not free to go.  I need your help.  If I have to recruit you against your will, I will.  You’ll change your mind soon enough.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

        

      

    

    
      After an hour or so the men had given up on the random gunshot.  I’d given up hope that it was Bronx coming to save us.  I didn’t really want him coming for us because Tom’s men wouldn’t have hesitated to wipe him out of existence.

      The night passed by slowly.  Jamie and I took turns sleeping, but I didn’t think I fell asleep for more than a few minutes here and there.  I didn’t trust Tom or his men.

      There was always three of them awake at any given time.  I guessed since they were down men since the cloud came through, it changed their rotation.  Maybe that would mean the be more tired during the day.  Only problem was I would be too.

      When the sunlight peeked over the horizon, Tom called for us to all wake up.  If we could see, we could walk, which I agreed with, but I didn’t want to be walking anywhere with him or his men.

      The day passed by rather quickly.  They fed us, and every time I slowed my pace, Tom was right behind me telling me to pick up my feet.  It was like the further we got from the gas station, the meaner he became.

      He kept telling us it wouldn’t be much further, but we kept moving, and I didn’t see anything in front of us for miles.

      The ground was still quite damp, but it was a vast improvement from the standing water we’d started with.  Every day the sun was out more and more evaporated away.

      I could tell Tom was looking for a place to stop for the night which meant we weren’t at his secret camp yet.  I was starting to wonder if there really was a place he was working to rebuild.

      “Do you think Nick’s doing any better?” I asked Jamie as I twisted my fingers together.

      “It hasn’t been that long,” he responded, his eyes jerking around as he took in our surroundings.

      “I know, I just—”

      “There’s something out there,” Jamie said, his voice low.  “Or someone.”

      I squinted, but I couldn’t see whatever it was that Jamie was seeing.  “Is it them?”

      “I don’t think so.”  Jamie shook his head.  “In fact, I hope it’s not because these guys will take them out no problem.”

      Just as I turned to look at Nick, something zipped through the trees.  A soft thud made me turn on my heel to see what had made the noise.

      “Get down,” Tom whispered as he waved his palms at the ground.

      Again, something whizzed through the air landing softly somewhere behind us.  My fingertips dug into the moist soil as I looked over at Jamie.

      “Are those bullets?” I asked.

      “Sniper?”

      My eyes scanned through the trees, but the shadows hid whoever was out there.

      “I know that’s you Tom!” someone shouted.  Another bullet zipped by hitting a nearby tree.

      “Jesus,” one of Tom’s men said.

      “Shoot back,” Tom growled.

      The man snorted.  “I don’t see anyone to shoot, do you?”

      “If I can’t see them they can’t see us,” Tom said.

      “Well, that’s not necessarily true,” I muttered.

      I could feel Tom’s gaze shooting daggers at me, but I choose to ignore them.  I’d rather get hit with his visual daggers versus one of the bullets.

      Maybe this would be our chance to get away.  Find a way to escape.  But we needed to do it without getting shot in the back by either Tom or his enemy’s stray bullets.

      “We want our stuff back!” the voice in the distance shouted.

      “Shit!” Tom said into the dirt.  He turned back to his buddy.  “We gotta get out of here.”

      Tom made several hand gestures at his men and then nodded.  We stayed low to the ground as we changed course.

      Two of Tom’s men stayed behind us, and two led the way.  Tom stayed just behind Jamie, Danny and I.  There wasn’t anywhere for us to go but forward.  If we tried to drop back, Tom’s enemy would take us out thinking it was Tom and his men.

      Our only choice was to keep going.  At least for now.

      We kept moving after darkness swallowed us, the pale moonlight dimly lighting the way.  I kept tripping over twigs and branches, at least that’s what I assumed they were.

      We hadn't heard anything in hours, so I braved asking Tom a question.  After all, I knew how much he loved questions.

      “Who were those guys?” I asked.

      “Bad guys.  We had to kick them out,” Tom said.

      “Seems like maybe they think you guys are the bad guys,” I said.

      Tom glanced at me before turning forward again.  His eyes reflected the moon giving them a slight sparkle.  “Seems those thoughts are contagious.”

      “Maybe if you didn’t take people against their will,” I said, and both Jamie and Danny chuckled softly.

      “And once they see what we’re doing, they always change their mind,” Tom said confidently.

      “Those guys don’t think so,” I retorted.

      Tom shook his head.  “Those guys are idiots.  Which is why they got kicked out.  If we hadn’t lost our men to that fog, we would have been able to end them once and for all.”

      “They come around a lot?” I asked.

      “No, they just find us while we’re recruiting.  Trying to pick us off one by one,” Tom said.  “That’s just the kind of scum they are.  Anyway, it’ll be over soon, so nothing to worry about.”

      I swallowed.  “How do you know that?”

      “Ten or less of them left.  They might have lost some to the fog too for all I know.”  Tom sniffed and wiped at his nose with the back of his hand.  “Hope they did.  Anyway,” he cleared his throat, “we should be there by morning if we keep walking through the night.”

      “Yay,” I said making sure there wasn’t a drop of enthusiasm in my voice.

      “You’ll see,” Tom said.  He grinned at me in the darkness, the moon lighting his teeth as if it were a black light.  “You guys will never want to leave.”

      I wasn’t even there, and all I could think about was leaving.  There wasn’t anything they could have that would make me want to stay.

      Nothing.

      “We’ll see about that,” I muttered.

      Tom grunted.  “A little less talk and a lot more walk.”
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      When morning came, we stepped out into a clearing.  The tall grasses in front of us danced back and forth in the light breeze.

      Tom stopped and looked around.  He pointed and started leading us seemingly back from where we’d come from.

      I was so twisted and turned around that I had no idea which way the gas station was.  For that matter, I wasn’t even sure which way my grandma’s house was.  I needed a road, a sign, something so that I could reorient myself.  Being out in the middle of nowhere in an area I’d never traveled before as like being trapped in a maze.

      If I was lucky, Jamie or Danny would remember the way back to the gas station.  But maybe it would be better to head to my grandma’s and wait for Nick just like he had wanted us to do.

      It was just like Nick to get his way.  Things never changed.

      “It’s just over that hill,” Tom said scanning the horizon.

      “How long are we staying home this time, Tom?” one of his men asked.

      Tom shrugged.  “Not long.”  He turned to me.  “Every time we go out there we find fewer and fewer people.”

      “I’m surprised you find any at all,” I said.

      “I’m surprised we found anyone after that poisonous fog,” Tom said eying us one after the other.

      “How did everyone at your amazing place survive?” I asked.

      Tom looked at the ground as he shook his head.  “Our base was just outside the cloud.  I don’t think it came out quite this far.  Something descended out of the sky, and the cloud grew out from it.  Then it started crawling across the ground.”

      “So, it wasn’t widespread?” I asked.

      “Don’t think so.  Of course, there could have been more than one.”  Tom bit at a hangnail mostly ignoring me.  “But the one here stretched out far.  Miles.  I was lucky to be on the outside, although when it grew, I got pretty worried.”

      “You followed it?” Danny asked.

      Tom nodded.

      He’d mentioned losing men to the fog.  It wouldn’t have surprised me if he had sent the men into the fog to investigate and then left them to die when they didn’t come back.  Although I wasn’t sure why I thought that, it wasn’t like I knew Tom all that well.  But I did know he was forcing us to join him against our will.  He was probably capable of a lot more.

      We moved through a thin line of trees, half of which looked like they were dying.  When we got to the other side, before stepping out, Tom held up his hands to stop us.

      I could see a fenced in zone that looked as though it had once been a military base of some kind.

      Tom pulled out a mirror and wiggled it back and forth in the sunlight.  Something flashed back at us through the fenced in area, and Tom shoved the mirror back into his pocket before motioning for us to walk.

      Two of Tom’s men led the way.  One looked to the left and the other to the right.  All of them held their guns with their eyes darting around like the silver ball in a pinball machine.

      “Is your home not safe?” I asked.

      “Usually is, but you met our friends that want to destroy everything we’ve built.”  Tom exhaled slowly.  “Need to protect what we have.”

      As we approached the fence, my stomach started to swirl sending thick bile up the back of my throat that I couldn’t swallow back down.  If we stepped inside the fence I was almost certain we’d never get out again.

      My heart started to race, and I could feel sweat beading up at my temples.  Jamie looked at me, and I was sure he could tell what I was feeling based on the pinched-up expression he was wearing.

      Jamie grabbed my hand as the chain-link fence clanked as it was pulled to the side.  My feet stopped working, and he squeezed my hand.  He leaned in close.

      “I’ll get you out,” Jamie said.  “Don’t worry.”

      I forced a tight-lipped smile, but if I said I wasn’t worried I would have been lying.  I probably couldn’t have been more worried.

      My brother had managed to survive the attack, both of the attacks, and so did I.  What were the odds I’d survive this and see him again?  Surely, they were not good.

      It wasn’t like they were going to find us.  Nick couldn’t even walk, and even if he could, they had no idea where we were.  The only chance at seeing him again, or Bronx and Blair for that matter, was to escape.  It would be far easier to get away while we were still outside of the fence.

      “Go on in,” Tom said staring at me.  His body was so tensed up I couldn’t even tell if he was breathing.  “I know it’s not much to look at from here, but it’s what’s inside that matters.”

      Jamie squeezed my hand again and took a step inside the gate.  My stomach was sloshing around so vigorously it was like a washing machine on spin cycle.  It was a miracle I hadn’t dropped to my knees and lost the small amount of food that was in my stomach.

      When they closed the fence behind us with a loud clattering bang, my entire body shook with it as if I were an extension of the metal.  I turned around ready to beg to be released, but the hard look in Tom’s eyes had me taking a step back.  It wasn’t just Tom’s eyes on me, it was all of the men.  The men that had been with him and the two men that had been at the gate.  All of them… staring at me.

      “This way,” Tom said, taking a step around me and leading us through the base.  He pointed to the buildings near the fence.  “Those have supplies.  We live in the buildings at the center of the base.”

      The fenced in area wasn’t that large.  There were about thirty buildings, and I could see the fence in every direction.

      “How many people live here?” I asked.

      “Enough,” Tom said.  “We’re growing.”  He gestured off to the side where there was a tilled-up patch of dirt.  “That’s where the garden will go.  And in there,” he pointed to a building that resembled a garage, “that’s where we keep the pigs.  We only have those on special occasions.  We are working on breeding them.”

      I could feel eyes on us as we weaved between the buildings.  Tom walked up to one of the buildings and brought a key up to a padlock.  It made a loud click before he pulled open the door.

      “Come,” he said taking a step inside the building.  I was tempted to push him inside and lock the padlock, but his men were surrounding us.

      Jamie, Danny, and I followed him.  The building had looked like a shed on the outside with its tan siding, but inside it looked like a living room.

      There was a sofa and a couple chairs placed on a rug with a colorful triangle pattern on it.  On the wall, there were several paintings hanging, but there were no windows.

      “No,” I said taking a step back, but something stopped me.  When I turned, I was face to face with one of Tom’s smirking men.  “You can’t do this to us.”

      “Trust me,” Tom said placing his hands on my shoulder.  He pushed down with so much force I thought my spine was going to snap in two.

      “Please,” I said as Jamie took a step closer to Tom.  He stared at him before pulling his fist back and throwing it at Tom’s face.

      Tom ducked out of the way masterfully.  It was as though he’d had his share of punches thrown his way.

      “Don’t do that again,” Tom said between his teeth as he stared at Jamie with wide eyes.

      “You can’t lock us up like this,” Jamie growled back just as ferociously.

      Tom chuckled.  “I can do whatever the fuck I want.  This is my town.”

      “Is there even anyone else here?” I said fighting back the tears.

      “Of course, they’re just not ready to come out yet and say hi.”  Tom was still smiling.  “Hopefully you’ll adjust quicker than they have.  Why don’t you three go on and make yourselves at home?”

      Tom and his men started to back out of the room.  I could hear Danny breathing heavily behind me.  Tom was just at the door when I saw Danny launch himself toward the door.

      Tom flashed him a smirk as he slammed the door closed.  Danny winced when his shoulder crashed into the heavy metal door.

      “Crap!  That hurt,” Danny said rubbing his shoulder.  His anger quickly turned into panic.  “What are we going to do?”

      Jamie and I exchanged a quick glance.  It was clear he was just as worried as I was.

      His shoulders rose as he drew in a deep breath.  “We’ll figure this out.  I’ll get us out of here.”
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      There were two doors inside of the small living room.  One led to a makeshift bathroom which seemed like a slightly larger than normal porta-potty shoved into the small room.  The other was a small bedroom.

      At each corner of the room was a small vent and just below the one in the living room, was a cabinet stuffed with food.  I couldn’t help but wonder just how long they planned to keep us locked up.

      I tried to think back to what we saw when we came into the fenced in area.  There’d been several buildings near the fence which Tom said held supplies.  There were other buildings scattered about that were just like the one we were inside.

      Maybe there were others like us locked in their rooms, or maybe we were the first.  But it didn’t really matter.  All that really mattered was getting out, and that didn’t seem like it was going to be an easy feat.

      Danny kicked at the door, but it didn’t budge.  All it did was make the whole building rattle and shake and causing its metallic noises to vibrate my brain.

      “We’re trapped,” I said dropping down onto the hard over stuff cushions of the sofa.

      “They’ll come back,” Jamie said.  “Eventually.”

      “Yeah, and they’ll be heavily armed,” Danny said.  “Gwen’s right, we’re screwed.”

      Jamie paced in front of the bookshelf running his hands through his hair.  “We’ll figure this out.  It’s not time to give up.”  Jamie looked at his fingertips.  “At least not yet.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him, but he kept pacing.  “We don’t even know what time of day it is.  I’m going to lose my mind being stuck in here.”

      “That’s probably what they want,” Danny said.  “Like a form of torture.  Wear us down.”

      “Is that something your dad taught you,” I said wishing I wouldn’t have said the words with such a harsh tone.  A tone Danny didn’t deserve.

      “He talked about it, he talked about a lot of stuff, but he didn’t teach it to me,” Danny said.  “We need to stay calm.”

      I chuckled.  “You don’t look all that calm.”

      “I’m not,” Danny said clenching his fists.  “But I need to be.”

      “It could be days before they come back,” I said.

      Jamie stopped pacing.  “Danny’s right.  We need to be ready for when they do come back.  We should get some rest.  That metal door is so noisy we’ll hear them coming.”

      “I’ll take the sofa,” Danny said nodding.  “Makes more sense for you two to have the bedroom.”

      My eyes shifted up to meet Jamie’s, but he wasn’t looking in my direction.  His eyes were on the door.

      “It’s not like I’ll be able to sleep anyway,” I said pushing myself up off of the sofa.

      “Well, you’ll just have to try,” Jamie said changing the direction of his pacing until he stopped in front of the bedroom door.  His hand slid up the door frame as he peered inside of the room shaking his head.  “If we’re rested, we’ll be more alert and more prepared for whatever they’re going to throw at us.  We’ll be stronger and ready.  We won’t let Tom and his men wear us down.”

      Jamie stepped into the bedroom.  I could hear his feet scratching at the floor as he continued his pacing.  I glanced at Danny, offering him a small nod before I left him alone in the living room.

      The bed squeaked as I sat down on the edge.  It was just a thin mattress on top of an old metal frame and not even a little bit comfortable.

      My eyes moved around the small rectangular room taking in the floral painting hanging on the wall just above the headboard.  There was a lopsided wooden nightstand where the lamp sat.

      I watched Jamie continue his pacing.  His hand shot up to the area just below his neck.  Jamie’s fingertips dug into the fabric scratching at the flesh below the collar of his shirt.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      “I’m fine,” Jamie said with a loose cough he tried to quickly extinguish with his other hand.

      The room was dark except for the tiny bit of light that came from the bedside lamp.  It was plugged into a single outlet.  I hadn’t realized it at first, but there had been a lamp in the other room as well.

      “Electricity?” I asked looking up at Jamie.

      “Apparently.  My guess is there is probably a generator out there powering all these buildings,” Jamie said.  “There were at least ten others just like this one out there… could have been more.”

      Jamie walked across the floor, stopping at the door.  Its hinges squeaked as he slowly closed the door.

      “I don’t want to disturb Danny,” Jamie said.

      “Okay,” I said squinting at him with one eye through the darkness.  Jamie was in a strange mood.  Even before we arrived.

      He let out a breath and crossed his arms.  The silence in the room between us was making my throat feel dry.

      “For all we know, those other buildings contain people who want to be here,” I said lowering my voice as if everyone else in the camp could hear me.

      Jamie had a faraway look in his eyes.  I bit my lip as the tension between us grew.  When he opened his mouth, it snapped like a rubber band.

      “I need to talk to you about some things,” Jamie said turning and leaning back against the wall.

      My eyes darted up, meeting his blue eyes in the dimly lit room.  “Oh?”

      “I meant to do this sooner, rather I was waiting for a better time, but I have to do it now.  I need to tell you how I feel,” Jamie said taking a step away from the wall… closer to me.  “About you.”

      My heart started to pound even faster than it already was.  It seemed like an awkward time to talk, but it was better than sitting around dwelling on how I couldn’t get out of the building.  If I continued to focus on that, surely my anxiety would get the better of me, and I’d have a panic attack.  That wasn’t something any of us needed.

      “About me?” I asked.

      “I know I’ve been crazy,” Jamie said sitting down next to me.  His voice was soft, probably softer than the two pillows lying at the head of the bed.  “You probably think I’m a real idiot by now.”

      “Of course I don’t,” I said shaking my head.

      “It’s just that with everything that was going on, it was hard to understand what I was feeling, and maybe it still is, but I do know one thing,” Jamie said swallowing hard as he took my hand into his.  “I don’t want anything bad to happen to you.  I want to do everything I can to make sure you’re safe.”  Jamie sighed.  “I really, really like you, Gwen, and I wish to God things would have been different.”

      “Different?”  I didn’t think he was talking about what had happened to end the world.

      Jamie looked down, letting a small smile stretch across his face.  “Wish I would have asked you out sooner, you know, before all of this.  I’ve never been good at asking women out.  And when I have, it hasn’t gone well.”

      “You didn’t have a problem with Blair,” I said wishing I could take the words back.

      Jamie laughed.  “I didn’t ask her out.  She more or less demanded a date.”  Jamie shook his head.  “You know how she is.  Anyway, she’s the last person I want to be talking about right now.”

      Jamie leaned closer.  I could feel his breath against my cheek.

      The already warm room had suddenly turned into a tropical rainforest.  My heart rate quickened as he inched in closer and closer.  Each second felt like an eternity.

      His fingers slid off my hand and onto my thigh sending a shiver down my spine.  Every fiber of my being tingled.

      “Jamie,” I said breathlessly as I stared at his lips through half-closed eyelids.

      His mouth was so close that he and I were sharing the same oxygen.  It was mind-numbingly intoxicating.

      As his hand slid further up my leg, it felt as though my body was being wound like a clock.  Each twist of the dial tightened every muscle in my body.

      His lips curled into a small smile as if he could tell what he was doing to me.  “Gwen.”

      My name coming out from between his lips was like him speaking an exotic foreign word.  The way his lips moved when he said it was overwhelming.  Intense.

      I stood abruptly, unable to take everything.  It had become far too much for me to hold on to.  I needed fresh air.  I needed to get away from him.

      After four steps, something came over me.  I realized it wasn’t that I wanted to get away from Jamie, in fact, it was the last thing I wanted.

      Since the moment I first saw Jamie I wanted him.  Of course, I never thought it would happen.  Just because I was trapped in a giant storage bin didn’t mean I should deny myself of what I wanted.  In fact, it was all the more reason I should have what I want because maybe I’d never get a chance like this again.

      I wasn’t going to deny it any longer.  I wanted to be closer to Jamie.  To feel alive.

      Our eyes met through the darkness, and he charged at me.  He noisily slammed his palms against the wall boxing me in before I could escape.

      His body moved closer.  And after a long moment, neither of us could stand it a second longer.  Our lips touched as if we’d both gotten a green light.
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      Jamie’s hand felt like a hot coal as it slid down my back toward my bottom.  The air between us was so hot, it felt like I was in a sauna, but yet, his touch caused me to shiver.

      His lips moved down my neck as he grabbed my wrist and pressed it tightly to the wall over my head.  I gasped as Jamie pressed his hips forward and I bit my lip at the feel of him through my pants.

      The metal coffin we were stuffed inside of was noisy.  The bed squeaked, and the metal walls clanked.

      My fingers twisted into Jamie’s hair as he kissed every inch of my exposed skin.  He twirled the fabric of my shirt around his fist and pulled it downward giving himself more of my flesh to torture.

      Jamie was a different person.  Passionate.  He knew what he wanted, and it was driving me wild.

      His hands moved over my body as if he was trying to memorize every inch.

      “I want you,” Jamie whispered into my ear as his fingers popped the button on my pants.  “I want you so bad.”

      “I want you too,” I said, my head spinning with desire.  It was like I was a balloon slowly being filled with air and sooner rather than later I was going to burst.

      Jamie jerked his knee between my legs and drove them apart.  My fingertips dug into his muscular shoulders.  I slid my hand down his rock-hard chest and over his abs.

      He grabbed my hand and pulled it up over my head with the other one.  Jamie held both hands tightly with the one.  He grinned at me as he rocked his hips from side to side.

      I swallowed hard before smiling back at him.  Jamie gazed into my eyes as his finger grazed my cheek.  His thumb glided over my lower lip before he kissed me again, letting his palm glide down over my breast, finishing where he’d left off at my pants.

      My breath felt as though it was stuck in my throat as he yanked down my pants letting them drop to the ground.  I looked up at him through my eyelashes as I stepped out of them.

      “So beautiful,” Jamie said, his eyes moving up my body stopping when our eyes met.  He leaned closer kissing my jaw.

      I couldn’t stand his torture any longer.  I wanted him, but I couldn’t move my arms.  It was almost as if he was waiting for my okay.

      “Jamie,” I said my voice squeaking awkwardly.  I almost didn’t even recognize my own voice.

      “Yeah?” he said, grinning.

      “Yeah,” I smiled back, and he unbuttoned his pants with his free hand.

      I was barely able to draw in a breath before I felt him between my legs.  Everything disappeared as Jamie pressed his lips to my neck and rocked his hips forward.

      I wanted to move my hands, run my fingers through his hair… or glide them up and down his back feeling his muscles tighten as he moved.  But Jamie was in complete control of everything, including my body.

      “Oh God,” I said with a heavy breath as he quickened his pace.

      The room started to spin.  All of the pale colors swirled together putting us into what felt like the eye of the storm.

      Every fiber of my being was wound as tight as it possibly could be.  I ached for a release.

      My breaths quickened as Jamie brushed his lips against mine.  His hips pressing me harder against the wall with each rapid movement.

      It felt as though I was drowning in pleasure when the eye of the storm shrunk and sucked us inside.  Explosions rippled through my body, becoming bigger and bigger as the tension in my body hastily dissolved around me.

      “Oh God, oh God,” I repeated as the sparks of my release turned into fireworks.

      Jamie's lips pressed hard to mine as if attempting to silence our pleasure.  After a moment he pulled back, touching his forehead to mine.

      The smile that stretched across his face was filled with satisfaction.  I could feel the one on my face matching his as he lowered me back to the ground.

      Jamie held me for a moment making sure I was steady on my feet before pulling up his pants.  He kissed my lips, my forehead, and then the top of my head.

      “Being with you makes me feel like a whole new person,” Jamie said with a smile that nearly turned my legs into jelly.

      I quickly pulled on my pants and patted my hands over the fabric smoothing out the wrinkles.  My eyes were on the door.  “You think he heard us?”

      “Probably,” Jamie said wrapping his arm around me.

      I covered my face with my hands.  “I can’t ever leave this room.”

      Jamie chuckled and squeezed me tighter.  He led me over to the bed and turned me, so I was facing him.

      “You should get some rest,” he said, the smile still on his face.  Jamie rested his hands on my shoulders and gently pushed me down until I was sitting on the mattress.

      I was face to face with his stomach.  “You need your rest too.”

      “We’ll take turns,” Jamie said as he eased me down toward the pillow.  “Go on, sleep.”

      He leaned down and kissed my forehead.  My eyes automatically closed at the feel of his soft lips on my skin.

      I was too weak from everything to argue.  I filled my lungs with oxygen only letting my body relax because of what happened between Jamie and I.  If I stopped at let myself dwell on where I was or what was happening, I may not be able to fall asleep.

      My eyes were closed, but I still heard Jamie’s soft footfalls as he made his way over to the door.  The knob squeaked as he turned it.

      “Jamie?” I said without opening my eyes.  I didn’t even have the energy to move my eyelids.

      “Yeah?” he asked his voice softer than a whisper.

      “You said you had some things to talk about.  What were the other things?” I asked.

      He exhaled.  “Nothing important.  Get some sleep.”

      And with that, he left the room, leaving the door open.
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      When I woke, Jamie was next to me in the bed.  I smiled at him even though he was in a deep sleep.

      I slowly crawled out of bed trying not to make any noise, but the bedsprings squeaked.  There was no way to know what time it was and all of the good feelings that had allowed me to actually fall asleep had vanished.

      I remembered where I was.  I remembered that I was trapped.

      Danny was sitting on the sofa paging through one of the books from the shelf.  I was sure there was no way he was actually reading it.

      “You can get some rest,” I said wrapping my arms around myself.  “I’m up.”

      “I’m not tired,” Danny said tossing the book to the side.  He leaned forward pressing his fingertips into his temples.  He looked up at me.  “I’m going to lose it in here.”

      My shoulders dropped.  I wished I knew what to tell him, but I understood how he felt.

      “It’s better to try not to think about it,” I said.

      “I swear to God if they open that door I’m going to make a run for it.”  He shook his head.  “I don’t even care if they shoot me down.  Anything is better than this.”

      “Maybe you need something to eat,” I said opening the cabinet.

      Danny groaned as he let his head drop back against the top of the sofa.  “Already ate.”

      He stood up and paced back and forth so fast he was going to wear a hole in the ground.  I felt bad, wishing there was something I could say but I knew there wasn’t anything I could do or say to ease his mind.

      I pulled out a jar of peanut butter and grabbed a spoon before sitting on the sofa.  My eyes followed Danny as he moved back and forth across the floor.

      After I took my second scoop, I heard noises outside our giant metal prison.  The sounds of a door opening were close by… very close by.

      Danny stopped moving and stared at the door.  I dropped the jar of peanut butter on the sofa and dashed into the bedroom.

      The springs inside the mattress squeaked as I knelt down and started shaking Jamie.  “Wake up!  Wake up!”

      “What?  What is it?” he said, his eyes popping open.

      “Someone’s out there,” I whispered.  “I think they’re coming.”

      Jamie sat up and adjusted his shirt before leaning over and clicking on the lamp.  He swung his legs over the side of the bed.  “Shit.”

      We walked back out into the living room, and Jamie pressed his ear to the door.  His eyes were glued to mine as he shook his head.

      “Nothing,” Jamie said, mostly mouthing the word.

      “Well they were out there,” Danny said turning toward the door.  “Think we can break it down?”

      Jamie shrugged.  “Maybe, I only remember the one padlock, but even if we do get through, we’re going to get shot in the back.”

      “Will we though?” Danny asked.  “They want us here.”

      “It’s a risk, and I’m not ready to take it just yet,” Jamie said glancing in my direction.  “They aren’t going to leave us in here forever.”

      “Are you sure about that?”  Danny gestured at the cabinet of food.  “They could leave us in here for a very long time.”

      I chewed on my raw cheek.  “I need to get back to him, Jamie.  There has to be something we can do.”

      Just as I finished my sentence, the clanking noises flittered through the air.  Jamie’s eyes widened as he waved his hand toward the bedroom.

      “Get back,” he said.  “Both of you.”

      The noises were louder.  I could hear them talking through the wall even though I couldn’t make out what they were saying.  They opened the padlock, and my heart raced.  I expected them to just walk in and start shooting us down, but instead, they knocked.

      “May we come in?” a voice asked.

      “Do we have a choice?” Jamie said with a nervous chuckle.

      “Sure,” the man’s voice said.  “For now.”

      Jamie looked at Danny and me over his shoulder.  I shrugged, and Danny took a step closer to me.  He was trying to hide it, but I could feel him trembling.

      The door opened, and Jamie took a step back, holding his palms up.  I could see Tom’s men standing with their guns outside the door, but it wasn’t Tom at the door.

      “Hello,” the man said stretching out his hand.  When no one accepted it, he let it fall to his side.  It didn’t seem to faze him even a little.  “I’m Paul, and I understand you’re here looking for a safe place to stay and rebuild.  Tom has already told me all about you.”

      “It sounds like Tom has lied,” I muttered.

      Paul studied me for a long moment before his hand moved up to his forehead and he lightly scratched above his eyebrow.  “I hear that a lot.”

      “Bet you do,” I said.  “It’s because Tom keeps kidnapping and bringing people here against their will.  My guess is when he stops doing that, you’ll stop hearing it.”

      Paul chuckled.  “I’ll offer you the same deal I offer all the folks that want to leave.”

      I glanced at Jamie.  “Oh yeah?  What’s that?”

      “You give me a week of your time, staying here and contributing and if you still want to leave when times up, I’ll tell Tom that it won’t work out with you.”

      “All of us?  And he’ll just let us go?” I asked.

      “All of you.”  Paul shrugged.  “He’s let others go, but only after I tell him, it’s not going to work out.”

      It sounded like a deal worth taking, the only problem was, I didn’t have a week to give him.  We needed to get back to Nick and the others.

      “Is there any way we can leave sooner?  Like now?” I asked, swallowing down the sour taste at the back of my throat.

      “Tom doesn’t do that,” Paul said his cheerful expression fading.

      “So, what does he want us to do?” Jamie asked.

      The fake smile reappeared on Paul’s face.  “It’s simple.  I talk to you, and you’ll do basic chores until we feel you’re ready to join the team in a bigger role.”

      “Talk to us?” I asked.

      “Yes, privately.”  Paul folded his hands in front of him.

      I shook my head as I crossed my arms.  “Talk about what?”

      “It’s like an evaluation,” Paul said.

      I narrowed my eyes at him.  “And if I refuse?  I mean, I have no idea who you are.  What even qualifies you to evaluate me?”

      “If you refuse, Tom will keep you in here, waiting until you’re ready to talk,” Paul said rocking back on his heels.  “Cooperation will get you far here.  I started where you are, in fact,” Paul said looking around the room, “this was my room.”

      “Are you kidding me?” Jamie said with a laugh.  “This hasn’t even been going on that long.”

      “Tom has been prepared for a long time,” Paul said pulling back his shoulders.  “Anyway, shall we get started?”

      My body tensed.

      “It won’t be long.  Maybe fifteen, twenty minutes,” Paul said looking at me.  “You’ll be back with your friends in no time.  Gwen?”

      I shook my head.

      “Are you sure that’s how you want it to be?  It’ll be so much easier for you if we just get started,” Paul said taking a step toward the door.

      I looked at Jamie hoping to find the answers in his eyes.  But all I found inside his blue eyes was worry.

      “I get it, you want some time to think about it,” Paul said steepling his fingers and tapping the tip on his bottom lip.  “Let me step outside and give you a few minutes to talk about it.”

      Paul didn’t wait for a response.  Danny looked as though he was considering attacking the man from behind but after taking two steps changed his mind.  When the door closed, I found out why.

      “The guys out there had their guns aimed at me,” Danny said.  His shoulders were rising and falling quickly.  “I think we could take them.”

      “We couldn’t even get one out before another shot us,” Jamie said.

      We didn’t have much time to dwell on what we could or should do.  It wouldn’t be long before Paul came back in to collect his answer.

      “What should I do?” I asked, my words flowing so quickly they bumped into one another.  “He’s going to come back in here any second… I’m almost afraid to tell him no.”

      “I don’t want you going with him alone,” Jamie said shaking his head as he crossed his arms.

      “Do I have a lot of choices?” I asked my eyes widening with every passing second.  “Because if I do, please let me know what they are.”

      Jamie started to pace.  “Maybe it’ll be okay, he did say he wanted to evaluate all of us, that means he’ll be back.”

      “What if they don’t bring me back?” I said the dryness in my eyes making them feel scratchy.

      “I’ll find you,” Jamie said reaching out and grabbing my hand.

      My cheek was bumpy from how much I was chewing on it.  “You’ll be locked in here.”

      “I’d find a way, or die trying,” Jamie said looking into my eyes, barely blinking.

      Our discussion was cut to an end when the door was abruptly pushed open.  Paul looked at me as if I was the only one in the room.

      There was a darkness in his eyes that chilled my bones.  “Well,” Paul said a grin slowly stretching across his face, “what’s it going to be?”
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      I followed Paul out of the room.  The bright sunlight pierced my eyes as if my eyeballs were being poked with thousands of needles… repeatedly.  It took several seconds for my eyes to adjust to the change in lighting.

      “It’s been mostly sunny around here, but the humidity in the air tells me it’s going to storm soon,” Paul said over his shoulder.

      Jamie stepped out of the small building before Paul’s armed guard had gotten a chance to lock it behind us.  The guard stared at him for a moment before he started to laugh.

      “Jamie?  Jamie from the delivery service Jamie?” the man said.  He was tall, at least six foot four, and his hair was more orange than the sun above.  His chest was broad and muscular.  He looked as though he could have picked up the delivery truck.  “Remember me?”

      Jamie stared at him for a long moment.  Paul examined them both looking unsure of what he should do.  It was obvious in the amount of time they’d been running their camp, they hadn’t run into anyone else recognizing each other.

      “It’s Max!  Big Max?  We worked together.  You trained me.”

      “Right,” Jamie said bobbing his head as the memory came back.

      “How are you doing?” Max asked.

      Jamie’s mouth opened, but no words came out.

      “Oh right,” Max said.  “Forgot about all the shit that happened.  Looks like you manage to avoid the sickness.  You look good considering.”

      “Thanks… I think,” Jamie said.

      “Well I meant it as a compliment,” Max said wearing a big grin that displayed his perfectly white teeth.

      Paul looked back and forth between the two men before clearing his throat.  “We should get moving.”

      “Hey,” Jamie said leaning closer to Max.  He whispered something quickly and then took a step back.

      “I’ll take good care of her,” Max said with a quick salute.  “I promise you that.”

      Max jerked his head toward the building, and Jamie reluctantly stepped back inside.  He offered him a subtle nod before closing the door and fastening the padlock.

      I followed Paul away from the building, Max at my side.  My arms were wrapped so tightly around my middle I was struggling to take in full breaths.

      We walked by two other large shed-like buildings similar to ours before turning into a small building that resembled a tiny home.  It looked like it had been constructed relatively recently.

      “Come on in,” Paul said pushing open the door and stepping to the side.

      Max stayed outside the building.  I could see his shadow through the small curtain at the top of the door.

      “Have a seat,” Paul said gesturing toward a faded red loveseat.

      I sat down and folded my hands in my lap.  My eyes quickly moved around the room.

      There was a small pristine kitchen with a door at the back.  Another door, just to my right was open wide enough that I could see that it was a bedroom.

      “Is this your home?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “How nice, you have windows,” I said, sourness saturating my tone.

      Paul grinned.  “Play your cards right, and you’ll have your very own windows soon enough.  So,” Paul said leaning back in his brown leather chair, “tell me about yourself.”

      “There isn’t anything to tell,” I said shaking my head.

      “Of course, there is.  Basically, what we’re interested in is your skill-set.  What did you do before the attack?”

      “So, it was an attack?  Do you know anything about what happened?” I asked leaning forward.

      Paul shook his head.  “I do not have any insider knowledge if that’s what you’re asking.  Like everyone else we’ve talked to, all I know is that it was some kind of attack.  I take it by your reaction you don’t have any further information?”

      “No,” I said slumping back.

      “Anyway, tell me, what are you good at doing, Gwen?” Paul asked.

      I shook my head.  “Nothing.  I wasn’t good at anything before, and I’m even worse at everything now.”

      “Everyone has a skill,” Paul said.  “We’ll figure yours out with a little soul searching.  Is there anything you were passionate about before the attack?”

      “No.”  And if there had been, I wasn’t about to tell Paul the absolute stranger.

      “You’ve survived this far, you’re clearly skilled.  What did you do to survive?”

      I pressed my lips together and raised my brow.  “Fell in with the right people.  I guess.  Or maybe we’ve just been lucky.”

      “You’re not giving me much to work with, Gwen,” Paul said letting the disappointment show in his eyes.  “We have lots of open positions.  Servers, cooks, gardening, recruiting, runners—”

      “Runners?  What is that exactly?”

      Paul smiled at my interest.  “Someone who goes out and collects supplies.  Right now, the team is full.”

      “Oh,” I said letting my own disappointment show.

      “Have you ever given birth?” Paul asked keeping his chin down as his eyes peered up at me.

      I squinted at him.  “No.  What does that have to do with anything?”

      “One of our standard questions.  Well, I’ll make a note of your interest, however,” Paul said with a heavy blink, “we need a certain amount of trust with our runners.  We need to know they’re going to come back.”

      “Of course.  That makes sense,” I said.  It wasn’t like I had the time to sit around proving I’d be loyal.  I needed to be out there finding Nick now, not weeks from now.

      Paul continued to talk.  I listened as he went on about the morning routine, the lunch routine, and it was around then I zoned out.

      I didn’t care about their routines.  What I cared about was finding a way out of this place.  We needed to not be locked up.  We needed to figure out a way out of the fence.  And do it all while not being shot in the back.

      “That’s all for now,” Paul said standing up.  “We’ll talk again soon.”

      “Oh, okay,” I said wondering if Paul had noticed that I hadn’t been able to pay attention to his words.

      I was tired.  Scratch that, I was exhausted and there wasn’t any amount of sleep I could get in this place that would help.

      “And don’t worry,” Paul said walking with me over to the door.  “We’ll figure something out for you.  See you tomorrow for your first adjustment class.”

      “Adjustment class?” I asked.

      His face pinched up.  “The classes I was just telling you about.”

      “Oh, right, the adjustment classes,” I said forcing a smile.  Hopefully, Jamie and Danny would pay better attention and they could explain it to me after their evaluation.  I didn’t want to let Paul know I hadn’t been paying attention.  I didn’t want to upset Paul.

      “Let’s head back and get your roommate,” Paul said opening the front door.

      Max stepped to the side and smiled at me.  I wanted to smile back, but I didn’t have the energy, and I still wasn’t sure what I thought of Jamie’s old buddy Max.

      As we made our way back to my metal prison, I noticed that our building wasn’t far from the fence.  The only problem was the wound-up amounts of barbed wire at the top.  Even if we got out of our cell, I wasn’t sure we’d be able to get over the rusted-up clumps of needled metal.

      Max opened the door, and Jamie was there pulling me to him as he looked at the men over my shoulder.  He looked me up and down before pushing me protectively behind him.

      “Did they hurt you?” Jamie asked quickly.

      I shook my head.

      “Don’t be silly,” Paul said widening his stance.  “Your turn, James.”

      “Jamie.”

      “Isn’t that kind of a nickname for James?” Paul asked.

      Jamie exhaled.  “Not in my case.”

      “My sincerest apologies.  Your turn,” Paul said nodding at Max.

      “It’s fine,” I said in Jamie’s ear.  “Just questions.”

      Jamie’s head bobbed slightly in a barely noticeable nod.  “I’ll be back.”

      And with that, they were gone.  When they locked the door again, Danny shuddered.

      He twisted his fingers in front of his body as he paced the floor.  Danny was so nervous it radiated out of him and pinged as it bounced against the metal walls.

      “Paul just talks to you.  It’s quick and painless,” I said trying to ease his concerns.

      “For now, but what about next time?”  Danny looked at the door as if he was going to throw himself into it.  “I can’t stand another minute trapped inside here.”

      He took another step and paused when we heard what sounded like a gunshot.  Danny ducked and stared at me as he waved his hands at me to get down.  My heart started to race as I pressed my palms to the wall and listened.

      “Did you hear that?” I whispered knowing that he had.

      Both of us jerked back when another shot rang out.  “What the hell?”

      Feet scuffling against the ground outside our building made my palms sweat.  Voices started shouting what sound like commands.

      “Jamie,” I muttered at the wall wishing it could answer me.  Tell me where he was.  And if the wall was granting my request, the door opened.

      The gunshots were louder.  It sounded like we were in the middle of a battle zone.

      Jamie stepped into the room, and the door didn’t close behind him.  “Tom’s enemies are here.”

      “I don’t care!” I said, my eyes focused on the opened door.  “Let’s find a way out of here!”

      Jamie shook his head.  “We can’t.  We’re surrounded.”
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      “There has to be a way,” I said fighting back the tears.  Tears of frustration.  And as if the weather sensed my mood… rain started pouring down just outside the door.  It tapped loudly on the metal roof.

      A low rumble of thunder hid the sounds of the gunshots.  Paul pushed Jamie to the side and stepped into the room.

      “Either you all show you’re with us and fight, or you get down, and I lock the door.”  Paul's eyes were red and his hands were shaking.  “Decide now.”

      I wasn’t about to fight for them.  The screams I could hear not that far off warned me against stepping into Tom’s war.

      I didn’t give my actions much thought.  Even though I could see Max standing just outside the door with his gun ready, I pushed Paul so hard he tripped over his own feet and tumbled to the ground.

      “Let’s go!” I said grabbing Jamie’s hand as I gestured for Danny to follow.  We had to make a move while Tom’s men were busy.

      We stepped out into the rain.  Max shifted his gun from us to something that sounded like it was approaching.

      “What are you waiting for?” Paul screeched.  “Shoot them.”

      Max stared at whatever was coming.  After a second, he lined up a shot, but it wasn’t at us.

      “Max!” Paul shouted.  “Fine,” he said reaching behind him and pulling out a pistol.  “I’ll do it myself.”

      “Oh crap,” Danny said grabbing my arm.

      Paul pulled the trigger, and Jamie grunted.  “Shit!”

      “Dammit, Paul!” Max said shaking his head.  The gunshots were getting closer.  The volume of the shouting was increasing.  There were so many cries it sounded like a sea of injured people wailing for help.

      “Do something!” Paul demanded, and Max finally looked at us.  His gun was still pointed to whatever was making its way through the camp.  “Shit.”

      Max lifted his boot and kicked Paul back to the ground.  Paul’s eyes were wide with shock as he looked up at Max.

      “He’s going to kill you,” Paul said.  “That was really, really stu—”

      Max’s boot to the face cut Paul’s sentence short.  “I’m a dead man walking.”  He turned to us with eyes bubbling with anger.

      Blood was streaming out of the wound just below Jamie’s shoulder, but he ignored it and stood in front of Danny and I.  I couldn’t see his face, but I could tell he was breathing heavily.

      Another gunshot rang out, and Max turned his back to us, aiming his gun between the buildings.  He shook his head and glanced at us over his shoulder.

      “You guys want out?” Max said.

      “Yes,” I answered without hesitation.

      “Good choice,” Max said turning toward the back of the camp.  He skipped as he took two steps.  “Follow me.”

      We weaved between several more metal prisons, the sounds of the gunshots diminished slightly as we put distance between us.

      “What are they going to do to you?” Jamie asked as we stepped closer to the fence.

      “Paul will probably have them kill me,” Max said pushing at the fence.  “Especially if they find out I helped you three escape.”

      “Come with us,” Jamie said.

      Max looked as though he considered it for a second but then shook his head.  “I don’t want to go out there.  Don’t get me wrong, I don’t want to be in here either, but I got a bum knee.  I won’t get far, and I don’t want to hold you guys back.”

      “You’re sure?” I asked.

      Max nodded.  “I’m positive.”  He lifted a portion of the fence about a foot off of the ground.  “Go on, before they make their way over here.”

      “Thanks, Max,” Jamie said quickly shaking his hand.  “I owe you one.”

      “Who knows, maybe one day I’ll come to collect,” Max said with a chuckle, but there was a distant look in his eyes.  The kind that showed he already knew his future was questionable.  “Hurry.  Get out of here before someone sees you.  Tom’s men, or his enemies… neither are any good.”

      Jamie nodded and motioned for me to go through the fence.  I got down on my stomach and wiggled my way under the jagged metal that scraped at my back even through my clothing.

      When I was through I stood.  My mouth dropped as I saw the men I didn’t recognize approaching.

      Max followed my gaze and grunted as he pressed his lips together.  Danny had just pulled his feet through when Max dropped the fence and turned to aim his gun.

      “Jamie!” I said wrapping my fingers around the metal.

      “Go!” he said letting his hand fall away from the wound at his shoulder.  His eyes shifted over to Danny.  “Take her… get out of here… explain.”

      “Explain?  Explain what?” I asked, my heart racing so fast it was making me lightheaded.  It felt as though I had suddenly been sucked inside a dream.

      “Halt!” the men shouted.

      I reached down for the fence, pulling to lift it the same way Max had, but my strength didn’t allow for the same amount of space Max had been able to achieve.

      “Jamie, hurry!” I begged.

      His eyes locked with mine and I instantly knew he wasn’t coming.  I also knew that there wasn’t anything I could do to change his mind.

      “You have to go.  There’s no time,” Jamie said pressing his hand to the fence.  “I love you.  Now, go.”  He turned to Danny and raised his voice.  “Go!”

      I held the fence tighter, but Danny wrapped his arms around my middle and yanked me away.  He was strong… much stronger than I’d been prepared for.

      “I’m not leaving without him,” I said as Danny pulled me through the tall grasses.

      “I don’t want to leave him either, but we don’t have a choice,” Danny said.

      Sourness bubbled up my esophagus.  “Of course we do!”

      “Look,” Danny said staring into my eyes, “he’s not coming.  There isn’t anything you can do to change his mind.”

      I didn’t understand.  If Nick could survive a gunshot wound, surely Jamie could at least try to fight for his life from his.  There was no reason to give up, especially not yet.

      “Jamie, please!” I shouted, and Danny clamped his hand down of my mouth.  There were rustling sounds in the shrubs off to our left.

      Jamie turned and flashed me a tight-lipped smile.  There was so much sorrow in his eyes it made my bones ache.

      I didn’t understand.  My feet were refusing to move even though Danny was dragging me with all of his might.

      No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t pull my eyes off of Jamie.  Not even when his body jerked back, and Max started shooting rapidly at the small group closing in on them.

      “Oh my God!” I said between Danny’s loosening fingers.  “No!  Oh, dear God, no!”

      Tears were rolling down my cheeks before Jamie’s body dropped to the ground.  He pushed himself up to his hands and knees, but it only took one more shot to drop him to the ground.

      “Come on, Gwen, please keep moving,” Danny pleaded as he tried to turn me away from the gruesome scene.

      I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was forgetting something.  But of course, I knew I felt that way because I was leaving Jamie behind.

      “We have to go faster,” Danny said looking over his shoulder.  I followed his gaze but didn’t see anything.  “They're going to come looking for us when they find out we’re gone.”

      “Do I even care?” I asked.

      “You do,” Danny said with a heavy sniff.  “Nick’s still out there.  Your grandma.”

      The front of my shirt was wet with tears.  “We shouldn’t have left him behind.”

      “There wasn’t anything we could have done to save him.”  Danny squeezed his eyes shut for a moment before looking at me.  He knew something.  Something I didn’t know.  Something about Jamie.

      Danny looked over his shoulder again and picked up our pace.  He was leading us toward a small grouping of trees in the distance, but I had no idea if it was the way we wanted to go.

      “I don’t understand what happened back there,” I said keeping my voice low.  I wasn’t sure, but I thought I’d heard shouting not too far behind us.

      Danny let out a heavy sigh.  “He promised me not to tell.”

      “Tell me what?”

      He grabbed my hands and led me into the trees.  Danny stopped for a moment and scanned the area behind us.  “I can tell you now, but I wish we were further away.”

      “Tell me what?” I said too loudly as my hands balled up into tight fists at my side.

      Danny squeezed his eyes shut for a moment.  “I’ll tell you if you promise to keep moving… we have to.”

      “Fine.  I promise.”

      Danny grabbed my arm and kept leading us away from our kidnappers.  “He was dying.”

      “What?  Nick survived a gunshot, he could have at least tried—”

      “No,” Danny said shaking his head.  “I saw it when he leaned forward… you were sleeping.”

      “Saw what exactly?”

      Danny swallowed.  “His chest.  The cloud poisoned him.”
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      Everything around me started to spin.  I had no idea which way we’d even come from.  I opened my mouth to say something, but no words would come out.

      “His chest was black… the veins were sticking out.  He wasn’t sure how much more time he had,” Danny said.  “He made me promise not to say anything to you.”

      “Why would he keep that from me?” I said the words scratching my throat.

      “He was going to tell you.  He was waiting for the right time,” Danny said ducking under a low hanging tree branch.

      I thought back to our time together… when I’d reached for his shirt, he held my hands away from him.  He hadn’t wanted me to see, and now I knew why.

      I wasn’t sure how I could feel so much anger and so much sadness all at the same time.  Jamie and I had been in this together since the first day.  I wasn’t even sure if I wanted to keep going without him.

      After all, what was the point if we were all going to die anyway.  If the attacks didn’t get us, the other survivors would.  We weren’t armed, and we were lost… what chance did we have to survive any of this?

      “You have to keep moving.  You promised,” Danny said.

      I didn’t care about any stupid promise I’d made.

      “You know he’d want you to keep going,” Danny said shaking his head.  “The only reason I’m still alive is because of you, so I’m going to repay that favor.  I’ll get you back to Nick, or to your grandma’s, whichever you want.”

      “What if I don’t want either?” I asked, the words tasting bitter.

      “I don’t believe you.  Your grandma—”

      “Who says she’s even alive.  It was a stupid plan.”

      Danny shrugged.  “A plan is better than no plan at all.”

      “Says who?”

      “Probably someone.”

      As we walked, my mind kept drifting back to my time with Jamie.  When I thought of the feel of his lips on mine, the tears started to flow faster.

      He’d been different.  In control and in charge.  It made sense why he’d told me he wished he would have told me how he felt sooner.

      If those women, Shannon and Monica would have just left him alone, he’d still be with us.  I was glad they were dead because if they would have still been alive, I would have killed them myself.

      Danny and I kept moving.  My heart ached more and more with each step.  It had felt as though I’d left a part of myself behind, but Danny was right about one thing… Jamie would have wanted me to keep going.  That was why he stayed inside the fence.  He’d sacrificed himself to delay Tom and his men long enough that Danny and I could get away.

      I didn’t think for a second that if Tom survived the battle at his base, he would give up on us, but if we kept moving, we’d be able to stay ahead of him.  Eventually, we’d lose him, and he’d go back to collecting people to put to work for him and his camp.  We just had to hope we’d never cross paths with him again.
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      It was sometime the next morning we came across what had once been a busy highway.  An interstate.  Abandoned cars were strewn about, some on the roads and some in the ditches.

      “Which way?” Danny asked pointing left, and then right.

      “Left,” I said with a shrug.  “I guess?”

      “Sorry I didn’t remember the way back to the gas station,” Danny said keeping his eyes focused on the long road ahead.

      I shook my head.  My eyelids scratched with every blink.  “It’s okay.  I didn’t either.”

      “He’ll go there you know,” Danny said with confidence.  “To your grandma’s.”

      “I hope so.”

      Danny and I hadn’t stopped for rest, nor had we stopped long to try to find food and water.  We were both terrified of stopping.  It didn’t matter how badly my feet hurt, or how sore my calves were, I forced everything to keep working.

      “Hey there’s a sign up there,” Danny said.  “Maybe we’ll find out if we’re on the right track.”

      I didn’t respond.  Danny had kept trying to talk to me about anything and everything, but I wasn’t a good travel companion because I answered as little as possible.

      I still couldn’t shake the feeling that I was forgetting something.  Maybe I never would.

      As we approached the sign, the words became readable.  It was only fifteen more miles to my grandma’s house.

      “Three days,” I said squinting at the sign.

      “Think that gas station is around here?”  Danny looked up and down the road.

      I shook my head.  We definitely hadn’t been on the four-lane highway when we’d been traveling all together.

      “My guess is it’s back at least ten miles, maybe more,” I shrugged.

      “Think so?”

      My shoulders slumped.  “No, I don’t know.  I have no idea.”

      “They’ll meet us there,” Danny said placing his hand on my shoulder.  “Who knows, maybe they’re there already.”

      If he’d said that hoping I’d feel better, the thought had the opposite effect.  All I could think about was having to explain to Nick, Bronx, and Blair how we’d lost Jamie.  I wouldn’t even be able to do it.

      Blair would probably somehow blame me which would only sting more because I already blamed myself enough.  We shouldn’t have left him.  I shouldn’t have ever crawled under the fence.

      The remaining miles and days went by in a hazy blur.  I couldn’t remember the events, not that there had been much to remember.  We’d stopped for food and water a few times, finding more than we’d expected.

      It was hard to eat with the storms that were raging inside my stomach.  Grief had taken over, but somehow my mind had been able to figure out a way to keep my body moving.

      It was two days later when my grandma’s house came into view.  We’d made better time than I predicted, but a lot of that had to do with the fact that both Danny and I were worried we were being followed.  We hadn’t ever stopped to rest for longer than we had to.

      “That’s it?” Danny asked.

      “Yep,” I said looking at the closed curtains.  The wooden fence around the backyard was completely intact as were the barns behind the house, at least as far as I could tell.

      It looked weathered but nearly identical to what I’d pictured in my mind.

      “You ready?” Danny asked glancing at my unmoving feet.  I hadn’t even realized I’d stopped walking.

      “She’s not in there,” I muttered.

      “How can you be so sure?” Danny asked.

      I swallowed hard.  “No one is in there.”

      Danny shook his head.

      “I can just tell.  If Nick was in there, he’d be hobbling out to see me, and if my grandma was in there, I’d feel it.”

      “Sorry,” Danny said, taking my words as if they were facts.  He hadn’t even tried to argue.  “Well, I guess we’ll go inside, have a look and wait for nick and the others to arrive then.”

      “Okay,” I said knowing there would be food inside the house.  There would be water from the well out back.  And as long as no one had followed us, we’d be safe for the time being.

      The stairs leading up to the front door creaked noisily.  Danny stood close as I pulled open the screen door and wrapped my hand around the cool metal front doorknob.

      I slowly turned the knob, but it didn’t budge.  Grandma had locked the door.

      “Locked?” Danny asked.

      I nodded.  The only time grandma locked the door was when she left.  She’d been trusting, not to mention she lived in the middle of nowhere.

      I could remember Nick asking her one time what she’d do if serial killers just walked in.  She’d gestured to my deceased grandfather’s shotgun and told us she wasn’t worried.

      Grandma didn’t worry about much.  Maybe the only thing she worried about was Nick and me.

      “Yeah she’s not here,” I said lifting up the corner of the welcome mat and spotted the glint from the almost never used spare key.

      “She didn’t hide that very good,” Danny said.

      “Good enough I guess,” I said with a shrug.  “No one found it.”

      I opened the door, and we stepped inside nearly at the same time.  My eyes moved around the living room noticing everything was still how I remembered it.

      All of the same paintings and photos on the wall.  Even the same brown and orange afghan over the top of the sofa.  I could still remember my grandma wrapping me in the old itchy blanket one time when I wasn’t feeling well.

      I listened in the silence of the room hoping to hear the footsteps of my grandma moving down the upstairs hallway to come down and greet me.  There were no noises.  Only the feeling of emptiness.

      We searched the house, but as I suspected, she wasn’t there.  Maybe she’d survived the attacks.  Maybe she was out there somewhere.  Or maybe she’d been out when it happened.

      “So, I guess now we wait?” Danny said pulling the curtain to the side with his fingertip.

      “Guess so.”

      Danny and I spent the rest of the day going through my grandma’s supplies.  There were so many jars of canned goods downstairs, some she’d bought from the store and others she made herself.

      We collected some water from the well and boiled it using the fireplace.  Danny and I would be fine for a long time… years.  Of course, that was as long as Tom or his men hadn’t followed us.

      “Check this out,” Danny said holding my grandpa’s old shotgun.  “You think this thing still works?”

      “Probably.”

      “Only one way to find out,” Danny said holding up some shells he’d found.

      I shrugged.  “You know more about that stuff than I do.”

      “Hmm, yes,” Danny said not meeting to sound cocky.  “I’ll give it a few more days.  The sounds could alert someone.”

      “Good idea.”

      Danny tucked the shells into his pocket.  “I loaded it just in case.”

      I nodded as I turned my back to him to stare out the window.  The only movement outside was the leaves in the trees gently rustling around in the breeze.  My grandma’s house was peaceful.  Calm.  But I knew the quiet would also allow my thoughts to go down deep where I didn’t want them.

      It was hard to go even a minute without my thoughts shifting to Jamie.  It was like a deep urge inside of me to walk out the door and run back to Tom’s to get him.  Even though he was gone, I didn’t want him there… stuck inside Tom’s forever.

      “Hey,” Danny said sitting down on the sofa.  “Everything okay?”

      “Oh, um,” I said not realizing that tears were dripping off of my cheeks.  I quickly wiped them away.

      “Thinking about him again?” Danny asked, tears welling up in his eyes.

      I swallowed down the hard lump at the back of my throat.  It hurt to speak.  “Yeah.”

      “I’m really sorry,” Danny said shaking his head as he stared at his feet.  “Really, really sorry.”

      “I wish he would have told me sooner,” I said.

      “There wasn’t anything we could have done.  That stuff was poison,” Danny said shaking his head.  “You saw what it did.”

      “I know, but… I— I just wish I would have known.  There is so much more I should have said to him,” I said brushing away the tears that refused to stop.

      Danny stood up and stepped up next to me.  He looked out of the window with me.

      “We’ll figure this out,” Danny said.

      It was like Danny had grown up overnight.  In this world, you had to.

      “Want me to make you something to eat?” he asked.

      I didn’t answer with words, but my stomach answered with grumbles.

      Danny chuckled.  “I’m on it.”

      He leaned the gun against the wall next to me and walked out of the room.  I could hear every step he took as he moved around my grandma’s kitchen.

      It was torture just how much I missed Jamie, but I had to keep fighting.  It’s what he would have wanted.  I couldn’t just abandon Danny, and besides, maybe Nick would find his way here.

      I was in pain from the grief, but I’d fight.  Danny and I would figure it out.  It would take time, but we’d do it.  Somehow, we’d made it, and somewhere Jamie was smiling at us.
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      Every morning I woke up in tears, and every night, when I laid down in bed, I had the same horrific nightmare.  I was reaching out for Jamie, trying to save him, but no matter how hard I tried, I failed.  Each and every time.

      Danny and I had been at my grandma’s house for at least two weeks, and still, there had been no signs of Nick and the others.  There hadn’t been any signs of life at all except for Danny and me.

      Tom’s men never came after us after they’d kidnapped us and tried to make us part of their community.  Not that it had been much of a community.  I wondered if any of Tom’s men had survived when their enemies came in and shot their guns.

      It wasn’t like I cared if they hadn’t survived.  In fact, it would have made life easier knowing they’d all bit the dust and weren’t out there looking for us.  But the only thing I knew for sure was that Jamie hadn’t survived.  He died in that horrible place, and I was reminded of it every time I went to sleep.  Not that I didn’t also think about it every single minute of every day.

      Danny was kind though.  He made sure I ate.  He kept watch more than his fair share.  And he sat with me every night until I fell asleep.

      I couldn’t shake the feeling that something had gone wrong and we wouldn’t ever see Nick, Bronx, or Blair again.  Maybe Tom’s men had lived and found them.  Or maybe Tom’s enemies had gotten to them.

      The back door creaked before closing with a heavy thud as Danny pulled the door closed.  The lock clicked into place before Danny stomped through the kitchen.  He muttered something as he kicked off his shoes.

      His soft steps tapped down the short hallway from the kitchen to the living room.  I turned away from the window and caught his eye.

      Danny’s hair was dripping wet, and his shirt clung to his body.  “Sorry, but I tracked a bunch of mud into the kitchen.”

      “What were you doing out there?” I asked, worried he may have already told me and I hadn’t been listening.

      “Working on the garden.  Don’t worry, I’ll clean up the mess before I make dinner,” Danny said, shifting his gaze toward the window next to me.  “Anything?”

      He always asked that even though I was pretty sure he knew I’d let him know if I saw them.  Or anyone for that matter.

      “Nothing.”

      “They’ll come,” he said.  It was what he always said.

      I shook my head.  “Maybe.”  And that was the same thing I always replied when he told me that.

      “Isn’t the ground too wet to work on a garden?” I asked as Danny peeled his shirt off and started up the stairs.

      “I said I was sorry for tracking in the mud,” Danny said running his hand through his hair.  The damp pieces spiked up toward the ceiling.  “If the sun keeps shining, it’ll be ready in no time.”

      I could hear Danny splashing water around in the bathtub in the downstairs bathroom.  He dashed up the stairs holding a towel in front of himself, and it wasn’t long before he came back downstairs wearing fresh clothes.

      “What do you want for dinner?” Danny asked stopping in the hallway.

      “Cheeseburger with fries, really, really salty fries,” I said grumpily as I leaned forward in my chair.

      “I can do the salt, but I’m fresh out of burgers, buns, and potatoes.”

      I sighed and turned back to the window.  “Rice?”

      “White or the kind with seasoning?”

      “Surprise me.”

      I clasped my fingers together tightly as I stared out of the window.  My heart fluttered and ached as I imagined Jamie stepping out from between the trees.

      I knew he wasn’t there, but I could see his face.  His smile.

      I hadn’t even realized I was standing there with my hand pressed against the window until Danny tapped me on the shoulder.

      “Whoa!  Sorry,” he said taking a quick step back when I spun on my heel raising my fist to him.  When he saw my face, he took a quick step forward, concern nearly spilling out of his eyes.  “Are you okay?  Can I help?”

      I felt the cool tears streaming down my cheeks.  “What?  Oh.  No.”

      “Oh, okay.  Sorry… I hadn’t meant to….”  Danny slipped his arm over my shoulder.  “Dinner’s ready.”

      My fingers were shaking, maybe my whole body was, as he led me away from the window.  There was a bowl of rice on the coffee table in front of the sofa.  I hadn’t even heard Danny bring the food into the living room.

      He helped me down before sitting next to me.  I looked at him as he grabbed his bowl and held it up in front of him.  He spooned a big scoop of rice into his mouth before turning to meet my eyes.  Danny must have felt me staring at him.  He didn’t ask why and instead he pointed at the bowl and then at my mouth as he flashed me a smile.

      I couldn’t smile back, but I ate.  Not because I wanted to but because I knew I had to.  There was always a chance, although small, that Nick would find his way to us, and I wanted to see him even though I was dreading having to tell him what happened.

      “Did you get far in your book today?” Danny asked.  He didn’t care, he was just trying to make conversation.

      “No,” I said taking another bite.

      “I saw you reading earlier.”

      I shook my head.  “Was just holding it.”

      “Sounds like me in high school,” Danny said smiling and shaking his head at the memory.  “If only I could tell those teachers I was right.”

      “Right about what?” I asked narrowing my eyes.

      “That I wasn’t going to need any of that stuff they were teaching.”  Danny frowned but tried to hide it from me.  “So many unnecessary lectures from my mom about my grades.”

      I wished I could have told him he was wrong, but I couldn’t.  I wasn’t sure how much of what we’d learned would matter with what we were facing.  What I needed to know was how to find food and water, growing a garden, hunting, tracking, and sadly how to use a gun.

      Surely the other stuff would matter at some point.  But I couldn’t help but feel as though it was a long way off before I needed to worry about math, history, or any of that other stuff.

      “Anyway,” Danny said setting down his empty bowl.  “Maybe one day things will go back to normal, and all the kids will go back to school.  They’ll have all of this in the history books.”

      I barely managed a shrug.  Danny didn’t want to hear how I didn’t think things would ever go back to normal.  Not ever.  The world as we knew it was over.  Those that survived would have to find a new normal, and hopefully, we would.  Eventually.

      Danny got up and sat at the window.  He tried not to be obvious about it, but I could feel it each and every time he looked at me.  Losing Jamie had been hard, really hard, and it wasn’t just him that was twisting my insides.  All of the grief I’d experienced after losing my mom came back to the surface.  And on top of that, I couldn’t stop thinking that Nick, Bronx, and Blair were probably dead too.  And even though my grandma’s body hadn’t been here, that didn’t mean she hadn’t succumbed to the attacks elsewhere.

      Heartache.  Never ending heartache.

      I picked up my book, but I just stared at the words on the pages.  Before I knew it, the daylight started to fade away.  Another day passed by and still no sign of the others.

      I didn’t know what I’d do if they didn’t come back.  Would Danny and I just stay here until the end… miserable?

      “Ready to go up?” Danny asked as he walked over to the door and checked the lock.  He walked over to the windows and checked them even though we never opened them.

      I nodded.  It wasn’t like I had a choice, he was going to take me upstairs either way.

      A shiver ran down my spine as I stood there listening as Danny walked through the rest of the first floor checking the other windows.  He wiggled the back door vigorously before stepping out of the hallway and stopping in front of me.

      “All locked up,” Danny said gesturing toward the staircase.  “After you.”

      I listened to the familiar creaking of the steps as my weight pressed down on each one of them.  They hadn’t changed since I was a kid.  I knew each squeak by heart.

      We stepped into the room at the end of the hall.  It made me a little uneasy to be in her room without her permission, but it was the biggest room and had the best view of our surroundings.

      Danny adjusted the already closed curtains before lighting the small candle on the nightstand.  He touched the shotgun before flopping down in the chair he’d placed near the window.

      I wrapped my arms around my middle as I lowered myself down onto the bed.  My eyes focused on the same small orange water spot I stared at every night since we’d arrived.

      “Tomorrow will be a better day,” Danny said with a small smile.

      “Was today that bad?”  I hadn’t thought I’d been that bad.

      “Nah,” Danny said shaking his head.

      I was pretty good at reading Danny.  What he wanted to say was that there had been worse days, but he was far too polite to tell me to pull it together.

      He didn’t get it though.  Danny didn’t know the shitty life I’d had.  It was just sucker punch after sucker punch right to the center of my gut.  I was just sitting here waiting for the next blow.

      I pressed my lips together to stifle the groan that tried to escape.  Feeling sorry for myself was the last thing I should be doing.  Danny’s unspoken words were what I needed to hear because no matter how bad things had been, I did need to pull it together.

      Jamie wouldn’t have wanted me moping about, but I just couldn’t get the image of what happened out of my head.  Every time it replayed, I felt the same heartache.

      “Will you show me how to use the gun?” I asked.

      “Yeah, sometime,” Danny said swallowing hard.  He didn’t have to say it, but he was worried about me having a gun in my current state.

      “When?”

      Danny let out a breath.  “Soon.”

      “I should know how,” I said pushing myself up on the bed.  “Just in case.”

      “You should,” Danny agreed.  His body stiffened, and he slowly got to his feet as he peered out between the curtains.  “What the hell?”

      I turned toward the window, but I couldn’t open my mouth to ask.  A chill ran over my body due to the sudden change in the air inside the room.

      Danny let out a slow breath.  “Someone’s out there.”
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      I got off the bed and was standing next to Danny so fast he looked at me as if I had superpowers.  He shook his head briefly before pointing to the light in the distance with his chin.

      “I see,” I said staring at the small light bobbing up and down in the distance.  It was impossible to see how many people were out there, but there was only one light.  Something small… like a flashlight.

      “Could it be?” Danny whispered.

      I shook my head even though for a split second the thought had crossed my mind sending butterflies to my stomach.  But Nick wouldn’t be traveling at night unless he absolutely had to, and if that were the case, the light would have been moving faster.  It hadn’t been, the yellow circle moved slow, with uncertainty.

      “Maybe it’s Tom.”

      “No,” Danny said.  “He has no idea where you live.  The odds of him coming this way at night are impossibly low.”

      Was he right?  Maybe he was right.  It was too hard to shake the possibility from my mind.

      “Hey,” Danny said lightly touching my shoulder as he looked into my eyes.  The candlelight glimmered in his pupils.  “If it’s them or anyone else we need to hide from, we can.  They won’t find us.”

      I nodded even though a sour taste bubbled up to the back of my throat.  We had a way to barricade ourselves inside the cellar.  Of course, if someone really wanted to get to us, they’d find a way.  But Danny was certain any random intruders would give up easily.  He believed they’d be there looking for supplies, not people.  I hoped he was right.  Rather, I hoped it never came to that.

      We watched out the window but less than five minutes had elapsed before the light went out.  I couldn’t see who was out there and I couldn’t even guess how far away they’d been.

      “Hopefully they’ll pass right on by,” Danny said letting his shoulders relax.  “Try to get some sleep.”

      “You’re kidding right?”  I tried to hold back a small chuckled, but it managed to find a way out.

      “No, I’m not kidding,” Danny said narrowing his eyes.  “I’ll wake you if anything changes.”

      I crossed my arms.  “What if they try to come here during the night?  Shouldn’t we go into the cellar?”

      “Not yet.”

      I shook my head.

      “We have time.  I’ll see anyone before they even step onto the property.”  Danny’s finger was steady as he held the curtain open.  He turned and looked into my eyes.  “If they even come this way.”

      “Of course they will.  They’ll see the house.”

      “That doesn’t mean they’ll come here.  We don’t even know it’s a they.”  Danny let out a calm breath.  “Could just be one person.  Maybe they’re lost.  Scared.”

      My fingers trembled as I moved my hand up and down my arms.  “Maybe it’s Tom.  Or maybe someone worse.”

      “It’s going to be okay.”

      “You don’t know that.”  I sat down on the edge of the bed.  I didn’t bother to lay down because I knew there was no way I was going to fall asleep.

      Danny tried to convince me for at least a half-hour to get some sleep before giving up.  I told him I’d take watch and that he could sleep but when he laid down on the bed, his eyes wouldn’t close either.

      He said it was because I was making him nervous, but I knew I wasn’t the reason he wasn’t able to fall asleep.  We switched back and forth until morning, and it wasn’t long before we saw them standing there staring at the house.

      The sunlight overhead was so bright I couldn’t make out their faces.  They looked so small at the end of the driveway.

      “Let’s go downstairs,” Danny said grabbing the gun.

      I followed him as he tried to make soft steps but each one creaked loudly.  He still didn’t know where to place his feet on the stairs like I did.

      When we got to the front window, I hesitated.  I worried they’d see the curtain move, but we needed to know what to do.  We needed to know if we had to stand our ground or hide in the cellar.

      My fingers shook as I moved them up toward the curtain.  Danny grabbed my wrist and held it as he stepped in front of me.

      He moved his body as he turned his head slowly side to side without moving the curtain.  When his head stopped shaking, I knew he’d located whoever was out there.

      “Well?” I whispered so softly the words nearly disappeared before leaving my lips.

      Danny turned to me without blinking.  His mouth dropped open, but it took a few seconds before the words spilled out.

      “There’s a woman, a child, and…,” Danny sucked in a breath as his hand around my wrist loosened and he wrapped his fingers around mine.

      “And?” I asked swallowing so hard it hurt the center of my chest.

      “Bronx.”

      A rush of disbelief surged through my veins, but the excitement vanished when it crashed into the sadness and worry of what that might mean for Nick.

      “Just Bronx?”

      “Sorry,” Danny said shaking his head.

      My breaths came quickly, and my head started to tingle.  I stepped around Danny and looked out of the window.

      Bronx was standing out there with the young woman and a child that was maybe ten.  He was staring at the house, looking it up and down.

      I let go of the curtain and rushed to the front door.  My heart was already aching at the news I was afraid to hear.

      I pulled open the door, and instead of running to him, my feet stopped working.  Bronx took a step forward, his arms loose at his sides.  He was staring at me as if he wasn’t sure of what he was seeing.

      His lips moved, and even though I couldn’t hear him, it looked as though he’d mouthed my name.  My body felt as though it was crumbling into little pieces.  If I didn’t figure out how to make my feet work again, Danny would be sweeping up what was left of me with the kitchen broom.

      “Gwen!” Bronx said, his voice cutting through the ringing in my ears.  Hearing him say my name was enough to get my feet moving.

      I moved across the front lawn so fast it felt like I was flying.  Bronx’s arms were stretched out ready to catch me and when I smacked into his body, the feeling that coursed throughout my body was indescribable.

      It felt like there were little sparks singeing my skin, but it also felt like safety and a warm blanket… almost like home.

      Bronx cupped my face with his hands and stared into my eyes.  “It’s really you.”

      “Yeah,” I said, my eyes welling up with tears.

      “It’s really fucking good to see you,” Bronx said with a chuckle before pulling me into his arms again.

      “Yeah, you too,” I said letting myself fall away from him.  My eyes shifted over his shoulder to the two people standing there watching us.  “Who are they?”

      Bronx ran his hand through his hair.  “This your grandma’s place then?”

      “Yes.”

      “Can we go inside?”

      I nodded and almost turned right into Danny who apparently had been standing right behind me.  Danny stuck out his hand and Bronx shook it.

      “How’s it going, man?” Bronx asked.

      Danny sighed.  “It could be better.  Where’s Nick?  Blair?”

      Bronx looked over his shoulder and gestured at the woman and child.  “We’ll talk inside.”
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      Bronx looked around the living room as he paced back and forth.  Danny stood at the window with his arms crossed, looking back and forth between the curtains and what was going on inside the living room.

      I couldn’t take my eyes of the wide-eyed woman, and the child I assumed was her son.

      “She wasn’t here, huh?” Bronx asked.

      I shook my head as he looked up the stairs.  Somehow, I knew what he was about to ask as his eyes moved around the living room.  I could feel it in my stomach.

      “Where’s Nick?” I said before he could ask me about Jamie.  “Is he…?”

      “No, he’s fine.  I mean his leg is a little messed up, but he insisted we go ahead.  He was worried about you.  We didn’t know what happened.  You guys were just gone.”

      I swallowed hard.  “We didn’t want to leave.”

      “Yeah, I didn’t think so, but Nick wondered if maybe you got mad because of what he suggested.  I told him it didn’t make sense.  But he said sometimes you don’t make sense because of how much you hate him.”

      “I don’t hate him,” I said feeling a weird bubble at the back of my throat.  It was strange to say it out loud after all this time thinking that I did.

      “I was worried for a while there I was lost.  Wasn’t sure I’d see any of you again,” Bronx said, his lip curling up at one end as if the thought were amusing which it most definitely was not.  “So, what happened to you guys?”  His eyes shot up toward the top of the staircase again.  “I’m kind of afraid to ask—”

      “Then don’t,” I said, and Bronx snapped his mouth closed.  He stared into my eyes so hard it felt as though he was able to read my thoughts.  After a long moment, he bravely opened his mouth again.  “Nick’s leg is better, mostly healed, but he’s probably always going to have a limp.  He can go a mile or two before it starts to bug him.  Probably because he started walking before he was ready, or maybe there was some serious damage to his muscle.”

      “That sounds like Nick,” I said.  “Pushing himself before he was ready.”

      Bronx hesitated and then leaned closer.  His voice was low, but I was certain everyone could hear him.  “You’re going to have to tell me sooner or later what happened.”

      “Who are they?” I asked ignoring his comment.  I hoped that Danny would be able to explain it and leave me out of it.

      “Nina and Milo.  They were running from bad guys they told us when we found them,” Bronx said, clearing his throat.  “We don’t need to worry about them.”

      I looked across the room, and my eyes met Danny’s.  After what we’d been through, it would be hard to be trusting but based on the details we had, it sounded as if they might have been in a similar situation.  Danny held my gaze long enough that I could tell he had the same thought.  Perhaps Nina and Milo had managed to escape from Tom’s base, just as we had.

      The boy looked up at me through his long, shaggy bangs.  After a long moment of studying me, he smiled.

      “We’re really sorry to intrude on you like this,” Nina said in a small mouse-like voice that matched her thin, bony frame, and her scraggly light brown, shoulder-length hair.  “We’d probably be dead if it hadn’t been for your friends.”

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “Oh, it was pretty traumatic for Milo, well okay, and me too.  We had to run for our lives from some really bad men.  We’re fortunate we weren’t gunned down,” Nina said as she turned and smiled at Bronx.  “They saved us… took care of us.”

      I flashed her a tight-lipped smile.  “Who were you running from?”

      Nina frowned.  “Don’t know.  They were trying to take us from our home.”

      “I’m glad you got away from them,” I said before turning to Bronx.  “Our situation was quite similar.  We were taken from the gas station… led away.  We were lucky to get away from the men that took us.”

      Bronx nodded.  He wasn’t going to ask questions at the moment, but I knew that eventually, he would.

      I hadn’t noticed at first, but Bronx was carrying a backpack with a flashlight hanging off the side.  “Were you guys walking last night?”

      “Yeah,” Bronx said looking at his dirty shoes.  “I thought I heard something and got nervous.  I was worried we’d walk right past this place in the dark even with the flashlight.”

      “Nick must have given you really good directions,” I said.

      “He did.”  Bronx smiled as if he was thinking back to the memory.  “He told us if we hit a lake we’d gone too far.  Otherwise, he gave us road names, things to look for, the address.  He was thorough.”  Bronx frowned and shook his head before meeting my eyes.  “I didn’t want to leave him, but your brother can be very persuasive.”

      I chuckled.  “How far back are they?”

      “Few days… maybe a week.  It all depends on how much his leg bothers him,” Bronx said with a shrug.  “Not that he really ever admits there is anything wrong with it.”

      “We’ve got food, and water,” I said looking at Nina and Milo.  “Can I get you anything?”

      Danny looked at me as if he had no idea who I was.  I offered him a shrug, but he just smiled and shook his head.

      “We just had something from the pack for breakfast, but thank you,” Nina said clasping her hands tightly in her lap.  “I’m sorry,” she said shaking her head, “it’s so weird being in someone else’s house.”

      “Make yourself at home,” I said automatically.

      I wondered if she could sense that I was simply saying the words.  Maybe she didn’t trust us any more than I would be able to trust her.

      “If you’re worried, they’re unarmed,” Bronx said, and I could feel heat rising to my cheeks.  “We were nervous at first too, but they’re just trying to survive like we are.”

      I nodded avoiding Nina’s eyes.  The air in the room seemed to drop in temperature.

      “Hey, Bronx,” Danny said turning as he let out a breath.  “Can I see you in the kitchen for a moment?”

      “Yeah, sure man,” Bronx said.

      “This way,” Danny said gesturing toward the short hallway that would take them to the kitchen.

      Bronx turned to Nina and Milo and flashed them a smile.  “I’ll be right back.”

      “No problem,” Nina said giving him a nervous smile back.

      I moved over to the hall, hoping to hear them talking.  It reminded me of what I did when I wanted to hear what my mom and grandma were saying when they wanted privacy.

      My grandma was usually asking my mom if she was still taking her medicine.  And my mom was usually getting angry at her for asking.  It always turned into an argument, but it always ended with a hug.

      “They can’t stay in the house,” Danny said.

      His voice had been soft, but I wasn’t sure if Nina and Milo had been able to hear him where they were sitting.  They didn’t react to his words.  Milo rested his head on his mom’s shoulder, and she squeezed him closer.

      “They’re harmless,” Bronx said.  That word again.  Harmless.  That was the same thing Nick had said about the women that dragged Jamie into the storm.  They’d been dangerous.  A loose cannon.

      I stared at Nina and Milo wondering if they could be just as dangerous.  They looked frightened.  Uneasy.  Worried.

      I listened as Danny detailed what had happened to us.  He reminded Bronx about the women dragging Jamie into the storm, and then he told him what had happened to Jamie.

      I sharply sniffed back my tears, refusing to let them fall with Nina and Milo in the room.  Bronx wasn’t saying anything.

      My feet moved across the floor over to the window.  I didn’t want to hear any more of whatever they were going to talk about.  I didn’t want my guests to see me crumble into a pile of tears that Danny would have to mop up.

      It felt like hours had ticked by before Danny and Bronx reemerged.  Danny stopped in front of Nina and Milo and gestured at the stairs.

      “I can show you to the bedroom,” Danny said.

      “No,” I said shaking my head.  “The one down here.  The guest room.”  I cleared my throat when I realized everyone was staring at me.  “Nick will probably want the one upstairs when he gets back.”

      There were three bedrooms upstairs, and I wanted us together.  It was going to take time for me to adjust having Nina and Milo around.  I felt terrible I wasn’t more accepting of others in need of help, but hell, with everything that had happened to us, they were lucky I was even letting them stay in the house.

      “Right,” Danny said gesturing toward the short hallway.

      Nina put her hands on Milo’s shoulders and held him close as they followed Danny.  Milo was dragging his feet looking as though he was terribly exhausted.

      Bronx walked over to me, watching them until the door closed.  “Danny wanted them to stay in the barn.”

      “I want them to stay in the barn,” I muttered.

      “What?  Really?” Bronx said cocking his head to the side.

      I closed my eyes and exhaled.  “Sorry, it’s fine.  It’s going to be hard to trust them.”

      “Nick would have never allowed them to join us if he had concerns,” Bronx said crossing his arms.

      “Please,” I said barely trying to stop my eyes from rolling.  “Do I need to mention Shannon and Monica?”

      Bronx chuckled.  “He’s not going to let that happen again.”

      “We can’t and shouldn’t trust anyone,” I said.

      “He’s just a boy,” Bronx said.

      “I know… I’m sorry,” I said, placing my hand on my forehead.

      Bronx placed his hand on my shoulder, and my whole body jerked to the side.  My hand slid down to cover my mouth apologetically.

      “Hey,” he said in a silky voice, “it’s going to be okay.”

      I wanted to scream at him that it already wasn’t okay and that it would never be okay, but instead, I nodded.

      Bronx looked over his shoulder.  “If they do anything, anything, you don’t like, I won’t hesitate to kick them to the curb.”

      I pressed my lips together attempting to form a smile, but whatever shape my mouth had formed, probably looked nothing like a smile.

      “I’m sorry about Jamie,” Bronx said lowering his voice.

      It felt like sandpaper had been glued to the insides of my eyelids when I blinked.  I was trying hard not to cry.

      I managed a small nod before turning toward the noise coming down the hallway.  Danny was alone.

      He exhaled as he rested back against the wall at the end of the hall.  “They’re going to rest.”

      “That boy’s tough, but he’s exhausted,” Bronx said.

      Danny looked back and forth between Bronx and I.  He probably noticed both the glassiness and the redness of my eyes.

      When he opened his mouth, I thought he was going to ask if I was okay but he didn’t.  Danny looked down at his feet and pushed himself away from the wall.  “I’ll go start dinner.”
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      Bronx and I were on the second floor, and the distance from the others felt good.  Being around Nina and Milo was stressful even though it probably didn’t need to be.

      I showed Bronx Nick’s old room, the one Danny and I had been staying in, and then the one I’d used when I was a kid.  Bronx didn’t say much as he looked around the tidy rooms.

      He stepped into my childhood room and nodded.  The walls were still the same pale shade of pink, and the bed looked tinier than I remembered.  My grandma hadn’t changed a thing.

      “Sorry,” I said almost chuckling at the thought of Bronx curling up in the small bed with the pink polka-dot bedspread.

      “Looks comfy,” Bronx said.

      “Yeah, if I remembered correctly, it was.”  I smiled but kept my eyes on the bed.  I still didn’t feel ready to look into his eyes.  If I did, I knew he’d see the internal pain I was going through, and I didn’t want to see him feeling sorry for me.

      Bronx shrugged.  “I’m sure it beats the rocky, half-wet ground outside.”

      “No doubt about that.”

      Bronx crossed his arms.  “If you want, I can stay with Danny.  You can have your room.”

      “It’s fine,” I said with a shrug.  I was used to being with Danny.

      “He told me it’s been really rough for you.”

      I shrugged again keeping my mouth closed.

      “Is there anything I can do?  I hate seeing you like this.”

      My eyes narrowed.  Had I really been acting all that differently?  He’d only been back for a short time, and I thought, for the most part, I’ve been mostly myself.  Since Bronx had been back, I thought I was doing far better hiding my pain.

      “I’m fine,” I said pulling my shoulders back.

      “It’s okay not to be.”

      Bronx took a step closer.  He looked down toward his feet for a long moment before his eyes shifted upward.

      “I wish I would have been there,” he said.

      “There wouldn’t have been anything you could have done to change the outcome.  That cloud poisoned him.”  My head was moving side to side trying to shake the images from my mind.  I still wasn’t ready to talk about what had happened.  In fact, I wasn’t sure if I ever would.

      My heart pounded inside my chest with an ache that made it painful to breathe.  I shuddered when Bronx wrapped his arms around me and held me against his body.

      “If there’s anything I can do for you,” Bronx whispered into my hair near my ear, “please, let me know.”

      I wanted to tell him there wasn’t anything he could do or say to make the pain go away.  It wasn’t like he could make me feel better, I wouldn’t forget.  There wasn’t anything that could erase what had happened, but instead of telling him as much, I offered him a small nod.

      Bronx leaned back slightly, and I could feel his eyes on me.  He was trying to look into my eyes, but there was no way I could let that happen.  If I did, I wouldn’t stop crying for days.  It was bad enough I couldn’t stop the nightly dreams where I had to relive what happened.  At least during the day, I could force myself to think about other things.  Well, at least try to think about other things.

      “Dinner’s ready,” Danny called from the bottom of the stairs.  “Come and get it while it’s hot… er warm.”

      Bronx gave my shoulder a small squeeze as I turned away from him toward the door.  He wasn’t going to force me to talk, but he wanted me to know he was there for me if I changed my mind.  If I needed him.  But I didn’t even know what I needed.

      I walked down the stairs to the living room with Bronx following just behind me.  Nina and Milo stepped out of the guest room just as I placed my foot on the last step.

      They both looked up at Bronx and me for a moment, but neither of them smiled.  Milo’s eyes were round circles filled with a strange, frightened uncertainty.  There was no doubt he was trying to comprehend this new way of life.  He looked scared and miserable at the same time.  No video games.  No TV.  Poor kid.

      I wanted to tell them they didn’t need to worry about us, but it wasn’t like they’d take my word for it anyway.  Especially if they had also been held captive by Tom and his men.

      Danny had already set out the food.  Small streaks of steam wafted out of the bowls of flavored rice up toward the ceiling.

      It was a quiet dinner.  At first, Danny had tried to get the conversation going by asking Nina questions about her time before meeting up with Bronx and the others, but she kept her answers short.  Nina was making it clear that she didn’t want to talk about it based on her quick glances at Milo who mostly stared at his food.

      “Go on, eat,” she said encouraging him with a smile as she took a big bite.  “It’s good.”

      Danny smiled taking it as a compliment.

      “He’s a rice cooking master,” I said softly.

      “Making it twice a day for the last however many days helps.”  Danny grinned.  “It wasn’t that good at first.  Hard, chewy grains.”  He scrunched up his nose and shook his head.

      Milo looked up and Danny and allowed a small smile to pop onto his face for a moment.  Nina tapped the table next to his bowl, and he took a small spoonful.

      After that, they ate quickly, and when they were finished, Nina stood taking Milo’s hand into hers, excusing them back to their room for the night.  She explained that Milo needed more sleep, but that if she was needed to take a shift keeping watch not to hesitate to knock.

      Bronx told her she should take the night off.  Get some rest, and the woman bobbed her head once as she turned away.

      “Oh,” she said looking over her shoulder.  She flashed Danny a tight-lipped smile.  “Thank you so much for the food.”

      “Of course,” Danny said smiling back at her.

      “Sleep well,” Bronx called after them as they walked out of the kitchen.

      Seconds later, we heard the door lock behind them.  Nina didn’t trust us any more than I trusted her.  It was surprising that they actually were brave enough to eat our food.

      “You trust her, right?” I asked Bronx keeping my voice low.

      “Enough.”  I could feel him looking at me.  “Or I wouldn’t have brought them here.”

      “Had she been with you for a while?” I asked shooting him a quick glance to verify he was looking at me before turning back to my nearly empty bowl.  “Shouldn’t she be more trusting of us?”

      “Would you trust someone just because you were told to?” Bronx asked.  “I know I wouldn’t.”

      “I suppose you’re right,” I said.

      “Give her a little time,” Bronx said sending his metal spoon in the bowl with a clank.  “Who knows, maybe you two will be the best of friends.”

      I snorted.  “Somehow I doubt that.”

      After we finished eating, the three of us went into the living room.  Danny was at the window alternating between sitting and standing every few minutes.  Bronx was on the opposite end of the sofa trying to make it look like he wasn’t worried about me.

      I had my book open, but I wasn’t reading, and it was getting harder to stare at the words on the page.  We were losing sunlight faster than normal.

      Danny walked across the floor and lit the black cherry-scented votive on the small table next to me.  He jerked his chin toward the window when he saw me watching him.

      “It’s quite cloudy.  Thought you could use the light,” Danny said.

      “Thanks,” I said with a small nod.  He probably already knew I wasn’t actually reading the book, but at least he was being helpful in case I was.

      Danny sat down and leaned toward the window resting his chin on his fist as he stared out of the window.  I stared at him over the top edge of my book.  One day I hoped I could repay him for everything he’d done for me after what had happened.  If it hadn’t been from him, I wouldn’t have made it back to my grandma’s.

      Of course, Danny already considered us even.  He said that if it hadn’t been for me, he would probably be dead.  I didn’t think he gave himself enough credit.  He was far stronger than he believed.  Maybe one day I’d get to that point too.

      “You guys have this all set up pretty nice here,” Bronx said.  “Hell, if you keep the curtains closed and don’t go outside you’d never even know the world had ended.”

      “It was all like this when we got here.  Danny just did a little reorganizing,” I said with a shrug.

      Bronx chuckled.  “Your grandma was prepared.”

      “Her grandma has so much packed in the cellar you wouldn’t even believe it.  We’ll never have to leave,” Danny said.  “Heck, if we can find some wild pigs or something, I can probably get this farm going again.”

      Bronx narrowed an eye at Danny.  “Wild pigs?  What do you know about farming?”

      “I worked on my dad’s farm my whole life.  Well right up until he had us leave to go into the city when the sky turned red.”  Danny looked around the living room as if he were seeing something different, perhaps he was thinking of his own home.  “We probably would have been better off staying at our farm.”

      “Probably,” Bronx said.

      “My family would probably still be alive,” Danny said lightly touching the curtain as he peered out between them.  “Well, anyway.”

      No one spoke for quite some time.  I figured Danny was lost in his thoughts about his family and Bronx was probably back to secretly looking at me when he thought I wouldn’t notice.

      I didn’t know what he was searching for, but whatever it was, I didn’t want him to find it.  But I wished I knew what it was so I could bury it down deep never to be found again.

      “Well,” I said tossing the book onto the coffee table, “I’m going to bed.”

      The sky had quickly turned dark, and the candle was making shadows dance on the wall that reminded me of when we’d been trapped inside Tom’s camp.  I wanted to ask Danny to come upstairs with me, but I didn’t want Bronx to know how bad things really were with me.

      “I’ll be up soon,” Danny said getting to his feet.  His eyes darted over to Bronx.  “Unless you’d rather I—”

      “No, everything is good,” I said answering quickly.  Possibly too quickly.

      Bronx was staring at his fingers as they twisted against one another pretending he didn’t know what we were discussing.  It wasn’t that I didn’t want to share a room with Bronx, but… wait, no, I didn’t.

      I didn’t have anything against Bronx.  Far from it.  I cared about him just as much as any of the others, but because of our brief history, things were different.  Not to mention I didn’t want to talk about what happened at the camp.

      “Oh crap,” Danny said letting his hand drop away from the curtain.  His eyes were narrowed, and I could tell he was staring at something in the distance.

      “What is it?” Bronx asked getting to his feet.  The floorboards creaked as he made his way closer to Danny.

      I swallowed hard and quickly walked over to the smaller window on the other side of the room.  I tried to see what Danny was looking at but all I saw was darkness.

      “What did you see?” I asked at the exact moment it happened again.

      Bronx slapped his hand against the wall, and I jumped.  “Dammit!”
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      I gasped at took as I took a step back.  My heart felt as though it had stopped.

      It happened so quickly I wasn’t even sure of what I’d seen.  In the distance there had been a light so bright it seemed to illuminate the entire world as if it were the brightest, hottest, summer day.  It seemed as though I could see for miles, but it had only lasted a second.

      “I don’t like this,” Bronx said hitting the wall again.

      The door in the hallway creaked, and I could see Nina sticking her head out.  Her eyes glowed hauntingly in the dark hallway.

      “Is everything okay?” she whispered.

      I didn’t know how to answer her because I had no idea.  My eyes shot over to Bronx and Danny who were both staring out of the window.  I wasn’t even sure if they’d heard her.

      “There was a light in the sky,” I said turning back to my window.

      “A light?” she asked stepping up next to me hugging herself.

      I glanced at her for a moment.  It felt awkward having the woman I didn’t know in my space.

      “A flash of light.”

      “Like lightning?” she asked.

      “Kind of, but brighter.  It only lasted a second.”

      Her hands moved up and down her arms.  “Should I wake up Milo?”

      “I don’t think that’s necessary,” Bronx said.  “At least not yet.”

      “Maybe it was just heat lightning,” Danny said shaking his head.  “No, it wasn’t heat lightning.”

      “Shit,” Bronx said running his fingers through his hair.

      Nina took several steps back toward the hall.  “Maybe we should leave.”

      “Whatever it is, we’re probably better staying inside,” Bronx said holding up his hand.  “This can’t be happening.  Not now.”

      Bronx placed his hand on Danny’s shoulder and moved him to the side.  He opened the curtains and placed both palms on the glass.

      I turned my head and saw the look on Bronx’s face in the barely lit room.  It was easy to see he wasn’t thinking about us inside the house, he was thinking about Nick and Blair.

      After fifteen minutes or so, Bronx broke the eerie silence that filled the air.  “Go back to bed, Nina.  I’ll wake you if anything changes.”

      There hadn’t been any more flashes of light, but we weren’t going to stop watching for them any time soon.

      “You too, Gwen,” Bronx said without looking away.  “Go on get some sleep.”

      I shook my head.  “I don’t think I’ll be able to get any.”

      Bronx looked at me over his shoulder.  “You need your rest.”  He turned back to the window.  “We don’t know what this is.”

      “I’ll go up with you,” Danny said after taking a look at me.  He must have been able to tell I wasn’t going to go up the stairs alone.

      I nodded and followed him up the stairs.  We were almost to the top when Bronx called out a quiet goodnight.

      I bent down and looked at him over the railing.  “Don’t forget to get sleep.”

      “I won’t.”

      Danny grabbed my arm and gently yanked me up the final steps.  “He’ll be fine.”

      I followed Danny down the hall.  “Why are we doing this?”

      “Doing what?”

      “Going to sleep.”

      Danny closed the door behind us.  “What can we do?  There hasn’t been any more flashes.”

      “That doesn’t mean it’s over.”  I threw my hands up.  “We don’t even know what it was.”

      “Maybe whatever it is will stay far, far away.”

      “It’s too much to ask that it was nothing, right?” I asked.

      Danny let out a long heavy sigh.  “Probably.”

      I sat down on the bed and wrapped my arms around my middle.  “I want to go back.”

      Tears welled up in my eyes.  I knew if I blinked they were going to leak out the corners and roll down my cheeks.

      “Me too,” Danny said with a grin.  “But we can’t go back.”

      “I know,” I said smiling the first real smile since Jamie’s death.  It didn’t last long, barely long enough for Danny to catch a quick glimpse.

      He smiled back and stepped closer.  Danny reached behind me and fluffed the pillow.

      “Lay down, Gwen,” Danny said.  “Bronx is watching downstairs, and I’ll watch up here.”

      “Let me watch,” I said.  “It’s my brother out there.”

      “It doesn’t matter who watches for him,” Danny said.  “You need to sleep because God knows what this new world is going to force us to do next.  Whatever it is you’ll need to be ready.”

      I snorted.  “That’s what I don’t get.  You and Bronx will need to be ready too.  I need to do my fair share.”

      “Not yet,” Danny said turning toward the window.

      “I’m ready,” I said, feeling a chill run over my body.  Suddenly, I was afraid Danny would agree.  It wasn’t until I said it out loud that I realized I wasn’t.

      “I’ll wake you in a couple hours, or if something happens,” Danny said pointing to the pillow.  “For now, sleeeeeep.”

      I didn’t argue.  My eyes shot up toward the ceiling.  I stared at the same spot I always stared at.

      Eventually, sleep overtook me.  In the morning, when I opened my eyes, I quickly found myself alone in the room.

      I could hear someone moving around downstairs in the kitchen.  Based on how little light was coming in through the window, I could only assume it was early morning.

      The floorboards in the hallway creaked, and I sat up.  My fingertips dug into the sheets and didn’t realize even when I realized it was just Bronx.

      He leaned to the side and looked into the room.  “Morning.  Did I wake you?”

      “Were there any more flashes of light?” I asked.

      “No,” he said combing his hair with his fingers.  “I would have woken you if there had been.”

      “Good… I think.”

      Bronx blinked several times.  “Yeah, I hope so.  You coming down?”

      “Um….”  I looked around the room as if I might find an excuse not to.  “Yeah, sure.”

      I swung my legs out of the bed, watching my feet as they lightly sunk into the tan carpeting.  When I pushed myself up, I caught Bronx staring at me.

      “What do you think happened to her?” he asked his eyes on the bed.

      I shook my head.  “She wasn’t here.”

      “She was just out and about in the early morning?  Got sick out there somewhere?”

      “My grandma was always an early riser,” I said with a frown.  “It’s probably better I didn’t find her here.  I mean if she didn’t make it.”

      Bronx shook his head.  “Right.  Sorry.  I shouldn’t have—”

      “It’s fine,” I said.  Oddly it was.  I surprised myself that I hadn’t dropped the floor and curled into the fetal position.  “I’m glad you’re here.”

      Bronx looked into my eyes, and I bit my lip wishing I could take it back.

      “I’m glad I’m here too,” he said waving his hand at me.  “Come on.”

      As we walked down the stairs, I was hit with the scent of pancakes.  I looked around wondering if I went back in time.

      When I stepped into the kitchen and saw it was empty, I thought I must be dreaming.  If it hadn’t been for the plate of steaming pancakes in the center of the table, I would have been certain I had been.

      The back door opened, and Danny stepped inside holding another plate.  “Hey!  Was just going to call everyone to come eat.”

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Making pancakes.  What does it look like?” Danny said with a grin as he held up the plate.

      I crossed my arms and narrowed my eyes.  “How?”

      “Fire out back.  I don’t think it’s even a little safe, but it works.”  Danny set the plate down and pulled off an oven mitt.  “I have a pan balanced over the fire.  Does the how part really matter?”

      “I guess not.”

      “Sit!” Danny said pulling out a chair.  “We don’t have butter, but this syrup might still be okay.”

      The top was sticky, and I couldn’t unscrew it.  Bronx pulled it out of my hand and twisted off the cap.  He brought the bottle to his nose and raised his brows.

      “Smells fine to me,” Bronx said setting it back on the table.

      “Don’t worry,” Danny said leaning closer.  “I’ll clean up the mess.”

      “I’m not worried,” I said chewing my fingernail as I stared at the pancakes.  My stomach gurgled and I it felt as though I could already taste them.  “I’ll help.”

      Bronx tapped the table with his knuckles.  “This is great, Danny, really it is.  I’ll get Nina and Milo.”

      The second Bronx was out of the room I grabbed Danny’s arm and turned him toward me.  His eyes were glassy and awfully wide.

      “Did you get any sleep?” I asked.

      “I’ll take a nap later today.”

      “That didn’t really answer my question.”

      He raised his brows.  “I think it did.”

      Before I could scold him, the others came into the kitchen.  Milo was wearing a big smile as he flopped down onto one of the chairs.

      “Eat them while they’re warm guys,” Danny said standing there with the spatula in his hand.  He started walking toward the back door.  “Should I make more?”

      “No, this is more than enough,” I said pushing the chair next to me out with my foot.  “Sit.  Enjoy the feast you created.”

      Everyone ate with small smiles on their faces.  Even Nina and Milo seemed to have relaxed slightly.

      I glanced at Danny who looked as though he couldn’t have been more pleased.  But he also had dark circles under his eyes and looked exhausted.

      After we finished, I insisted he gets some rest.  I told him that cleaning up would help keep me busy.  He reluctantly agreed, but I knew it was only because he was having trouble keeping his eyes open.

      It didn’t take long to clean up with both Bronx and Nina helping.  Milo clung to his mom’s side mostly getting in the way but doing it with a secret smile on his face.

      After we finished, Nina and Milo went back to their room leaving Bronx and me alone in the living room.  I sat at the window watching and waiting for Nick to step into view.  I tried to ignore the feeling of Bronx’s eyes on me.

      A large raindrop smacked against the window in a dusty spot right between my eyes.  I stood abruptly and walked toward the kitchen.

      “What are you doing?” Bronx asked chasing after me.

      “Rain,” I said jerking my chin slightly toward the back door.  “Time to collect water.”
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      Bronx helped me set up the buckets.  My grandma had several large empty water containers in the basement, the kind that fit into those large in-home water dispensers.  It was almost as if she’d been prepared for a disaster.

      They had all been full, but we liked to replace what we could whenever possible.  It wouldn’t be the end of the world if we didn’t collect and boil the rainwater because there was a small lake less than a mile from my grandma’s farm.  But it was easier to collect it when it rained.

      “Danny usually did this,” I said looking up toward the house.

      “You didn’t help?” Bronx asked looking up at the sky.  The clouds moved toward the east slowly dropping down only a sprinkle.

      “Dammit,” I said holding out my hand for a moment.  I shook my head and wiped the drops on my pants.  “I jumped the gun.  I’m terrible at this stuff.  Danny though, he has it all figured out.”

      Bronx placed his hand on my shoulder, and I stepped away not wanting to feel the comfort.  It was almost as though I believed I didn’t deserve it.  Deep down, I knew I was being overly sensitive about setting up the buckets unnecessarily.  But it wasn’t about the buckets.

      “The clouds are pretty dark,” Bronx said with a shrug.  “Still might get more rain.”

      “Need to be careful what we wish for,” I said thinking back to the flooding.  It hadn’t even been that long ago that we were walking through puddles.

      “Suppose so,” Bronx said.  “Should we go inside?”

      “Maybe I should put this all away.”

      Bronx shook his head.  “Give it some time.”

      “I think I’m going to take a walk,” I said letting out a breath.

      “A walk?”

      “Just around the farm.”

      “Mind if I join you?” Bronx asked.  “Keep in mind if you say no I’ll probably still follow you anyway.”

      I let out a soft chuckle.  “Might as well.  I must warn you though, I’m not very good company these days.”

      We walked around the perimeter of the yard in silence.  Bronx kept his eyes on the horizon.  Part of me wanted to ask him if he was worried about Nick, but a more significant part was afraid to know the answer.

      About halfway around the property, it was like someone turned on the faucet.  Rain started pouring straight down out of the sky.

      “Ha!” Bronx said, his hair already flat against his forehead.  “You were right.”

      “Lucky,” I said smiling as I turned to go toward the house.

      Bronx grabbed me by the arm and pulled me back.  “What’s the rush?”

      “It’s pouring!”

      “It’s refreshing.”  He smiled holding out his palm.  “It’s like a free shower.”

      I wrapped my arms around my body.  “It’s cold.”  I shook my head.  “You can stay out here if you want but I’m going inside.”

      “Okay, you’re right.  It’s freaking cold out here.”  Bronx chuckled.  “I was trying to be—”

      “Crazy?”

      “Spontaneous?  Fun?”

      “Well, it was worth a shot,” I said waving him along.

      We jogged back to the back door stopping under the overhang.  My clothes were clinging to my body, and my hair hung around my face in a stringy mess.

      “Sorry,” Bronx said keeping his eyes away from me.  “I wasn’t thinking.  You have a change of clothes here?”

      “I’ll find something,” I said, catching his eyes for a moment.  There was so much sadness in them that I wondered if it was contagious.

      Bronx quickly looked me up and down before placing his hand on the doorknob.  “Let’s get you warmed up.”

      I followed him inside, shivering as I walked across the living room floor.  Danny came down the stairs as I grabbed the afghan off the back of the sofa.

      “Why are you soaking wet?” Danny asked with a yawn.

      “We put out the buckets,” I said.

      “Oh,” Danny said.  “You know you don’t have to stay out there while they fill up.”

      “No kidding?” Bronx said.

      I smiled at Danny trying to force the look of surprise off of his face.  He didn’t have to say it for me to know what he was thinking, but just because I was helping out didn’t mean I was doing better.

      There was no way I’d ever get over what happened.  The only thing that would change is that I’d have to keep going, just like I had after my mom’s death.  I swallowed hard.  Her suicide.

      “I’m going to get changed,” I said hugging myself tighter.

      “Got anything up there for me?” Bronx asked.

      “My grandma’s pink robe?” I asked cocking my head slightly.

      Bronx raised a brow and shrugged.  “Why not?  But just while my clothes dry.”

      I nodded and climbed up the stairs taking in a deep breath when I was alone in my grandma’s bedroom.  The stairs creaked, and I knew Danny wasn’t far behind.

      I grabbed the robe and some of my grandma’s clothing.  Danny stopped in the door before I could leave the room.

      “You could have woken me.  I would have put the buckets out,” he said.  “You know I don’t mind.”

      “It’s time I start helping,” I said trying to step around him.  He mirrored my movement blocking my exit.

      Danny narrowed his eyes at me.  “You sure about that?  It hasn’t been that long.”

      “I’m sure.”  I stiffened my jaw.  If anyone in the world knew I wasn’t going to talk about things, it was Danny.  Yet, I felt like he was going to go there.

      “You’d tell me if you weren’t right?” Danny asked.

      I shrugged.  I couldn’t look into his eyes and lie, but I was tempted.

      “Danny,” I said, “there isn’t anything to tell you.  I’m not going to talk about it.”

      “Why not?” he said shaking his head.  “I was there too.  I saw everything too.”

      “It’s not the same,” I said pushing at his shoulder.

      Danny placed his hands on the door frame and held his ground.  “I don’t care if it’s exactly the same or not.  It was horrible what we went through.  What we saw.  It was… was… awful.  I still have nightmares about being trapped inside that cage.”

      “Danny!” I said as if he’d said something horrible.  I ducked under his arm, managing to break free.  “Don’t do that ever again,” I said pointing my finger.  “If I want to leave a room, you can’t just hold me there!”

      I hadn’t realized how loud I was talking until Danny’s eyes landed on something behind me.  He blinked several times before looking away.

      “Crap.  Gwen,” he said reaching out toward me.  “I’m so sorry.”

      I turned and saw Bronx standing there watching us.  His arms were crossed as he looked back and forth between Danny and me.

      I looked down at the pink robe in my hands.  The walls around me seemed to fuzz out of focus.

      “Everything okay up here?” Bronx asked in a low voice.

      “It’s fine,” Danny answered looking down toward his feet.

      “I was asking Gwen,” Bronx said.

      I let out a breath and squeezed the robe tightly.  “Everything is fine.  I just really wish people would stop asking me that.  We all need to just move on.  Here,” I said shoving the robe at Bronx.  “Now, if you’ll both excuse me, I’m off to get changed.  It’s not as fun as you might think to stand around in wet clothing being harassed about everything.”

      “I wasn’t harassing you,” Danny said.

      “Sure felt that way,” I said stomping down the stairs, happy to put space between me and everyone else.

      Nina opened the door and peeked out between a narrow crack.  I eyed her sharply as I passed but kept walking.  Seconds later, her door closed.

      I slammed the bathroom door, and sat down heavily on the edge of the bathtub, lowering my face into my hands.  Every inch of my body itched, and I wasn’t entirely sure if it was because of the wet clothes.  My mind kept drifting back in time to the events in Tom’s camp which were enough to make my skin crawl.  I needed to forget.  I had to forget for my own survival, but I was afraid I wouldn’t ever be able to forget.

      I exhaled and forced myself to stand.  My entire body shivered as I peeled off the wet clothing.  I stepped into the tub and splashed myself with some of the icy, clean water we kept in the bathroom.  I dried myself, and when I was nearly dressed, there was a soft knock at the door.

      “Go away, Danny,” I said, muffling my groan.

      “It’s not Danny,” Bronx said.  “Can I come in?”

      “What?  No,” I said pulling my shirt down over my goose-bumped stomach.  My eyes looked red and swollen even though I hadn’t cried.  And with my scraggly still wet hair I couldn’t have looked like more of a mess.

      There was a soft scratch on the other side of the door where Bronx placed his hand.  “Gwen, please.  I have something I want to say.”

      “Save it.”

      Bronx lightly tapped the door with a knuckle.  “I’m going to say it sooner or later so let’s just get it out of the way.”

      I sighed.  My skin prickled and my arms felt numb as I placed my hand on the knob and turned.  The door opened with a familiar squeak, and I met Bronx’s warm, safe eyes.

      I shifted my weight to the side.  “What is it?”
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      Bronx stepped into the bathroom and close the door behind him.  He gestured at the bathtub as if offering me a seat.  I shook my head, and he shrugged as he lowered himself down.

      “I know you don’t want to talk about what happened out there, but Danny told me everything,” Bronx said looking up at me.

      “That’s right.  I don’t want to talk about it.  I don’t want to talk about it with Danny, and I don’t want to talk about it with you.  And when, rather if Nick gets here, I won’t want to talk about it with him either.”

      “He told me how close you two had gotten.”

      The back of my throat felt so dry I thought I was going to choke on my next breath.

      “It’s okay for you to grieve.”

      “Grieving is all I’ve been doing for my entire life.”  I crossed my arms and turned away from him.  “I need to be done grieving.”

      “Jamie was a good man,” Bronx said.

      I snorted.  “I remember you and Nick weren’t all that impressed with him.”

      “That was a long time ago,” Bronx said shaking his head.

      “You didn’t know anything about him.”

      “I knew he sacrificed his life for you and Danny.  He’s a hero.”

      “He was dying anyway.  Did Danny tell you that?”  My cheeks felt hot.

      Bronx nodded.  “Yes, but it doesn’t matter.  It still takes a certain kind of person to go to those lengths.”

      I closed my eyes trying to think about anything other than Jamie.  This conversation was making my chest ache.

      “Anyway, I’m here for you.”

      “I know that, but you just don’t get it.  I don’t want to talk about it.  I want to forget it happened.  Which would be a lot easier if people stopped talking about it and if I stopped having the nightmares.”

      “Why do you want to forget?” Bronx asked innocently.

      I turned and looked into his eyes.  “So I can keep going forward.  If I don’t let it go, I won’t be able to keep going.  My mom committed suicide, and after everything we all went through with Nick… it’s just been heartache after heartache.  If I dwell on the pain, I’ll get stuck.  And I can’t do that.  Not now.  I don’t ever want to go into that dark hole ever again because it’s almost impossible for me to claw my way out.”

      I started to pace in the small room.

      “And what you and Danny don’t get is just how close I am to falling in that bottomless pit again.”

      “What’s keeping you from falling?” he asked.

      I shook my head.  “I’m not sure.  You.  Danny.  The hope Nick will find his way back.  Or maybe it’s just that I fear death.  So much of it around me you think I’d be okay with it, but I’m not.”

      My feet stopped, and I stared at Bronx.  I expected to see his judging eyes staring back at me, but it wasn’t there.  Instead, I found a softness that warmed my insides.

      I didn’t understand it.  The feeling of him looking at me that way was overwhelming.  I wanted nothing more than to get out of that room and Bronx must have sensed it.

      He stood.  “I’m sorry I’ve upset you.”

      “It’s fine.  It’s not your fault.”  He was so close, I wanted to take a step back, but the sink was directly behind me.

      “I won’t say another word about it.”

      “Good.”

      “But if you do want to ta—”

      “I won’t hesitate to come to you.”

      Bronx pressed his lips together tightly and nodded.  “We’re good?”

      “We’re perfectly good,” I said flashing him a smile that didn’t feel authentic but things were fine between Bronx and me.

      All I wanted was to be done.  I’d never forget Jamie, but I kind of hoped I’d never hear his name again because every time I did, it put another hole in my heart.

      Instead of closing the door behind him and curling into a ball on the bathroom floor, I left it open and hung my clothes over the shower curtain rod to dry.  I looked at myself in the slightly too big flannel shirt and rolled up the sleeves.  I couldn’t remember a single time I’d seen my grandma in something other than flannel.  It could have been ninety degrees in the middle of summer, and she would have been wearing her flannel.  It was her uniform.

      “Food’s ready,” Danny called.  His tone was lacking the enthusiasm and excitement he’d had yesterday, and it was my fault.

      I needed to apologize to Danny.  After everything he’d done for me, I hadn’t treated him very well.  Not to mention he was right.  He’d gone through all the same things I had.  If he wanted to talk, I needed to be there for him.

      Danny was like a little brother to me.  And a damn good one.  Probably better than my actual brother had been.

      After we had dinner, and after Nina and Milo turned in for the night we sat in the living room.  Danny was at the window and Bronx was at the far end of the sofa.  I was in my usual spot pretending to be reading.

      “Danny?” I said breaking the silence.  “I want to apologize.”

      “For what?” he asked.

      “For how I treated you earlier today.  It was really shitty of me, and I’m sorry.”  I set the book down on the armrest and folded my hands into my lap.  “You were right.  You went through a lot, and I wasn’t there for you.  If you ever want to talk, I’m there for you.”

      Bronx cleared his throat.  “Me too.”

      “Thanks, guys,” Danny said scratching the back of his head.  “I was just having a moment.  But I really appreciate it.  Maybe someday I’ll take you up on the offer but really what I need is some sleep.”

      Danny turned back toward the window and Bronx, and I exchanged a quick glance.

      “I think I might be sleep deprived,” Danny said with a long yawn.

      “You and me both,” Bronx said.

      “Why don’t you guys hit the hay,” I said scooting forward on the sofa.  “I’m not even a little bit tired.”

      It was time for Bronx and Danny to exchange a glance.

      “I can do it just fine,” I said clenching my fists tightly and then relaxing them.  “Really.”

      “Well,” Danny said stepping away from the window.  “If you insist.”

      “Yeah.”  I stood crossing my arms but wearing a smile.  It actually felt good to feel like I was doing something helpful for once.  “Oh crap!”

      Danny shook his head.  “What is it?”

      “I forgot the buckets outside.”

      “I’ll help you get them,” Bronx said.

      “Well, it’s still raining,” Danny said with a shrug.  “We’ll get them in the morning.”

      Bronx smacked the armrest before getting to his feet.  “Well wake me when you need a break.”

      “I will,” I said.

      “I’m going to get a drink.  I’ll be right up,” Danny called after Bronx when he hesitated about three steps up.

      Danny patted me on the back before leaving the living room.  At first, the silence made me nervous, but then I welcomed it.

      Before we had the house guests when I was up alone, my thoughts overtook me.  But tonight, I had control.  Confidence.  Maybe even more than ever before.  Hopefully, it would last.

      Danny moved back through the hall.  When the floorboards stopped creaking, I knew he was standing still.

      “Yes?” I said turning slowly.  The candlelight lit up his eyes and the smile on his face.

      “It’s good to see you like this,” he said so quickly the words bumped into one another.  “Good night, Gwen.”

      I turned back to the window unable to wipe even the smallest of smiles off my face.  That was until the moment the flash of light illuminated the sky.  When I saw it and felt the earth vibrating under my feet, the smile instantly vanished.
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      I didn’t even have to tell Danny what happened.  Maybe he’d seen the light through the curtain, or maybe he’d felt the ground shake.  Either way, he was at my side in seconds.

      “It was closer this time,” Danny said staring out of the window.  The sky had gone dark again.

      Another strong light flashed somewhere off to the right.  It had to be several miles away, but that was just a guess.

      The ground vibrated just as it had the time before.  It was like a when strong thunder in a severe storm shook a house, but there was no thunderstorm at least as far as I could tell.

      “What should we do?” I asked keeping my voice quiet as if whatever it was out there could hear me.

      “I have no idea,” Danny said stepping away from the window again when everything turned black.  He was going to wear down the carpet pile with how quickly he was pacing.

      “Should I get Bronx?”

      The pattern of creaks and squeaks of someone coming down the stairs let me know we didn’t have to bother to wake him.

      “No need,” he said as his bare feet made their way across the living room.

      If I hadn’t been so worried, I would have laughed at him in the pink robe loosely tied at the waist.  He wasn’t wearing anything except for his boxers.

      “How many?  Just twice, right?” Bronx asked stepping in front of me and peeking out between the curtains.

      “Yeah, just twice,” I said crossing my arms.

      “I could feel them.”  Bronx shook his head.  “Hell, I saw the second one through the curtains upstairs it was so bright.”

      Danny narrowed his eyes.  “Only the second one?”

      “The first one woke me up.”

      “What should we do?” I asked stiffening my jaw.

      Bronx chewed his cheek for a moment before making a slow blink.  “What can we do?  We wait.”

      “Whatever it is… it’s coming closer,” Danny said.

      “Seems that way.”  Bronx looked at me and then at Danny.  “Our options are to run or stay inside.  So far, every attack, and I’m not saying that’s what this is, it has been better to stay inside.”

      “Agreed,” I said, and Danny nodded.

      Bronx looked back toward the window but didn’t move the curtain.  “Not to mention we should be here.  They can’t be that far off now.”

      “Tomorrow?” I asked, surprised by the tinge of hopefulness in my voice.

      “Maybe.”  Bronx shrugged.  “For now, we wait and hope it doesn’t keep moving closer.”

      I sat down in the chair next to the window peering out between the curtains.  Bronx was so close I could feel him next to me.

      “And when it does, we can hide out in the cellar,” I said.  “It’s like a bomb shelter down there.  Thick walls, heavy door, plenty of supplies.  Think she might even have a generator set up somehow.”

      “Why aren’t we using the generator now?” Bronx asked.

      “Conserve fuel,” I said with a shrug.

      Bronx nodded.  “Good thinking.  Well, let’s just hope it doesn’t come to that.”

      The rest of the night we took turns sleeping on the sofa.  None of us slept for long even though the lights didn’t happen again.

      The morning seemed to take forever to arrive, but when the outside light turned from black to gray, I knew it was going to be another rainy day.  Bronx and Danny were up early collecting and boiling the water.  I was in charge of keeping watch, and the only requirement was that I didn’t fall asleep.

      I was exhausted, but there was no way my eyes would close.  Even my blinks were quicker than normal.

      They were still outside when the guest room door opened.  Nina peeked her head out and looked around in every direction before stepping out into the hall.

      Her arms were crossed as she made her way over to me.  “Saw the lights again last night?”

      “Yeah.  Could you see them from your room?”

      She nodded.  “I could hear you all talking.  Do you really think it’s another attack?”

      “What else would it be?” I said with a shrug.

      “I was afraid it wasn’t over.”  Nina lowered her voice.  “I don’t think it’s going to be over until we’re all dead.”

      “What do you think it is?  Or maybe I should say who?”

      She shook her head.  “No idea.  Someone that didn’t like us very much.  For all we know, they don’t like anyone.  It could be like this everywhere.”

      “Well, except for whoever is doing it.”

      Nina raised a brow.  “Correct but I don’t think they’re going to open their arms to survivors.”  She shook her head.  “We’re all on our own.”

      We both turned at the small squeak in the hallway.  Milo was standing there twisting his fingers together.

      “Dammit,” Nina muttered looking as if she regretted her words.  She forced a smile onto her face as she turned away from me and walked toward Milo with her arms outstretched.  “Honey, get some more sleep.  It’s still really early.”

      “Are we going to die, mom?” he asked glancing at me over her shoulder.

      “No, of course, we’re not going to die,” Nina said wrapping her arms around her son.  He suddenly looked so small.  “We’re fighters.  We made it this far, we aren’t going to give up, right?”

      Milo nodded his big eyes focused on me.  “Like daddy.”

      “Yeah.  Like daddy,” Nina said placing a kiss on the top of Milo’s head.  “Go on, back in the room, please.”

      “Okay, mom,” Milo said flashing one last apprehensive glance before turning and heading back inside the guest room.

      After the door closed, Nina sighed.  “This is no place for kids.”

      “Here?” I asked even though I knew she wasn’t talking about my grandma’s house.

      “This world.”

      “This world is no place for any of us.”

      She let out a long breath before turning to me.  “Is there anything I can do to help out around here?”

      “I don’t think so,” I said crossing my arms as I shook my head.  Danny had been managing so much that I didn’t even know what to suggest.  “Danny and Bronx are taking care of the water and then they’re going to mess around with the garden if it’s not too wet.  I’m good here keeping watch.”

      “You sure you’re not tired?”  Nina chuckled.  “I actually slept a few hours last night.”

      I shrugged.  “Thanks, but I’m good.  At least for now.”

      “I could make breakfast.”

      “We all already grabbed something,” I said jerking my chin toward the kitchen.  “Feel free to grab something for yourself and Milo.”

      She nodded.  “Well, okay.  If you need any help, just let me know.”

      “Will do.”  I turned back to the window, hoping this would be the time Nick and Blair stepped out into view, but all that was out there was gray skies.

      I listened as Nina moved around the kitchen.  It wasn’t long before she went back into the guest room and locked the door behind her.  It was less than ten minutes when the door opened again.

      I turned, but it wasn’t Nina that had come out of the room.  Milo was standing in the hall with his arms hanging loosely at his sides as he stared up at me.

      “Are you okay?” I said taking slow, cautious steps away from the window.  Milo’s eyes were wide like a baby bunny.  I was afraid if I startled him he might run away.

      “Yes,” he said in a small voice.  “My mom fell asleep.  I’m bored.”

      “Well,” I said with a shrug, “you can hang out here if you want.”

      He smiled and walked slowly into the living room looking like he was afraid that something might jump out at him.  Milo sat down in the middle of the couch and looked around the room.

      I turned back to the window, and after a long moment, I thought I heard something behind me.  I whipped my head around as was face to face with Milo.

      “Don’t do that!” I said with a gasp.

      “I didn’t do anything!” he said taking a step away from me.

      “Oh,” I said unable to hold back my laugh.  I wasn’t laughing at him although he looked uncertain about that fact.  I was laughing at my reaction to Milo creeping up behind me.  “You just startled me is all.”

      It took a moment, but he smiled back at me.  “I didn’t mean to.”

      “It’s quite all right.”  I cocked my head to the side slightly and look him in the eyes.  He was so young… so innocent.  His mom was right, he didn’t belong in this world.  “You must be bored out of your mind.”

      “I miss my video games.”  His shoulders slumped slightly.  “And my house.”

      “I bet you do.  I miss my home too.”  I looked over at the stairs.  “I used to play here when I was younger.  This was my grandma’s house.  There might be some old toys and games upstairs.  It won’t be anything as cool as video games, but there might be some fun stuff.  You want to come up with me and have a look?”

      Milo grinned and nodded his head enthusiastically.

      “Come on,” I said waving him toward the stairs.  He followed apprehensively and stopped in the door at Nick’s room.  I opened the closet door, and when he saw the bin of toys, he pushed his way in front of me and dropped to his knees.

      He started digging through the toys and pulled out a box.  It was an old puzzle that looked somewhat familiar.  I was fairly certain Nick hadn’t ever even opened the box.

      “Do you like puzzles?” I asked.

      Milo shrugged.  “Never put one together.”

      “Never ever?”

      “I don’t think so,” he said shaking his head.  “At least not that I remember.”

      “Oh, we so have to change that.  We can start working on it together if you like.”

      Milo smiled up at me and showed me a couple of small toy cars he’d found inside the bin.  “Can I play with these too?”

      “Sure, anything you like.  I’m not going to be playing with them anymore so someone should.”  I lowered my voice as if I was sharing a secret.  “Don’t want the toys to get lonely, do we?”

      “Were these yours?” Milo asked.

      “They were my brother’s, but I played with them sometimes too.”

      Milo stared at me as if waiting for me to tell him more.

      “My brother is Nick.  You met him, right?”

      “Yeah,” Milo said with a big smile.  “He’s really cool.”

      I scrunched up my nose.  “My brother? Cool?  We must be talking about different people.”

      My breath caught in my throat when I heard someone marching up the stairs.  I was suddenly worried something had happened and because I left my post, I hadn’t been able to warn the others.

      When I turned, Nina was standing there in the doorway.  Her shoulders were rising and falling quickly with each rapid breath.

      “Milo!  What are you doing up here?”  Nina said stepping into the room and grabbing his arm.  She pulled him away from me as if she was worried I might harm him.

      “I was just getting him some toys to play with,” I explained as I looked into her angry, bulging eyes.

      “I woke up, and he wasn’t there.  Milo,” she said crouching down to look him in the eye, “you can’t do that to me.  I almost had a heart attack when I woke up, and you were gone.”

      “I’m sorry, mom,” Milo said clutching the toy cars and the puzzle box.  “She said I could play with these.  Is that okay?”

      Nina looked me up and down.

      “I’m sorry,” I said.  “I should have sent him back to his room.”

      “It’s okay,” she said with a fake smile.  It was most definitely not okay with her.  She turned back to Milo.  “Sure, you can play with them.  No more leaving the room without telling me.  Deal?”

      Milo glanced at me and then nodded.  “Deal.”

      I hugged myself as they walked back down the stairs.  I’d only been trying to help, and Nina had made me feel like a jerk.

      It didn’t matter, all I could do was shake it off and get back to my post.
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      When I got back downstairs, Bronx stepped out of the hallway and stopped in front of me.  He narrowed his eyes at me.

      “I know you hate when people ask this, but is everything okay?”

      “Yeah, of course,” I said with a big smile.

      “You look like you’re going to puke.”

      I blinked at him twice before staring at him with wide eyes.

      “Oh, shit, I didn’t mean anything by that.  You’re beautiful, it’s just you look like… God, I’m just making this worse, aren’t I?”

      My lips tightened into a smile.  I shook my head as if shaking his words away.

      “It’s fine,” I said.

      I debated for a second whether or not I should tell him about what happened with Nina but I decided not to.  After all, I probably would have reacted the same.  Maybe even worse.  It would be extremely hard to take care of a child in this world, and I really couldn’t blame Nina for freaking out when she woke, and her kid was gone.

      “How did things go out there?” I asked.

      “Good.  We got all the water boiled and bottled up.”

      “Did we collect a lot?”

      Bronx shook his head as he slipped his slightly dirty hands into his pockets.  “Not as much as one might think with all the drizzling it did yesterday.”

      “Drizzling.  Ha.”  I stepped away from him and walked over to the window.  “My clothes still aren’t dry.”

      “Thankfully mine dried, or I’d still be wearing your grandma’s robe.”

      “Pink is a good color on you.”

      Bronx chuckled.  “It would have looked better on you.  You should have given me the flannel.”

      “It was more amusing this way,” I said peeking out between the curtains.

      “I bet it was.”  Bronx cleared his throat and sat down on the edge of the sofa cushion.  “Danny is doing a really good job with that garden.  I’m kind of impressed.”

      “Yeah, I don’t know what I would have done without him.”  The words had escaped before I had even given them much thought.  “Where is Danny anyway?”

      The sofa squeaked as Bronx leaned back.  I glanced at his dirty hands thinking about what my grandma would think.  I was tempted to tell him to wash them when something outside caught my eye.

      “Something moved,” I said as I sucked in a breath.

      Bronx was at my side peering out of the window.  His shoulders tightened, and I knew he must have seen it too.

      “Go call for Danny.  Tell him to come inside,” Bronx said.

      “What is it?” I asked as I moved toward the hallway.

      “I’m not sure… hurry!” Bronx said pressing his hand against the wall as his eyes moved around looking for whatever had been out there.

      I ran down the hall and pulled open the back door.  My eyes scanned the backyard, but I didn’t see Danny anywhere.  He wasn’t at the garden, and he wasn’t near the garage where we kept the buckets.

      “Danny!” I called.

      Whatever had been out there wasn’t human.  I’d seen it, and it moved so fast I almost hadn’t been sure I’d seen it at all, but when Bronx had, I knew something had to have been out there.

      “Danny!” I shouted again.  “Where are you?”
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      I stepped out of the house and moved around the exterior walls like I was a soundless ninja.  My eyes moved over the area scanning every inch for any movement.

      Danny couldn’t have gone far.  I opened my mouth to call for him again, stopping myself at the last second not wanting to give away my position if something had gone wrong.

      I moved quickly but quietly, stepping over branches without making a sound.  What if the movement I’d seen had been a human?  Dear God, what if it had been Tom and his men hiding in the bushes waiting to pounce?

      I moved quicker stopping abruptly and biting down my gasp when I heard a gunshot.

      My mouth dropped open, and my throat instantly felt dry.  I had to find him.

      I ducked under some low-hanging branches and hid behind a tall bush with mostly brown foliage.  My heart was racing, and it didn’t stop when I saw Danny pop out from behind a few dead shrubs near the end of the driveway.

      He narrowed his eyes at me and then waved.  I guess I hadn’t been hiding as good as I thought I was.

      “What are you doing out here?” Danny called.  He was pulling something behind him, but I couldn’t make out what it was.

      “Looking for you,” I said stepping out but still looking in every direction.  “We saw something in the—”

      “Yeah, I found it.”  My eyes focused in on the beast he was dragging behind him.  “Wolf.  We’re having a hearty dinner tonight!”

      I chewed my lip for a moment.  “Can you eat wolf?”

      “Of course.  Meat is meat, right?”

      “Danny!” Bronx shouted opening the front door so hard it slammed against the wall.  “What are you doing?”

      Danny grinned at him.  “Catching dinner.”

      “That wasn’t the best idea,” Bronx said crossing his arms over his muscular chest.

      “Why not?  We can’t just eat rice forever.”  Danny shrugged as the smile started to drip off of his face.

      “The gunshot.  It was loud.”  Bronx’s eyes moved across the horizon.  “Could draw unwanted attention.”

      Danny shook his head.  “It’s fine.  We haven’t seen a soul in weeks.  Besides you guys and you knew where the place was.”  He let go of the wolf’s tail and placed his hands on his hips.  “Thought the thing was going to attack us.  I was keeping us safe.”

      Bronx stared at him without uttering another word.

      “Besides,” Danny said raising a brow, “if anyone comes around, they’ll suffer the same fate as the wolf.”

      The only time we went outside was to work in the garden or to collect water.  I didn’t want to be the one to tell Danny that the wolf probably would have just moved on before it would have been a threat to us.

      There was no reason to point it out because what was done was done.  If anyone was in the area, they’d already heard it.  Making Danny feel bad wouldn’t have made them unhear it.

      “Next time, come inside.  We’ll figure something else out.”  Bronx rubbed the back of his neck.

      “Something besides shooting it?” Danny asked squinting at him.

      “Yeah, like a trap or something,” Bronx said.

      I snorted.  “What do any of us known about setting traps?”

      “Nothing, I guess, but how hard can it be?” Bronx asked with a shrug.  “Tons of stuff around here we could probably use.”

      “Well, for now, I’m going to skin this beast,” Danny said.  “Anyone want to help?”

      My stomach swirled, and I shook my head.  “Not really.”

      “Yeah, I’ll grab some knives and meet you out back,” Bronx said jerking his chin at me.  “Take watch?”

      “Sure,” I said.

      I sat at the window staring out alternating between the cloudy sky and the area in front of the house.  The clouds seemed darker than they had yesterday but the rain had subsided.  It looked like it could pour out of the sky at any moment.

      Bronx and Danny had been out back for so long I started to worry.  I had no idea how long it would take to skin and prepare a wolf.  Maybe they hadn’t either.

      I was tempted to leave my post when I heard the back door open.  Bronx stepped into the hallway and looked down at the floor.

      “Shit.  Dinner will be ready soon,” he said taking small steps backward as if hoping to track less mud into the house.  “It’s still pretty wet out there.”

      “I can see that,” I said pointing at the middle of his shirt.  “Um, you have a little wolf on you.”

      He looked down at the small stain.  “Dang it!  I’m going to have to go clothes shopping soon.  Wonder if any of your grandma’s neighbors were my size.”

      “Maybe I can get it clean.  She didn’t have a lot of neighbors,” I said, and before I finished my sentence, Bronx was tearing his shirt off.

      I stared at him as he held it out.  “Oh,” he said with a chuckle, “you didn’t mean right now, did you?”

      “It’s fine,” I said with a smile as I took his shirt and tried not to notice his perfect stomach.  “I don’t mind.”

      I walked into the kitchen angry at myself for even noticing Bronx.  As I leaned over the sink, I scolded myself for letting my thoughts go there.  I scrubbed at the stain on his shirt with some of my grandma’s laundry soap as if the shirt had done something wrong.

      Nina came out of the guest room and walked into the living room.  I could hear she was talking to Bronx, but I couldn’t make out any of the words.

      I looked over my shoulder and noticed how close they were standing.  Maybe Bronx had moved on, not that I could blame him.

      His eyes moved over Nina’s shoulder and connected with mine for a second.  I quickly turned away and got back to work on the shirt that still smelled of Bronx.

      They didn’t talk for more than a few minutes before Nina nodded and went back into her room.  If she saw me in the kitchen, she ignored me.  I desperately wanted to know what they’d been talking about but it seemed as though it had been a private conversation.

      It startled me when Danny walked in carrying a plate full of steaming meat.  He followed my gaze toward the living room and then his eyes landed on mine.

      “Did I miss something?” Danny asked setting the plate on the table.

      “Not a thing,” I said rinsing the bubbles off of Bronx’s shirt.

      “Sure, about that?  Bronx isn’t wearing a shirt.”

      I rolled my eyes.  “Positive.  How did the whole wolf thing go?”

      “Good.  If I get a few more of those hides, maybe I can make a wolf fur blanket.”

      “You’re kidding right?”

      Danny shrugged.  “I bet it would be nice and warm.”

      “Gross.”

      “When you’re freezing, we’ll see how gross you think it is then.”

      “I’ll still think it’s gross.”

      Danny looked at me out of the corner of his eye.  “But you’d still use it?”

      “If it’s life or death, of course, I would.”

      “Just like you’ll eat it too.”

      I stared at the meat on the plate.  “I’m going to pretend it’s steak.”

      Danny laughed.  “It is steak.  Wolf steak.”

      “Again, gross,” I said as Bronx stepped into the room.

      “Smells… good?” he said ‘good’ as if he wasn’t sure if that was the word he wanted to use.

      “Yeah it does,” Danny responded in a way that made it sound as if he was trying to convince all of us, including himself.  “It’s food that isn’t rice.  Who can complain?”

      Danny clapped his hands and rubbed his palms together aggressively.  “Well, I’m ready to dig in.  Get the others.”
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      I hated to admit it, but the wolf meat wasn’t terrible.  The only reason it was tolerable was probably the simple fact that I hadn’t had much protein in weeks.  Sure, I’d had beans, but it wasn’t the same as having a big hunk of meat.

      Everyone had cleared their plate.  If anything, I think we all had overeaten.  Then again, that was probably easy to do when we had been eating smaller portions.  The wolf meat, however, we had to eat before it would rot.  There was no reason not to stuff ourselves.

      After dinner, we all sat in the living room.  Danny was at the window turning every five minutes to tell us how full he was as he patted his stomach.  I sat in my usual spot on the end of the sofa, and Bronx was at the far end.  It was the first time Nina and Milo had joined us.

      Milo looked like he was in his own world as he drove the toy cars around on the carpet.  I wished I could zone out the way he seemed to be, but in the quiet with everyone around my thoughts wanted to wander.  First, they drifted to Jamie until I pushed them away, but then I kept thinking about Nick.  Was he still alive?  Would he make it here?

      Bronx and Danny were talking about their plans for setting up traps.  They both thought we’d be able to catch more animals even though we hadn’t really seen all that many.

      “Maybe we’ll catch a bear,” Danny said.  I could tell he was thinking back to the beast we’d seen in the hotel.

      “I hope not,” Bronx said shaking his head.  “We couldn’t even eat the meat fast enough.”

      Danny opened his mouth but quickly snapped it shut.  Even with the candle lighting the room, I could still see the flash of light through the curtain.

      “Again?” Bronx asked when the floor started vibrating.  The windows rattled as the tremors shook the house.

      “Closer,” Danny said.

      Nina was wringing her hands as she looked at Milo.  “Maybe we should go.  I mean, if they’re coming closer and closer each night.  We don’t want whatever it is to catch up to us, do we?”

      “I still think we’re safer inside,” Bronx said.  “What if we’re out there and can’t find cover?  What if it catches up to us and we have nowhere to go?”

      “Maybe you’re right,” Nina said her voice cracking.  “I just… just… want to do the right thing.”

      “I understand,” Bronx said, his eyes meeting mine for a split second.  He stood and walked over the window.  “I was hoping they’d be here by now.”

      Nina stood.  “Bedtime Milo.”

      “Aw, come on mom!  I’m playing.  I’m being good.”  Milo puffed out his bottom lip.

      “You are, but it’s getting late,” Nina said forcing a smile that was so tight it looked like her lips might crack.  “Tell everyone good night.”

      Milo scooped up the cars and looked at me and then at Bronx and Danny.  “Good night.”

      “Good night little man,” Bronx said rubbing his hand on the top of the boy’s head.  He smiled at his hair sticking up in all directions.

      “Good night,” Danny and I both mumbled as they walked out of the room.

      After the door locked Bronx scratched the stubble on his chin.  “She’s just worried about Milo.”

      I nodded.  I understood because I was worried too, only I was worried about all of us.

      There was another flash that silenced us.  The light had been brighter than all the others.  It had filled every shadow in the house for a long moment before everything turned black again.

      It took a few seconds for my eyes to readjust.  My fingertips dug into the armrest as the house shook again.

      I looked up at Danny and Bronx.  I wondered if it was time to hide in the cellar, but then again, I didn’t even know if hiding in the cellar was the right thing to do in this scenario.  We didn’t even know what was happening out there.

      The three of us stayed in the living room taking turns sleeping on the sofa.  It was the middle of the night when Bronx woke me.

      “What is it?” I said popping up.  My eyes were so wide I could feel them bugging out of their sockets.

      “Oh, it’s fine.  I’m just so tired I can’t keep my eyes open.”

      “Oh,” I said looking around the room taking in my surroundings.  It didn’t take long to remember where I was.  My heart was pounding so fast I wondered if I’d been in the middle of one of my nightmares before Bronx had woke me.  Thankfully, I couldn’t remember it if I were.  “No problem.  Get some sleep.”

      Bronx barely waited for me to get off the sofa before flopping down.  “There haven’t been any more lights.”

      “Good,” I said, but I wasn’t all that sure how good it was.  If they happened again tomorrow night, the flashes would be directly overhead.  And none of us knew if it was better to run for it or stay inside.

      The sofa squeaked as Bronx tossed to the other side.  He didn’t stay in one position long before flopping to the other.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “I’m so tired I can’t sleep.”

      “Try to relax.”

      Bronx huffed.  “If I could relax, I wouldn’t have trouble sleeping.”

      I bit back my giggle.  “Right.  Sorry.”

      I glanced at Danny, but our talking wasn’t even coming close to disturbing his sleep.  His chest rose high and then fell deeply with each inhale.

      Bronx sat up and leaned forward, running his fingers aggressively through his messy hair.  He growled before pushing himself to his feet.

      “I’m going out,” Bronx said.

      “What?” I asked as I stood.

      “A quick run.”  Bronx stretched his arms over his head.  “This used to help.  Five minutes.”

      I stepped in front of him.  “The hell you are.”

      Bronx chuckled before placing his hands on my waist.  He lifted me off of the ground and moved me out of the way.

      “Hey!” I said slapping at his arms.

      He was almost at the front door, but I was fast.  I ducked under his arm and pressed my back against the door, stretching my arms out at my sides to block him.

      “Gwen, please,” he said placing his hands on his hips.

      “Bronx you aren’t thinking clearly,” I said shaking my head.  “This isn’t safe.”

      “I have to do something,” he said rubbing his hands up and down his arms.  His anxiety was growing so large I could feel it poking at the skin on my arms.

      “Okay, um, how about crunches?  Running in place?  Oh!  I know, jumping jacks!”

      At first, he looked at me as if I’d lost my mind, but then his head started to slowly bob up and down.  “You got yourself a deal, but under one condition.”

      “What condition?” I asked narrowing my eyes at him.

      Bronx raised a brow.  “That you do them with me.”

      “What?  No thanks, Bronx.  I don’t want to get all hot and sweaty.”

      His lips curled up at one end as he glided the tip of his thumb across his bottom lip.  “Then I’m going for a jog.”

      “I’m not moving.”

      “Think you can beat me to the back door?”

      We stared each other down for a long moment before I jerked to the side moving around him.  He chased after me, stopping halfway.  Bronx chuckled and turned back toward the front door.

      “Dammit!” I said pivoting so quickly I nearly tripped over my own feet.

      “Okay!  Okay!  You win,” I said taking in a quick breath.  “I’ll work out with you.”

      “Don’t I wish,” Bronx said under his breath.

      “What was that?” I asked pretending I hadn’t heard him.

      His eyebrows flicked up so quickly.  “Nothing.  Jumping jacks or crunches?  You know since we already did a little running.”

      “Crunches?”  I couldn’t remember the last time I did crunches, but then again, I couldn’t remember the last time I’d done jumping jacks either.

      “All right,” Bronx said pointing at the floor.  “Let’s see who can do more.”

      “You’re on,” I said confidently even though I knew there was no way it would even be close.  I’d seen Bronx’s abs, they had to have come from hard work unless he just happened to be blessed with an amazing body.

      We laid down side by side and looked at one another.  He raised a brow.  “On three?”

      I nodded.

      “One, two, three!”

      We started curling forward, and I managed to keep up for the first four.  When I was on six, and he was already on ten, I stopped and couldn’t stop the small laugh that escaped between my lips.

      Bronx looked out of the corner of his eye and met my eyes.  He smiled at me.  “Six?  That’s all you got?”

      “That’s all I’m going to do,” I said rolling on my side, watching him as he kept doing his crunches.  “I’m not the one that was having trouble falling asleep.”

      “Whatever,” Bronx said between his sharp exhales as he pulled himself forward.  His eyes were focused forward… determined.

      Bronx kept going.  I stopped counting after fifty, and it was a long while before he stopped, flopping his arms over his head.

      He’d worked up a sweat and was breathing heavily.  Bronx turned sideways and grinned at me.

      “Now I think I’m too keyed up to sleep,” he said.

      “All right, you keep watch,” I said closing my eyes.  “I’ll take a little nap right here.”

      He hopped to his feet, and before I knew it, he was scooping me up off of the ground.  His damp skin was slick against mine.

      Before I could ask what he was doing, he lowered me down on the sofa.  He crouched down next to me, the candlelight dancing on his face.

      “Sleep, I’ll wake Danny if I get tired,” Bronx said.  I started to get up, but he placed his hand on my shoulder.  “No, it’s fine.  If you can sleep, you should.  I’ll just take a nap tomorrow.”

      “You need your sleep too,” I argued.

      “Can’t,” he said as he stood and walked over to the window.  “Like I said, too keyed up.”

      I yawned and closed my eyes.  “If you insist.”
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      I sat up and rubbed my stiff neck.  Sleeping the entire night on the sofa had been far from comfortable.

      Danny was sitting at the window leaning forward with his head resting on his fist.  I covered my yawn as I walked over to him.

      “Why didn’t you wake me?” I asked looking over my shoulder at Bronx zonked out on the floor.  Apparently, the crunches had worked.

      “Bronx woke me and it was almost morning,” Danny said.

      “Oh,” I said pulling the curtain further to the side so I could have a better look at the yard.  “He was up all night then?”

      Danny shrugged.

      “He woke me, but then was having trouble sleeping.  Eventually, he gave up and told me to go back to bed,” I said.

      “The house could be falling down around us, and I don’t think I could wake him,” Danny said with a yawn.

      I shook my head and let the curtain fall back into place.  “I’m not sure that’s a good thing.”

      “No, you’re right.  It’s probably not.”

      The guest room door opened and Milo came running out.  He stopped abruptly when he saw Bronx on the floor.  Milo cocked his head to the side and dropped to the floor.  He quickly started driving the cars near Bronx’s feet.

      Nina was close behind looking around the room with her arms crossed.  She smiled at Milo before meeting my eyes.

      “He loves those cars,” Nina said.

      “There might be more upstairs,” I said, and Milo’s head popped up.

      “Mom, can I?” Milo asked.

      Nina chewed her lip for a moment.  “I guess so.”

      “Want me to show you where they are?” I asked, but Milo was already halfway up the stairs.

      “I remember!” Milo said as he disappeared out of sight.

      Nina placed her hand on her stomach and lowered herself into the chair near the sofa.  “Is he okay?”

      “Just sleeping,” I said leaning back against the wall.

      Danny abruptly stood and grabbed the shotgun.  I took a step away from him as if I’d done something wrong.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      Bronx popped up as if he could sense something happening in his sleep.  Maybe he’d felt the air in the room change because it felt as though the oxygen was leaving the area.

      “Milo,” Nina whispered loudly as she placed her foot on the bottom step.  “Come on down please.”

      The floorboards above creaked with his steps.  He didn’t hesitate to come when she called.

      Danny held up his hand.  “Something is out there in the distance.  Might just be another wolf.”

      Bronx was at Danny’s side in a flash.  He held up his palm as he peered out between the curtains.

      “There is something out there, but it’s not a wolf,” Bronx said stepping away from the window.  He slapped Danny on the back just as a grin curled his lips.

      “What is it?” I said, my eyebrows squeezed together just as hard as my lips pressed together.

      “You mean who is it,” Bronx said with a bounce in his step as he walked to the door.  He pointed at the window.  “Have a look.”

      Danny’s palm was against the window as he shook his head in disbelief.  I swallowed hard as I stepped up next to him.  There was just no way it could be….

      The sound of Bronx opening the front door sounded so far away even though he was right next to me.  There was no mistaking who was approaching.

      Nick was smiling as he limped toward the house.  Blair was looking in every direction but smiled when she saw Bronx walking toward them.

      “Is this really happening?” I whispered, and Danny wrapped his arm around my shoulders.

      “It is.”  He pulled me with him.  “Let’s go say hi.”

      Nina and Milo were already outside as Danny, and I made our way toward them.  Nick walked faster when he saw me.  My breath felt as though it was stuck in my throat as he wrapped his arms around me.

      Never in my entire life did I think it would feel so good to see my brother.

      “Gwen,” Nick whispered into my hair.  “Am I dreaming?”

      “I don’t know,” I said because it felt a lot like a dream.

      Nick pulled back and shook Danny’s hand.  “Looks like she took good care of you.”

      Danny smiled and lowered his head.

      “Actually, he took care of me,” I said wanting to give Danny all the credit he deserved.

      Nick didn’t say anything he just nodded in Danny’s direction.  His eyes darted around, and I knew he was looking for Jamie.  Bronx must have realized too because he stepped up and took Nick’s hand into his.  They shook briefly before Bronx pulled him closer for a half hug.  I couldn’t hear anything, but if I had to guess, Bronx quickly whispered something because after that moment Nick stopped looking around and he didn’t ask where Jamie was.

      I watched as Nina and Milo said their hello’s to Blair and Nick.  Nick patted Milo on the back and briefly talked to him about the cars he was holding.

      “All right, all right,” Nick said clapping his hands and rubbing his palms together.  “Let’s go inside.  I need to sit down.”

      We followed Nick and Blair toward the house.  I hadn’t noticed at first, but Nick was using a thick stick for a cane.  The way he walked had changed from what I could remember.  He’d move quickly from his bad leg to the other, barely putting weight on the leg that had been injured.

      When we got up to the house, Bronx pulled Nick and Blair to the side.  I could hear him whispering to them, but I couldn’t make out what they were saying.  A few minutes later they came inside and closed the door.

      “I got them up to speed on what happened and what we’re doing around here,” Bronx announced.

      Nick met my eyes.  He wasn’t able to hide his worry about me.  I forced the best ‘I’m fine’ smile I could muster.

      Blair helped Nick ease his way down into the chair near the sofa.  He flapped his hands at her to stop her from fussing, but it wasn’t enough to wipe the smile off of her face.

      “We heard a gunshot,” Nick said shifting his weight back and forth in the chair.  He placed his palms flat on the armrests.

      “That was me,” Danny said.  “Got ourselves a wolf.”

      “If we heard it, others might have too,” Nick said.

      Danny held up his hand.  “No need to scold me.  I won’t be doing it again.  But dang we ate good, didn’t we?”

      Bronx and I both smiled.  Blair sat down heavily at the end of the sofa closest to Nick.

      “So, grandma wasn’t here?” Nick asked.

      I shook my head.

      “No sign of her whatsoever?”

      I shook my head again.

      “Interesting.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “Maybe she went somewhere,” he said.

      I lowered my head and looked at my shoes.  “And maybe she got sick while she was out there.”

      Nick rubbed his fingers against his chin.  “Maybe.  Anyway, it feels good to be here.  Grandma sure hadn’t changed much around here, had she?”

      “Not really.”

      “I found some of your old toys,” Milo said holding up the toy cars.

      “Aw, little man, that’s one of my favorites!”  Nick pointed to a red sports car with a white stripe on the hood.

      Milo grinned and held it to his stomach.  “It’s my favorite too.  Maybe we can play later?”

      “Maybe, but I’m pretty tired,” Nick said.  “Might have to take a rain check.”

      Milo looked at his mom and tried to hide a little frown.  She gave him a quick little hug and whispered something in his ear.  The boy nodded and took the cars to the guest room.

      “They’re staying in the guest room,” I explained to Nick.  “Danny and I have been staying in grandma’s room, and Bronx has been staying in my old room.”

      “Why wasn’t anyone in my room?” he asked glancing at Danny.

      “Because I knew you’d come,” I responded quickly.

      Blair clicked her tongue.  “What about me?”

      “Sofa?” I said.

      “Blair can have my room,” Nick said before Blair had a chance to verbally say what her eyes were showing.  “I’d rather not climb the stairs if I don’t have to.”

      “It’s bad isn’t it?” I asked nodding at his leg.

      Nick shrugged.  “Didn’t heal properly is my guess.  Not much can be done about it, but I think after I get some rest it’ll improve some.  We’ve been walking too much, I just need a break.”

      “And the cane?” I asked.

      “Only need it after a long day’s walk.”  Nick half-smiled.

      My eyes moved down to his leg.  I couldn’t help but worry that maybe it wouldn’t ever get better.  It wasn’t like there were doctors he could go to.  He would just have to live with the complications of the gunshot wound.

      “Does it hurt?” I asked softly.

      “Nah.”  Nick patted his thigh.  “Well, maybe a little if I’m on it too much.”

      “What’s too much?” I asked.

      Nick glanced at Blair.  “Several miles.  But we don’t have to worry about that now do we?”

      An awkward silence filled the room.  Nina cleared her throat and placed her hand on Nick’s shoulder.

      “Glad you made it,” she said.  “I’m going to go check on Milo.”

      Nick nodded, and Danny placed his hands on his hips.  “Can I get you guys something to eat?  We’re out of meat, but there are plenty of other things.”

      “Got any of Grandma’s famous jam?” Nick asked with a chuckle.

      I could almost taste the sweet strawberry jam at the thought.  Grandma used to spread it on top of her freshly baked buttery biscuits.

      “There’s tons of jam, but nothing to put it on,” I said.

      “Give me a spoon.”  Nick grinned.

      Danny disappeared from the room, and I made my way over to the window.  As I pulled back the curtain, a loud noise sliced through the air and shook the house like it was an upside-down snow globe.

      I placed my hands on the wall to steady myself as I turned to look at the others.  Nick was leaning forward in his chair, and Blair had turned as white as a ghost.

      Bronx looked unsteady as he walked across the floor toward me.  I looked out the window again, and this time I spotted the flash of light in the sky even though it was the middle of the day.

      The thunder that followed rattled every wall so hard I worried if the whole thing was going to crumble down on top of us.

      “It’s here.”  Nick edged himself to the edge of the chair while keeping his eyes on the window.

      “You guys saw this too?” I asked knowing there couldn’t have been any way they had missed it.

      “Every night, coming closer and closer.”

      I swallowed hard as Bronx shoulder touched mine as he looked out the window.  “It’s not night.”

      “Guess it doesn’t matter.  It’s finally here,” Nick said as Danny came back into the room holding a spoon and a jar of jam.

      “We going down to the basement?” Danny asked locking eyes with me.

      I pressed my lips together and took another look outside.  The wind picked up whipping the trees back and forth so hard one of them at the end of the driveway snapped.

      Another bolt shot across the sky, and when the house shook, a painting fell off the wall.  Bronx grabbed me by the waist and pulled me away from the window.

      I sucked in a deep breath even though it felt as though there was no air in the room.  “Get Nina and Milo.  We’re going to the cellar.”
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      Milo whimpered as we walked down the stairs and into the cellar.  Bronx closed the door at the top of the stairs while Nick made his way down.

      It sounded like a war was being waged on the ground around the house.  There were sounds of howling and pounding like nothing I’d ever heard before.  It was like the earth was being torn in two.

      Nina looked nervous as she held Milo close to her.  “What’s,” Nina said swallowing hard, “going on out there?”

      “A storm,” I said remembering the lighting and still feeling what I thought was thunder rattling the ground.

      “A normal storm?” she asked holding Milo closer.

      I glanced at Bronx because he had seen what I had.  There hadn’t been anything outside that had been anything like a real storm except for the darkened skies and the wind.

      The light that flashed through the sky had been the same as what we’d seen at night.  Only it was happening during the day.

      “I don’t think so,” I said, and Bronx offered a confirming nod.

      There was a small futon in the cellar that was covered in dust, but Nina and Milo sat down anyway.  The shelving units were fully stocked, and there were large bags or rice next to the large jugs of water.

      “Didn’t know grandma had all this stuff,” Nick said trying to hide a wince as he lowered himself down on the other side of the futon.

      “Yeah,” I said looking around the room.  “Must have been something she really got into recently.  I mean, she always put stuff down here, but this is more than I remember.”

      “When was the last time you visited her?” Nick asked with a slight smirk.

      I narrowed my eyes and turned my back to him.  I didn’t want to see the judging look he was giving me even though I could have given it right back.

      We stayed in the basement listening to whatever was happening above for what felt like hours.  When the wind died down, and we no longer felt the earth shaking as violently, Bronx and I decided to take a look while the others stayed in the cellar waiting for the all clear.

      I followed Bronx through the kitchen toward the living room.  The light coming through the windows let me know it was still daylight.

      There was a strange charge to the air that made my hairs stand on end.  A chill ran down my spine as we approached the front window.  I was afraid of what we might see.

      Bronx grabbed my hand and pulled me closer.  I couldn’t shake the feeling that even though the doors were all closed and had been locked that someone was hiding inside the house.

      I moved closer to Bronx as he sucked in a breath and pulled back the curtain.  My hand shot up to my mouth to cover my gasp.

      The sky was black.  There were trees and random debris strewn about the front yard.  It looked as though several tornadoes had passed through the area.

      Lightning flickered deep in the clouds above.  They looked like giant puffs of black cotton candy swirling overhead.  Everything was so dark I couldn’t see beyond our front yard.

      “Jesus,” Bronx said dragging his fingers across his forehead.

      “Do you think it’s done?”

      He shook his head.  “I have no idea.”

      It wasn’t even a second later we heard the rain hitting the house.  It patted loudly against the roof as if it was coming straight down.

      “What the…,” Bronx said squinting as he looked out toward the yard.  “That doesn’t look like normal rain does it?”

      “What do you mean?”  I blinked several times to clear my vision, but it was hard to see what he was talking about.

      “It looks like it’s oil.”

      I shook my head.  “Oil?”

      “Look at the….” Bronx’s voice faded as the black slime started to slide down the window.

      It dripped down over the glass as if someone was pouring a bottle of thick, black maple syrup down over the house.  “Yeah, you’re right,” I said taking a step away from the window.  “That doesn’t look right.”

      I jumped back when I heard someone coming through the hallway.  I spun on my heel and let out the breath I was holding when I saw Danny standing there.

      “Safe to come up?” Danny asked placing his hand on his stomach.  He looked pale, and sweat was dripping down his temples.

      “You don’t look so good,” I said chewing on my cheek.

      “Yeah, I don’t feel so good,” Danny said glancing at the stairs.  “I need to lay down in an actual bed.  Seems like the wind died down?”

      Bronx was still keeping most of his attention on the oily window.  “Yeah, it should be okay.”

      “Let me know if things change,” Danny said as he wrapped his arms around his middle and climbed up the stairs as if his feet weighed a hundred pounds.

      “He doesn’t look good,” I said crossing my arms as I turned back to the window.

      “This doesn’t look good either,” Bronx said tapping the window.

      The pitch-black, oily rain almost completely coated the window.  I could only imagine that it was coating the entire exterior of the house.

      “What are we going to do?” I said pressing my hand to my forehead.

      “I don’t know,” Bronx said.  “Guess we can tell the others it’s safe to come up.”

      “Sounds like they’re already on their way,” I said glancing toward the kitchen.

      Nina was carrying a nearly asleep Milo in her arms.  He looked just as pale as Danny had.

      “Everything okay?” I asked taking a step toward her.

      “He’s not feeling well, and to be honest, I’m not doing that great either.”  Nina nodded toward the window.  “Safe to come up?”

      “Think so,” Bronx said just as Blair and Nick stepped into view.  She had one hand on his forearm and the other around his back.

      Nick rubbed his fingers in Milo’s hair as he walked by them.  “What’s going on out there?”

      Blair helped Nick onto the sofa instead of the chair.  The dark circles under their eyes revealed just how exhausted they were.  They weren’t getting a break.

      Bronx cleared his throat.  “It’s raining—”

      “That doesn’t sound so bad,” Nick said.

      “Let me finish.”  Bronx looked at him without blinking.

      Nick made a grand flourish with his hand as Blair helped him get his leg up on the sofa.

      “It’s raining oil,” Bronx said looking out the window again as if making sure what he saw had really been there.

      “Oil?”  Nick’s eyes narrowed.

      “Well, it’s a substance like oil.”  Bronx shrugged.  “Can’t even see out the window any longer.”

      “How about the door?” Nick asked.

      Bronx shook his head.  “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

      “Yeah, maybe you’re right,” Nick said wiggling back and forth to get comfortable.

      “You don’t seem very worried,” I said chewing my lip.

      Nick snorted.  “What can we really do about it?”  He closed his eyes.  “First the sky, then the fog, and now this.  I’m not surprised.”

      Bronx and I exchanged a glance.

      “Look,” Nick said pushing himself up.  He looked into my eyes.  “We have enough in here to last us months.  I need the rest.”  He eased himself back down.  “It’s not like we have a lot of options anyway.”

      He was right.  We were trapped inside my grandma’s house.  God only knows what that black gunk would do to us if we came into contact with it.  My guess is it would do what the sky and the fog had done… kill.

      Blair flopped down in the chair, each blink taking more time than the last.

      “Would you like me to show you to your room?” I asked Blair.

      “I should probably stay down here with Nick,” she said barely opening her eyes.

      “It’s okay, Blair,” Nick said.  “Go on, get some sleep.”

      Blair leaned forward heavily.  “You sure?”

      “I’m positive,” Nick said without opening his eyes.

      She pushed herself to her feet and walked over to him.  Bronx and I both watched as she leaned down and placed a kiss on his forehead.

      “Call for me if you need anything,” Blair whispered before turning and holding up her palm toward me.  “I’ll find it myself.”

      “No problem.  It’s the one that looks like a little boy’s room,” I said raising my brow.

      Once she was upstairs, Bronx nudged me.  “Why don’t you give her the girls room?”

      “My old room?  Does it matter?  I thought pink suited you just fine when you had the robe on,” I said with a shrug.

      “Shh!” he said turning his back toward Nick.  I wasn’t sure, but in the candlelight, it seemed as though his cheeks had ever so slightly turned pink.  Bronx sighed and pulled open the curtain as he frowned.  “Dammit.”

      As I glanced over Bronx’s shoulder to have a look at the blackness that coated the window, I winced at the pain that surged through my gut.

      “Uh,” I said grabbing my stomach.

      Bronx turned and looked me up and down.  “You okay?”

      “Yeah, yeah, I’m fine,” I said as the wave of stomach pain started to fade… only it didn’t fade completely.  It just waned slightly before increasing.

      My fingertips dug into my stomach through my shirt as if I were trying to reach inside and fix whatever was tightening my insides.

      “You don’t look good,” Bronx said.

      “I think I need to lie down.”

      Nick must have fallen asleep otherwise he would have been sitting there looking at me with the same worried eyes I’d seen in the front yard when he’d learned of Jamie’s death.

      “Let me help you up,” Bronx said taking my arm.

      I didn’t argue.  I didn’t back away, but it was mostly because I didn’t have the energy.

      He led me toward the stairs, but before I took the first step, I hesitated.  My stomach was bubbling like a pot ready to boil over.

      “One second,” I said holding up my hand.  “I think… I think I need to….”

      I charged away from Bronx and through the hallway.  At first, I wasn’t sure if I was going to make it into the bathroom.

      I wasn’t able to close the door before I lost my stomach inside the white porcelain bowl.

      My insides were still heaving when I heard Bronx behind me groan.  “Uhh… I’m not feeling so good.  Move over.”
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      I opened my eyes.  The spot on the ceiling let me know I was in my grandma’s room.  It was weird, but I couldn’t remember how I’d gotten up the stairs or into the bed.

      There was a candle burning on the nightstand.  It barely provided any light to the room.  We’d used it so much that the wax was nearly to the bottom.

      I rolled onto my side with effort and saw Danny laying next to me.  Even in the darkness, I could tell his skin was still pale.  He was sleeping, taking in small quick breaths.

      When I tried to move, my stomach rumbled and not because I was hungry.  It felt like there was a chainsaw slicing through my insides.

      “Here,” a soft, soothing voice said in the silence.  “Take a drink.”

      I frowned as I turned onto my other side.  Blair was sitting there holding a glass of water with a plastic straw bent to the side.

      She aimed it at me, and I tried to take a drink, but I couldn’t swallow more than a small sip.  The drops of water felt cool as they trickled down the back of my throat.

      “Thanks,” I said lowering myself back to the pillow.  “How did I get up here?”

      “Shh,” she said glancing around me.  Danny squirmed slightly but settled back into a light sleep.  “Bronx managed to help me get you up here before he passed out himself.”

      I remembered him getting sick next to me in the bathroom.  “Are we all sick?  Is it happening again?”

      “Nick and I are fine,” Blair said shaking her head.  “I’m not going to have him come up here and help.  He shouldn’t be climbing the stairs with his leg out of commission.”

      I wanted to let her know that I didn’t ask for him to come up to me.  But I didn’t care enough to make the distinction.

      “He’s helping with Nina and Milo.  They’re both sick too,” Blair whispered.

      “How bad are they?” I asked feeling as though the room was spinning.  “Is it because of the stuff outside?”

      Blair shook her head.  “Nick doesn’t think so.  He thinks if it were because of that shit, that’s what he called it, we’d probably all be feeling sick.  At least somewhat.”

      “Why does he think that?  We survived the red sky.”

      “But we all got sick with the red sky, right?  And with this, Nick and I are fine.”

      “Maybe it just hasn’t happened yet,” I said mostly closing my eyes.

      Blair gave me a little shrug.  “Maybe.  But he thinks it’s something else.  Take another small drink.  You need to try to stay hydrated.  It’ll help you get better.”

      I took a drink, managing to take a little more than I had the first time.  My eyes closed and I wasn’t sure how much longer I could fight off falling back sleep.

      “I don’t want to throw up again,” I mumbled.

      “Well if you do, you’d rather have something in there.  You don’t want to throw up bile again.”

      “Again?” I asked.

      Blair let out a sigh.  “Just drink as much as you can.  I’ll leave it here.”

      “Okay.”

      “Go on now, get more rest,” Blair said lightly placing her hand on my shoulder.  I heard her place the glass down on the nightstand before I drifted back into the darkness of sleep.
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        * * *

      

      The house was so quiet I could hear Nick and Blair talking at the other end of the upstairs hallway.  Danny was taking shallow breaths that were almost inaudible next to me, allowing me to make out most of their words.

      “You think that stuff out there is another attack?” Blair asked.

      “I do,” Nick said confidently.

      “Why… why would they need to keep doing this?”  There was a long pause before Blair spoke again.  “They’ve won.  They’ve killed everything.”

      Nick huffed loudly.  “Not everything.  Maybe they’re testing various weapons or something.”

      “Seems like they’ve been a success,” Blair said.  “They can stop testing any day now.”

      “That would be nice wouldn’t it?”  Nick sighed.

      Their voices lowered as they whispered back and forth a few seconds longer.  Their voices were so low I couldn’t make out what they were saying.

      “Help me down,” Nick said.

      I heard the floorboards creaked lightly under their feet as they made their way down the stairs.  The soft footsteps echoed through the hallway.

      “Then why are they sick?” Blair asked.  “I don’t get it.  Why them and not us?  What is this one all about?”

      The chair squeaked, and I imagined Nick had lowered himself down.  “I don’t know.”
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      I had no idea what time it was, or even how many days had gone by when I opened my eyes again.  It was still just as dark, and the only light in the room was the tiny light from the candle.

      I pushed myself up glancing at Danny next to me.  Little beads of sweat were gathered at his temples even though the room was a bit chilly.

      “You’re up,” Blair said leaning into the doorway.  “Bronx is doing a little better too.  He’s downstairs.”

      “My stomach still hurts,” I said.

      “Let’s try to get you moving.  More water.  Some food.”  She waved her hand at me to follow her.

      I glanced at Danny before swinging my legs over the side of the bed.  “Has he woken up at all?”

      “A few times,” Blair said flapping her hand harder.  “Never for long.  It’s been hard to get him to drink.”

      “How about Milo?”

      “A little better.  Nina too.”  Blair sighed.  “It’s been a long three days.”  She cocked her head to the side.  “Are you coming?”

      I scooted off of the bed and wobbled.  Blair took a step forward but stopped when I held up my palm.

      “I got it.  Just a little… woozy.”  I picked up the glass off of the nightstand and put the straw to my lips.  The water filled my mouth faster than I was able to swallow.

      “Whoa, take it easy,” Blair said waving at me again.  “Come on.  Don’t make me drag you down the stairs.”  She cocked her brow.  “And don’t think I won’t.”

      My knees felt weak as I followed her down the stairs.  I wrapped my fingers around the banister afraid if I let go I might tumble down the stairs.

      Nick was coming out of Nina’s room as I took my last step.  He looked me up and down and forced a smile.

      “Hey, you’re up,” Nick said.

      “I’m not sure I should be,” I said.

      He shrugged and offered me a breakfast pastry.  “Try to eat something.”

      “I’m not sure I should,” I said placing my hand on my stomach.

      “You should,” Nick said grabbing my hand and placing the pastry on my palm.  “It’ll help.”

      “I don’t want to throw up.”  I frowned.

      Nick leaned closer and looked into my eyes.  “Trust your brother.  Eat.”

      “Fine,” I said looking at Bronx as I took a small nibble.

      “He made me eat too,” Bronx said tipping his head back against the top of the sofa.  “It helped.  I think.”

      I sat down next to Bronx mostly looking at the pastry.  “So, any changes with what’s going on outside?”

      “Nope,” Nick said averting his eyes.  “I’ve been tempted to open the door, but Blair won’t let me.”

      Milo came out of the guest room and laid down on the floor.  He started rolling the car back and forth on the carpet with his head down on his other arm.

      “He’s doing better,” Nick said keeping his voice low.  “Nina on the other hand.”

      “Same with Danny,” Blair said shaking her head.  “I can barely get him to drink anything anymore.”

      My eyes shifted toward the stairs.  It was like I was trying to see Danny even though it wasn’t possible for me to see him through the walls.

      He had to pull through.  After everything he’d done for me… he… he just had to fight the illness.

      “It’s weird though,” Nick said scratching the back of his neck.  “Blair and I didn’t get sick at all.  Even with the red sky, everyone got sick.”

      It was weird although I was happy they hadn’t gotten sick.  We might not have gotten better if it hadn’t been for Nick and Blair.

      There had to be a reason that we had gotten ill, and Nick and Blair hadn’t.  They’d been out there, and we’d been safe inside.  We’d been eating canned items and drinking clean water.

      It just didn’t make sense.  That was until I realized what had happened that was different between us and them.

      “Oh crap,” I said placing my hands on my stomach.

      They all looked at me at once with worry in their eyes.  Blair was at my side in an instant grabbing my arm, ready to usher me into the bathroom.

      “Let’s go,” Blair said.

      I shook my head.  “No, not that.  I realized what’s different.  I realized why we got sick.”

      Nick cocked his head to the side waiting for me to continue.

      “The wolf.”

      “The wolf?” Nick asked.

      “We mentioned it… Danny killed a wolf,” I said swallowing hard.  “And we ate it.”

      Nick blew out a puff of air and shook his head.  It looked as though he was shaking off the idea, but when he froze abruptly, I knew he was giving it some thought.

      “Remember the bear?” Nick asked.  I offered him a nod.  “It had been crazed… wild, somehow it had been changed.  What if it was some kind of poison?”

      “And the wolf meat we ingested was poisoned,” I finished.

      Nick combed his fingers through his hair.  “Right now, it makes sense.  And explains why Blair and I didn’t get sick.”

      “It seems like they’ll be able to fight it off,” Blair said looking at Bronx, me and then at Milo.  “For a bit there we were pretty worried.”

      Milo stood up and blinked as he looked at us.  “My mom is still sick.  She wanted me to leave the room.”

      “Sorry little man, she needs the rest,” Nick said.  “She wants to get better for you, right?”

      “Yeah, I know.  That’s why I kissed her forehead and left the room,” Milo said pulling his small shoulders back.

      “Good kid.”  Nick grinned.  “Go on, back to playing.”

      Blair walked over to Milo.  “Actually, Milo needs his rest too.”

      “Aww,” Milo groaned.

      Blair stood there holding out her hand.  When he ignored her, she placed her hand on her hip and cocked her head to the side.

      “Let’s go,” Blair said.  “Let’s get a drink of water and then I’ll help you into the bed.  Say goodnight to Nick.”

      Milo stood and frowned.  His complexion was still quite white, but there was a bit of pinkness in his cheeks.

      “Good night, Nick,” Milo said.

      “Night,” Nick said squeezing Milo’s shoulder.

      After they were out of the room, I leaned toward Bronx.  “Do we know it’s night?”

      Bronx shook his head.

      “With that shit all over the place it’s always night,” Nick said.

      “I think at some point we’re going to have to open the door,” Bronx said.

      Silence filled the room.

      “We can’t risk letting it in here,” I said.

      “I’ll check out the back door,” Bronx said.  “We need to know what we’re dealing with and I’m already sick anyway.”

      “You look better,” I said with a quick breath.  “We’ll just wait it out.”

      Nick bit his lip as he stood and shot a quick glance in the direction of the guest room.  “Okay don’t freak out.”

      “What?” I said my heart feeling as though it had skipped a beat.

      Nick scratched the front of his head, keeping his eyes down toward the floor.  After a moment his eyes shifted upward and met mine.  “I already looked.”
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      “Are you stupid?” I asked.

      Blair stepped into the room just as I stood.  The anger bubbling inside of me was giving me a bit of energy.

      “Don’t talk to your brother that way,” she said clicking her tongue as if she were scolding a child.

      I glared at her as I crossed my arms.  He was my brother, and I’d talk to him any way I liked regardless of her opinion on the matter.  After she put up with years of Nick, we could broach the subject again.

      My eyes landed on Nick and based on the way he was pleading with his eyes, I knew that Blair didn’t know what he’d done.

      “He opened the door,” I said turning to Blair.  “Did you know that?  Did you know he put us all at risk?”

      Blair’s mouth dropped slightly.  She looked as though she’d been socked in the gut, but she quickly scrunched up her nose and shook it off.

      “Are you stupid?” Blair asked shooting him an icy stare.

      I couldn’t help but feel a bit of satisfaction.  Okay, it was a bit more than that, but my energy was quickly fading the more my stomach felt like it was being crumpled into a tight ball.

      I awkwardly rolled slightly to the side on the balls of my feet.  Bronx stood and caught my arm.

      “I’m fine,” I said flashing him a tight-lipped smile.  “Just tired.”

      “Me too,” he smiled back.

      I turned back to Nick.  “And angry.”

      “What’s done is done,” Nick said.

      I chuckled.  “Same old Nick.”

      “Why would I be any different?  Did you think a gunshot would change me?” Nick asked raising a brow.  I didn’t even know how to respond to him.  I knew enough that there wasn’t much of a point.  “Do you want to know what I saw?”

      “Yeah,” Bronx answered before I could say another word.

      “Everything out there is covered with that slime.  Looks to be maybe a quarter of an inch thick?”  Nick threaded his fingers together in front of his stomach.  “Sky is still dark… meaning no sunlight.”

      I frowned.  “We need sun.  Plants need sun.”

      “I think they’re killing off plant life.”

      “Why on earth would they want to do that?” I asked.

      “Doubt we’ll ever know,” Nick said.  “What we do need to know is if it does anything to us.”

      I shook my head.  “Why do we need to know that?  We’re safe in here.”

      “For how long?  What if that shit never goes away?” Nick questioned.

      “We’ll be good for a long while,” I said.

      Nick raised a brow.  “But not forever.  In any case, I had to assess the situation.”

      “And did you learn any more than we already knew?  Let me answer for you, no, you didn’t.”

      Nick rolled his eyes, but he didn’t argue with me.  “I think whatever is going on out there was meant to kill off plant life.  Whoever is behind this is doing everything possible to make sure no one survives.”

      “Seems to be working so far,” I muttered.

      “I disagree,” Nick said cracking his knuckles.  “We might not be doing the best job, but we’re fighting back.  It’s not like any of us are superheroes or even have the slightest idea about surviving this kind of a shit storm, yet here we are.”

      “Yeah,” Bronx said with a nod.  “No one really knows how they’ll react when something like this happens.  It’s not like any of us were prepared in any way whatsoever.  We aren’t doing that bad.”

      “Luck,” I said.

      Nick shrugged.  “Maybe.  All I know is that I’m not giving up that easily.  They keep throwing shit at me, and I’m going to keep dodging.”

      “So confident,” Bronx said as he blew out a puff of air.

      “Overly so,” I said.

      “Anyway, we just need some real rain to wash away the black rain and things will be good as new,” Nick said.  “Except no more eating animals… any maybe not even plants.”

      I shook my head.  “What do we do once all the supplies are gone?  We can’t eat plants, and we can’t hunt animals… I see no reason to be confident we’re going to survive this.”

      “Oh, my dear sister, there is plenty of food out there boxed up and stored away.  We’ll just have to find it,” Nick said jerking his chin toward the window.  “You know, when the black shit is washed away.”

      “If it gets washed away,” I said.  I didn’t look up, but I could feel both Nick and Blair’s eyes on me.  I pushed myself to my feet.  “It’s time for me to head back upstairs.  This conversation has exhausted me beyond belief.”

      Bronx stood and held up his palm when Blair started toward me.  “I’ll help her up.  I’m going to get some more rest myself.”

      “Good,” Nick said.  “You guys go fight off the poison.  The sooner we’re all back to one hundred percent the better.”

      “Do you need me to take a turn keeping watch?” I asked as I placed my foot on the first step.

      Nick chuckled.  “Nope.  There isn’t a soul out there, and even if they were, I doubt they’d come to the house coated in black slime.  If they can even see it.”

      “So, no one has been keeping watch?” I asked glancing at Bronx.  He shrugged but didn’t seem all that concerned.

      “It’s not necessary.  We can’t see out of the windows anyway.”  Nick flapped his hand toward the upstairs as if he was trying to shoo me away.

      He didn’t have to flap twice.  Even though I wasn’t happy with the idea of no one keeping watch, I was still too ill to give it a lot of thought.  I had to trust him.  Something I don’t think I’ve done with Nick since he was seven and even then, it was reluctantly.

      Bronx helped me to bed, glancing at Danny lying so still on the bed as he spread out a different blanket on top of me.  Danny’s breathing had seemed even slower than it had earlier.  To say I was worried would be putting it mildly.

      There wasn’t much we could do about it other than for all of us to keep fighting.  I felt as though I’d been hit by a truck, but I had improved enough that I no longer feared the reaper.  At least not the one that would come for me having ingested the poisoned wolf.

      I slept decently only waking a few times in the night… or rather what I assumed was night.  Each time I woke up sweaty and warm, but it didn’t take long to cool down and fall back asleep.  I was convinced my body was fighting off the sickness.

      My throat felt dry, and when I pushed myself up in the bed, I saw the glass on the side table had recently been refilled.  I watched Danny’s chest rise and fall as I sucked down a long, slow drink.  The water was so cool I could feel it trickle down my throat and chill my stomach.

      I was tempted to wake Danny and offer him some water, but maybe the rest was better.  I wished I knew how to take care of him like he’d taken care of me.

      Quietly, I climbed out of bed and headed down the dark hallway.  The only light upstairs was the small amount of light that came from the candles in each of the rooms.

      Blair was zonked out on Nick’s small mattress, her leg hanging off the side as if she hadn’t quite made it to the bed before falling asleep.  At the bottom of the stairs, I heard a voice.

      Nick was sleeping, his head tipped back against the armrest of the sofa.  I took several steps down the hall when I recognized Milo’s voice.

      His mom was groaning, and he was begging her to get better.  Hearing his little voice crack, broke my heart.  I wanted to rush in there and give him a hug, but I knew that was probably the last thing Nina would have wanted.

      I raised my hand, hesitating for a second before tapping my knuckle against the closed wooden door.  No one responded.

      “It’s Gwen, can I get you anything?” I asked.

      There was a long pause before the door opened.  I was looking up to meet Nina’s eyes, but she wasn’t there.  I shifted my gaze lower connecting with Milo’s sad eyes in the darkness.

      Milo stretched out his hand with the nearly empty glass of water.  “Can you get her more?  I don’t know where it is.”

      “Sure,” I said taking the glass from his small shaking hand.  “Do you want anything?”

      Milo shook his head.

      I moved as fast as I could through the kitchen.  I filled Nina’s glass and grabbed one of the small granola bars from the blue box.

      Milo had left the door open a crack, so I pushed it open.  Nina’s lower half was covered with the blankets.  There were small goosebumps over her arms.

      I set down the water and placed the bar next to the glass.  “If you can get her to take a few bites, it might help.”

      “Okay,” Milo said.  “Should I wake her?”

      “Probably not, but next time she needs water try to get her to eat,” I said.

      “Blair got her on her feet earlier,” Milo said blinking his wide eyes.

      I smiled.  “That’s good.”

      “She likes Blair,” Milo said.

      “Blair is taking good care of us,” I said crouching down next to where Milo was playing with the toy cars.  “How are you feeling?”

      “Good,” he said focusing manning on the car.  “Nick said the wolf made us sick.”

      I chewed my lip for a quick moment.  “Maybe.”

      “I’m not going to eat any more meat ever again,” Milo said.

      I smiled at him just as Nina groaned again.  She didn’t more than reposition her leg before falling back to sleep.

      “I should go,” I said stepping toward the door.  “Let me know if you or your mom need anything, okay?”

      “Or Blair, right?”

      “Sure, but she’s sleeping right now, and I think she needs it.  If it’s anything I can help with just find me,” I said before stepping out into the hall and closing the door behind me.

      Nina had done a good job of making sure Milo didn’t trust anyone Nina didn’t approve of.  Although I hoped it would change and both Nina and Milo would learn to trust me.

      I walked over to the window and tried to take a look outside.  The window was still completely coated with the unknown black slime, but I sat down in the chair next to the window anyway.

      I wasn’t sitting for more than a few minutes when Blair released a cry that nearly shattered the windows.  Nick’s eyes popped open and glowed in the darkness.

      In a second he was on his feet.

      Blair’s voice cut through the air like a razor.  “God, no!  No!”
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      Nick was at the bottom of the stairs looking upward as if he were face to face with Mount Everest.  I pushed past him and started up the stairs.

      I hadn’t even made it halfway up before Bronx stepped into view.  His eyes were down toward his feet.

      “We lost him,” Bronx said, his voice so low it felt as though it vibrated through my stomach.

      “What?  No, that’s not possible,” I said shaking my head.  “I was just up there.  He was breathing.”

      Bronx made his way down the stairs, blocking me from going up any further.  I didn’t even know why I was trying to get up to Danny.  If he was gone, there wasn’t anything I’d be able to do for him.

      “Please, no,” I said shaking my head as my insides started to swirl uncontrollably.  There wasn’t much of anything inside of me food-wise, but I could feel it trying to find its way up and out of my body.

      He couldn’t be gone.  There had to be something we could do.  Danny didn’t deserve to die and especially not like this.

      “I’m sorry, Gwen,” Bronx said attempting to turn me around.  “There was nothing we could do.”

      “Of course there is!  We can try CPR,” I said between my hectic gasps for air.  There wasn’t anything I could do to stop the tears from streaming down my cheeks.

      “We tried,” Bronx said.

      Somehow Bronx had managed to get me into the living room.  No matter how hard I tried to think about my steps, I couldn’t remember them.  Someone was next to me with their arm around my slumped forward shoulders.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Nick sitting there next to me.

      “You wanted him dead,” I said.  The words had found a way out of my mouth, but I wished I could take them back.  I was lashing out, and Nick was by far the easiest target.

      It was true though, when Danny had followed us after we’d sent him packing, Nick had threatened to kill him.  Danny had said I’d saved his life.

      I hadn’t.  I’d failed him.

      “This is all my fault,” I said hoping my words would somehow erase what I’d said to Nick.  I wanted to be forgiven without having to ask for it.

      “This isn’t your fault.  It isn’t anyone’s fault,” Bronx said.

      “Bull shit!” Nick said.  “The fault lies with whoever is behind these attacks.”

      I shivered when the floorboards above me creaked.  For a second, I felt a twinge of hope that they’d been wrong, but when I remember Blair was still up there, my sadness returned… and intensified.

      I could tell by her footsteps she was making her way down the upstairs hallway.  She hesitated at the top of the stairs before clearing her throat.

      “Bronx,” she said, her voice sounding the same as it always had.  “Can you come up for a minute?”

      “Yeah,” he said glancing at Nick.  After Nick nodded, he started to walk away, and I stood.

      Bronx froze in place, staring at me.  “Stay,” he said with a hard swallow, “with Nick.”

      “I can help,” I said pressing my hands against my upper thighs.  “You’ll need my help.”

      “We can manage,” Bronx said placing his hand on my shoulder and guiding me back toward the sofa.

      “No,” I said stopping as if my shoes had suddenly been super-glued to the floor.  “I want to help.  Please, let me do this.  For Danny.”

      Bronx glanced at Nick again, and I stepped in the way.  My eyes narrowed as I drew in a short breath.

      “Don’t look at him.  I can make my own choices.  Nick isn’t in charge of me or any of us for that matter.”  I pushed my shoulders back and straightened my spine.  “I’m helping, and that’s that.”

      Bronx offered me a single nod before we headed upstairs.  Blair was standing there with her arms crossed in front of her chest.  It didn’t look as though she had shed a single tear for Danny.  It was infuriating, but somehow, I managed to keep it inside.

      After all, she’d taken care of him, and that was something after what his family had done to her.  It was a hell of a lot more than some people would have done that’s for sure.

      Danny’s body was wrapped in a sheet.  Probably not even cold.  Blair shook her head and kept her eyes away from mine.

      “We have to get him outside,” Blair said.  “Or something.”

      “Okay,” Bronx said.

      “We can’t do that,” I said glancing up into Blair’s clear but slightly dazed eyes.

      She shook her head looking at me as if I didn’t understand.  I knew we couldn’t keep his body in the house.

      “The black stuff… we can’t go out there,” I said.

      “We don’t have a choice,” Blair said.

      Bronx tapped his fingertip to his chin.  “Maybe your grandma has some plastic bags or something for our shoes, and we can wear some old clothes?”

      “And what if inhaling that stuff kills us?” I asked.

      “It probably won’t,” Bronx said with a shrug.

      “Comforting.”  I chewed my lip.  “But maybe you’re right, if it were that lethal it surely would have seeped in and killed us all by now anyway.”

      Blair cocked her head to the side.  “Just like the blue cloud seeped inside?”

      “She has a point,” Bronx said, before he let out a long breath.  “But I don’t think we have a lot of options.”

      There was a long silence before Bronx cleared his throat.

      “I’ll do it.  I’ll bring him out there,” he said.

      The last thing I could handle was losing Bronx too.  “The hell you are.”

      “What choice do we have?” Bronx asked throwing his hands into the air.

      “Okay, okay, maybe we should just ask Nick what to do,” Blair said waving her hands in the air.

      “He’s not going to have any better ideas,” I muttered.

      Blair blinked twice.  “You’re right.  Nevermind, we shouldn’t bother him.  Okay… um, we’ll just slide him out as quick as we can and then close the door with our fingers crossed.”

      “Wait,” I said holding up my palm.  Both Bronx and Blair turned to me.  “Nick can do it.”

      “Nice,” Blair said crossing her arms as she glared at me.

      “No, no, no, he’s been out there, and he’s fine.  Remember?  He had a look,” I said nodding slowly.  “Yeah, and he opened the door, and he didn’t get sick or anything so… I think it’ll work.”

      Blair sighed clearly exasperated with me.  “Nick doesn’t have the strength or energy to push him out of the door.”

      My heart twinged at how we were talking about pushing and pulling Danny’s body as if it were nothing.  We should have been burying him or doing something better than just sliding him out of the house.

      “I said I’ll do it,” Bronx said bending over to pick up Danny’s body.  It looked like he was going to attempt to throw it over his shoulder like it were a sack of potatoes.

      “Seriously, I think Nick is the better choice,” I said.

      Blair groaned.  “Oh my God, of course you do.  You don’t care what happens to him.  Why do you hate your—”

      “I’ll do it,” Nick said from behind us.

      We all turned at nearly the exact same moment.  Nick’s eyes instantly connected with mine.

      “She doesn’t hate me.  Gwen’s right.  It makes the most sense for me to do it since I’ve already been exposed.  If it was going to do something to me, the damage has already been done thanks to my curiosity,” Nick said with a nod in my direction.

      “You shouldn’t be up here,” Blair said pressing her lips together.  “It’s not good for your leg.”

      “My leg is fine,” Nick said clearly trying to shut down her worrying.  He elbowed Bronx lightly.  “Help me get him down the stairs.”

      I tried to help them, but there wasn’t a lot of room for us to maneuver through the hall and down the stairs.  My grandma probably never imagined that one day her grandkids would be hauling a dead body through her house.  Or at least not that I would be.

      Once we got into the kitchen, Nick waved us back.  “Wait in the living room.”

      “I should help,” I said looking down at the street that covered Danny’s body.  “It’s the least I can do after everything.”

      “And I’d be willing to bet that he’d rather you stay in here, just in case,” Nick said holding up both hands.

      I shook my head.

      “No, seriously,” Nick said.  He exchanged a quick glance with Bronx and Bronx nodded before placing his hand on my shoulder.

      “Wait,” I said as Bronx started guiding me toward the living room.  “No… wait!”

      I wiggled my shoulders trying to break free of his grasp.  I wasn’t even sure why I was fighting so hard.  Maybe it was because once Danny was outside, I’d have to accept that he was really gone.

      Bronx held me tight as Nick opened the back door.  My heart pounded with a sadness I couldn’t even comprehend.  Everything was falling apart so fast I wasn’t sure I was going to be able to find a way to cope.

      I made one last attempt to break free from Bronx’s grasp.  When I failed, he turned me toward him and wrapped his arms around my body.  My bones stiffened as he held me tightly, but when I heard the door close, and the lock click into place, my knees weakened.  I sighed before pressing my face against Bronx’s chest.

      Nick stepped into the hallway, and I turned.  He rubbed his hands together.  “It’s done.”
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      Several uneventful days passed by.  My mood had deteriorated, not that it had been all that good in the first place, but the constant thoughts about Danny, only made me remember what had happened to Jamie.

      It was impossible for me not to question who would be lost to the attacks next.  Would there be more attacks?  Did any of it matter if we were all just going to die?

      I was pretty sure whoever was behind the attacks wouldn’t need to do anything further, and slowly population would dwindle until we were extinct.

      Everything we ate over the last few days had been cold since we hadn’t been able to go outside to warm things.  It wasn’t a big deal to me because everything was practically tasteless anyway.

      Nina had turned a corner.  She still spent many hours sleeping, but she sat with us in the living room whenever she could.  She was eating and drinking, and I knew it wouldn’t be long until she was fully recovered.

      I was in the kitchen cleaning up after breakfast.  There hadn’t been much to clean, but that didn’t matter, I was just trying to keep myself busy.

      “Hey,” Bronx said leaning in the doorway.

      “Hi,” I said, refolding the same dishtowel I folded at least three times before.

      “How are you doing?” he asked.

      I didn’t feel like talking about Danny.  “Fine.”

      “If you want to talk….”

      “I don’t,” I said with a polite smile.

      “If you do,” he said holding up his hand, “which I know you don’t, but if you did, I’m here for you.”

      My head bobbed once.  “Appreciate that.”

      Bronx took another step closer and lowered his voice.  “I just want you to know that you’re strong.  Life is throwing rocks at you, but you keep dodging them.”

      “Thanks,” I said biting my cheek, so I didn’t cry.  Bronx didn’t even know the half of it.

      I already knew I was strong.  After everything I’d gone through in my life, here I was still alive… still fighting every day.  Damn right I was strong.

      Maybe I’d break down for a bit and let myself feel the pain but I always got up and brushed myself off.  It had been nearly impossible after losing Jamie, but here I was doing it again.

      “I’ve never known anyone quite like you,” Bronx said as he pushed the chairs in at the table and straightened them.

      “That’s a good thing, right?”

      Bronx took several steps closer and looked down into my eyes.  The smile that spread across his face warmed my insides.

      “Definitely,” he said in a low voice that penetrated every inch of my skin.

      My throat instantly dried as I looked up into his eyes.  His fingertips reached out, and he lightly brushed a strand of hair away from my eye.

      I quickly turned my back to him and began folding the dishtowel again.

      “Everything… okay… in here?” Nick asked with a slight delay after each word.  He was acting as though he’d walked in on something and he most definitely hadn’t.

      “Yeah, of course,” I said looking at him over my shoulder.  “Can I get you something?”

      “I’m not an invalid,” Nick said marching across the room acting as if he didn’t need to limp on his bum leg.  “No matter what Blair might have you both thinking.  I can take care of myself just as I always have.”

      I jerked my chin toward his leg.  “Is it healed?”

      “Yes,” Nick said looking down at his leg.  “The muscle just pulls a little funny where I was hit.  It’s really no big deal.  It aches when it’s going to rain.”

      Nick smirked, and I couldn’t tell if he was kidding about that last part.

      Nick sat down, kicking his legs up on a chair as he crossed his arms.  He looked back and forth between Bronx and me.

      “Good to see you up and about,” Nick said.

      I exhaled slowly.  At least Bronx didn’t think I was a pathetic, weakling.  Nick always wanted to be the hero.  What he didn’t know was that I didn’t need a hero.

      Before I could think of a way to say as much in not so many words, Blair started shouting.

      “Bronx!  Help!  Upstairs!  Now!” she called from the top of the stairs.

      The chair squeaked as Nick pushed himself up to follow Bronx out of the room.  He moved faster than I thought he could.  I followed behind them as they raced up the stairs.

      “Jesus Christ,” Nick said before I even reached the top of the stairs.

      Blair, Bronx, and Nick were outside of Nick’s old room staring inside.

      “Go back downstairs,” Nick said holding up his palm to stop me.  When I didn’t move his jaw stiffened, and he stared at me with wide eyes.  His lips barely moved.  “Get the fuck downstairs.”

      His tone sent shivers of fear through my veins.  I backed away terrified even though I didn’t know of what.

      “You too,” Nick said grabbing Blair’s arm and moving her away from the door.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, but I wasn’t sure my voice had found a way out between my nearly closed lips.

      Nick slammed the door closed.  “God dammit!  Fuck!”

      We went down the stairs and gathered in the living room.  Nick paced aggressively for several minutes before he sat down.

      “I gotta do something,” he said.  Bronx nodded vigorously as he pressed his lips together tightly.

      “What’s going on?” I asked again.

      Nick balled up his hands into tight fists.  He didn’t answer.

      “There’s a leak in Nick’s old room.  That stuff has been leaking in,” Blair said.

      “For how long?” I asked.

      “I didn’t notice it when I woke up this morning, but that doesn’t mean it hadn’t been doing it then.”  Blair shrugged.

      My eyebrows squeezed together.  “How are you feeling?”

      “Fine,” she said.

      “We have to find a way to patch that up,” Nick said.  “And seal up the room.”

      “Maybe there’s some stuff we can use from the cellar,” Bronx said, and Nick popped up out of the chair like a jack-in-the-box.  They both disappeared from the room just as Nina was coming out to see what was going on.

      Her eyes followed them down the hall before she looked at me, and then to Blair.  “What’s going on?”

      When Blair told her, Nina’s eyes shot to the guest room door.  I could only imagine her thoughts must have been on Milo.

      “Don’t worry,” Blair said.  “Nick will take care of it.”

      Nina forced a smile.  “Right.  No, of course.  Let me know if I can do anything to help.”

      “Could you make dinner?” Blair asked.

      “Yeah, sure,” Nina said glancing in my direction.  She was probably wondering why I couldn’t do it.  Honestly, I was kind of wondering that myself.

      “We were up there… too close to that stuff,” Blair said as if that explained why she’d asked Nina.  “It’ll just be safer if you do it since you haven’t gone upstairs.”

      I shrugged.  But it wasn’t like it mattered who touched the food.  Blair, Bronx, Nick and I had all been upstairs.  If we were carrying some kind of disease from the black goo, we were probably carrying it regardless of who prepared the meal.  Just being next to us was probably bad enough.

      “Maybe Milo should stay in your room for a while,” I said.  Nina didn’t question me, she just nodded and left the room.

      Bronx and Nick clunked through the hall carrying pieces of wood, and tools I didn’t even know grandma had.  They didn’t say anything as they made their way up the stairs.

      Blair held out her hand and opened her mouth but closed it by the time they reached the top of the stairs.  She turned to me and twisted her hair around her finger.

      “I wouldn’t have been able to stop him anyway,” she said.

      I chuckled softly.  “No, you wouldn’t have.”

      She hesitated before letting out a long, heavy breath.  Blair looked me up and down as if she were seeing me for the first time.

      “What is it with you two anyway?  I know he doesn’t think you hate him, but I saw how you’ve treated him since the moment he approached us at your apartment.”  She looked up and then back at me.  “Why?  Like, what did he ever do to you?”

      “It’s a long story,” I said turning on my heel.

      I felt like running out of the room, but I managed to walk over the window and pull the curtain back.  The window was still completely coated, and I couldn’t see anything except a faint reflection of myself.

      “We have all the time in the world,” Blair said sitting down on the sofa.  “Maybe.”

      For a second, I considered telling her everything, but the feeling faded quickly.  If Nick wanted her to know, he could have told her at any time.  He hadn’t.  I didn’t know how close the two of them had gotten or what their deal was, so I decided it wasn’t my place to tell him what a cruddy human being he’d been.

      Not to mention I didn’t want to tell her about my mom, and that was a big part of the story.  Even though deep down, I knew her suicide hadn’t been his fault, but I was still struggling to accept it.  It was easier to deal with it when I had someone to blame.

      “I don’t hate him,” I said my voice softer than a feather floating in the air.  “We just weren’t close after we grew up.  I guess we kind of just rub each other the wrong way.  I’m sure he can tell you more if you ask.”

      “I did ask,” Blair said looking down at her fingernails.  “He didn’t really want to talk about it either.  The only thing that he really said was that you’re his sister and he loves you.”

      My heart twitched, and it suddenly felt like caramel was running through my veins.  Every inch of my body felt stiff.  Love?  Nick hadn’t used that word when it came to me his entire life.  At least not that I could remember.

      “Anyway, I guess it’s going to be a family secret,” Blair said pushing herself off of the sofa.  “Whatever.  I’m going to go clean up.”

      After she was gone, the room was silent except for the pounding and banging that found its way down the stairs and into my ears.  The noises weren’t alone, they were followed by countless curses.

      It might have been the first time I was glad I wasn’t alone.  Because even though I managed to make it this far, I never could have done all this on my own no matter how strong I was.
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      Blair, Bronx, and I stood there as Nick placed the final piece of duct tape over the bedroom door.  He took a step back and admired his work.

      “There,” Nick said.  “That should do the trick.”  The thick gray tape was stretched over every possible crack.  “No one goes inside.  No one!”

      “How bad was it in there?” I asked.

      “Really bad,” Nick said.  “Total loss.”

      “We stopped the leak though,” Bronx said looking down at his clothing.  “And without getting that shit on ourselves.  Kind of impressive really.”

      I laughed and shook my head.  “You guys should still clean up, you know, just in case.”

      “She’s right,” Nick said nudging Bronx as he raised his brows at Blair.  “Wash my back?”

      “We’re not at that point in our relationship yet,” Bronx said smirking.

      Nick chuckled.  “Funny.  And I’m kind of offended.  We hit that point weeks ago, bro.”

      “Come on,” Blair said taking Nick’s hand and leading him toward the stairs.

      “Wait,” Nick said stopping in his track. He pulled off his shirt.  “We should wash these in the sink or something.”

      Blair nodded.  “I’ll be right back.”  She ran down the stairs and was back in less than two minutes holding two plastic bags.  “Strip.”

      Bronx looked at me and then at Blair. “Um, Nick, you go first man.  I’ll just hang out up here.”  He nodded slightly at Blair.  “No offense.”

      “None taken,” she said with a flirty smile that was completely directed at Nick.  “Was only going to help him anyway.”

      “Oh, dear God,” I said as I turned toward the stairs.

      “Wait,” Nick said.  “I think we should all get clean.”

      I scrunched up my nose.

      “Not together,” Nick said.  “I mean, we were all up here when the door was open.  We should do what we can just in case.”

      “I’ve already been downstairs with this on,” I said crossing my arms.

      “Well, better safe than sorry?” Nick said with a half-shrug.  “Suit yourself.”

      I turned when he started to take off his pants.  There was no way I was going to walk through the house naked to wash off in the bathroom.  No way.

      “I’ll bring you something to cover up with when we’re finished,” Blair said smiling at me as if we were best friends.  “Until then, just wait up here with Bronx.”

      I looked at Bronx, and he flicked his eyebrows up toward the ceiling.  “I’m not that bad of company, am I?  Could be worse right?”

      “No of course not,” I said.

      “Okay, well don’t touch anything,” Nick said grinning at Blair.  “We’ll be back.”

      “When?” I said unable to stop my eyes from rolling.

      “After we’re all sparkling clean,” Nick said winking at Blair.  “Shall we?”

      Blair batted her eyelashes.  “Mmm, we shall.”

      Once they were gone, I looked at Bronx.  He smiled and ran his fingers through his hair.

      “I guess we wait,” he said.

      “I guess so.”

      There was a long awkward pause where we both tried to look at anything but each other.  The hallway suddenly felt very small.  Maybe the black stuff was making the house shrink.

      “When they're done, you can go first,” I said, my voice slicing through the silence.

      “No, it's fine.  I don't mind waiting,” Bronx said.

      “Me either.  I insist.”  I pressed my lips into a thin smile.

      Bronx looked down, but his eyes flicked back up to meet mine. “You just want to see me undress.  That's okay, I get it.  I'm used to it.”

      “Ha,” I said trying hard not to smile.  “Rest assured, I'll turn around.”

      “Good.”  He looked away but the smile he wore faded slightly.  “I should go first because I don't think I could promise the same.”

      My heart fluttered at his words.  There had been a time not that long ago when Bronx had made my pulse race.  The truth was it hadn't ever stopped. Things had just gotten complicated.

      Not that it mattered.  It was far too soon, and I was still too torn up about everything that had happened.  I didn't want to give him the wrong idea because I wasn't sure if I'd ever open my heart again.

      It felt like hours had passed before we heard giggles coming from downstairs.

      “Oh God,” I muttered.

      “Hey,” Nick called from downstairs.  “We’re done.”

      “That was fast,” Bronx teased.

      I narrowed my eyes.  “What are you wearing?”

      “Grandma’s afghans,” Nick said, and Blair laughed again.  “We’ll find something in Grandma’s closet after you guys are done contaminating the upstairs.”

      “Turn around,” Bronx shouted as he peeled off his shirt.

      I quickly spun on my heel turning away from him.

      “I was talking to them,” he said in a low voice that rumbled my insides.

      “Oh, well, I’ll give you privacy.”

      The plastic bag crinkled as he placed his clothes inside.  “Hope my pink robe will still be available.”

      I chuckled as he made his way down the stairs.  I couldn’t help but peek over my shoulder.

      His back muscles were tight, and his arms were in front of him.  I could only imagine he was cupping himself as he walked down the stairs.

      I stifled my laugh as Blair came up the stairs moments later.  She stopped just above the halfway point.

      Blair met my eyes.  “I’ll put this here, so you have something to cover up with.  I guess you’ll probably have to throw it out after your clean.”

      “Guess so,” I said offering her a thankful nod.  “I think we’re taking this too far.”

      “Maybe, but like your brother said, better safe than sorry,” Blair said chewing her lip as she was fighting off a smile.  I had no idea what she saw in him, and I didn’t even want to know.

      “This stuff has been leaking in through every nook and cranny in this house since it started,” I said.

      Blair shrugged.  “We were pretty close to it.”

      “And Nick was pretty close to it when he peeked outside,” I said.

      “What’s the big deal?” Blair said with a small frown.  “It’s not like this is going to hurt anything, right?  Just do it.”

      I opened my mouth but quickly snapped it shut.  For once Blair was right.  My shoulders sank down with my quick exhale.  “Okay.  Fine.”

      “Oh, and one more thing.”

      I cocked my head to the side.

      “Nick said I should take your old room.  Bronx can sleep in that big bed in your grandma’s room,” Blair said turning before I could say anything.

      It made no sense.  The two of them should be in grandma’s bed, although the idea of what they’d do in it made me shudder.  Blair probably didn’t want Nick climbing up the stairs because of his leg.
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      After I had finished getting cleaned, I found something of my grandma’s that didn’t really fit.  The oddly dotted blouse was a bit large, and the old knit pants were a bit scratchy, but I didn’t have a choice because my clothes were soaking in the bathtub with the others.

      There was a soft knock at the door.  When I turned, I saw Bronx’s hairy legs peeking out from below the pink robe.

      “I guess we’re roommates now?” he said following my gaze to his legs.  He shook his head.  “I think it’s better than that hideous top you’re wearing.”

      “How dare you say that about my grandma’s favorite shirt,” I said placing my hand on my chest.

      Bronx narrowed his eyes.

      I shook my head and smiled.  “Yeah, I don’t remember her ever wearing this.  Come on in, roomy.”

      “I can sleep on the floor if this is awkward for you,” Bronx said.

      “What side of the bed do you prefer?” I asked trying to keep myself casual even though having to share a bed with Bronx was causing my heart to pound against my chest.

      “Either side is fine.”  Bronx shrugged as he smiled at me.

      Bronx hadn’t ever struck me as the type of person that had a side of the bed.  He was the kind of guy who could sleep anywhere at anytime if he was tired enough.  At least that was how it had seemed to me since knowing him a little better.

      “Okay, well, I had been sleeping on this side, so I guess I’ll keep sleeping on this side if that’s all right?” I said pointing to the right side of the bed.  My eyes shifted over the spot where Danny’s body had been wrapped in the blanket.  It hadn’t been that long ago that he’d been there.  “Let’s change the sheets.”

      Bronx nodded.  His eyes followed me as I moved to the closet and pulled out a set of clean sheets.  He turned and pulled the old sheets off of the bed and balled them up.  He stood on the opposite side of the bed and helped me stretch the fitted sheet over the mattress.

      “Is it going to be uncomfortable to you lay there?” I asked unable to take my eyes off of Danny’s side of the bed.  I could still picture him lying there taking in his slow breaths.

      “Nah,” Bronx said.  “With the way things are, we don’t really get to complain and fuss about where we sleep because at least we have somewhere to sleep.  We have a roof over our heads and food stored up for months.  I can’t complain.  I’m happy to sleep here… with you.  And the others too of course.  I’d be happy even if I had to sleep on the floor.”

      We finished making the bed and stared at it for a few moments as if we’d forgotten how it worked.  Bronx glanced at me before lying down on his back, leaving me more than enough room.

      I walked around the bed twisting my fingers in the darkness hoping he couldn’t see how nervous I was.  I didn’t even really know what I was so nervous about.  He was going to sleep, and I was going to sleep.  It didn’t even matter who was on the other side of the bed.

      I sat down and stared at the wall for a solid minute before letting out a breath.  I curled up on my side continuing to stare at the wall.

      “Good night, Gwen,” Bronx said the bed squeaking as he rolled over onto his side.  I wasn’t sure which side he’d rolled onto, but if I had to guess we were back to back.

      “Night,” I said closing my eyes.

      Bronx fell asleep almost instantly, but I couldn’t take my eyes off of the candlelight dancing on the wall.  The bed was warm.  Cozy.  Almost safe.

      But those thoughts quickly dissipated when something started tapping at the roof.  It was soft at first, but then it pounded harder.  Whatever was falling on my grandma’s house was pouring down as if someone had turned on a faucet.

      Bronx groaned as he rolled out of the bed and walked over to the window.  Apparently, he hadn’t been in a very deep sleep.  He pulled open the curtain wide enough that I could see… not that there was much of anything to see.

      The black goo was dripping down the windows, but it wasn’t being replaced by more blackness.  Instead whatever was falling was clearing it away.

      Bronx turned to me, but his expression was unreadable.  He swallowed hard before opening his mouth.  “Rain.”
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      The rain was really coming down hard.  Bronx and I were staring out the window into the darkness.  It was still quite dark, but I was almost certain the black gunk had been completely washed off of the window.

      “Is this good?” I asked quietly.  It was like I didn’t want the rain to hear in case it might change its mind and leave the black slime all over the house.

      “I don’t know, but I would think so,” Bronx said.  “It’s going to take a lot of rain to wash that stuff away.”

      I nodded.  “Where will it go?”

      “I guess I don’t even know if it will go.  Maybe it’ll all gather up in a big pile around the house.”  Bronx shrugged.  “God only knows what this shit will do.  Actually, he probably doesn’t even have a clue.”

      “Do you think we should wake the others?” I asked.

      “They’re all probably already up,” Bronx said.  “Go on back to bed.  There isn’t anything to do but wait and see what happens.”

      I crossed my arms and shivered.  It seemed as though the rainstorm had brought cooler air with it.  Or maybe the black slime had been keeping the house warm.

      “You sure?” I asked.  “Not sure I’ll be able to sleep anyway.”

      “Yeah,” he said placing his hands on my shoulders to physically turn me away from the window.  “If anything changes, you’ll be the first person I wake.”

      My shoulder slumped forward.  “You won’t need to wake me because I won’t be able to fall asleep.”

      “I think you’ll fall asleep in twenty minutes or less.”

      “Pfft,” I said almost laughing.  “I don’t think I’ve ever fallen asleep in twenty minutes in my entire life.”

      “You will tonight,” Bronx said raising a brow.

      I shook my head.  “Why so sure?”

      He leaned closer and looked so deeply into my eyes it felt beyond intimate.  “Because I’m here.”

      My heart fluttered as he turned away.  He sat in the chair at the window just like Danny had hundreds of times before.

      Bronx leaned forward trying to look out of the window.  I knew he couldn’t see much of anything out there with how dark it was.

      My eyes shot up toward the ceiling, and when I found the stain, I stared at endlessly night after night, I almost burst into tears.  I managed to hold it together, but I wasn’t sure if it was fair to Danny.  He deserved my tears just as much as anyone else.  I just wasn’t ready to grieve.  Maybe there was only so much a person could grieve before there wasn’t anything left inside.

      I rolled onto my side and forced my eyes shut.  A single tear leaked out before I fell asleep.  Thanks to the illness, stress, and everything else I was feeling, it exhausted me enough that I could actually sleep.

      It must have been morning when I opened my eyes.  The outside world while still dark seemed a bit brighter.  Rain was still pitter-patting against the roof and window.

      The clear window.

      I sat up so abruptly, it caused Bronx to stir.  “What’s going on?” he groaned.  “Everything okay?”

      “The window…,” I said as I climbed over Bronx and out of the bed.  “It’s clean.”

      “What time is it?” Bronx asked.

      “No idea we haven’t had clocks in quite some time now… remember?”

      Bronx pushed himself up and rubbed his eyes.  He looked around the room taking it in.  “Oh, right.  Guess I was dreaming.”

      “Good or bad?” I asked as I stepped up to the window.

      “Good… I think.”

      The ground below was still covered with black slime although it looked as though it had been diluted by the rain.  I could see where Danny had started the garden, but it had been destroyed by the black goo.

      “The rain is washing it away,” I said as Bronx stepped up next to me.

      He pulled on an old t-shirt I’d managed to find in one of the dresser drawers.  He stretched it down over his stomach as his eyes scanned the yard.  “Going to take more rain.”

      “Yeah,” I said pointing up to the sky.  “And the sky is still dark.”

      “This might be good though,” he said his head bobbing up and down as he scanned the area.

      “Hope so,” I said drawing in a deep breath.

      Bronx turned and looked at me.  “How did you sleep?”

      “Fine,” I said.  “You?”

      “Best I’ve slept in weeks.”  Bronx stretched his arm over his head.  “When you were missing, that was the worst.  I’m not sure I slept at all.”

      “Yeah, it was hard for us too,” I said.

      “Well,” Bronx said placing his hand on my back as he guided me toward, “let’s go see how the others slept.”

      We walked down the hall keeping our steps quiet.  Blair was sacked out in my old bed, her hair spread out messily in every direction around her head.  We could have stomped down the hall, and it didn’t look as though it would wake her.

      “Maybe we should go back up,” I whispered.  “Everyone’s still asleep.”

      “No.  Come on down.  I’m up,” Nick said.

      I turned the corner and spotting him in leaning forward in the chair.  It looked like he hadn’t slept at all.

      “Are you okay?” I asked worried that the black good had finally surfaced and was going to take our lives one by one.

      “Yeah, I stayed up most of the night keeping watch,” Nick said.

      “You could have woken me,” I said.

      Nick shook his head.

      “Or me,” Bronx said.  “I sat up half of the night before I gave up.  There wasn’t going to be anyone out in that rain and in the darkness.”

      “Yeah, I didn’t think so either, but I got nervous,” Nick said with a yawn.  “That rain is washing everything away.”

      I nodded as I crossed my arms.  “Let me help you upstairs.  You can sleep in grandma’s bed.  We’ll wake you if anything changes.”

      “Nah,” Nick said trying to fight off another yawn.

      “You should,” Bronx said.  “We need you at the top of your game.  Things could change, especially if it keeps raining.”

      Nick started to shake his head but stopped after one bob.  His body wasn’t going to let him keep refusing.

      “Okay, fine, but I don’t need help getting up the stairs.”  Nick pushed himself up, looking a bit unsteady on his legs.  “Wake me in an hour.”

      Bronx chuckled.  “Maybe in six.”

      “Two,” Nick countered.  “And not a minute longer.”

      “We’ll see,” Bronx said.

      Nick cocked his eyebrow.  “I’ll just set my internal alarm clock then.”

      “Good luck with that,” Bronx said making a grand flourish toward the staircase.

      Nick shook his head as he walked to the stairs.  He climbed each step as if each step was a hundred steps.

      I sat there listening to his slow footsteps as he made his way down the hall and into grandma’s bedroom.  The bedsprings squeaked as he put his weight down on the mattress.

      “Want something to eat?” Bronx said jerking his chin toward the kitchen.  “I’ll get us some bars or something.”

      “Sure,” I said wrapping my arms around my stomach.  I didn’t feel hungry, but I should have been.  Perhaps the illness still had a bit of control over my body.  “Oh, wait, I’m going to go hang our clothes to dry.”

      “Where are you going to hang them?” Bronx asked.

      “There’s a drying rack downstairs,” I said.  “I’ll meet you in the kitchen.”

      “You got it,” he said following me with his eyes as I stepped into the bathroom.  “Unless you want some help?”

      “Nah, I can manage.  Thanks,” I said peeking my head out.

      I kneeled down next to the tub and started wringing out the soaking wet clothing.  It was going to take days for everything to dry in the basement.

      For all I knew, Nick and Blair were still wearing nothing underneath their blankets.  I’d have to spend some time digging through the closets and drawers later trying to find more clothes that we could wear.  I’d found the old t-shirt and the stretched-out shorts for Bronx, maybe I could find something for Blair and Nick too.

      I’d just finished hanging everything on the drying rack when I heard Bronx at the top of the stairs.  He was breathing heavily.  It sounded as though he’d just finished running a marathon.

      "Gwen," he said sucking in a breath.  "Get up here."
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      I dashed up the stairs and into the living room.  Nick was making his way quickly down the stairs, his limp was barely noticeable.  Blair and Bronx were both staring out of the window.

      “What’s going on?” I asked looking at all of their panicked expressions.

      Bronx looked over his shoulder, and we locked eyes.  The muscles and tendons in his neck looked painfully tight.

      “Someone’s coming this way,” Bronx said his voice soft.

      “What?” I said making my way to the window.  I pushed my way between Blair and Bronx to have a look for myself.

      The man out there was still quite far away, but I could tell his head and body were wrapped in several layers of clothing.  He wore thick goggles over his eyes making him look like a giant bug heading right for us.  The man was making a path through the wetness and slime.

      “Maybe he’ll keep going right on by the house,” I said watching as the man kept trudging forward.  Every so often he looked to his sides as if he was worried about someone or something sneaking up on him.

      “What are we going to do if he comes up to the house?” Blair asked.

      “Easy,” I said with a shrug.  “Send him away.”

      Nick was nodding.

      “What if he needs help?” Blair said.

      “We all need help,” Nick said.  “It’s not a risk we can take.”

      “He’s all alone,” Blair said biting her lip.  She lowered her voice.  “We took in Nina and Milo.”

      Nick sighed.  “I know, but….”

      “But what?” Blair asked.

      “Why is this such a big deal?” I asked without making eye contact.

      Blair shrugged.  “It’s not.  But what if it were me out there?  I’d want help.”

      “We’ll offer him food and water,” Nick said.  “He can rest in the barn.”

      “If he’s not armed,” Bronx said.

      “If he’s not armed,” Nick repeated.

      It felt as though it was getting harder to breathe as the man approached.  My palms felt sweaty, and my heart was pounding like a bass drum inside my chest.

      The man was alone.  He was probably tired and hungry.  But maybe he was contaminated with whatever the black rain had brought with it.

      Then again, if the black rain had brought disease and death, it probably would have taken us by now.  Nick had been exposed.  In fact, when it had leaked into Nick’s room, we’d all been somewhat exposed.

      The black rain seemed to be affecting the trees and shrubs.  Many of the trees were just branches, and others the leaves were so weighted down with the slime they looked like weeping willows.

      “The rain was to take out the plant life,” I said.

      “Could be… but it’s probably also not good for us,” Nick said.

      “We can’t let him inside,” I said watching his feet as they glided through the black goo.

      Nick nodded.  “We won’t.”

      Nina and Milo came out of their room.  Nina kept Milo behind her as she looked at Nick.

      “Someone’s coming?” she asked.

      “That’s right,” Nick said.

      Nina looked back at Milo.  “Go back into the room.  Wait there.  Don’t come out until I tell you it’s okay.  Got it?”

      “Yes, Mommy,” Milo said.

      Nina positioned herself in front of the door after Milo closed it.  Her eyebrows sagged with worry.

      We all sat there in silence waiting to see what happened as the man came closer.  With each step, it became more and more clear that he was coming to the house.

      “We could pretend we aren’t here,” I said quickly.

      Nick was shaking his head before I finished my sentence.  “No.  We don’t want him to break down the door or anything.”

      With each passing minute, the air became so chilled it sent a shiver up and down my spine.  When the man knocked on the door, it felt as though the oxygen had vanished from the room.

      “Anyone home?” the man called before pounding his fist again.

      We were all completely silent.  Nina cocked her head to the side and took a step forward.  She shook her head and stepped back.

      Whoever was out there pounded again… harder.  He started aggressively shaking the doorknob as if he hoped it would pop open or break off.

      “Anyone there?” the man shouted after several kicks to the bottom of the door rattling it on its hinges.

      Nick and Bronx exchanged a glance before Nick sucked in a deep breath.  “Go away.  We don’t have anything for you.”

      “Please, I just need a drink,” the man said.  “I’m just passing through.  Looking for my family.”

      Nick looked at me over his shoulder.  My throat felt dry.  It was hard not to feel bad for the man.  He just wanted to survive like everyone else.

      “We should give him water,” Nina said taking a step forward.

      There was a long pause.  I could tell Nick was thinking things over.

      “Please,” the man said lightly tapping the door with what sounded like the back of his fist.  “I beg you.”

      “Water.  That’s it,” Nick said.

      “Thank you,” the man said sounding as though he believed we’d saved his life.  But really all we were probably doing was delaying the inevitable.

      Nick shook his head and sucked in a quick breath.  “Go to the back door.”

      “Why the back door?” Blair asked softly.

      “I don’t know.”  Nick shrugged.  “I guess because I already opened the back door and that black stuff didn’t come in.”

      We all followed Nick to the back of the house.  Bronx lingered occasionally glancing back at the front door as if he was afraid the man would break it down and kill us all.

      Blair got one of the bottles of water and handed it to Nick.

      “Wait!” I said pushing past Bronx.  I walked quickly into the living room and grabbed the shotgun.  When I returned, they were all looking at me almost looking surprised.  I ignored their impressed looks.  “Okay.  Ready.”

      I held the gun up as if I knew how to use it.  Nick opened the door and held up his palm.

      “Don’t take another step,” he said, and the man bobbed his head up and down slowly.

      “I just want a drink,” he said as he started to unwrap his head.  He looked up for a quick second glancing around the room.  “How many you got here?”

      “Doesn’t matter,” Nick said.  “You armed?”

      The man stopped unwrapping and held up his hands as he shook his head.  “You can check me if you like.”

      “No need,” Nick said looking the man up and down.  “I can see that you’re not.  Unless you have it somewhere that will take you a while to retrieve.”

      “If I had a weapon, sir, I’d be carrying to protect me from the wild animals,” the man said finally removing the last stretch of fabric from below his goggle.

      I narrowed my eyes at the man.  His face was hairy, but there was something that seemed familiar.

      The second he lifted his goggles I instantly knew why.

      Nina gasped.  “Tom!”
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      I aimed the gun at Tom’s face.  My hand was shaking, but there was a confident steadiness to my arm that surprised me.

      “Leave,” I said in a firm voice that surprised me.

      Everyone turned to me at once.  Tom cocked his head to the side, but it didn’t take long for the recognition to set in.

      “Get the hell out of here,” I said louder.

      “No, you don’t understand,” Nina said shaking her head as she smiled.  “This is my husband.  I know him.  We were separated.  Not separated, but when stuff got wrong, we got split up.”

      My nostrils flared as I drew in a breath.  “No.  You don’t understand.  This is the asshole that kidnapped us.”

      I didn’t take my eyes off of Tom.  If he made any sudden movements, I was sure I’d pull the trigger.  There was a large part of me that wanted to just pull the trigger to get revenge for what he’d done.  If it hadn’t been for Tom, Jamie wouldn’t have been shot.

      It was true, Jamie probably wouldn’t have survived whatever poison had been inside of him, but that was irrelevant.  Tom didn’t know anything about that.

      “I didn’t kidnap you,” Tom said.  “I rescued you.”

      “Taking someone against their will is not rescuing,” I said through my teeth.

      “There must be some misunderstanding,” Nina said.  “Tom was helping people.”

      I chuckled.  “He sure didn’t help Jamie.  Danny and I were lucky to escape with our lives.”

      The more I thought about everything, the more I wanted to pull the trigger.

      “I think you should go,” Nick said after seeing the look in my eyes.

      “I… I… I don’t think I can let him go,” I said.

      Bronx took a step closer, his eyes mostly on the gun.  I ignored him and took another step toward Tom.

      I’d made up my mind about what I was going to do.  I was going to make him pay for what he’d done.

      “Gwen,” Bronx said from behind me.

      “Shhhh!” I said, but I wasn’t sure I was talking to Bronx or the voice in my head telling me to pull the trigger.

      I didn’t get a chance to figure it out.  I hadn’t heard the guest door open, but when Milo ran past me, I had to blink hard to regain my focus.

      “Daddy!” Milo said nearly flying through the air.  Nick caught him and pulled him back before he got too close.

      Nina took Milo’s hand and pulled him back.  She whispered something, and Milo nodded but smiled brightly at Tom.

      “Daddy!  You found us!” Milo said.

      “I did,” Tom said smiling at the boy.  There was joy in his eyes even though I was looking at him with hate in mine.

      Milo glanced in my direction and frowned.  “What is she doing Mommy?”

      “She didn’t know it was your daddy.  Gwen thought it was a bad man,” Nina said looking into my eyes.  “But she was wrong.”

      My head shook back and forth slightly.  I opened my mouth, but there wasn’t anything I could do or say with Milo’s round eyes on me.

      I reluctantly lowered the gun.  Bronx placed his hand on my shoulder and eased the gun from my tight grip.

      “Daddy, can you stay?” Milo said trying to take a step closer to him.

      “No, he can’t,” I said.

      Milo’s eyes filled with wetness as he looked at me.  “Why not?”

      “Um… because he’s got that stuff on his shoes,” I said.  It was the first thing that came to mind.

      “Oh!  He can take them off,” Milo said.  “Easy peasy, right Mommy?”

      “Right, Milo,” Nina said looking at Nick.  She took a step closer and lowered her voice.  “He’s not armed.  Tom’s a good man.”

      Nick ran his fingers through his hair.  When he looked down into Milo’s hopeful eyes, I knew there wasn’t much of anything I would be able to do.

      “Excuse me,” I said, my voice softer than a whisper as I turned, bumping Bronx’s shoulder as I left the room.

      “I didn’t mean to cause any problems,” I heard Tom say as I walked up the stairs.

      My feet were moving so fast down the hall to my grandma’s room I felt like I was flying.  When I sat down on my grandma’s bed, my stomach swirled so fast it felt like the room was spinning.

      The floorboards creaked as someone approached.  I couldn’t move my head because if I did, I’d lose the contents of my stomach.

      “What do you want me to do, Gwen?” Nick asked.  I could tell he’d stopped in the doorway.  “I don’t know everything that happened, but I know what Bronx told me.”

      “Where is he now?”  The words left a sour taste at the back of my throat.

      “Banished to the guest room.  He’s not allowed to leave,” Nick said.  “Bronx has the gun.”

      I shook my head.  “That asshole is contaminating all us with that black gunk.”

      “Made him strip.  His clothes are being washed as we speak.”

      “Let’s make my kidnapper as comfortable as possible,” I said harshly.

      Nick glanced over his shoulder and lowered his voice.  “What am I supposed to do?  He’s Milo’s dad.  I can’t send that kid and his mom out there.”

      “They probably knew what was going on inside Tom’s stupid camp.  They were probably in on it.”

      “He’s just a kid.  Milo wasn’t in on anything,” Nick said.  He drew in a slow breath.  “If you want me to send him away, I will, but you have to know that Nina and Milo will no doubt go with him.  Whatever you want I’ll do it.”

      “Don’t put this all on me,” I said raising my hand.

      Nick groaned.  “I’m not trying to.  It’s just that I don’t know what to do.  None of us will blame you or think any less of you if you want them gone.”

      I was angry with myself, but there wasn’t anything more that I wanted than for Tom to get out of my grandma’s house.  Truthfully, I wanted the man dead, but I couldn’t make Milo suffer like that.  After all, I knew what it was like to lose a parent.  I couldn’t be the one to do that to him.  Milo was a good kid.

      “I’ll just stay up here and pray for rain,” I said biting my cheek, so I didn’t lose it.  “Once it’s clear for them to leave, they’re out of here.”

      Nick nodded and looked down at the floor.  “I know you don’t like to talk about it, but I need to know what happened.  Everything.  If I only know bits and pieces, it makes it harder to know—”

      “I’ll tell you,” I said gesturing at the door.  “Close it please.”

      I told Nick everything that had happened.  Everything.  The only thing I left out of the story was that Jamie and I had slept together.  But I made sure to tell him that Jamie and I had gotten closer and I was pretty sure he knew what I was implying.

      Nick didn’t ask questions.  He didn’t say much of anything.  I could see the anger in his eyes, but somehow, he was keeping it all inside.

      And when I started crying, tears filled up his eyes, but he swallowed them back down.  It was the first time in years Nick was one hundred percent there for me.

      After I finished, my voice was sore from the crying and the talking.  Nick leaned forward and pressed his hand over his mouth.

      “It’s okay,” he said letting out a small breath as he wrapped his arm around my shoulder.  Nick took another breath before pulling me in for a hug.  “It’s going to be okay, I promise you.”

      I couldn’t recall the last time Nick, and I had hugged.  Maybe never.  Maybe when I was three.  I didn’t know.

      It couldn’t erase what had happened between us, but it was a start.  We were family.  We had each other.

      “I don’t know how I’m going to survive this,” I said with a sharp gasp.  The tears had stopped, most likely because I didn’t have any more to shed.

      “You’ve survived so much,” Nick said in a feather quiet voice.  “This is just a bump.  A bump I’m going to smooth out.”

      “How?” I said shaking my head.

      Nick’s jaw tensed.  “I don’t know when or how, but I’m going to kill that mother fucker for what he did.”
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      Before Nick left the room, he explained that we’d keep watch and an eye on Tom twenty-four seven.  He didn’t want me downstairs, but I insisted that I could help with the shifts.

      I told him it would be far easier for me to pull the trigger than anyone else in the household.  My finger was itching to pull the trigger.

      Nick said that Blair would deliver them food.  He’d also make sure that they all understood that the only ones that could leave the room were Nina and Milo.

      I didn’t tell Nick, but it had made me uncomfortable that he would allow Tom’s loved ones free range of the house.  Nick trusted them far more than I could because he’d known them longer.  But all I could see was a devoted wife and a son who loved and missed their loved one.

      I couldn’t trust them.  Not that I ever really had trusted Nina.  The only reason I’d been okay with her was because Nick had been.

      We’d agreed that after one more rainstorm they’d be gone.  Nick would send them packing with a few supplies, but until then, we’d do what we could for Milo.  It wasn’t the boy's fault that his father was an asshole that liked to kidnap people.

      I couldn’t help but feel like Rapunzel up in her tower.  My door was locked, and Nick wanted it kept that way as much as possible.  He wanted to keep Tom and I separated, and he had a very good reason for wanting that.

      The first part of the night I had spent alone inside my grandma’s bedroom sitting at the window praying for rain.  The second part, Bronx had brought up food and sat with me.

      He waited at the window while encouraging me to get some sleep.  When he saw it wasn’t working, he begged me not to take my shift keeping watch.  Or at the very least not to do it alone.

      Darkness had swallowed the house making the world outside disappear.  The only light was from the candles inside the silent house.

      “Nick’s taking the first watch, then Blair.  You should really just get some sleep,” Bronx said.  “We can manage tonight.  Just take the night off.”

      “They’re tired too.  We all need rest,” I said clasping my cold hands together.  “What if there is another attack?  We all need to be rested, so we’re ready for whatever is next.”

      “It’s just one night.”  Bronx turned and looked into my eyes.  “No one expects you to take a shift.”

      I looked away from his intensely concerned gaze.  “I need to do this.  There is no way I’m going to let Tom think I’m weak.”

      “No, you don’t,” Bronx said stomping as he made his way closer to me.  He crouched down in front of me and took my hands into his.  “I can’t lose you again.  It was too hard.”

      “Like I told Nick, nothing is going to happen to me.  It’s Tom you all need to worry about,” I said feeling the muscles in my face tighten.

      “No one is even a little bit worried about him.”

      I shook my head.  “I wish that were true, but both Nina and Milo are.  They are his family.”

      “Gwen,” Bronx said locking his eyes with mine.  “I can’t let anything happen to you.”

      “What could he possibly do?  He’s unarmed, and I’m not going to let that shotgun out of my grasp.  Not even for a second.”  I clenched my teeth together, and when my temples ached, I relaxed my jaw.  “I’ll be looking for any excuse to use it.”

      “You won’t—”

      “I will.  I most definitely will,” I said with a harsh, nearly maniacal laugh.

      Bronx stroked the back of my hand with his thumb.  “No, Gwen, you won’t.  Not as long as Milo is in the house.”

      “Don’t be so sure about that.”

      “Sorry, but I’m certain.”

      “I… I….”  Dammit.  He was absolutely right.

      I looked down at his hands wrapped around mine.  The warmth radiating out from him suddenly felt too hot.

      I pulled my hands back and stood up.  My feet moved quickly as I paced the floor in front of the door.

      “Please, Gwen,” Bronx said.  “Just take one night off, and then I won’t say another word about it.  I won’t try to stop you.”

      I opened my mouth to argue, but when I saw the look in his eyes, I pressed my lips together.  There was no doubt in my mind that he was truly worried.  I could see how scared he was that something might go wrong… the fear was wrapped around him like the pink robe he was no longer wearing.

      “When did you get your clothes?” I asked.

      “A while ago.  They dried.”

      “That was quick.”

      Bronx forced a smile as he looked down at his clothing.  “Thankfully.  This outfit suits me much better, right?”

      His hand glided down his shirt as he straightened a few wrinkles.  I knew what his perfect stomach looked like underneath that shirt and it was strange how I was thinking about it at that moment.

      My eyes moved up to his lips, and I could remember how they had felt against mine.  I could remember exactly how I had felt inside my apartment when Bronx and I had shared our intimate moment.  I’d felt safe… warm… protected.  I ached to feel that way again.

      Bronx stepped up in front of me.  He was so close, it was hard to draw in a breath of air even though I was desperate for the oxygen.

      “So,” Bronx said his deep voice vibrating through my veins.  “Do we have a deal?”

      “A deal?”  My voice was practically non-existent as I gazed into his captivating dark eyes.

      “You refrain from taking watch for the night,” Bronx said.  “Just take a day to clear your head.”

      I sighed.  “He shouldn’t be here.  You don’t realize how badly I want that asshole out of this house.”

      “Oh, I have a pretty good guess,” Bronx said.  “He shouldn’t be here, I couldn’t agree more, but Milo makes everything a bit more difficult.”

      I nodded as my throat dried.

      “So, do we have a deal?  If it makes you feel better, I’ll take your shift.”

      “Why would that make me feel better?” I asked wrapping my arms around myself as if I had gotten a sudden chill.  The temperature hadn’t changed, but the idea of being alone in the bedroom was enough to ice my bones.

      I didn’t want to admit it, but I wasn’t ready.

      Bronx shrugged.  “Because I would do whatever I had to do if it meant keeping you safe.”

      There was a deep thud in my chest.

      “Fine,” I said not giving myself any longer to think about it.  Milo should get a chance to catch up with his father, and Bronx was right.  I did need to organize my thoughts.  Process.  “I just wish that bastard wasn’t inside this house.  He cannot be trusted.”

      “None of us want him here.  The only ones that do are Nina and Milo.”  Bronx looked at me again.  It was such an intense gaze that it made me feel as though nothing else existed.  It was an overwhelming feeling that I couldn’t handle at that moment.  “I’m not going to let anything happen to you.”

      I opened my mouth, ready to tell him he had no control over what happened to any of us, but he placed his fingertips over my lips.  His mouth curled up slightly at the ends.  He looked at me as if he had read my mind.

      “I don’t want to hear it,” Bronx said.

      His finger slowly slid down off of my lip.  I swallowed hard and blinked as heat surged through my veins.

      “I don’t either,” I said when I found my voice.

      My shoulders tightened, and I took a step back desperately hoping to fill my lungs with fresh oxygen.  Sharing the air with Bronx was making it hard to think clearly.

      “Okay,” Bronx said touching his lower lip with the tip of his thumb.  The slight smile on his face faded.  “Stay up here.  I’m going to tell Nick you agreed.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.  Go on and tell him he wins.”  I crossed my arms.

      Bronx walked over to the door pausing just as he was about to turn the knob.  “I begged him not to allow you to take a turn.  He said it was your call.  Either way, I’m taking what I can get for now.  Hopefully tomorrow I can convince you to wait another day.”

      With that Bronx left the room.  The click from the door echoed inside the large empty bedroom.

      And again, I shivered.
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      The next morning when I woke up my stomach grumbled.  I didn’t realize how hungry I was until it felt as though my stomach was trying to devour itself.

      Bronx was in a deep sleep, and I didn’t want to wake him.  Based on the light coming in through the window, there were probably a couple more hours of darkness before the sky changed to a slightly lighter shade of gray.

      The clouds were dark and thick, but the sun didn’t give up trying to poke through them.

      I wished I had the gun, but I’d be fast.  Each step I took, I carefully placed to make as little noise as possible.

      The floorboard near the door creaked, and I turned to see if I had woken Bronx, but he hadn’t even stirred a little.  I stepped out of the room and moved down the hall as if I was a ninja.

      I knew each spot to place my foot on the stairs as I made my way down.  Blair was at the window resting her head on her hand.  I’d been so quiet she hadn’t even turned to look in my direction.

      I slipped down the hall, grinding my teeth and clutching my fists as I walked past the guest room.  All was silent inside.  I wondered if Tom was sleeping or keeping his own watch.

      The answer to that question was revealed when I stepped into the kitchen.  Tom was reaching into the cabinet helping himself to our food.

      He turned quickly and held up his hand.  “Please!  Forgive me!  I’m starving!”

      When he saw it was me standing there gawking at him with my mouth hanging open, his lips curled into a smile.

      “I haven’t eaten anything in days,” he said, the tone of his voice had changed.  Tom talked to me as if we’d been old friends that had reconnected after several years.

      “You’re not to leave the guest room,” I said between my pursed lips.

      “I didn’t want to wake my wife.  She was sleeping so peacefully,” Tom said.  His eyes were bright in the darkness of the kitchen.  “Milo too.”

      My hands were so tight my fingers started to feel numb.  “You should have waited.”

      I wanted to look over my shoulder and call for Nick, but something stopped me.  How had Tom gotten past Blair?

      Tom was holding several bars and a bottle of water as he moved toward the hallway.  He paused when he was about a foot away from me.

      “You know, I really was trying to do the right thing,” Tom said leaning toward me.

      A shiver ran down my spine, and I had to hold my arms stiff, so I didn’t throw my fist into his jaw.  I opened my eyes wide and stared directly into his.

      “But it wasn’t the right thing,” I said my voice shaking.  “I want you to pay.”

      “It’s not my fault your friend died,” Tom said.  “It’s their fault.  They are the ones you should hate, not me.  For all I know, they’re still out there.”

      “They hated you,” I said trying to keep my voice steady.  “I’m sure they had a very good reason.”

      Tom shook his head.  “What makes you so sure of that?  They hate everyone.  Anyway, I should get back to my quarters.  Nothing like being held inside a room and not being allowed to leave, right?”

      “I don’t think anyone is stopping you from leaving,” I said with a raised eyebrow.  “In fact, I’m pretty sure we all would be thrilled if you left.”

      “Everyone?” Tom asked.  He confidently clicked his tongue.  “I don’t think that’s true.”

      “You’re right,” I said grinning at the man.  My eyes were hot with hate.  “I’d rather you were dead.”

      “I’m sure one day your wish will come true,” Tom said lowering his gaze for a moment.  “But today isn’t that day.”

      Tom left the room leaving me standing there staring at the empty hallway.  One thing I knew for sure was that I no longer felt hungry.

      I walked quickly down the hall and over to Blair.  Before I even reached her, I could tell why she hadn’t stopped Tom from going into the kitchen.

      She was sitting, her shoulders rounded forward and her head was tilted to the side.  Her breathing was slow and deep.

      “Dammit, Blair!” I said kicking the chair.

      Her eyes popped open, and Nick stirred on the sofa.  He instantly pushed himself up.

      “What’s going on?” Nick asked.

      “Guess who I ran into in the kitchen?” I said my nostril flared as my fiery gaze practically seared a hole into Blair’s head.

      Nick shook his head.  A looked of confusion and concern washed over Blair’s face.  I could tell she was afraid of what I was going to say.

      “Oh, Tom.  Yeah, Tom was in our kitchen helping himself to our food and water,” I said drawing in a breath that squeezed my lungs like someone trying to pop a balloon with their bare hands.

      “Jesus,” Nick said rubbing his eyes.  “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” I said softening my voice.

      Nick stretched his arms over his head.  “What are you doing out of your room anyway?”

      “What?  Don’t even try to blame this on me,” I said jerking my thumb at Blair even though my eyes shot to the guest room door.  “I should be able to go anywhere I please inside my grandmother’s home.”

      “Of course,” Nick said holding up both palms.  “I wasn’t trying to suggest you couldn’t… it’s just that for your own safety—”

      “For my own safety, for all of our safety, we should kick Tom out,” I said.  “But that is neither here nor there.  We can’t have people falling asleep when they’re on watch.  It would have been better for me to be out here.”

      Blair’s eyes were wide as she drew a fingernail to her lips.  “Gwen, I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to.  It’s just so dark and boring.  I’m still exhausted from traveling here.”

      “Then you should have told us that,” I said rubbing my fingertips to my temples.  My head hurt as if I’d swallowed a popsicle and my brain was freezing.

      “I’m really, really sorry.  It won’t happen again,” Blair said.

      “Yeah, it won’t because you’re off shifts until you’re well rested,” I said.

      Blair snorted.  “You can’t do that.”  She turned to Nick.  “Tell her she can’t make that call.”

      Nick looked back and forth between us.  He held up his hands as if he didn’t want to get involved.

      “Nick,” Blair said biting her frown.  “It’s never happened before.  You have to believe me.”

      “We’ll talk about it later,” Nick said.

      It was clear to me that he not only didn’t want to take sides, but he also didn’t want either of us keeping watch.  But of course that wasn’t an option.

      “Let’s just calm down, and lower our voices before we wake up the entire house,” Nick said, but it was too late.  Bronx’s footsteps were moving quickly through the bedroom and down the upstairs hall.

      After he skipped down the first two steps, he slowed down and narrowed his eyes at me.  Bronx looked around the room before settling his eyes on mine.

      “What’s going on?  You’re supposed to be upstairs,” Bronx said.

      I shot Blair a look before meeting Bronx’s eyes.  “I got hungry and didn’t want to wake you.”

      “You should have woken me,” Bronx said putting his arm around my shoulders.  I didn’t miss the quick look he shot toward the guest room.  “Let’s get you back upstairs.”

      “This is my place I shouldn’t have to hide out,” I said.

      “No, you shouldn’t,” Nick said.  “But you’re going to because I can’t take any risks.”

      I wanted to argue, but I was too tired to argue.  Too frustrated to argue.  They didn’t know what Tom was capable of, but I did.  Scratch that, I was sure he was capable of far more than I even knew.  Having him in our home was like living in a nightmare.

      “I want some food,” I said, firmly planting my feet on the ground.

      Nick and Bronx exchanged a glance, and I did my best not to roll my eyes.  One brother watching out for me was more than enough.  Especially when I didn’t need anyone looking out for me at all.

      “I’ll go with you,” Bronx said.

      The second we left the room Blair started whispering to Nick.  I could tell by the harsh desperateness that she was pleading her case.  I could also tell that she felt terrible about what had happened.

      Bronx didn’t ask me about what had happened, at least not until we were back up in the bedroom.  He stood there staring at the floor with his arms crossed as I went over everything in detail.

      Bronx didn’t get angry until I finished talking.  “I’d like to throw my fist into that guy’s face.”

      “Me too,” I said.

      His exterior relaxed as he looked me up and down.  “But you’re okay right?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine.”  I shook my head.  “I’m angry though.”

      “Why?”

      I looked at him with wide eyes.

      “I meant why specifically.”

      “Because it seemed like he was telling the truth when he said we need to worry about the others out there.  His enemies.”  I chewed my lip.  “It was like he truly seemed afraid of them… I mean, like he thinks that they are the bad guys.”

      Bronx pressed his lips together.  “Well, the bad guys rarely think they are the bad guys, right?”

      “Yeah, I guess so.”

      “Besides, who knows if they even survived,” Bronx said.  “For now, we have to worry who’s here.”  Bronx pointed aggressively up at the ceiling.  “We have to worry about the man under this roof.”

      I turned so I didn’t have to see his eyes, but he stepped in front of me.  He held my arm so I couldn’t turn away from him again.

      “Please, please don’t go down there again, at least not without me,” Bronx said his gaze shifting down to my neck.  I could feel his breath as it moved past my ears.

      I nodded, but I didn’t verbally respond.  There was no way I was going to make any promises I couldn’t keep.

      But it was easy to agree because for one thing, I didn’t have any desire to go back downstairs, at least not anytime soon.  And for the second thing, I needed to find a way out of Bronx’s space before I wouldn’t be able to stop myself from leaning into him and placing my mouth on his.
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      It was three days later when I demanded to leave the room.  Bronx didn’t object.  I was pretty sure he could see in my eyes that I was about to lose my mind if I had to spend another minute in the room.

      There hadn’t been any further issues with Tom, at least not that Nick had told me about on his daily visits.  They still hadn’t allowed me to keep watch.  Blair would keep watch during the day, and then Bronx and Nick would alternate throughout the night.

      The second we stepped out of the bedroom, Bronx placed his arm around my shoulder.  He was trying to be protective… or comforting… I couldn’t tell.

      “Breakfast and then a nice sit at the downstairs window?” Bronx asked.

      “I really wish I could just go outside,” I said looking around the hallway.  It wasn’t enough to just be out of the room.  I wanted to be out of the house.

      Bronx shook his head.  “Not until Nick deems it safe.”

      “What do you think?  Do you think it’s safe?”

      “It doesn’t matter what I think.”

      “What do you think?”  My eyes were wide as I waited for his answer.

      Bronx shrugged.  “He was out there for who knows how long and he seems perfectly fine.”

      “My thoughts exactly,” I said stopping and turning to face him before we reached the top step.  “And Nick was practically out there too although not for long.”

      Bronx placed his hands on my shoulders and drew in a deep breath as he looked into my eyes.  It was as if he was trying to encourage me to take a matching breath.

      “We’re not going out there.  It’ll rain soon enough, and then I’m sure Nick will be more open to the idea,” Bronx said.

      “Who put Nick in charge anyway?” I said puffing out my lower lip.

      “He’s not in charge… it’s just that he could be right about this.”  Bronx ran his fingers through his hair.  “Neither of us want anything to happen to you.  How would you feel if I wanted to go out there?  Or Nick?”

      A sudden heaviness filled my chest as the idea set in.  I wouldn’t want either of them to take any risks.  The only one I would gladly step aside and let leave the house was Tom.

      “Let’s go get food,” I said turning away from him.  I caught him grinning in the corner of my eye.  He couldn’t have been happier with himself.

      After we got something to eat, we sat in the living room with Nick and Blair.  The room was quiet except for the squeaks that came from Nick’s chair as he rocked it back and forth.

      I picked up the book I had pretended to read many times before.  The pages felt rough against my fingertips.

      I scrolled through the pages and tried to read, but the room was too quiet.  And I couldn’t stop thinking about Tom in the guest room.

      What was he doing in there?  What did they do all day?  I wondered if he was making a big plan to kill me.

      The guest room door creaked open, and I dropped the book on the floor.  Bronx looked at me, but Nick looked over his shoulder.

      I was pretty sure we all assumed that Nina would be making her way out to gather some food for her family.  But it wasn’t her.  It was Tom.

      Blair grabbed the shotgun and followed him into the kitchen.  “Get back in your room.”

      Even though she was in the hallway, her voice was strong, steady, and unwavering.  She was serious.

      Tom laughed.

      “Hang on,” he said.  “Just grabbing a few things for my family.”

      Before Blair even opened her mouth, Nick was on his feet making his way to the kitchen.

      “I said, get back to your room,” Blair repeated.

      “I’ll just be a minute,” Tom said.

      Bronx and I both got up at the same time and joined Blair and Nick.  I watched as Nick took the gun from Blair.

      “Nina can gather whatever you need,” Nick said.  “Come on man, you know the rules.”

      I could hear him moving around the kitchen.  He was opening and closing cabinets as if he were looking for something.

      “Seriously, I’ll just be a minute,” Tom said.  One of the cabinets slammed shut.  “Maybe we should talk.”

      “There isn’t anything to talk about,” Nick said with a chuckle.

      “I disagree.  I’m tired of the rules.  It’s not like I’m armed or even care to do anything to any of you.”  Tom laughed.  “Whatever, I’m changing the rules.”

      It was Nick’s turn to laugh.  “The hell you are.”

      “What are you going to do about it?” Tom said stepping into view.  He moved until he was only a few inches away from Nick.  “It’s not like you’re going to do anything.  Not when my son is in the other room.”

      Nick cocked his head to the side.  “Shall we make a bet?”

      Tom looked to the side before all traces of the smile that had been on his face vanished.  Anger replaced the smile as his hand darted forward and grabbed the barrel of the gun.  He raised it up and placed it against his forehead.

      “If you’re going to do it, do it,” Tom said.  “I’m better off dead than facing what’s out there.”

      “Tom!” Nina said with a sharp gasp.  I hadn’t even heard her step out of the room.

      Nina pushed past Bronx and me and pushed the gun away from Tom’s head.  “Get back in the room.”  She turned toward Nick.  “I’m sorry, he hasn’t been sleeping well.”

      “None of us have been,” I said locking eyes with Tom.

      Nina nodded.  “He won’t do it again.”

      “Unless I feel like it,” Tom said.

      “Jesus, Tom!” Nina said with a heavy sigh.

      “What?  I’m sick of it.  I have no desire to do anything to any of them, why should I have to stay locked up in that small room?” Tom said pressing his fists against his thighs.

      Nina shook her head.  “It’s their place.  This isn’t a random building, it’s their grandma’s home.  They have claim to it.”

      “Claim!  Pfft!” Tom said walking through the ground toward the guest room.  “One day you’ll all understand I’m not the problem.”

      He stepped into the guest room, leaving a thick silence behind him.  It was several minutes before Nina apologized for him again.

      “I’m so sorry.  Tom has never been good at following rules.  He’s always been a leader, for as long as I’ve known him and I’ve known him for more than half of my life,” Nina said crossing her arms as if she were cold.  “I’ll do a better job keeping him in the room.  He waits until I turn my back to help Milo with something.”

      Nick nodded.  His shoulders were rising and falling with his quick breaths.  He was angry, but he wasn’t angry with Nina.

      Nina left the room looking at her feet as she walked by me.  She closed the guest room door behind her silently.

      I couldn’t hear them talking inside the room, but it was probably because they knew we were just outside the door.  They probably assumed we’d be able to hear them.  I would have loved to be a fly on the wall just to hear what Nina would say to Tom about what just happened.  My guess was that she wouldn’t say anything at all.  After all, Tom was a leader, and that probably meant within their relationship as well.

      “Come on,” Nick said lowering the gun and handing it back to Blair.  He was frustrated, and it was likely because Tom had called his bluff.  Now Tom had valuable information… that he could get away with a lot and there wasn’t a damn thing any of us would do about it.

      Well, that wasn’t entirely true, because as long as Milo wasn’t around, I might.

      “You okay?” Nick asked as he stepped up next to me.

      “Yeah, I’m fine, you?” I asked.

      Nick nodded.  He scratched the back of his neck and chuckled softly.

      “What?” I asked, my nose crinkled up.

      Nick let out a long sigh.  “That asshole is going to be even more trouble than I originally thought.”
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      The next day I went down for my morning shift.  Nick decided that Blair and I could switch off during the day.  It wasn’t so much that he had decided… it was more like I hadn’t really given him a choice in the matter.

      Bronx was still asleep or at least he was pretending to be when I had left the room, and Blair was zonked out in my old room.  The stairs creaked as I made my way down to relieve Nick from his duty.

      “Anything happen?” I asked as I stepped up behind him.

      “No, of course not,” Nick said as he stood up.  He placed his hand on my shoulder as he walked by.  “Wake me if you need anything.  I’ll be right over there.”

      “Of course,” I said, and before I even finished speaking Nick was lying down on the sofa.  The whole Tom thing wasn’t just keeping me awake at night, it was disturbing everyone in the house.

      My dreams had been worse since he’d been here.  The only time I could sleep was when Bronx was upstairs with me… not that I could tell him that.  Or anyone for that matter.

      Admitting that wouldn’t help.  And it would only make Tom happy to know how much he was affecting me.

      I hadn’t been at the window for much longer than an hour before I heard the guest room door open in the hallway.  When Tom stepped out, I grabbed the gun and pointed it at him.

      He shook his head and smiled before turning his back to me and kept walking, disappearing into the kitchen.

      I glanced over at Nick before following Tom with the gun tight in my grasp.  My footsteps made no sounds as I made my way down the hall.

      I peeked around the corner watching Tom stuff things into an old plastic bag he must have found under the sink.  He grabbed two bags by the handles and turned on his heel.  Tom hesitated for a moment when he spotted my eye peeking out at him.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Gathering some supplies to keep in the room,” Tom said.

      I shook my head.  “You can’t just take our things.”

      “I can.  It’s better this way,” Tom said raising the bags up slightly.  “The more I have in there, the less likely you are to run into me again out here, right?”

      My mouth wouldn’t work.  I didn’t know what to say.  It was clear the look on my face satisfied him plenty.

      Tom walked by me and opened the guest room door.  He didn’t even look at me before he closed the door.

      I blinked several times before noticing Nick standing at the other end of the hallway.  His lips were pressed together tightly as he gawked at me.

      “How long have you been standing there?” I asked keeping my voice softer than a whisper.

      “Long enough,” Nick said glancing at the door.  “Why didn’t you stop him?”

      I looked away from his eyes.  “How?  How would I do that?”

      Nick shook his head.  “I wish you would have come up with something because I don’t have a clue.”

      “This is useless,” I said holding up the gun as I made my way down the hall.  “Why carry this dumb thing around if we can’t use it?”

      “For the time we can use it,” Nick said as I stomped away back to the window.  I sat down heavily and pressed my face down into my palms.

      I let out a long breath.  My fingertips felt numb as I rested the gun against the wall next to me.

      I didn’t have to turn around to know that Nick’s eyes were on me, but I pretended that it wasn’t happening.  If I turned, he’d see exactly how upset I was, and I didn’t want him to know.

      I had been sure that I could do what needed to be done, but I hadn’t been able to do anything.  All I’d done was stand there and watch as Tom practically robbed us in front of me.

      A soft sigh escaped from between my lips.  I could feel the warm liquid starting to fill the corner of my eye, and the feeling of it caused rage to bubble up inside of my veins.

      I leaned forward, reaching for the gun.  There was still time to do something about it.  What?  I didn’t know.  But there had to be something.

      I’d force him to leave.  He could stay out in the barn for all I cared.  Tom needed to get out of my grandma’s house.

      Before my fingertips touched the gun, I heard something against the window.  It took a moment, but I recognized the pitter-patters tapping against the windowpane.  My heartbeat quickened to match the pace of the falling rain.

      I pulled the curtain back and touched the glass as I smiled.  My lips curled upward more and more as my grin grew at the rain pouring down out of the gray clouds.

      A gift.

      A miracle.

      Whatever it was, it meant Tom could leave soon.  And I couldn’t wait for that moment.
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      It had been at least twenty-four hours since the rain started.  I wanted to send Tom and his family away.  Sure, I felt a little bad about sending Milo out there, but they’d be okay.  It was just rain.

      It wasn’t like it was hailing, or the wind was blowing hard.  There wasn’t even lightning.  Just a slow, steady rain.  So, what if they got a little wet?

      Bronx and Nick both reminded me that they’d be gone soon enough.  It wouldn’t rain forever.  Although I was tempted to point them to a time not that long ago that it had rained for a long time, I opted not to.  Instead, I wanted to try to remain positive.

      We were all sitting around in the living room.  I was holding my book and listening to the beautiful rain.

      Bronx was next to me, and every once in a while, he’d look over at me.  He’d stare for a moment and then turn away, so I didn’t see his smile.

      He could see just how happy I was about Tom leaving.  If only it could happen sooner.

      It was hard to know exactly what time of day it was when the sky was always dark gray.  But it had been sometime mid-afternoon when the guest room door opened.

      I listened to the footsteps hoping to hear three sets ready to depart.  But only Tom stepped out.

      He folded his hands in front of his stomach and looked around the room.  “Good, you’re all here.  I wanted to talk to you all about something.”

      “There isn’t anything to talk about,” I said, almost singing the words, as I shook my head slowly side to side.  I didn’t want to hear anything he had to say.

      “Look, Gwen, I know we got off on the wrong foot, and I’d like to apologize for that,” Tom said.

      I had to bite my lip to stop myself from laughing.  “Apologize all you want.  I will never accept it.”

      “I’d like to make an offer,” Tom said turning to Nick.

      “What kind of offer?” Nick asked crossing his leg widely over the other.

      “I’d like for us to make an alliance,” Tom said.  “I know you all think I’m the bad guy but there are people out there that will do far worse than I can even imagine.  We need to stick together so that we can increase our chances of survival.”

      I chuckled.  “Sounds like the plea of someone that doesn’t want to find their own way.”

      “Why should we all make things harder for ourselves?” Tom said.

      “Why should we join forces?  So, you can have us kidnap others so that you can rebuild your army?”  I blew out a puff of air.  “No thanks.  I don’t want any part of an alliance with you.”

      “Please, at least give it some thought,” Tom begged.  “If you send us out there, you practically sentencing my family and me to death.  Is that what you want?”

      I swallowed hard.  “It’s not what I want for them.”

      “Those guys out there,” Tom pointed at the window, “they aren’t going to be kind to my wife or my kid.  Or any of you for that matter.  We need to stick together.  It’s our only chance to survive this.”

      “Tell me about the others,” Nick demanded.

      “He’s trying to trick you.  Manipulate you.  I saw the others.  The only reason they hated Tom was because he sent them away,” I said.

      Tom nodded.  “It’s true that I sent them away.  But I didn’t send them away because they hated me.  I sent them away because they were evil.”

      “Evil?  In what way?” Nick asked.

      I threw my hands into the air frustrated he was even listening to Tom and his made-up stories.

      “It was two men that started the problems.  They were brothers,” Tom said.  “At night they’d rape the women and torture the men.  It went on a long while before people started to talk.  Days, maybe weeks before I even heard about it.  But by then the brothers had managed to collect a number of followers.”

      “Why would they do that?” Blair asked.

      Tom chuckled.  “Because like I said they were pure evil.  The only thing they cared about was themselves.  They’d steal supplies.  They even punished a few people by withholding water.”

      Tom lowered his head, but I couldn’t help but think it was all an act.

      “When I found out I sent them away.  They tried to kill me, but my men were prepared.”  Tom looked at his hands.  “I should have had them killed then, but I didn’t.  I sent them away with the promise to never return.  But they kept returning.”

      “I’m tired of this story,” I said tossing my book to the side.  “Aren’t you supposed to be in your room?”

      “Just give it some thought,” Tom said.  “Please.”

      Nick shook his head.  “We’re going to have to decline.”

      “Then it’s our funeral.  And yours too,” Tom said pointing his finger aggressively in our direction.

      “You should go back to your room.  Pack up your things.  The second this rain stops, you’ll be on your way,” Nick said, and I drew in a deep breath.  His words sounded like music to my ears.

      Tom opened his mouth.  His shoulders rose nearly to his ears before dropping.  He closed his eyes and let out a sigh as he turned to leave the room.

      It wasn’t long after that we could hear Nina and Milo crying through the door.  Tom had told them the news.

      “Maybe we should reconsider,” Blair said.  “For Milo.”

      “We can’t.  We can’t ever trust Tom.”

      “Gwen’s right,” Nick said.  “It’s just too big of a risk to keep him around you.  Any of us.”

      I watched Nick and Blair as they stared into each other's eyes.  It was there, and I wished it wouldn’t have been.  Whatever was between them wasn’t just a casual thing… Nick had actually had feelings for her.

      I’d thought she was infatuated and he was just keeping himself entertained.  At some point, it had turned into something else.

      “Okay,” Blair said chewing her cheek.  “It’s just that he’s so sweet, and Nina has been great.  I hate to send them away.”

      “I understand,” Nick said.  “But we don’t have a choice.  It’s his father’s fault, not ours.  If the situation were reversed, he would have sent us off a long time ago.  He would do whatever to protect his family.  We’ve already done more than we should have.”

      I nodded along with Nick’s words.

      “So, we agree to stick to the plan?” Nick asked.

      Bronx and I both nodded at the same time, and after a short hesitation, Blair nodded too.

      “All right then.  I’ll send them on their way in the morning.”  Nick ran his fingers through his hair, his eyes popping up to lock with Blair’s when he finished.  “I’d prefer if you guys all stay upstairs.”

      “I don’t think you should be done here alone,” I said.  Bronx’s head was bobbing up and down.

      “It’ll be fine,” Nick said waving off our concern.  “He won’t do anything in front of the boy.”

      I snorted.  “We won’t do anything in front of Milo… that doesn’t mean he won’t.”

      “Well, I don’t think he will,” Nick said.  “It’s a risk I’m willing to take.”

      “Maybe it’s not a risk we’re willing to take,” I said.

      “Nick, we can’t let anything happen to you either,” Blair said, her eyes turning a bit glassy.

      “They’re right,” Bronx said.  “We can’t let you do that.”

      Nick shook his head.  He wanted to argue.  He wanted to make sure we stayed upstairs, but he could tell it was a losing battle.

      “Whatever,” Nick said throwing his hands into the air.  “Come down at first light.  We’ll do it together.”
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      Nick took the first watch.  He wanted to have a little rest before it was time to kick Tom out just in case something went wrong.  He’d take the first shift and then get a little rest before morning.

      Blair had gone to bed early, so she was already sleeping when Bronx and I went upstairs.  I closed the bedroom door and walked over to the window.

      My fingertips glided down the cool glass as I looked at the beaded-up drops of rain.  I wasn’t sure if I had ever seen anything so beautiful.  The dotted pattern on the window was almost hypnotizing.

      Once Tom and his family were gone, I’d be able to relax.  Even though I’d probably still have the nightmares, overall, I was sure I’d sleep better.  Sure, the world had still fallen apart, and we had to worry about the next attack, but not having Tom here would make things easier.

      Tom was a constant reminder of Jamie.  It wasn’t that I minded thinking about him, but I hated thinking of the loss.  The grief.  It was too much.  If I wanted to survive, I needed to carry as little baggage as possible.

      I’d never forget Jamie or Danny either, but I knew that I couldn’t hold on to them the same way I held onto my mother.  If I kept holding onto my grief, eventually it would pull me down, and I’d sink.

      Bronx stepped up behind me, and I instantly felt his warmth.  “A few more hours and he’ll be gone.”

      My head bobbed up and down.

      “Then you can put this all behind you,” Bronx said.

      “What if he’s telling the truth?” I asked.  “I saw the other men.  They really exist.  They are actually the ones that shot Jamie.”

      “He’s the one that took you away from me, not them,” Bronx said.  “Those men hate Tom, they don’t hate us.  Hell, who knows if they are even still alive.”

      I turned away from the window and looked into Bronx’s eyes.  My eyes squinted as I tried to peer deeper into them in the darkness.  There was something in them, but I couldn’t figure out exactly what I was seeing.

      “No matter, even if what he’s saying is true, we can’t pick one evil over the other, right?” Bronx asked.

      “Yeah, no, you’re right,” I said touching my bottom lip with my fingertip.  “I wouldn’t ever want to take his offer, it’s just that, well, he seemed to be afraid.”

      Bronx placed his hands on my shoulders and looked into my eyes.  “It’s his problem,” he said shaking his head.  “Not ours.”

      Bronx’s hand slid down my arm until he was holding my hand.  He lowered his head and looked at our hands.

      He drew in a breath and blinked before spinning me around.  He placed his hands on my shoulders and guided me toward the bed.

      “We have a big day ahead of us tomorrow.  Time for you to get some rest,” Bronx said.

      “Aww, come on,” I said puffing out my lower lip.  “I’m too excited to sleep.

      “Well, you’re just going to have to try,” Bronx said as he pushed down on my shoulders until I was sitting on the bed.  My eyes were level with his stomach.  “Go on, get some rest.”

      “Whatever you say, boss.”

      His eyes locked with mine and he swallowed hard.  Bronx shifted his eyes away.  “I wish.”

      My throat instantly turned dry, and it felt as though the oxygen had left the room.  The way he had looked at me had made my heart race.

      I knew I shouldn’t have been thinking about him in the way that I was.  It was just that I couldn’t control how he made me feel.

      Bronx drew in a deep breath.  He leaned down and kissed me on the top of the head before turning away.

      My body was absolutely still as I watched him walk away from me and over to the window.  Even the small kiss on my head was enough to bring back the rush of emotions I’d felt the first time we’d kissed.  It was the same heat.  The same desire.  And the same exhilarating surge of need.

      When I was able to move again, I laid down on the bed.  I looked up at the stain on the ceiling before turning my head to the side to look at him.

      “Bronx?” I said, my voice cracking ever so slightly.  I didn’t know exactly what I was going to say, but I knew that I wanted to be closer to him.  I wanted to feel his warmth.  Tonight, I wanted to feel safe.

      “Yes?” Bronx said turning his head to the side showing only his profile.

      “It’ll be a busy day for you too,” I said swallowing down the hard lump at the back of my throat.  “You should get some rest too.”

      At first, I thought he was going to argue.  I thought he would tell me he needed to stay at the window, but he didn’t.  He turned slowly and made his way closer.

      It felt like my heart had skipped a beat when he lowered his head down to the pillow.  He turned his head and looked into my eyes.

      There was a part of me that wanted to feel his lips on mine.  I couldn’t be sure, but it seemed as though there was a part of him that felt the same way.

      Bronx looked up and the ceiling and stretched his arm out.  I raised my head and tucked myself against him, resting my cheek against his chest.

      He lightly touched my hair, and I closed my eyes, enjoying the tingling sensations that moved through my body all the way to my toes.  It was crazy, but for a moment I felt… happy.

      I wasn’t sure how long I’d been sleeping, but Bronx was gone.  His side of the bed still felt warm underneath my palm, but that may have been my imagination.

      I popped up in the bed when I heard a loud crash somewhere downstairs.  The sounds of someone’s frantic shouting filled the air.  Even though the voice was loud, I couldn’t make out what they were saying.

      There was a weird noise in the air.  It was fuzzy… crackly.

      There was another thundering boom that felt as though it rattled the floor.

      “Bronx?” I said swinging my legs over the side of the bed.

      The room felt warmer than usual.  Hell, I felt warmer than usual.    I wiped my brow with the back of my hand feeling the little droplets of sweat that had gathered at my temple.

      There was something in the air that tightened my lungs and pinched my nostrils.  Was that smoke?  Was someone cooking?

      “Milo!” I heard Nina scream so loudly I thought the walls were going to cave in.

      Oh, God.

      Something was really wrong.

      Something was going on downstairs.

      I walked across the floor and reached out to twist the doorknob.  My hand reflexively yanked when I felt the heat radiating through the metal.

      It had been so hot it felt like I had rested my hand on top of the stove.  What the hell was going on?

      “Bronx?” I called out.

      I touched the doorknob with my fingertip to check to make sure I’d really felt the heat.  It didn’t take long for me to verify that if I held my finger there any longer, the metal would scald my flesh.

      I ran to the window and looked down.  The orange glow was so bright it illuminated the entire yard.

      It took a few seconds, but the situation set in.  I was trapped in my grandma’s bedroom as a fire raged around me.

      I tried to raise the window, but it wouldn’t budge.  The window probably hadn’t been opened since my grandma had the air conditioner installed several years ago.

      There was another loud noise from somewhere below.  I didn’t know what was happening, but it sounded like the second floor was starting to fall down to the first.

      “Bronx!” I shouted.  “Nick!”

      I waited, but I didn’t hear anything.  Oh God, what if they weren’t okay?

      I yanked the pillowcase off of one of the pillows and wrapped it around my hand.  The doorknob was still hot even through the wrapped-up fabric.

      When I opened the door, I was greeted by a massive cloud of gray smoke.  My lungs tightened either from the smoke or from the fire that was crackling its way toward me.  The flames were devouring the house.

      “Blair!” I screamed hoping she wasn’t asleep in my old room.  I covered my mouth and nose with my fabric covered had and dashed down the hall.

      I didn’t make it more than five steps before the floorboard underneath me cracked, and my foot fell through.  It was like the wood was clawing at me, to hold me in place.

      “Blair!” I said again, but this time the word had turned into several sharp coughs.  If she was in there, she didn’t answer.  “Ouch.”

      I pulled at my foot with both hands coaxing it out of the hole I’d just made.  If I didn’t get back inside the bedroom, I was going to die from breathing in the thick smoke.

      I took my first step and my ankle twisted at the pain.  I fell to my knees and crawled my way desperately back toward the room.

      When I was back inside, I slammed the door closed.  I could see the smoke billowing up toward the ceiling.

      I got back to my feet.  My ankle was sore, and I was pretty sure I could feel blood soaking through my sock where the wood had scraped against my skin.

      I pulled the blanket off of the bed and shoved as much of it as I could underneath the door.  There was still too much smoke coming into the room, but I wasn’t sure from where… the vents?  The cracks in the floor?

      I went back to the window where I saw them staring up at me.  They were shouting and gesturing at me.  I was pretty sure they were trying to get me to open the window.

      I pounded my closed fist against the glass, I didn’t care if it broke, but it didn’t.  It rattled and shook but it held tightly.  My eyes locked with Nick’s and I shook my head.

      “Gwen!” Nick shouted.  I could barely hear him over the sounds of the house being consumed by the fire.

      “It won’t open!” I cried, but I could tell by the looks on their faces, that they couldn’t hear me.

      Blair dropped to her knees and buried her face into her hands.  I pounded on the window again before turning and scanning the room for something I could use to break the window.

      I tried shoes, but that was a waste of time.  I tried the chair, but the legs broke off on impact.  I tried anything that had even the slightest bit of weight to it, but after my fourth attempt, I was having trouble breathing.

      My lungs felt like they were shrinking.  I couldn’t draw in a full breath.

      I tried to make my way back to the window, but it felt like there were hands wrapping around my neck.  They were squeezing tighter and tighter with each step.  I couldn’t breathe.  I couldn’t walk.

      My fingers stretched upward trying to touch the glass.  They needed to know my situation was dire.  I wished I could tell them all how much they meant to me.

      I tried to get to them.

      But my body stopped working.  A weakness I couldn’t fight off overtook me, and I laid down on the floor.

      I… I couldn’t… I couldn’t make it to the window.
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      The noise was so loud.  It sounded like the earth had shattered around me.  I was falling… falling… falling.  Eventually, I’d fall so deep that I’d hit the Earth’s core and burn to a blackened crisp.

      I could feel the heat trying to encapsulate me.  It was trying to take me.  I didn’t have much longer, or maybe I was already gone.

      There was coughing next to me, but it hadn’t felt as though it had come out of my lungs.  Arms wrapped around me like a soft blanket.  It was like I’d went back in time, and my grandma was cradling me when I’d had a stomachache as a child.  She was rocking me back and forth lightly as she rubbed my back.

      My grandma knew how to make the aches and pains go away.  Was she trying to help me one last time?

      My head flopped back as coldness stung my face.  I was being pulled back away from the heat.  A shiver erupted from inside and ran down my spine.

      “Hold it steady!” someone called out.

      “I am, but you have to hurry,” another voice said.  “You’re running out of time.  It’s going to collapse.”

      That was the last thing I heard before blackness swallowed my every thought.
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        * * *

      

      My eyes popped open, and I gasped for air.  I reached my hands in front of me even though all I could see was darkness.  I was trying to find something to hold on to… anything so that I could pull myself out of the hole it felt like I was trapped inside.

      “Gwen,” a deep, soothing voice said.  I knew the voice.  It sounded so real.

      I turned sharply searching the darkness.  I locked onto his eyes and drew in another breath.

      “Bronx!” I said, my voice scratching at my throat like fingernails digging into my neck.  Tears leaked out of the corners of my eyes.

      “Hey, you’re okay,” Bronx said pulling me into his arms.  “You’re safe now.  It’s going to be okay.”

      I closed my eyes and drew in several rapid breaths as I grabbed onto him tightly.  I didn’t want to let go.  It was like he was holding me up and if I lost my grip, I’d be gone forever.

      “Hey Gwen,” Nick said crouching down next to me.  He touched the top of my head and smiled at me.  “You scared me for a minute there.”

      “Scared myself,” I said looking around.

      Blair was still on her knees, but she was smiling at me.  The orange glow on her face lit up her tear-streaked cheeks.

      “Dammit,” another voice said stepping up next to Nick.

      When I looked over, I saw Tom.  I shook my head.

      “He did this?” I asked.

      “No,” Nick answered quickly.  “He found the ladder.”

      Everyone was silent.  I could feel their eyes on me.

      “I didn’t move it in time,” Tom said jerking his thumb to the side.  The top of the ladder was black and cracked.

      “Well, hopefully, we won’t be needing it again,” Nick said.

      I was trying to process all the information, but it felt like the smoke had infiltrated my thoughts.  Everything inside and outside of my body was in a haze.

      “What are we going to do,” I said twisting to see my grandma’s house.  The whole thing was engulfed.  Everything… gone.

      “I don’t know,” Nick said shaking his head.  “Can you stand?”

      “Yeah,” I said, but when I leaned forward, I felt a little dizzy.

      Bronx caught my arm and held me steady.  He looked me up and down concern practically leaking out of his eyes.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” I said touching my throat with my fingertips.  It felt like some of the flames had found their way inside of me.

      “Like what?” he asked.

      I shrugged.  “Like that.”

      Bronx leaned closer.  “I can’t help it.  You have to stop doing that to me.”

      “Doing what?”

      “Disappearing.”  Bronx swallowed hard.  “I’m not sure I can ever let go of you again.”

      I wanted to smile at him, but I caught another look at Tom.  He didn’t look as satisfied as I had expected.  He had his arm around his wife and his hand on Milo’s shoulder.

      “Is everyone okay?” I asked.

      “Yeah, we got out, but the fire blocked us from getting to you.

      “The window was stuck,” I said as everything started to replay in my mind.

      I looked down at my fingers where I’d touched the doorknob.  The redness reminded me of how real it had been.

      “Thank God, Tom found the ladder,” Nick said, and Nina looked up at Tom and smiled proudly.

      My mind still was not ready to process anything related to Tom.

      “Why would he do that?” I asked.

      Everyone turned to Tom waiting for his answer.

      “I told you, I am not the enemy,” Tom said.

      “You kidnapped me,” I said shaking my head.  “You’re my enemy.”

      I could feel Milo’s eyes on me.

      “He thought he was helping you,” Nina said.  “He was trying to help everyone.  That’s what he did.  That’s what he’s always done.”

      “Sorry,” I said wanting to raise my voice but the tightness in my lungs wouldn’t allow it, “but that’s not how you help someone!  You don’t take them away from the people they care about.”

      Tom lowered his gaze.

      “I didn’t know I was taking you away from anyone,” Tom said shaking his head.

      “He was trying to build a better world.  Help people that he believed were too afraid to help themselves,” Nina said looking at him.

      I shook my head and sighed.  Nina might have believed his story, but I hadn’t.  And I never would.  I had been there.  I had experienced it as a captive.

      “I was locked in a… I don’t even know what it was, storage locker?” I said.  My hand shot up to my throat, and I started to rub my neck.

      “It was to protect us,” Nina said.  “His family.  Milo.  Those in the camp.  We couldn’t trust the newcomers.  Some were like wild animals.”

      “Funny.  That’s exactly how it felt like we were treated,” I said, but my voice cracked so much half of the words disappeared before making it out of my mouth.

      Tom’s fingertips moved across his chin.  “I’m sorry you felt that way.”

      “No, you’re not!” I said, but my voice had been nearly nonexistent.  I tried to say more but my lips only moved and nothing came out.

      “That’s enough,” Bronx said looking at Tom for a long moment before shifting his eyes to Nick.  “We should get out of here.  The air… this smoke… it’s not good for any of us.”

      Before Nick could respond Nina grabbed my arm and looked into my eyes.  “Please give my husband a second chance. You’ll see.  You won’t regret it.”

      I could see the fire reflecting in her eyes.  It made her look dangerous.

      I couldn’t answer her.  Not because I didn’t want to but because it hurt too much to speak.  And because I didn’t want to say anything too negative about Tom in front of his son.  But there was no way I was going to give Tom another chance.

      Never.

      “You guys should go,” Nick said turning to Tom and his family.

      “What will you do?” Nina asked turning to Nick.

      “We’ll figure it out,” Nick said crossing his arms in front of his chest.  Confidence oozed out of him even though I’m sure there hadn’t been much there.

      Nina turned to Tom and threw her arms into the air.  She shook her head as she pulled Milo into her arms.

      “I know a place,” Tom said.  “In fact, it was where I was headed before I found all of you.  We could go there.”

      “I think it’s best you just go your way and we’ll go ours,” Nick said.

      Tom shook his head.  “Don’t be foolish.  I managed to get out some supplies,” Tom said holding up the two plastic bags I saw him packing in the kitchen.  “I’m not armed, and well, neither are you now.  Not that it matters because I don’t intend to cause any of you any harm.”

      “Please,” Nina said with a slight frown.  “Let us help you like you all helped me and Milo.”

      Nick was shaking his head, but he looked to me.  I knew he wanted me to make the final call.  But could I?  Would I be able to send us out into the darkness with nothing but the shirts on our backs with Tom leading the way?

      “Those supplies are ours,” I said gesturing at the bags.

      “I won’t stop you from taking them,” Tom said glancing at Milo.  “But there is enough for all of us.”

      “Please, come with us!” Milo said.  He was clutching the toy cars in his hands.

      Tom held out his palm toward his son.  “How can you say no to that face?”

      “It’s not his face I have a problem with,” I whispered.

      “You can leave whenever you like,” Tom said.

      “I’ve heard that before,” I whispered in a hoarse voice.

      Tom sighed and shook his head.  “Well, we should go.”

      “Thank you for everything,” Nina said bobbing her head at Nick, and then Blair and Bronx.

      Tom wrapped his arm around his wife, and they turned their backs.  Tom picked up the bags before they started to walk away.
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      I watched their shadows disappear into the darkness.  All I could think about was the supplies they were carrying.

      Tom was a jerk.  He wasn’t a good man no matter what his wife and kid thought, but could I really just let him walk away with what could potentially kill Nick, Bronx, Blair and I alive?

      No.

      I couldn’t.

      “We should stop them,” I said pressing my fingertips to my throat.

      “What?” Blair said.

      “Are you sure?” Nick said as he scrunched up his nose.  He looked as though he had tasted the words that had left my mouth and they hadn’t tasted very good.

      I shook my head.  “No, I’m not sure.  But we need that stuff he took from our kitchen just as much as they do.  I’ll be okay for now.”

      “I don’t know,” Bronx said.  “I’m sure we can find more supplies, and now that we don’t have the gun I’m not sure it’s worth it.”

      “It’s just the three of them, and one of them is a child,” I said coughing so hard I thought my stomach was going to come out.  Bronx held my arm until I was steady on my feet again.  “We’ll be okay, and we’ll leave the first chance we get.”

      I laughed at my words, but it quickly turned into another coughing fit.  My chest pinched, and my fingers felt numb with each breath.  I held up my hand until I was breathing normally again.

      “Trust me, I know how crazy this all sounds but we need to do what is right for us.  We can’t take the supplies from them because that would be hurting Milo, but we can’t just wander around aimlessly hoping to find something.  Going along with Tom, for now, will give us a chance to think… to plan what we need to do next.”

      “And what if he doesn’t let us leave?” Blair asked chewing her lip.

      “I don’t think the two of them can stop us, do you?” I asked with a shrug.  “Before we were locked up and there was a huge team of Tom supporters keeping us there.  This isn’t like that.”

      Nick nodded.  “Well, if it’s okay with Gwen, it’s okay with me.  We all in?”

      Blair and Bronx exchanged a quick glance before they both nodded.

      “It’s settled then,” I said wiping the dirt off of my hands and onto my pants.  I pointed in the direction their shadows had gone.  “Let’s see if we can catch up to them.”

      It stung my heart to walk away from my grandma’s house, or maybe the pain was from the amount of smoke that had filled my lungs.  I wished there was something we could have done to save the house, and of course, the supplies that were inside of it.

      I turned and looked at the house over my shoulder to take a final look, but it no longer even resembled a building.  It was a giant orange bonfire lighting the night.  It was like a beacon but not one of hope.  If anyone were out there seeing it, hopefully, they’d take it as a warning.

      No one is safe.

      Not even buildings.

      We weren’t going toward the light, we were going into the darkness.  And while it felt wrong, I could only hope it was the right way to go.

      Bronx stepped up next to me.  I could feel his warmth radiating from his arm into mine, or maybe I’d been burned in the fire and hadn’t realized until that very moment.  His eyes were on me, I could feel it.

      “What?” I asked not sure if I should smile at him or be worried about why he was watching me.

      “Are you sure this is what you want to do?” Bronx asked.  “You can change your mind.  We don’t have to do this.  No one will blame you.”  He touched my shoulder and gave it a light squeeze.  “We can figure out another way.”

      “Really, it’s okay,” I said turning to look at him in the darkness.  The light from my grandma’s house lit his face enough that I could see the concern that filled his eyes.  “We’ll still figure it out.  We’re just taking a small break to collect ourselves.  Everything will be okay.”

      “Yeah,” Bronx said with a smile as he took my hand into his.  “It will be okay.”

      We didn’t walk for long before we met up with Tom and his family in the darkness.  They were moving slowly presumably due to Milo.  When he first saw us, he held up his fists, ready to fight, but when he recognized us, he actually looked relieved.

      “Good to see you again,” Tom said as he stretched out his hand to Nick.

      Nick took his hand, and Nina smiled as they shook.  It made my stomach churn, but I forced myself to ignore the feeling.

      “So, where are we going?” Nick asked.

      “Somewhere safe.  Somewhere they won’t find us, at least not until we’re ready to be found,” Tom said grinning so wide his teeth shone in the dim lighting from the moon.

      “And what if we’re never ready to be found?” I asked cocking my head to the side.  The only people I ever wanted to be found by was someone that would bring us back to civilization… if that even existed any longer.

      Tom raised his brow.  “Then we won’t be found.”

      “How far away is it?” Nick asked.

      “Miles and miles,” Tom said.  “But we’ll get there.  We’ll make stops along the way, but it’s doable.  If Milo can make it, you can make it.”

      “My leg is fine,” Nick said narrowing his eyes.

      I smiled and shook my head.  Nick’s leg could fall off, and he’d still insist it was fine.

      “Well?” Tom asked.

      Nick gave me one final look.  I bit my cheek but forced a smile.

      “Well, then,” Nick said smacking his hands together once, “let’s go.”

      And with that, we were walking with my enemy toward God knows what.  I didn’t feel safe, but the second someone came up with a plan we’d leave.  Being with Tom was only temporary.

      My chest hurt as we walked, but Bronx helped me along.  Tom led us at a pace that didn’t seem too challenging for Nick.  I wondered if Nina had asked him to slow down for Nick’s leg, or maybe they were doing it for Milo.  Either way, my lungs appreciated it.

      “We’ll find somewhere to stop for the night,” Tom said.  “Not many buildings out here.”

      “It’s the country,” Nick said.  “Grandma didn’t have a lot of neighbors.  Think she liked it that way for the most part.”

      “We’ll find something,” Tom said.

      I chewed my cheek for a moment.  “There was a church about five miles out.  She took us there sometimes.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Nick said bobbing his head as if the memory was emerging.

      “Sounds good,” Tom said.

      Tom, Nina, and Milo led the way.  They walked close together side-by-side.

      I tightened my grip on Bronx’s hand.  After what I’d just been through, I didn’t want to let go.  I’d been lucky, and next time things might play out differently.

      Life was short.  And if I wanted to make it longer, I was going to have to live differently.

      I was going to let go of my past with Nick and start fresh.  He’d made mistakes, but the person he was now was someone I was proud of.  Before the attacks, I wouldn’t have missed him, but now if I lost him, I’m not sure I could take it.

      Blair was there for him, and I appreciated everything she’d done for him.  Even though we hadn’t gotten off on the right foot, she tried harder than anyone I’d ever met.

      And Bronx.  Well, I wasn’t sure what the future would hold for us, but I cared about him deeply.  I’d hold on to him and hope that he’d hold back.

      The fear of losing them was terrifying… nearly paralyzing, but I’d do everything I could to keep them with me.  We’d become a team.  And maybe together we could actually survive this.

      Things had been hard.  There were times I’d considered giving up, but that was the old me.

      They weren’t ready to give up, and neither was I.  The road ahead may be a long one, but we were going to take it… together.
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      The light trickled in through the window at the back of the small church, poking my eye as if it were a sharp pin.  Even though the sun was bright, the room was exceptionally chilly.

      We hadn’t left with much from my grandma’s house before it burned to the ground.  All we had were the two bags Tom had stolen from the kitchen before the fire took away our safe place.  Even worse, we were unarmed and stuck with the man that had kidnapped me not that long ago.

      He’d claimed he’d been trying to help.  It was a lie.  I didn’t have a lot of choices because if we left, we’d be struggling to find food and water, and if we took the food from Tom, his son, Milo, would be struggling.  I couldn’t do that to the innocent boy.

      So, we stayed with Tom, his wife, Nina, and their son.  And every torturous minute, I hoped it wasn’t the worst mistake of my life.

      We hadn’t been staying in the church for more than a few days, but I still coughed frequently.  It was like I was trying to get rid of the smoke that was still trapped inside my lungs.  I was still haunted by my near-death experience even though I pretended not to be.

      My clothes still smelled of the putrid smoke, but even if I would have found something to change into, I was pretty sure I’d still smell it.  Perhaps the scent would be stuck with me forever… burned into my flesh like an invisible tattoo.  Lord knows, I didn’t need any more of those.

      Seeing my grandma’s house burn to the ground had been painful.  I’d had so many good memories there as a child.  It was the only time in my life that everything had seemed easy.  The flames had reminded me that nothing would ever be easy again.

      Jamie was gone and Danny was gone too.  Hell, my grandma was probably gone too.  And when the house had been engulfed in flames, I had thought it was going to be my turn to bite it.  Somehow, I managed to escape, but perhaps it was still my destiny.  Death would find me one way or another even if I managed to dodge it this time.  It would probably seek me with a stronger passion and my time would come.

      As I looked around the room, I wondered who would be next.  My brother Nick?  Now that things were better between us, maybe life would play a cruel trick and take him away from me.  Maybe the reaper would come for Blair or Bronx.

      I shook my head.  It was definitely something I shouldn’t be thinking about.

      I wouldn’t mind if Tom was next after what he’d done.  Taking us away from everyone and locking us in that storage bin that had led to Jamie being shot.  I still wanted Tom to pay, but I didn’t want that outcome for Nina or Milo.  Hell, I wouldn’t even let myself entertain the possibility that this terrible world could take an innocent child even though I’m sure it had already taken plenty.

      The thought was nearly paralyzing.  Milo was just a kid.  He didn’t deserve to be stuck here… none of us did.

      One thing I realized was that we were fighters.  Things had been hard for me, but somehow, I’d managed to keep going.  There were times before the storm that I didn’t want to keep living.  The only reason I had was because of how much I feared death.

      After having been trapped inside of the burning building, maybe I feared it less.  Then again, maybe I actually, deep down, feared it more.

      My life hadn’t flashed before my eyes and there definitely hadn’t been a bright light that had called to me.  There hadn’t been a sense of peace or anything like that.  All I had felt were my lungs being squeezed like oranges to make juice.

      I came out of the back room and yawned as I looked around.  Everyone was already awake.

      “How long are we going to stay here, Daddy?” Milo asked as he drove his toy car on the worn-down maroon carpet.

      “When everyone is ready to leave, we can head out,” Tom said sitting on the steps at the front of the church.  “We want to make sure everyone is all healed and well rested.”

      “Aww,” Milo groaned.

      Tom chuckled.  “What?  You like it here?”

      “The cars drive really nicely on this rug, Dad.  I like it a lot.  It makes a great racetrack,” Milo said grinning at the lined-up cars.

      “There will be other nice carpets along the way,” Tom said.  “In fact,” he said leaning forward, “the place we’re going has the absolute best carpets for racing.”

      Milo smiled but kept his eyes on the cars.  “I don’t know, Dad.  This is a really great carpet.  Watch!”

      He pressed his lips together and revved the cars engines before the zipped down the aisle.  Tom’s eyes were bright as he watched the boy race his toy cars.

      Nina stepped out from behind the altar with her arms crossed in front of her.  She smiled as she looked at Milo driving the cars before sitting down next to Tom.  He wrapped his arm around her shoulders and started whispering to her.  I looked down toward my feet and did my best to ignore them.

      They hadn’t told us much about where they were leading us, not that it mattered, considering I hoped to break away from them before we got there.  Nick, Bronx, Blair, and I needed to come up with our own plan.  We just hadn’t had a chance to do it after leaving grandma’s house.

      “Everyone ready for their ration?” Nina asked slapping her palms softly against her thighs as she stood.

      It took about thirty seconds to eat the small bar she’d given me.  My stomach hadn’t felt right since leaving grandma’s so I couldn’t really complain.  Not to mention, it felt as though the food was scratching my throat raw when I swallowed it down.

      “We’re going to need more water,” Nick said tapping the bottle he and Blair had been sharing.

      “When it rains,” Tom said with a slight shrug.

      Nick shook his head.  “That could take too long.”  He cocked his head to the side before turning to me.  “Isn’t there a lake nearby?”

      “A few miles back,” I said with a shrug.  “I think?  Honestly, I don’t remember.  When grandma took me there as a kid, it felt as though we had driven in that car forever.”

      “The days of no air conditioning.  Everything felt further away, especially in summer,” Nick said with a chuckle.  Perhaps he was having his own flashback to grandma’s wood-paneled station wagon.  He squinted at the wall.  “It’s back toward the house, right?”

      “East from here maybe?”  I shook my head.  “It was so long ago.  I could go take a walk.  See if I can figure it out.”

      Tom tapped his chin with his fingertip, but Nick shook his head.  Nick stepped in front of Tom blocking my view of him.

      “We have no way of knowing if that water is safe to drink though,” Nick said scratching the side of his head.  “It was a bad idea.  We’re going to have to go house to house looking for bottled water.  Hell, we won’t even know if the rain is safe.”

      “We’ll boil everything,” Tom said.  “We’ll need supplies for that.”

      “We can’t go house to house,” I said shaking my head.  “Out here?  There’s miles and miles between properties.  It’ll take weeks.”

      “We’ll just have to see what we can find as we make our way to Tom’s mysterious place then,” Nick said.

      Tom chuckled.  “It’s not all that mysterious.  It’s Nina’s parent's house.”

      “What if we don’t find anything?” I asked.  “It’s not like we can go that long without water.  The more walking we do, the more water we’re going to need.”

      “Maybe it’s time we think about leaving,” Tom said ignoring the look Milo was giving him.  He looked Nick up and down trying not to focus on his leg.  “You think you’re all ready for it?”

      “Yeah,” Nick said.  “Still early, we could head out right now.”

      Tom glance and Nina and she gave him a little nod.  It was so small I hadn’t even been sure it had been there.  But when I caught Nick looking at me, I saw there had been something in his eyes.  He had seen the little movement as well.

      Maybe it had been nothing at all, but it had been an interesting exchange.

      “Well, then,” Tom said clapping his hands.  He released a soft, little snort.  “I’d tell everyone to gather their things, but we don’t have anything to gather.”

      He wasn’t funny.  Not even a little and, hopefully, he got that message from the look on my face.

      We all walked down the aisles as if we were leaving a funeral.  None of us wore anything even close to a smile.

      Being inside the church had given us a break from everything that had been going on in the outside world.  It was almost as if we believed nothing could happen to us as long as we were inside the church.

      Nick hesitated when he reached the big door.  He looked at us over his shoulder, holding the door handle in place.

      “We ready?” Nick asked smirking slightly as he cocked his head to the side.

      “Do we have another choice?” I asked.

      Nick shook his head and Tom smiled.  They both seemed to draw in a breath at the same moment Nick pulled open the door.

      Instead of moving forward, Nick froze.  His shoulders rose as he soundlessly pushed the door closed.

      Nick looked like he was deflating as he turned to face us with his hand still on the door.  “Someone’s out there.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Nick and Tom wedged in the piece of wood we’d found lying around between the door handles.  It wasn’t a strong piece of wood by any stretch of the imagination, but it was what we had.

      “What exactly did you see?” Tom asked.

      Nick held out his palms and was working to keep his expression neutral.  “It wasn’t a big deal.”

      “What wasn’t a big deal?” Tom said his lips barely moving.

      “It was just a couple people,” Nick said.

      “How many exactly,” Tom said each word slowly.

      Nick shook his head.  “I don’t know two, maybe three.  They didn’t see me.”

      I wasn’t exactly sure why Nick wasn’t telling Tom the exact number.  He used to be a police officer, there was no doubt in my mind that he knew the exact number of people he’d seen.

      “Did you notice anything about them?” Tom asked.  “Were they armed?”

      “I couldn’t tell,” Nick said crossing his arms and widening his stance.

      “What were they wearing?” Tom asked.

      Nick’s head tilted to the side.  “They were too far away for me to see their attire.  Is there something I should be aware of?  I mean, if someone out there is dressing a certain way, I should probably know about it, right?”

      “No, they don’t wear anything of note,” Tom ran his fingers through his hair.  “I… I’m just worried it’s them.”

      “The men that hate you?” Nick asked for confirmation.

      “Yes, the men that hate me and you and all of us,” Tom said.

      Nick nodded.  “They were just too far away for me to see anything, but the fact that they were three moving human beings.”

      “Okay, okay,” Tom said trying to keep himself calm.  Nina tried to hide her look of concern, but she was failing.  “What way were they headed?”

      “North,” Nick answered confidently.

      “Well, we’ll head out east in an hour,” Tom said pushing his shoulders back.

      Nick eyed him.  “Is east the way we want to go?”

      “Northeast but yes,” Tom said glancing at Nina.

      I looked back and forth between Tom and Nina, settling my eyes on Nina’s.  “What’s at your parent's house?  Why do we want to go there?”

      Nina drew in a quick breath.  “My parents were preppers.  This is going to sound crazy, but they had a bunker.”

      “A bunker?” I asked narrowing my eyes at her.

      “Yes, a bunker.”  Nina shook her head slightly.

      “And you’re first going there now?” I asked my head tilted to the side ever so slightly.

      Nina’s tongue pushed against her cheek for a second.  “Not that I like to tell people, but my parents and I hadn’t been on speaking terms.”

      “So, they won’t be very welcoming?” I asked.

      “It’ll be fine.  Nothing to worry about,” Nina said crossing her arms.  “Maybe they didn’t even survive.”

      Her words sounded so cold as if she’d hoped they hadn’t.

      “Well, if they have a bunker, they probably survived, right?” I said matter-of-factly.

      “Bunkers don’t protect from illness,” Nina said turning her back toward me.  She looked up at Tom.  “When do you think we should leave?”

      “Go on back to driving your cars,” Tom said rubbing his palm on the top of Milo’s head.  “We’re going to stay for a bit longer.”

      “Yay!” Milo cheered.

      I flopped down on one of the pews pulling my leg up toward my chest.  I hugged it as I watched Nick pull Tom to the side.

      They stood there quietly discussing the plan as they crossed their arms.  Bronx lowered himself down next to me, his legs spread wide as he leaned his head back.

      “Think we need to worry about that?” Bronx asked shifting his eyes in Nina’s direction for a split second.

      “I’m not sure,” I said lowering my voice.  “Hopefully, we’ll be gone before we need to give it a lot of thought.”

      Bronx looked into my eyes.  “We will be.”

      “You sound so confident,” I said with a half-smile.

      “Nick’s rubbing off on me,” Bronx said.

      I shook my head.  “God, I hope not.”

      “Yeah, he most definitely isn’t,” Bronx said looking at his folded hands.  “You know,” he said crossing his leg over the other, “I like to think that I’m rubbing off on him.”

      Before I could say anything, not that I knew what to say, Blair sat down on the other side of Bronx.  She leaned closer and looked at us both briefly as if making sure she wasn’t interrupting.

      “What are you guys talking about?” she asked.  “Are you talking about what our plan is?”

      “No,” I said shaking my head.

      “Damn,” Blair said.  She locked eyes with mine, narrowing just one of hers.  “I couldn’t hear what they were talking about.  Hoped I could hear from here.”

      I pressed my lips together as I moved my head side to side.  “Probably just deciding when we should go.”

      “I think we should just go,” Blair said.  “What are the odds we’re going to run into whoever was out there?”

      “Tom seems really worried about it,” I said as a cold chill entered my body.

      “You’re not?” Blair asked.

      I shook my head.  “We’re with the bad guy.  He’s the one I’m worried about.”

      Nina turned and looked at me.  I wasn’t sure if she had heard what I said, but if she had, she was choosing to ignore it.

      There was no doubt she’d tell Tom later, but he’d probably just laugh.  To him, I was a pesky little mosquito that wouldn’t go away.

      Good.

      I wasn’t going to make anything easy for him.  Why should I?

      We hung around the church for what felt like far too long before we headed out.  This time, when Nick looked out the door, he was a bit more cautious and Tom took several minutes verifying that there was, in fact, no movement.

      Tom and Nina led the way with Milo following close behind them with his cars clutched tightly in his hands.  Nick and Blair were behind them with Bronx and me at the rear.

      “I hate thinking that other people out here are bad,” I said keeping my voice low.  “There are bound to be other people like us that just want to find a safe place to stay… food to eat… water they can drink.”

      “How can one tell the difference between the good people and the bad people?” Bronx said with a shrug.  “There are definitely people out here that would kill their best friend for a drink of water.”

      “If we can’t tell the difference, we’ll just have to assume everyone is bad,” I said with a shrug.  “I don’t like it, but it is what it is, right?”

      Bronx swallowed.  “And everyone out there is probably doing the same.  If they see us, they’re not going to think so kindly of us.”

      “There probably aren’t that many people left after everything that’s been thrown at us,” I said looking down at the muddy ground.  It wasn’t that long ago it was completely covered in a strange black, oily goo.  “We’re lucky to be alive.  If being alive is good.”

      “Better than the alternative right?” Bronx asked with a half-smile.

      I couldn’t think of how I should respond, so I just focused on the road ahead.

      We’d probably walked most of the day when a small house came into view.  Nick slowed his pace, but Tom and Nina kept charging forward.

      I knew what Nick was thinking without having to ask.  He wished he would have been armed because, for all we knew, those inside were.

      I wasn’t sure how far from grandma’s we were, but it wasn’t a house I recognized.  Not that I probably would have recognized all that many houses from the area in the first place.

      “How far do you think we walked from the church?” I asked Bronx.

      He touched his chin with his thumb.  “Three miles?”  Bronx’s eyes darted to Milo before landing back on mine.  “We’re moving a little slow.”

      “That’s okay,” I said.  Not that Nick would ever admit it, but the speed was probably ideal for his injured leg.  He hadn’t used his stick cane and he’d been able to keep up without any trouble as far as I could tell.

      What I didn’t know was how many more miles Tom would want to put in.  There was still plenty of daylight left, but was there a need to push it?

      I kept my eyes on the small house as we approached.  It was a strange house.  Somewhat out of place considering it was out in the country and it didn’t have a barn or silo to go along with it.  It was just as though someone wanted to live out in the middle of nowhere just to be left alone.  Hopefully, that means there wouldn’t be anyone inside.

      As we got closer, I saw a bit of black goo on the corner of the roof near the eavestrough.  It was a reminder of how unsafe things were without a shelter.

      “We really need to come up with a plan,” I said under my breath.

      Bronx nodded.

      We cautiously made our way up to the house.  If anyone is inside, they didn’t do anything to try to stop us from coming closer.

      Tom looked around the house before knocking on the front door.  “Anyone in there?” he called out as he ducked his head to try to see inside of the small window.  “Hello?  We’re in need of help.”

      There were no sounds of movement inside and no one was telling us to leave their property.  The diseases had probably gotten the owner of the property just as it had gotten nearly everyone else.

      Tom tried the knob, but it was locked.  His eyes started scouring the ground.  “Gonna have to break the window.”  He jerked his head to the side of the building.  “Maybe that one.”

      I lifted the small flowerpot at the side of the door just as Tom found a sizable rock.  There was a shiny key that looked as though it hadn’t ever been used.

      “Wait!” I said holding up my palm.

      Tom was just about to launch a rock into the window.  He shrugged and set down the rock.

      As I started to insert the key into the lock, a hand grabbed mine and pulled it back.  I looked up at Nick just as he pulled the key from my fingers.

      “Let me,” he said pushing his way in front of me.

      I rolled my eyes but let him open the door and shove past me into the silent house.

      I followed him inside.  My eyes darting around the room as if I expected zombies to crawl out from the shadows trying to eat our brains, but of course, there wasn’t anything there.

      “Anyone home?” Tom called out as he stepped in after us.

      I watched him as he moved into the kitchen and then down the short hallway.  He paused at the last door and shook his head.

      Tom let out a heavy sigh.  “They’re home, but they’re dead.”
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      We all huddled shoulder to shoulder in the small hallway peering into the bedroom.  After a second, Nina moved back, pulling Milo along with her.  It was like it took a moment for her to register it was not a child appropriate scene.

      “That’s more than enough,” she said practically dragging him down the hallway.

      “They just look like they’re sleeping,” Milo said as he kept trying to take another look.

      “Yeah, well, they’re not,” Nina said sitting down with him on the floor.  She was using her body as a wall to block the entire hall from his view.  She pointed at his cars and then at the floor.  “Play.”

      I turned back to the bedroom and looked at the couple lying on the bed.  It was clear they hadn’t been gone long.

      Their bedroom was neat and orderly.  They both laid on top of the perfectly made bed.

      There was a quilt with an intricate decorative pattern spread at the bottom of the bed.  It was something that looked as though it had been in the family for ages.  The woman was still clutching the corner of it in her hands.

      “This is disturbing,” Blair said softly.

      Tom moved quickly toward the bed and grabbed something out of the man’s hand.  “Looks like he smothered her and then shot himself.”

      “Like I said,” Blair said with a shrug, “disturbing.”

      “So sad,” I said, but I could understand why they might have done what it looked like they’d done.

      Tom gestured at the door.  “Let’s check out the kitchen.”

      He was cold.  Heartless.

      Tom, Nick, and Blair went down the hall leaving Bronx and I standing there.  Bronx placed his hand on my shoulder.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      “Yeah,” I said chewing my cheek as I cocked my head to the side.  I couldn’t take my eyes off of the couple.  “If he smothered the woman, who killed him?”

      Bronx gestured with his chin.  “Gunshot wound on the side of his head.”

      “Yes, I know, but where is the gun?” I was shaking my head as I tasted the sourness at the back of my throat.  “So much blood.”

      Bronx tried to turn me away, but I only took a baby step back.  The gun had to be here… it must have fallen to the floor.

      I was about to drop down to my knees to search under the bed when a soft thud filled the air.  Bronx and I both turned toward the closet, my fingers digging into his bicep.

      “Did you hear that?” I asked.

      “Yeah, I heard that,” Bronx said positioning himself in front of me.

      “Maybe it was a cat,” I said swallowing hard.

      Bronx took another step forward at the same time I heard heavy breathing.  I reached out and tried to grab his arm, but I missed.  He pulled the closet door to the side, and we stared into what appeared to be an empty closet.

      Only it wasn’t empty.

      When I looked down, I saw a pair of dirty shoes that were connected to legs.  I pointed and Bronx nodded.

      He crouched down slowly with his hands out in front of himself.  His voice was soft and soothing.  “It’s okay.”

      One of the legs starting kicking toward Bronx.  It wasn’t even close to hitting him, but nonetheless, they tried hard.

      “We’re not going to hurt you,” Bronx said trying to keep the frustration out of his voice.  “What are you doing in the closet?”

      “Go away,” a shaky voice that belonged to a female said.  “Get out of my house.”

      “We’re sorry,” Bronx said.  “We thought it was empty.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s not,” she said, her voice cracking.

      Bronx was holding up both palms.  “Will you please come out and talk to us?”

      “No!” she said.

      I lowered myself down next to Bronx.  Maybe if she saw me, she’d be less worried.

      “Hi,” I said reaching out my hand.  “We’re not going to hurt you.”

      “You’re lying,” she said sniffing hard.

      “I promise.  We’re not even armed,” I said.

      The girl laughed.  “You stole my dad’s gun.  You’re armed.”

      “What?  You know I didn’t take it, I was looking for it,” I said.

      “It was next to his hand,” the girl said scooting forward just enough that I could see her shadow covered face.

      Her cheeks were sunken in and there were dark circles under her eyes.  She placed her bony hand on her knee as she looked up at me.

      “It’s not there now,” I said.  “Look for yourself.”

      She pushed herself upward slightly, mostly keeping her eyes on Bronx and me.  Her eyes locked with mine.  “Well, one of you took it.”

      Damn Tom.  That’s what he’d reached for when he first stepped into the room.  He’d taken the gun and he hadn’t told us about it.

      “Tom,” I muttered to Bronx and he nodded.  He must have had the same thought.

      The girl sighed as she came out of the closet.  When she stood, I noticed that she wasn’t a girl.  She was a woman.

      “What happened here?” I asked wishing I could take the words back.

      “My parents,” she said her jaw stiffening.  “They couldn’t cope.  They gave up.”  She turned away and pressed her palm to her face.

      “What’s your name?” I asked.

      The woman looked at me, and for a second, I thought she was going to crawl back into the closet.  But then her shoulders relaxed with a heavy exhale.  “Molly.”

      “I’m Gwen and this is Bronx,” I said.  “You’ve been here the whole time?”

      “Yep.  I’d been visiting from California when the sky turned red,” Molly said.  “I’d gotten my first major role… a paying role, but I came here to celebrate and this is what happens.  They never wanted me to leave in the first place.”

      “You’re an actress?” Bronx asked.

      Molly chuckled.  “Was.  I’ll never get another job now.”

      “Well, for all we know this is happening in California too,” Bronx said, and I glared at him.  He shrugged.  “Sorry.”

      “No, it’s fine.  I hope you’re right because I’m not sure I’ll be able to keep living if it is and I blew my only chance at my dream,” Molly said.

      “I hate to ask,” I said swallowing hard, “but what happened to them?”

      Molly shook her head and looked down at her feet.  “Like I said, they couldn’t deal.  Food was running out.  They made a deal when they thought I wasn’t listening.  Mom asked what about me, but dad told her he couldn’t do it.  He said he wouldn’t be able to save me from this world.”

      Molly closed her eyes.

      “I was outside when I heard the gunshot.”  She drew in a long breath.  “Still can’t believe they’re gone.”

      “And you’ve just been hiding in the closet?” I asked.

      “Mostly,” Molly said.

      “When was the last time you ate anything?” Bronx asked.

      Molly scrunched up her nose.  “Haven’t had much of an appetite.”

      Maybe she was finding her own way out of the world.  She didn’t want to put the gun to her head, but if she didn’t eat, eventually she’d join her parents.

      “Let’s go in the other room and find something for you to eat,” Bronx said gesturing toward the hallway.

      Molly shook her head.  “There’s really nothing left.”

      “We have a little we can spare,” I said with a smile.

      Molly followed silently behind us.  She moved so quietly I had to look over my shoulder to make sure I hadn’t imagined her.

      “So, a little news,” Bronx announced as he stepped into the living room.

      Nina was still sitting on the floor next to Milo who was driving his cars.  Blair was sitting on a chair with her hand against her brow.

      Nick and Tom were in the kitchen staring into the empty cabinets, but both turned instantly, freezing solid when they saw Molly behind us.

      “We found her in the closet,” I said.  “Those were her parents on the bed.”

      “Jesus,” Nick muttered before pasting a smile on his face.  “Shit, sorry.”

      I turned to Nina.  “Think we could spare a ration for her?”

      “Of course,” she said quickly digging through their bag.

      They all must have instantly seen how scrawny the poor woman was.  The family must have been having very small amounts of food for quite some time considering Molly looked like a skeleton.

      Nina handed her a breakfast bar and what was left of her bottle of water.

      “Thank you,” Molly said looking at the bar as if it were the most precious item she’d ever seen.

      Molly delicately opened the foil packaging.  She turned the bar in her fingers several times before smiling and shaking her head.

      “To think of all the times I starved myself in the hopes of getting a role,” Molly said before taking a small bite.  “If only I would have known it was this I was really training for.”

      Molly swirled the water inside the bottle watching the little tornado it made inside the plastic.  After she finished savoring the small amount of water, I introduced everyone to her.

      She gave little waves and nods but mostly stayed behind Bronx eyeing everyone suspiciously.  Molly wasn’t trusting and I didn’t blame her one bit because if she was right about someone taking her dad’s gun, that someone, quite possibly, could have been Tom.

      “There’s nothing here,” Tom announced with his hands on his hips.

      “Yeah, things were bleak,” Molly said.  “Must have been for all of you as well, considering you’re roaming about looking for food.”

      “Things are bleak everywhere,” Nick said.

      Molly stared at Nick for a long moment.  “Where are you all from?”

      “Different places,” Tom answered quickly.  “This was your home?”

      “This was my parent's house.  I was just visiting,” Molly said.  “I was an actress living in California.”

      Blair perked up for a second.  There had been a flash of jealousy that washed across her face, but it left just as quickly as it had appeared.

      “We’re not going to be able to stay here,” Tom said glancing at Molly as if he hoped she’d have a suggestion, but if she would have had somewhere better to be, she probably wouldn’t have been there hiding in the closet.

      “We should rest up,” Nina said.  “Give Milo’s little legs a break.”

      “I’m fine, Mom,” he said keeping his eyes on his racing cars.

      Nina clicked her tongue.  “Fine, then I need a rest.”

      “Fifteen minutes,” Tom said opening the door that would take him into the garage.

      “He’s not going to find anything out there,” Molly mumbled.

      I walked over to Nick and elbowed him lightly.  He took his eyes off of Molly for a second to look at me.

      “What’s up?” Nick asked.

      “Need to talk to you for a minute,” I said stepping in front of him when he shifted his gaze to Molly again.

      “About what?” Nick asked.

      I swallowed hard quickly looking at the door to make sure Tom was out of earshot.  “It’s about a gun.”
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      Nick’s eyes narrowed, but he grabbed my arm as he led me down the hallway.  Molly watched us as we stopped in front of her parent's bedroom door.

      “A gun?” Nick asked confirming what I suspected.  If he would have been the one to take it, he wouldn’t have been playing dumb with me.

      I kept my voice low.  “Molly said there was one on the bed by her dad’s hand.  It’s gone now.”

      “You think—”

      “Yeah, I think he took it.  I saw him reach for something.  He had moved so fast,” I said shaking my head.

      Nick narrowed his eyes.  “Why wouldn’t he tell us?”

      “Because he’s a bad guy.  He’s not dumb.”

      Nick rubbed his thumb on his scruffy chin.  He snorted before he started to walk away.

      I reached out and grabbed his arm pulling him back before he was able to escape.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “I’m going to get the gun,” Nick said.

      “You can’t just take it away from him.”

      Nick snorted.  “Why on earth not?”

      “It’s not like he’s going to just hand it over,” I said as we stepped into the living room.  Tom was back in the kitchen leaning against the counter.  He cocked his head to the side knowing something was up.

      “Anything you want to tell us?” Nick asked stepping up to him.  His arms were crossed in front of his chest and even though he was several inches shorter than Tom, he didn’t look the least bit intimidated.

      “No,” Tom said.  He was acting like he had no idea what we were talking about but I was sure that he did.

      Nick folded his hands behind his back and puffed out his chest.  “Find anything?  Like oh, I don’t know, a gun?”

      “Yes,” Tom said quickly.  I was surprised he’d been honest.  There hadn’t even been a second hesitation where he’d considered lying.

      “Why did you swipe it without telling anyone?” Nick asked.

      “I didn’t want there to be a big fight about it, you know, like what’s happening right now,” Tom said with a grin.

      Nick chuckled as he leaned forward slightly.  “Please.  This is not a fight.  I could show you a fight, but I’m not going to.”

      “We all want the same thing,” Tom said.  “To be safe.  I can protect us.”

      “I was a police officer before all of this happened.  If there is anyone here that should have that gun to keep everyone safe it should be me,” Nick said jamming his thumb into his chest.  “I’ve been trained.  I was the most accurate shot on the force and in the academy.”

      “Congratulations,” Tom said.  “But this shit is different from what you were trained for.”

      “Please,” Nick said throwing his hand into the air.

      He turned around and looked around the room.  His eyes landed on mine, and for a second, it seemed as though flames raged inside of his pupils as if he was seeing grandma’s house.

      Nick lowered his head as he inched closer.  His eyes seemed to be on Tom’s hip.  “This isn’t over.”

      We didn’t spend much longer inside the home before Tom wanted to get moving.  Before we left, he invited Molly to join us.

      She took several minutes looking back and forth between Nick and Tom before agreeing to come along.  I was pretty sure the only reason she’d agreed was because her stomach had forced her to.

      “Where are we going?” Molly asked as we walked down the road that led away from her parent’s home.

      “Long journey ahead,” Tom said picking up his pace.

      When he was far enough away, I nudged Molly.  “We’re going to his wife’s parent’s home I guess.”

      “You guess?” she asked with one eyebrow raised.

      “Well, that’s what he said.”  I shrugged.

      “You don’t trust him?” Molly asked her mouth hanging open slightly.

      I wasn’t exactly sure how to respond.  She definitely should be wary of Tom, but I didn’t want her to go running back to her closet.

      “I don’t know.  The only people I can fully trust are my brother, Bronx, and Blair.  We’ve all been together since the beginning,” I said.

      “Your brother?” Molly asked gesturing at Nick.

      “Yeah, my brother.  He was a police officer before all this,” I said.

      Molly chewed her lip for a second.  “I heard.”

      She’d been listening when Tom and Nick had been having their discussion about the gun.

      “He should have my dad’s gun,” Molly said as she bumped her arm into mine.

      I followed her gaze down to her hand.  She pulled it slightly out of her pocket revealing extra bullets.

      “Shh!” she said placing her skinny finger to her lips.

      I nodded and she smiled.

      “You’re lucky to have your brother with you,” Molly said.  “I was lucky too until….”

      “Yeah,” I said not wanting her to have to say the words.

      “You know, I can’t say I really blame them,” Molly said.

      I chewed my fingernail.  I wanted to tell her that I didn’t either.

      “Anyway,” Molly said with a small shrug as she shifted her gaze straight ahead.  “It’d be nice to have a brother looking out for you.”

      I could have complained about how Nick hadn’t ever cared about anyone except for himself, but the truth was since all this happened… he had watched my back.  Truthfully, I was lucky to have him.  Even though I hated to admit it, even to myself.

      “Yeah, I guess it is,” I said.

      “And one that is so damn hot at that,” Molly said licking her lower lip.

      “Ew,” I said with a soft chuckle.

      Molly laughed softly.  “Well, he is.  But don’t worry, I’m sure he’s not into walking skeletons.”

      “How did that happen?” I asked looking at the bones in her arms.  Her skin was so thin I could see her veins.

      “I was quite thin before it all happened,” Molly said.  “When we ran out of food, everything just accelerated, but hey, at least I’m used to being hungry.”

      Nick slowed down and walked next to Molly.  He looked at her for a long moment before he spoke.

      “So, you know this area pretty well?” he asked.

      “Not really,” Molly said.  “I lived in Cali for the last three years.  My parents moved out here shortly after that.  They wanted to live in the country because it would be cheaper.  I didn’t visit as often as I should have.”

      We only took about six more steps before Molly hopped up in front of us.  She walked backward as she looked back and forth between Nick and me.

      “You guys, there is a store… like a general store,” Molly said scratching her head before pointing over her shoulder.  “That way.  I bet there is stuff there.”

      Nick smiled at Molly holding her gaze.  He flicked his eyebrows up quickly.  “Then, that’s where we’ll go.”

      Nick walked up to the front next to Tom.  I couldn’t hear what he was saying and I didn’t want to.

      It made my nerves twitch that Nick had to even go talk to Tom.  We should be able to just go wherever we wanted, whenever we wanted, without having to feel like we need to check in with the now armed Tom.

      He must have agreed because we changed our direction ever so slightly and it wasn’t long before we saw a small town come into view.  If it could even be called a town.

      Molly clapped her hands.  “Yeah, this is it!”
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      There were five houses, each a different color, but all of them had similar faded siding.  A gas station sat at the edge of a four-way stop, and based on the two semi trucks that looked to have been abandoned, it was probably a common spot for truckers to stop and refuel.

      The last building near the gas station was rather small and while it resembled one of the houses, there was a sign indicating that it was the market.  My stomach rumbled and my mouth felt dryer at the sight.

      “We should be able to find something here,” Tom said his hand hovering just above his hip.  He gave a quick glance to Molly.  “Good job, Molly.”

      She offered him a tight-lipped smile.  Molly tried not to let it show, but I saw her spine straighten.

      Tom pulled the gun out as we stepped up to the front of the market.  A small bell at the top of the door rang and pulled on my every nerve.  It was strange how such a small noise had sounded like a tornado siren going off, alerting the whole area to our presence.

      I hadn’t even realized that I had shivered until Bronx put his hand on my shoulder and I jerked away from him, balling my hands into tight fists.

      “Whoa,” he said with a soft chuckle.

      “Sorry,” I said lowering my hands.  “I was expecting something to go wrong.”

      “Inside the town or with Tom?” Bronx asked in my ear.

      I blew out a sharp breath before meeting his eyes.  “Either.  I don’t know, maybe both.”

      The small store was mostly untouched.  There was a small amount of fruit that had turned disgusting shades of green and white.  They were all lumpy and shriveled up, in other words, completely inedible.

      “It stinks in here,” Blair said scrunching up her nose.

      “There are lots that have gone bad, but there’s even more than hasn’t,” Tom said picking up a package of pesto-flavored noodles.  “Now, we just need a pot, a fire, and some water.”

      “We have gallons of water,” Nina said smiling as she held up two jugs.

      Tom placed his hands on his hips as he looked around the room.  “Looks like we found a place to stay.”

      “For how long?” I asked.  Not that it mattered, I was going to leave whenever the hell I felt like it… that was as long as the now-armed Tom would let me.

      “Until we’re ready.”  Tom stared at me.  “Maybe we can find some backpacks, take some of this with us.  We’ll have to loot the houses.”

      I actually felt the strain in my eye sockets from stopping them from rolling.  If I didn’t relax the muscles in my face, I was going to have a massive headache.

      Whatever.

      For the time being, I’d sit back and let Tom be in charge.  At least it was a weight off of my shoulders.  It was unlikely he’d let anything happen to any of us when Milo was in his care.

      I didn’t trust him.  God no, but letting him lead for a while might make things a little easier… temporarily.

      Although, it wasn’t like I could let my guard down.  But maybe, the four of us could rotate easier keeping our eye on Tom.

      “All right,” Tom said clapping his hands together.  “Here’s what we’re going to do.  For now, we stay in here.”  Tom pointed at Nina.  “Find a notebook and a pen and take an inventory of everything inside this building that we can use.”

      “On it,” Nina said.

      “Blair and Molly take aisle one… Nick, two,” Tom said pointing as he spoke.  “Gwen, check the third aisle and Bronx the back wall.  When everyone finishes, we’ll check the storage room.”  Tom pulled up a noisy metal chair to the front window.  “I’ll keep watch.”

      Milo marched in front of his dad and stood tall.  “What about me, Dad?”

      “All you have to do is play,” Tom said grinning at his son.

      “Aw, come on, Dad!  I want to help.”  Milo frowned.

      “Okay, okay.  Go see if you can help out your mom with taking inventory,” Tom said.  “Keep your writing and counting skills sharp.”

      Milo grinned.  He looked an inch taller.  “Thanks, Dad!”

      We spent the next several hours counting boxes and snacking on the food Tom designated as the ones to eat first.  I was pretty sure I could eat for a full twenty-four hours before I’d even come close to feeling full.

      After we finished, Molly sat down on the floor with a box of sugary cereal.  She popped pieces into her mouth, savoring them as if they were expensive caviar.

      Bronx sat down next to me on the floor, our backs pressed against the wall at the back of the room.  Blair and Nick were several feet away.  He was staring at his fingers while she rested her head on his shoulder.

      “I guess we’re stuck with Tom a little longer,” Bronx said keeping his voice low.

      “Why do you say that?” I asked.

      “We can’t leave this,” Bronx gestured at the nearby shelf stocked full of food.

      I chewed my cheek.  “We could.”

      “But that wouldn’t be smart.”

      “No, no, it wouldn’t.  But staying with Tom isn’t very smart either,” I said.

      Bronx placed his hand on my thigh.  The warmth from it radiated through my entire body sending electric tingles through every nerve.

      “Try not to worry.  We’ll figure it all out,” Bronx said his voice creamy as whipped butter.

      I wanted to tell him that whoever was doing this to us wasn’t going to stop until each one of us was dead.  But I didn’t see any reason to spoil the mood.  He was smiling and seemed hopeful.  Who was I to take that away from him?

      “What do you think of her?” Bronx asked jerking his chin toward Molly.

      “She seems fine,” I said with a shrug.

      “Trust her?” he asked.

      I hesitated, but then, surprised myself when I started nodding.  “Yeah, I guess I do.  I mean, as much as one can under the circumstances.”

      Bronx watched her pop the bits of cereal into her mouth.  She closed her eyes with each one as if experiencing little moments of ecstasy.

      “You saw her when we found her,” I said.  “If we needed to worry, she wouldn’t have looked the way she did.”

      “Yeah, and she probably wouldn’t have been hiding in the closet,” Bronx said.  He looked down at his hand still on my leg.  Bronx chuckled.  “But I can’t stop thinking, what if she wasn’t their daughter at all?”

      “What do you mean?”  I narrowed my eyes.

      Bronx shook his head.  “I shouldn’t have said anything.”

      “No, what exactly are you saying?” I asked turning slightly to look at him.  His hand fell away or maybe he’d pulled it back.

      “I’m being overly suspicious.  It’s just that what if she’s wandering around, looking for help?  What if she set that all up?  Maybe those people weren’t even her parents,” Bronx said his eyes wide.

      “Maybe,” I said cocking my head slightly as I looked at her.  “But she seemed a bit broken up about what had happened.”

      Bronx’s eyes widened more.  “Wouldn’t you be if you’d just killed a couple of people?”

      “I guess,” I said my eyes uncontrollably shifting to Tom.  Would I?  Although, it wasn’t like Tom was innocent like the old couple probably had been.

      “She doesn’t really seem like a killer though, does she?” Bronx asked.

      I shook my head.  “Not really, but then again, what do killers look like?”

      Bronx shrugged.  He rested his hands on his bent-up knees and looked back at Molly.  She smiled at us before digging back into the box.

      “I shouldn’t have said anything,” Bronx said biting back a laugh.

      “We’ll all keep an eye on her.”  I didn’t want to completely rule out the possibility even though the thought hadn’t even occurred to me.  Maybe in this new world of ours, it should have.

      I lost my train of thought when I spotted Nina and Tom whispering.  They were looking around the room as they discussed something.  After several minutes Tom stood.

      “Since we’ll be staying awhile, we’ll all have to do our part keeping the group safe,” Tom said folding his hands in front of his stomach.  The gun at his hip bulged out under his shirt.  “So, we’ll all take turns keeping watch.  Since there is a fair number of us, we’ll all get a good amount of rest.”

      I looked over at Nick and met his eyes.  I wondered if he was thinking the same thing I was… that someone would need to keep watch during Tom’s turn.

      Tom announced the schedule as he looked at the notebook Nina was holding.  It appeared as though she was scheduling our work shifts.

      “If anyone has any questions, please let me or Nina know,” Tom said with a smug, tight-lipped smile.

      My body stiffened and Bronx patted my thigh as if he’d noticed.  “Temporary.  Just remember, it’s all temporary.”

      “Nick,” Tom said taking a step toward the middle of the room, “before it gets dark out there, I was wondering if you might come and help me see if we can figure out building a fire pit out back?”

      “Um,” Nick said glancing at me before answering, “sure.”

      “Perfect,” Tom said.  “Bronx you’re in charge while we’re out.”

      I wasn’t even a little surprised he hadn’t put Blair or me in charge, but I was surprised he hadn’t put Nina in charge.

      Bronx nodded, and Tom gestured to the chair at the window.  “Just sit there and let us know if you see anything.  Anything.”

      “Yeah, I know how keeping watch works,” Bronx muttered not even attempting to keep the attitude from his tone.

      I hated watching Nick walk out the back door with Tom, but I had to believe he’d be okay.  Nick could take care of himself, because not only was he trained with a weapon, he was trained to defend himself in other ways.

      But that didn’t mean I wouldn’t stare at the back door anxiously waiting for his return.
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      I sat at the window staring into the darkness.  Nick and Blair were lying on the floor next to each other and Molly wasn’t far from them.  She tossed and turned a lot, her eyes glowing in the dark room when she opened them.

      Nina, Tom, and Milo were all sound asleep lying next to one another like a can of sardines.  Tom had the gun practically underneath him with his hand on top.  Even in his sleep, he knew to protect it.

      If I would have gotten an opportunity, I would have tried to snatch it away.  But with it under him, it would just end up with me getting shot, or maybe someone else.

      Nick had argued with him to let whoever was on watch to hold the gun, but Tom refused.  I could still remember the way he looked at me when Nick suggested it.  It was as if he didn’t trust me.  He was probably right not to.

      Bronx groaned and stretched his hands over his head.  He rolled onto his side, his eyes narrow slits.

      “Is it my turn?” he asked pushing himself up slightly.

      “If I had a watch I’d know for sure,” I whispered.  “Probably close enough.”

      Bronx stood and stretched his arms over his head.  “Well, I’m up anyway.  I could sit with you while you finish your shift.”

      “Sure,” I said.

      Sometimes, sitting alone at night was peaceful and it gave me a break from feeling like there was always someone around.  But other times, it was stressful.  Lonely.  Scary.  Being alone and not knowing what was out there sucked.

      I shivered as Bronx stepped up behind me.  Even though I could feel his warmth with how close he was to me, the air had a chill to it.

      “Cold?” Bronx asked.

      “Yeah, how did you know?” I asked.

      Bronx shrugged.  “Because I’m cold too.”

      “Yeah, it’s kind of weird, right?”

      “I don’t know.  Seems like every day has been getting colder,” Bronx said moving closer.  “When we find our place, let’s make sure it has a fireplace.”

      “Our place?” I asked without looking at him.

      He shifted side to side.  “Yeah, you know for Nick, Blair, you and me.”

      “Right,” I said thankful it was dark because then he couldn’t see the pinkness that I knew had found its way to my cheeks based on the sudden heat in them.

      Bronx cleared his throat and let out a slow breath.  I could feel it gently brushing against the side of my neck making my insides swirl.

      I didn’t know how he did this to me.  If it was some kind of magical power he had over every woman.  It wasn’t like anything I’d ever experienced before.  It was powerful.  Unexplainable.  Just being next to him made my palms sweat and my heart race.

      But I couldn’t let myself get carried away with any of it no matter how much I wanted to.  The distraction would be more than welcome.  It was just far too soon after what had happened.  My heart still ached.  Then again, my heart would ache forever.

      “Hey,” Bronx said lightly touching my shoulder.  His eyebrows squeezed together with concern.  “Where did you go just now?”

      “Huh?”

      “You looked as though you went somewhere else,” Bronx said.

      I chewed on my fingernail forcing myself to look away from him.  God, he was so good looking.

      “I… I guess I was just thinking about something,” I said.

      “Oh,” he said as if he were disappointed.

      I cocked my head to the side.  “What?”

      “It’s just that I’m here with a beautiful woman and she’s thinking about something else,” Bronx said with a soft chuckle.  “It’s a good thing I’m a patient man.”

      My heart fluttered rapidly inside my chest.  Bronx leaned closer.

      “I’ll give you all the time you need.  I’m not going anywhere,” Bronx said and it felt like every bone in my body melted.

      I didn’t even know what to say to him.  It wasn’t like I wanted to talk.  What I really wanted was to feel his lips on mine… his hands on my body.

      At the moment, my only worry was Tom and if there was anything that could make me forget about him, albeit temporarily, was Bronx.  My eyes quickly darted around the room.  Everyone was sleeping, even Molly had stopped tossing and turning for the time being.

      I turned in my chair toward Bronx and stared at his stomach for several long seconds.  I could feel his eyes on me as I stood.

      The second our eyes met, I couldn’t even remember what I had wanted to forget about.  Nothing felt real.  I had entered a dream.

      Bronx didn’t move as I inched toward him, but the way he was looking at me was just as intimate as any touch.  A fire ignited deep inside me and there wasn’t anything I could do to stop myself from placing my hand on his chest and leaning into him.

      He angled his head down, his eyes glued to my lips.  My hand curled around his neck pulling him toward me.

      “Gwen,” he said his voice a mixture of coffee and dark chocolate.  “You sure?”

      I nodded and pulled him to me.  His lips were soft against mine, warm and gentle like a summer breeze but as passion filled us, the breeze turned into a hazy, brisk wind.  I could almost feel it against my cheeks, blowing my hair around my head.

      Bronx pulled me tight against his body.  He practically growled as his lips devoured mine.  My body surged with a need so powerful it felt as if I were a glowing orb.

      “Jesus, Gwen,” Bronx said pulling back for a second as if he needed to catch his breath.  He grinned as he shook his head.  “The things you do to me.”

      His hands roughly moved down my back, pulling me so close there wasn’t any space between us.  I wrapped my hands around his neck, holding him as though I was afraid that if I didn’t, he might just disappear into nothing.

      Someone shifted behind us and Bronx slowly pulled back.  The grin he wore kept my pulse racing.

      If it had been completely up to me, I wouldn’t have let things come to such an abrupt end.  Bronx was like a drug to me, something completely safe that could take all of the pain away.

      It hadn’t occurred to me until that moment, but maybe that wasn’t a good thing.  I shook my head… I was over-thinking it.

      “What?” he asked curling his lip upward as he looked at me.  “You’re shaking your head?  Regrets already?”

      “No,” I said tugging at the front of his shirt.  “Definitely not.”  I lowered my voice.  “It’s just that I got carried away.  Forgot where we were.”

      Bronx touched his thumb to his lower lip and looked into my eyes.  “Yeah, I sure as hell wish we were somewhere else.”

      “Really?  What would we do?” I teased.

      “Oh, God, you’re killing me here.”  Bronx raised a brow.  “Maybe we should claim one of those houses in town as our own.”

      “Moving in together already?  You move quick.”

      Bronx’s head moved side to side slowly as he looked me up and down.  “Baby, I move slow.  Real slow.”

      Before my entire body started to throb with desire, I spotted movement outside the window.  My expression must have changed because Bronx’s eyebrows instantly squeezed together.

      “What’s that?” I asked looking around him.

      Bronx followed my gaze and peered out of the window.  Glittery little white crystals flittered down from the sky.

      It looked magical.  I couldn’t help but smile because even though it was cold outside, I was warm next to Bronx.

      I placed my palm on the cold window.  “It’s snowing.”
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      Bronx took my hand into his.  I sighed as I watched the snow fall.  It was weird though.  The air had been chilly, but it didn’t seem as though it had been cold enough for snow to fall.

      Then again, what had happened between Bronx and I had warmed me to the core.  I wouldn’t have noticed if I had been standing inside a freezer.

      “It’s beautiful,” I said.

      Bronx nodded.  “It really is.  I wonder what this means for us though.”

      “Does it matter?  It seems like we’re stuck here for the time being anyway.”

      “We’re going to need a place we can start a fire.  We’ll need warmer clothes… blankets,” Bronx said letting go of my hand and running his fingers wildly through his hair.  “I don’t think we’re prepared for this.  Should we wake Nick?”

      I shook my head.  “I don’t think we need to.  It’ll be morning soon and who knows, maybe it’ll stop when the sun comes up.”

      “You should get some rest before it does,” Bronx said wrapping his arm around my shoulder and giving me a squeeze as he kissed the top of my head.

      I didn’t think I’d be able to sleep after what had happened.  All I’d be able to do would be to lay there and think about him.  My life would have been so much different if I had put my head up back in my apartment before all this had happened.  I’d been so isolated that I never got to experience life before the end of the world.

      Then again, maybe Bronx wouldn’t have given me the time of day before.

      I laid down on the floor away from the others staring at Bronx as he looked out of the window.  There was no doubt in my mind he was sitting there watching the flakes twinkle down to the ground.

      At some point, I must have fallen asleep because when I blinked, it was morning and everyone was standing at the window staring out into the wintery wonderland that surrounded us.

      “It’s not cold enough to be snowing,” Nick said shaking his head.

      I walked up to the window and looked out at the covered ground.  There had to be at least an inch of snow on the ground and it didn’t look as though it was going to let up any time soon.

      “Morning sleepy head,” Nick said with a smirk.

      “Morning,” I grumbled, jerking my chin toward the window.  “Started last night on my shift.”

      Nick nodded.  “Bronx informed us.”

      “They’re worried it’s another attack,” Bronx said crossing his arms in front of his chest.

      “It looks like snow,” I said, but there was no way I could rule out the possibility.

      “It does,” Nick agreed.  “And while it’s colder, it just doesn’t feel cold enough for it to be snowing.  Not to mention it seems as though the sun is still trying to shine through the thin clouds overhead.”

      He was right.  The sky was an unusual shade of gray and the higher you look up toward the clouds, the brighter it was.  It was almost so bright you couldn’t look up for long.

      “Well,” Tom said placing his hands on his hips.  “We can’t let this stop us from checking the other houses.”

      “We can,” I said narrowing my eyes.  “There is more than enough here.”

      “Clothes, blankets, cooking utensils, pots, storage, backpacks, candles, flashlights,” Tom said shaking his head.  “There’s so much more we can use.  Wouldn’t you like a change of clothing?”

      I shook my head.  “Not if it means risking our lives.”

      “I was out there walking around in the black stuff and I’m fine.  We’ll cover up,” Tom said.

      “You first,” I said cocking my head to the side.

      “Fine,” Tom said.

      Nina grabbed his elbow.  Her voice was soft and filled with worry.  “Are you sure?”

      “I’ll be fine,” Tom said looking around the room.  “Help me find some gear to cover myself.”

      They were gone for maybe five minutes when Tom came back into the room in his testing outfit.  He had plastic bags over his shoes and was wearing a tan, long jacket over his clothing.  There wasn’t anything over his pants, but on his head, he was wearing a pair of thick plastic goggles over a dark blue ski mask.

      “Let’s do this,” he said pressing his winter glove covered hands on the door.  There wasn’t a single inch of his skin that was exposed.

      “You don’t have to do this,” Nina said frowning as she chewed her lip.

      “We need to know,” Tom said.  “What if we were forced to leave?  We need to be prepared for everything and anything.”

      What Nina was really saying was that she wanted someone else to check.  She didn’t want her precious husband to take the risk.

      Tom waved everyone away from the door.  “Stay back.”

      Nina put her hand on Milo’s shoulder and led him into one of the back rooms.

      “I want to watch,” Milo groaned.

      Nina’s eyes widened.  “No way, no how.”

      “Come on, Mom,” Milo whined.

      “Listen to your mother,” Tom said as he drew in a deep breath.  The second Milo was out of sight, Tom pushed open the door and stepped outside.

      Nick pulled the door closed before a single flake could drift inside.  We all watched as Tom made a trail in the snow at the front of the market.

      At first, he walked back and forth keeping his eyes down on the snow at his covered feet.  After a few moments of studying the ground, he raised his hand and caught some of the flakes on his glove.

      Tom stayed outside for a solid ten minutes before he came back to the door.  Nick hesitated for just a moment.  Nina shifted her weight, grimacing at Nick.

      “Let me in,” Tom said.  “It’s just snow.”

      Nick let out a slow breath and opened the door.  Nina looked as though she wanted to throw her fist into Nick’s face, but she tucked them into her pockets instead.

      Tom started to remove his protective gear near the door.  He threw each piece into a pile.

      “Jesus Christ!” he said as he removed and dropped the ski mask to the floor.

      “What?” Nina asked taking a step forward.

      He shook his hand vigorously and looked down at his skin.  “I guess it’s not snow.”

      My eyes darted down to his pile of clothing and noticed the white flakes didn’t seem to be melting.

      “Look,” Tom said holding up his hand for all of us to see.

      “Oh my God, Tom,” Nina said grabbing his hand and looking at the marked-up skin.  “Are you okay?  Do you feel okay?”

      “I feel fine except for the fact that it burns like hell,” Tom said pulling his hand back so he could shake it again.

      Nina pressed her lips together.  “There’s a first aid kit here.”

      She disappeared from the area leaving us all standing there staring at Tom.  He was too busy studying his hand to even notice, or care about all our eyes on him.

      “The pain is diminishing,” Tom said.  The marks on his hands looked like they were forming into little blisters.

      Nina came back into the room and pointed to the chair.  She looked at the back of his hand and shook her head as she muttered something.  Tom smiled a little as he snorted.

      “I’m not amused, Tom,” Nina said as she wrapped gauze around his hand.  “What if this eats right through your flesh and bones?  Will you be laughing then?”

      “It’s not going to,” Tom shook his head.  “It burned for a few minutes and then stopped.”

      Nina stood and placed her hands on her hips.  “You have no idea what those chemicals will do over time.”

      “Okay, okay, you’re right,” Tom said.  “But now we know what it does.  We know how to protect ourselves when we go out to check the other houses.”

      “You’re not going out there to check the houses,” Nina said, her voice rising to a level I hadn’t heard before.

      “We’re all going to take turns,” Tom said.

      Nina pressed her lips together tightly as she drew in a slow breath.  “You’re crazy.”

      “I’m not afraid,” Molly said with a shrug.  “I’ll volunteer.”

      “That-a-girl,” Tom said.

      “I’ll go with her,” Blair said and I couldn’t stop my mouth from dropping open.  She must have noticed my reaction because Blair turned to me and shrugged.  “Feeling a little cooped up.”

      Nick’s jaw was stiff.  “Neither of you are going out there unless Tom lends me that gun so that I can accompany you.”

      Tom looked as though he was going to instantly reject the idea, but he turned his head to the side and looked at the clothing piled on the floor.  “Seems reasonable, but how can I be sure you’ll give it back?”

      “Guess it’s a risk you’ll have to take if you want us to go out there,” Nick said keeping all expression from his face.

      “Fair enough,” Tom said leaning closer to Nick.  “I’m sure you’ll give it back.”

      Nick didn’t respond.  He turned and clapped his hands at Blair and Molly.  The girls exchanged a glance.

      “We ready to do this?” Nick asked.

      “Whenever you are,” Blair said.

      “Yeah!” Molly said sounding far too excited.  “Need to get out of here.  All I want to do is eat and sleep.  This place is depressing.”

      Nina chewed her fingernail as she looked at them.  “Maybe you all should just wait until we actually need to go out there.”

      “No,” Tom growled.  “We need everything we can get now.  What if this gets worse, Nina?  What if we’re stuck here for a very long time?  We need to be prepared for the worst.”

      Nina rolled her eyes.  “The worst happened a long time ago.”

      Before Tom could say anything else, Nina turned her back to him and walked away.  The conversation was over.

      Tom clenched his teeth for a second before turning to Nick.  Steam was practically coming out of his ears.  “Let’s get you three ready.”
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      Blair, Molly, and Nick were covered head to toe.  I couldn’t help but feel a sudden jolt of sourness inside my stomach at the thought of them going out there.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” I asked Nick.

      He placed his hand on my shoulder and curled his lips at one end.  “You worry too much, Sis.  It’ll be fine.”

      It didn’t surprise me one bit that Nick was confident about the task.  But I didn’t like it.  It made me worried that something was going to go wrong.

      “Stop worrying,” Nick said with wide eyes.  He, apparently, was reading my mind.  “I’ll have the gun.”

      “The gun isn’t going to protect you from that stuff falling from the sky,” I said feeling the tension in my brows.

      Nick gestured at the pile of Tom’s clothing laying on the ground.  “They’ve been sitting there for this long and that stuff hasn’t eaten through the fabric.  We’ll be fine as long as we don’t let it touch our skin.”

      “How do you know it won’t eat through it in twenty more minutes?” I asked.

      Nick shrugged.  “We don’t, but as long as we don’t take too long, we’ll be fine.”

      “What if something goes wrong?” I asked.  “What if you can’t get back?”

      “We’ll come back.  Not to mention, you can see every house out of the front window.”  Nick patted my back.  “You’ll be able to watch us every step of the way.”

      I wanted to tell him to reconsider.  Blair and Molly too.  It felt like they were doing something unnecessary just because Tom wanted them to.

      “I won’t let anything happen to them,” Tom said trying to sound reassuring but failing to do so.

      It wasn’t like there would be anything he could do from inside the market.  There wouldn’t be anything any of us could do but stand here and watch because if we went out there, the flakes would eat away at our flesh until there was nothing left.  Or at least that’s what I imagined would happen.

      I glanced down at the bandage on Tom’s hand.  What happened to him could have been so much worse.

      “It doesn’t even hurt,” Tom said when he noticed me staring at his hand.  “I’m sure it’ll be all better in a few days.”

      “Right,” I said.  Because that’s what happened with these attacks… people got all better.  If only Jamie were still around so that I could tell him.

      Tom checked them over to make sure there wasn’t any skin showing.  After he approved their attire, he handed Nick the gun.

      “This is temporary,” Tom said holding the gun tighter when Nick tried to take it.  “Understood?”

      Nick’s nostrils flared ever so slightly.  “Yeah.  Understood.”

      Tom didn’t want to let go, but after a few more seconds, he did.  It looked as though giving up the gun was the hardest thing he’d ever had to do and that was counting everything that had happened since the red sky.

      Bronx, Tom, and I stood at the window watching them walk into the falling powder.  Nina kept Milo away from the window and I was almost certain it was to prevent him from seeing something terrible should things go bad.

      They left a trail in the white stuff as they made their way to the closest house.  I could see Nick holding the gun as he looked into the windows.

      The house must have been locked because they walked around and when they got back to the front, it looked like Nick elbowed the window.  A few seconds later, they disappeared inside.

      My heart pounded fast as my fingers twisted against one another.  I shook my head and turned away from the window.  “I hate this.”

      “They’re going through the house looking for things,” Bronx said.  “If something would have gone wrong, I’m sure we would have heard something.”

      “A gunshot, you mean,” I said biting down on my cheek.

      “Yeah, something like that,” Bronx said.  “They’re just searching.”

      Tom rolled slightly forward on the balls of his feet.  “Hopefully, they’re packing things up.”

      “You shouldn’t have sent them,” I muttered.  I could feel Bronx’s body stiffen next to me.  He probably wished I wouldn’t have said anything with just him and me inside the small market with Tom.

      “They volunteered, remember?” Tom said glancing in my direction with a hard look.  It only lasted a few seconds before he returned his gaze to the house.  “Besides, I hear your brother is trained for this kind of stuff.”

      “No one is trained for this kind of stuff,” I said trying not to sound as though I was mocking him as I gestured at the dangerous white powder on the ground.

      Tom sighed.  “Try not to worry.”

      “Would you worry if your wife was out there?” I asked.

      “My wife and son were both out there and I had no idea where,” Tom said turning to me.  “I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t been worried, but Nina is smart.  I know she can take care of herself and your brother can too.”

      It felt like they’d been out there for days.  Bronx and Tom stood at the window, but my feet needed to move.  I paced back and forth behind them, occasionally, looking up to see if they were on their way back.

      “This is taking too long,” I said.  “I’m going out there.”

      “No, you’re not,” Bronx said shaking his head.  There had almost been a slight laugh that had punctuated his sentence.  “If someone needs to go, it’ll be me.”

      “He’s my brother,” I said shaking my head.

      Bronx kept his eyes on the house.  “Doesn’t matter.  Blair and Molly are out there too.”

      “What the hell?” Tom said squinting as he took a small step even closer to the glass.  His nose was practically pressed against the window.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked moving quickly back to the window.  I could hear Nina stepping up behind us.

      “Over there,” Tom said bumping his elbow into Bronx as he pointed out in the distance.

      Bronx’s hand slid across the top of his head.  “Shit.”

      “Maybe Nick sees them,” Tom said.

      “Maybe he doesn’t!!  My voice was higher pitched than I had intended.

      “They’re covered,” Tom said ignoring my comment.

      As the group of three came closer, I could see they were completely wrapped in fabric.  They knew what the flakes did, but they were still out there wandering around.

      “They’re coming this way,” Tom said placing his hand on his hip for a second before remembering the gun was gone.

      He turned to Nina and they looked at each other for a long moment.  I was almost positive he was sending her a telepathic message.

      “Wait!” Bronx said sounding almost excited.  “They’re stopping.”

      We watched as the group walked up to the house furthest from the market.  They stood there for several minutes before disappearing inside.

      “I’m going to get Nick,” I said turning and looking for something I could wrap around myself.

      Bronx grabbed my arm and pulled me back.  “You don’t need to.”

      I tried to break free from his grip, but he held me tighter.  He pointed me toward the window.  Before my anger could bubble up, I saw them.

      They were coming back.
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      They moved quickly as they made their way back to the market.  Blair turned back to see if they were being followed and when she turned back, she started falling forward.  Her foot had gotten caught up in something under the white powder and caused her to trip.  She was trying to catch herself, but there wasn’t anything to stop her from falling face first into the white powder.

      Nick must have heard her make a noise because he instantly turned.  He bent down and pulled her up, but when he did, I noticed that the scarf that had been wrapped around her face was still on the ground.  It wasn’t long before she winced from the pain.  Somehow, she managed not to cry out as she brought her fingers to her cheek.

      “Oh, no,” I said as they came closer to the door.  I could see the color of her cheek reddening.

      They shook off as much of the powder as they could before stepping inside.  The second the door closed, Blair covered her mouth and let out a horrible moan.

      Her fingers were clenched into tight, white-knuckled fists.  She was in so much pain her legs were shaking.

      “I’ll get the first aid kit,” Nina said.

      Nick and Molly helped Blair out of the rest of her coverings before they wiggled out of their own.  They piled everything near the door where Tom had left his gear.

      “We saw them,” Nick said handing the gun back to Tom.  “Three of them.  I couldn’t tell if they were armed.”

      “Did they see you?” Tom asked.

      Nick shook his head but kept his attention on Blair.  “I don’t think so.”

      He dashed over to her and helped her down to the ground as Nina ran up to them with gauze and ointment in hand.

      “It hurts so bad,” Blair said moving her hand up to touch where the flakes had touched her cheek.  Nick grabbed her hand before she could touch her face.

      “We got this,” Molly said dropping a backpack near the pile of clothing.  There were a few specks of white on the pack but nothing that couldn’t be avoided.  “Hope it’s all worth it.”

      I could tell Tom was biting his tongue.  He turned his attention to Blair, studying the side of her face.  After a few moments, he peeled back his gauze and looked at his hand.  It hadn’t changed much.  If anything, the blisters looked as though they’d turned a slightly darker shade of red.

      “The pain doesn’t last,” Tom said pulling the bandage back over his blistered hand.  “It should subside soon.”

      “You had a speck on your hand,” Blair screeched turning slightly so I could see the marks all over her cheek.  “I have it all over my face!”

      “I’ll take good care of you,” Nina said as she dabbed ointment onto her face with a gloved covered finger.  “You’re going to be okay.”

      Blair looked as though she wanted to say something, but she changed her mind.  She lowered her head slightly and looked down at her fingers while Nina worked on the marks on her face.  Nick was at her side holding her hand.  He looked so worried.  I didn’t even know Nick was capable of feeling that way about another human being.

      Tom was carefully going through the bag of items.  He pulled out several t-shirts, every single one of them black or gray with a band name and its logo on the front.

      There was a pot, a lighter, and various other items that didn’t impress Tom even a little.  He ran his fingers through his hair as he kicked the bag lightly and walked back to the window.

      Blair winced as Nina tried to use medical tape to adhere gauze to her face.  There was a large patch of blisters on the side of her cheek and several were so close together they made a thick line down to the bottom of her jaw.  It was possible to see exactly where the white dust had touched her skin.

      When Nina finished, Blair walked away and sat down with her back against the wall.  She hugged her knees to her chest and kept her eyes glued to the floor.

      Nick’s shoulder rounded forward as he turned away and drew in a deep breath.

      “That shouldn’t have happened,” he whispered next to me.

      It probably wasn’t the right time to remind him about how confident he’d been.  There were so many things that could have gone wrong and one of them did.  I should have done more to stop them.

      “No, it shouldn’t have,” I said.  “But it did.  You should go to her.”

      “She told me to leave her alone,” Nick said looking at me for one a second.  It was all I needed to see how much it must have hurt him to hear those words.

      “She doesn’t mean it,” I said.  “Give her some time, but don’t give up.”

      Nick nodded, but it didn’t seem like he cared to hear my advice.  I probably shouldn’t have offered it considering Nick was a grown man that should be able to handle his own shit.  I just worried that maybe he couldn’t.

      He walked over to the other side of the window and stared out.  I wasn’t sure if he was looking at the spot where Blair had fallen or if he was watching the house in the distance.

      Molly walked over to Blair and tried to say something to her, but Blair just turned away, resting her uninjured cheek on her arms.  The tension in the room was so thick it was almost too hard to breathe.  Molly gave up with a shrug and sat down in her spot.  She grabbed a new box of cereal and started snacking.

      Tom turned his head slowly at the crunching noises.  Molly held his gaze as she popped several pieces into her mouth and crunched down on them.  I couldn’t help but smile.

      Tom turned back to the window.  He was going to pick his battles and the one with Molly, at the moment, wasn’t going to be one of them.

      “She’ll be okay,” Bronx said stepping up beside me.

      “Are you sure about that?” I asked unable to stop my mind from wandering to Jamie.  It had taken time for the damage from the cloud to spread through his body.  For all we knew, the same could happen to Blair.  And Tom.

      Bronx shook his head.  “Ugh, no, I have no idea, but I wanted to say the right thing.  We need to stay positive, right?”

      “Yeah,” I said pressing my lips into a tight smile.  “I guess we do.”

      There was a long silence before I spoke.  “She wants space.”

      “How do you know that?” Bronx asked.

      “Nick told me.”  I shook my head.  “She’s probably worried about what this stuff is going to do to her.”

      Bronx looked at me.  His eyebrows pressed together.  “As much as I hate to say this, she’s probably more worried about what it’ll do to her skin.  If it’s permanent, she’ll probably rather she was dead.”

      I turned and looked at him, unable to blink my eyes.

      “What?  You think I’m exaggerating?” Bronx asked.  “I’m not.”

      He turned away from me and watched Blair as she lowered herself to the ground and pulled her knees to her stomach.  Her eyes were red from the tears that continuously leaked out.

      “Excuse me for a moment,” Bronx said lightly touching my arm as he stepped away and sat down next to Blair.

      He started whispering to her, but she just stared at the same spot.  I hoped whatever he was telling her would do some good.

      When I looked away, I noticed Molly was watching me.  Our eyes locked and she didn’t even bother to look away.

      I turned away feeling slightly uncomfortable.  I released a breath and walked over to the window.  As I approached, Tom stood and pulled out his gun.

      “What are you doing?” I asked taking a step away from him.  It was like I could feel rage bubbling up out of him.

      Tom checked the gun as if he was worried Nick had removed the bullets.  He tightened his grip and pointed out of the window.

      I peered through the snow noticing what had put him on high alert.  The others in town were coming our way.
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      It wasn’t the entire group that had come to us.  Only one of them was approaching and when they got close, they raised their hands into the air showing that they were unarmed.

      They stopped at least twenty feet from the market and started yelling.  None of us could make out what they were saying through the windows or the closed door.

      “Take him in the back room,” Tom said speaking quickly to Nina.

      She looked worried, but she moved fast.  Neither of them gave a crap about the rest of us that was beyond clear.

      “Maybe you should go back with them,” Nick said glancing at me over his shoulder.

      “There’s just one of them out there,” I said.

      “Take Molly and Blair with you,” Nick ordered.

      I shook my head.  “I’m not leaving.”

      “God, you’re so stubborn,” Nick groaned as he waved me away from the window.  “At least stay back.”

      I took a small step back, but it was enough to satisfy Nick.  Or more likely he hadn’t noticed how close I still was to the window.

      “I just want to talk,” the man outside shouted.  His head was wrapped tightly.  I could barely see his eyes peering out through the small opening left so that he could see where he was walking.  “Please, I’m not armed.  I don’t intend to do any harm.  May I come closer?”

      Nick looked at Tom.

      “What?  No,” I said shaking my head.  They were actually considering it.  “It’s too risky.”

      “He’s not armed and I am,” Tom said.

      “What if he’s one of the men you hate?” I asked

      “He’s not,” Tom replied nearly instantly as if he could somehow tell.

      I threw my hands into the air.  “What if he’s armed under all that fabric?”

      Nick didn’t turn around.  “Not everyone out there is evil.  Some people are like us.  They just need help.

      “I’m going to see what he wants,” Tom said stepping toward the door.  “The rest of you stay back.”

      Nick waved his hands at us, but I didn’t move until Bronx grabbed my elbow and gently pulled me back behind one of the shelving units.

      “Just in case,” Bronx said gesturing for Molly to join us.  Blair was safe on the floor where she was still curled up.

      Molly shrugged and carried her box of cereal with her.  She didn’t eat, but she hugged it as if it would somehow keep her safe.

      Tom stopped at the door and paused for a brief moment before pushing it open.  “Stop there.  Don’t come any closer.”

      “Okay, thank you, I won’t,” the man said keeping his palms in the air.  His voice was faint, but in the quiet, I could hear his words just fine.  “Just, please, don’t shoot.  I just want to talk.”

      “Then, talk,” Tom said.

      “Right.  Okay.  We were out there when this all started.  We’re just looking for food and water and didn’t mean to invade on your territory,” the man said pausing as if he was waiting for Tom to say something.  When he didn’t, the man continued.  “We’re just passing through and wanted to ask your permission to stay in the home until the dust stops falling.”

      Tom glanced back at us and then over at Nick.  He kept his voice quiet so that the man outside couldn’t hear.

      “I don’t like it,” Tom said.

      “Before you answer,” the man shouted.  “Let me tell you one more thing.”

      “Go on,” Tom prompted.

      There was a brief hesitation.  Somehow, I could tell the man was smiling by the tone of his voice.  “We know where to go.  We know where it’s safe.”
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      “Bull shit,” Tom shouted.

      Molly took a step forward.  “Wait a second.  I want to hear what he has to say.  Let’s give him a second.”

      "It's true.  There is a safe zone for all survivors.  Any survivors.  We saw a sign.  Several of them in fact," the man said.

      "What kind of a sign?" Tom asked.

      "Out there.  Telling survivors to go north, to Winnipeg," the man said.

      Tom snorted.  "How would they have gotten the signs here?  It's a trick."

      There was a long hesitation.  "Well, we don't think so.  We're going and you're welcome to join us."

      "That'll be a hard pass from us," Tom said.  "Thanks, though."

      "Your choice.  So, can we stay until it's safe to travel again?" the man asked.

      Tom glanced at Nick again.

      "Tell them they have to stay inside the house.  No wandering about," Nick advised.

      "The one house.  No nosing around." Tom said.  "And the second it's safe to leave, you and your travel companions are gone, understood?"

      "Thank you!" the man said sounding grateful.

      And with that, the conversation ended and Tom closed the door.  He was shaking his head almost laughing as he locked the door and walked back to his post at the window.

      "What's so funny?" Nick asked.

      "Fools," Tom said.  "There isn't anything out there.  They're walking right into a trap and I have a pretty good guess as to whose trap it might be."

      "Oh, yeah?  Whose?" Nick asked.

      Tom crossed his arms.  "The guy I kicked out.  Or whoever is in charge of that group of idiots now."

      "What makes you think your enemies are behind it?" Nick asked.

      "Sounds like something they'd do.  Offer hope where there is none."  Tom let out a long breath.  "Think about it.  If help were out there, they wouldn't come down here and post signs all over of the place.  They wouldn't have the time and resources to do that.  If they were going to do that, they could just go around looking for survivors."

      Nick cocked his head to the side.  "Maybe they did.  Maybe they had to leave when there was another attack."

      "I guess anything is possible." Tom snorted.  "But I don't think there is anyone out there that can help us.  We're on our own.  We have to figure this out on our own and rebuild."

      "And if you're wrong?" Molly asked.  "I mean, I don't know about you guys, but I kind of want to go with them.  I want to know for sure."

      "I'm not wrong," Tom said.  He gestured at the door.  "But do whatever you like.  That goes for all of you."  Tom shot me a look.  "Anyone who wants to leave, here's your chance."

      I shrugged.  I wasn't sure I wanted to rule it out completely either.  What Tom said about it being a trick seemed to make sense, but the only way to know for sure was to check it out.

      "I'll give it some thought," I said and Molly clapped her hands.

      "Yay!" Molly said.  "I'd love for you to come along."

      This could be my chance to get away from Tom.  We'd be able to take some of the supplies.  It wasn't like we had to go with the others, but if we told him we were, maybe that would be all it would take and we'd be off, putting distance between Tom and us like I'd wanted since he'd joined us.
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      That night when Tom went to sleep, we decided to have a quiet talk about our options.  We all gathered next to Nick at the window except for Blair.  She hadn't moved much since she'd been burned by the white dust, but she was lying on her side that faced us and it appeared as though she was listening.

      “I’m not sure we should trust them,” Nick said.  “We don’t know anything about them.”

      Molly frowned.  “I want to find civilization again.  This kind of life is not for me.”

      “Going with them could be worse,” Nick said.

      “But here’s what I was thinking,” I said lowering my voice.  “This might be our chance to break free of Tom.”

      “Wait,” Molly said squeezing her eyebrows together.  “Why do you want to get away from him?  Isn’t he your group leader?”

      My eyes widened.  “Not exactly.  He just has a different ultimate vision for the future than we do.”

      “Apparently, I do too,” Molly said.

      I ignored her comment.  “We take this chance to leave.  He’s not going to stop us from going.  We go with the new folks for as long as we want and then we break free… go our own way.”

      “That could work,” Nick said after a long pause.

      “We don’t know for sure he’d stop us from going off on our own anyway,” Bronx said.  I turned to him, apparently looking harder at him than I had intended.  “Well, we don’t know for sure.”

      “I guess we don’t know, but he’s armed.  And based on my past experience with him, I know what he’s capable of,” I said.

      Molly leaned closer.  “Oh my God, what is he capable of?”

      It was like she was listening to a good story versus something that had actually happened to me.  One of my many nightmares.

      My lips felt as though they had been glued shut.  I wanted to tell her more, but I didn’t know where to start.

      “Tom had kidnapped Gwen and some others,” Nick said.  “He said he thought he was helping her.”

      “He wasn’t helping,” I muttered.

      “Which others?” Molly asked.

      Nick shook his head.  “They’re no longer with us.”

      “Oh my God, he killed them?  I’m living with a murderer?” Molly asked sounding more surprised than scared.

      “Not exactly,” I said turning back to Nick.  “I say we leave.”

      “Yeah, I don’t even know where we’re going now, but the idea of finding help is quite appealing,” Molly said.  “I’m sorry guys but either way I’m going with them.  I’m telling them in the morning.”

      “Me too,” I said.  “At least temporarily and just to get away from Tom because if I have to see his face another day, I might just throw up.”

      Molly smiled.  “You’ll see him in the morning.  I’m expecting vomit.  Don’t let me down.”

      “Gross,” I said scrunching up my nose at her.

      “Sorry.”  Molly shrugged.  “Only kidding.  If you puke, then I’m going to puke and then we’ll all be puking everywhere.”

      “Puking aside,” Bronx said.  “Maybe Gwen is right.”

      Nick pressed his fingertips to his forehead.  “If that’s what everyone wants to do then that’s what we’ll do.”

      “Then it’s settled?” Molly asked.

      “I guess so,” Nick said looking at each one of us.

      There was an unusual creaking noise behind me and I turned sharply.  I drew in a sharp breath expecting someone to be there, but there wasn’t anyone there.

      “You okay?” Bronx asked.

      “Yeah.”  I wrapped my arms around my middle feeling a chill.  “Thought I heard something.”

      “Building must have shifted,” Bronx said placing his hand on my shoulder.

      Molly looked at his hand and then met my eyes.  She raised her brows up and down and whistled as she casually walked away to her usual resting spot.

      Tom was in the back with Nina and Milo.  He’d fallen asleep and Nina hadn’t wanted to move him.  If it hadn’t been dark, we could have sneaked away at that very moment, but then again, with the white flakes falling from the sky and mounds of it everywhere, it might have been better staying with Tom for the time being.

      I laid down on the floor and stared up at the ceiling.  What if there really was help out there?  What if we could all just go back to our normal lives?  I mean, of course, not right away, but eventually.

      A place where there were doctors and nurses.  Phones in which people could call nine-one-one.  No more weird attacks falling from the sky threatening the lives of those that were left.

      It seemed like a dream.  A fantasy.

      And if a world like that could ever be again… I could say goodbye to Bronx.  He’d go back to his life and forget all about pathetic ol’ me.

      I looked over as he crouched down and whispered something to Blair.  Her eyes didn’t move from whatever she was staring at, but she gave him a quick nod.

      I shivered as Bronx made his way over to me.  He laid down next to me and looked into my eyes through the darkness.

      “How’s she doing?” I asked.

      “Terrible,” Bronx said.  “She’s good with leaving though.”

      “That’s good.”

      Bronx slid his hand down my arm.  “You’re cold.”

      “Yeah,” I said trying not to shiver again.  “I’m sure we all are.”

      He pulled me closer and wrapped his arm around me.  “I’ll try to warm you up.”

      It was working.  Just being next to him always sent heat surging through my veins.

      “You think leaving is a good idea, right?” I asked.

      Bronx smiled.  “Oh man, I have no idea.  I hope so.  It’s not like I think staying here is the right move either.”

      “Maybe there are no right moves.”

      “There’s one right move for me,” Bronx said, his gaze moving down toward my lips.

      “And what’s that?” I asked my lips curling a bit.

      Bronx moved closer and lightly pressed his lips to mine.  He pulled back and bit his lip.  “The right move for me is to go wherever you go.”

      My heart fluttered.

      Bronx brushed his lips against mine.  He moved his mouth across my cheek, stopping at my ear.

      “I wish it were us in that back room,” Bronx said.

      I closed my eyes at the need that filled his voice.  It was too much to hear.  I wanted him so bad and I knew he wanted me too, but there was absolutely nothing that we could do about it.  It was torture.  Absolute, utter torture.
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      It wasn’t quite morning when I woke, but the light outside the big window indicated that it would be soon.  Tom and Nina were at the windows while everyone else was still sleeping.

      I didn’t move.  I didn’t want them to know I was awake because they were talking.

      “Yeah, they said it last night,” Tom said so quietly I could barely make out the words.  “They’re leaving.”

      “Well, we can just keep going,” Nina said.  “We’ll move quicker without them.”

      Tom was shaking his head.  “Maybe I didn’t think this through.”

      “What are you saying, Tom?”

      “I think maybe we should go with them,” Tom said.  “If we can convince them there isn’t anything out there, that’ll be three more people to help us rebuild.  We just need to play along for the time being.”

      Nina was shaking her head.  “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.  You know we’ll have it good at my parents.”

      “You don’t know that.”  Tom looked out the window.  “They probably won’t even let us in.  You know how they feel about me.”

      Nina placed her finger over her lips when someone shifted their weight.  They waited a long while before talking about.

      “I don’t know, Tom.  It’s better for Milo to find somewhere we can stay for a while,” Nina said.

      “And he will.  When we rebuild our own place again.  You want him to be with us, don’t you?  Safe?  Protected?”

      “Of course, I do, Tom, but my parent's place will provide that too.”

      Tom snorted.  “Except for the being with me part.  I don’t want them in charge… controlling us.  Controlling you again.”

      There was a long pause before Nina shook her head.

      “You know I’ll do whatever you think is best,” Nina said.

      “Good.  We’ll tell them we thought about it and we’re all going to Winnipeg.”

      With that, Tom pulled Nina to him and planted a kiss on her lips.  Her hands were around his neck and they gave each other a stare that was filled with love.

      Yuck.

      I didn’t get it.

      Nina stepped away and made her way to the back room with Milo.  He was awake because I could hear the soft vroom vroom he made with his mouth as he drove his cars.

      It wasn’t long before the others started to wake up.  When Nick walked over to the window to take a look outside, Tom told him the news I’d heard him and Nina discussing.

      “Okay,” Nick said.  “I thought you guys had a place you wanted to go?”

      “Well,” Tom said crossing his arms, “we do, but it won’t get us out of this mess.”

      “Thought you didn’t believe there was help out there?” I asked walking up to them.

      Tom smirked.  “I don’t, but I have a son.  What if I’m wrong?”

      “What if it’s a trap and it’s run by your enemies?” I said raising my brow.

      “We’ll be careful about it,” Tom said turning back to the window.  “But just in case I’m wrong, we need to check it out.  For Milo.”

      “Right,” I said rolling my eyes as I turned away from him.  He didn’t see, but even if he had, he would have just laughed.

      Molly stretched her hands over her head before walking over to Tom.  She wrapped her arms around her thin body.

      “Hey, Tom,” she said stepping up next to him.  “How are you doing?”

      “Fine,” he said looking her up and down as if she were from another planet.  “What can I do for you?”

      “Nothing.  I just wanted to let you know that I’m going out there to tell the others that I’ll be joining them.  Not just me, but all of us,” Molly said.

      Tom turned halfway and grinned at her.  “You didn’t hear?”

      “Hear what?” she said narrowing her eyes at him.

      “We’re all going,” Tom said.  “You know what?”

      Molly shook her head.

      “I’ll go over there with you to tell our new friends that we’re all interested in taking a trip up north with them,” Tom stood and looked at Nick.  He gestured at the chair.  “Keep an eye on things for me, would you?”

      “Of course,” Nick said.  We were doing that whether or not Tom was in his chair.

      Tom put on a pair of gloves and started picking up the clothing and fabric they’d used to wrap themselves in.  He inspected each item, shaking his head as he lifted them.

      “The dust is gone,” Tom said.

      “What do you mean it’s gone?” Molly asked.

      “It’s just gone… it disappeared.  Melted?” Tom said clearly surprised.

      Molly cocked her head to the side.  “Interesting.  This means it won’t be out there forever, right?”

      “Yeah, we’ll just have to wait for it to stop falling,” Tom said lightly touching one of the pieces of fabric to the back of his hand with the bandage on it.

      It was good news except we’d only be safe until the next attack.  That was unless we really could find a way to get somewhere that was safe.  A place that wasn’t dealing with the constant assaults of weirdness.

      But did that exist?  I hated to agree with Tom, in fact, I hated it more than anything, but I didn’t think there was anything out there for us either.

      Molly and Tom carefully stepped out into the falling dust.  They took several steps but then stopped.

      “What are they doing?” I asked.

      “I don’t know,” Nick said.

      Tom reached over and adjusted a piece of fabric near Molly’s ear.  She nodded, and they started walking again.

      The spot on the ground where Blair had fallen, had already been covered with new dust.  It didn’t look any different from snow, but we all knew it was much different.

      Molly was brave to go out there after what had happened to Blair.  There was no way I’d go out there unless, if maybe, the market was on fire.  One fire was more than enough.  My lungs still hadn’t fully recovered from all the smoke I’d inhaled when I’d been trapped in the fire at my grandma’s house.

      I still couldn’t believe it had happened.  My grandma’s house had gone up in flames.  I wish I knew what had caused the fire… really, I guess the only thing it could have been was a candle.  I’d been so careful with the candles.  We all had been.

      “They’re coming back,” Nick said.

      I looked up and wondered how long I’d been lost in my thoughts.  They were already wading their way back to the market through the powder.

      Bronx unlocked the door and my body shook when the bell rang at their entry.  They carefully removed their clothing setting each item into a pile in the same spot as last time.

      “It’s all set,” Tom announced.  “Soon as this white stuff stops falling from the sky, we’ll be on our way to safety.”

      “Did you meet them?” Nick asked.

      “We did,” Tom said.

      Nick and I exchanged a glance at the lack of information.  Molly noticed the look and walked closer us, specifically closer to Nick.

      Molly giggled as she touched Nick’s arm.  “They seemed nice.  I think you’ll like them.”

      “Were they worried about us?” I asked.

      “No,” Molly said narrowing her eyes at me.  “Should they be?”

      I shook my head.  “Of course not.”  I forced my eyes to stay off of Tom.  “But you’d think they’d at least be cautious.”

      “Guess maybe they’ve had it different out there than you have,” Molly said giving Nick a little wink before she walked away.  She picked up her box of cereal and started munching noisily.

      “We should pack up our things.  There are bags behind the counter, plus the backpack Molly found.”  Tom stood and placed his hands on his hips.  “Maybe we should check the other house more thoroughly.  There’re probably more packs… more things.  We need to get ready.”

      “We’re not going to be able to take everything with us,” Nick said.

      Tom frowned.  “Of course not.  But we should take as much as possible.  I need to talk to Nina.”

      He walked away without instructing anyone to take watch.  It wasn’t like him and I couldn’t help but smile.  I liked seeing him flustered.

      We spent the next several hours being ordered around by Nina and her notebook.  She had us putting things in bags and organizing them.

      Blair hadn’t bothered to help, but she was sitting there watching intently.  Her eyes narrowed every time Molly walked over to Nick, touching his arm and smiling at him.

      Blair’s hand moved slowly to her injured cheek.  Her fingertips gliding down the bandage as she looked away from Nick.

      After we finished packing and organizing, for the time being, we were all exhausted.  And hungry.

      “Let me check your wounds,” Nina said taking the first aid kit out of the backpack.  “Who wants to go first.”

      Neither Blair nor Tom volunteered, so Nina stood next to Tom and pulled his hand into hers.  She removed a corner of the bandage and stared for a moment before replacing it.

      “Is it worse?” Tom asked.  He hadn’t even bothered to look for himself.

      “No change,” Nina said.  “It just needs more time.”

      Nina knelt down next to Blair and carefully peeled back the medical tape.  I didn’t want to look, but I couldn’t help but take a peek.

      Blair’s cheek was a dark shade of red and there were several blisters scattered within the redness.  Each one of them varied in size.  All of them looking as though they could burst at any moment.

      “Does it hurt?” Nina asked.  “I have some medicine if—”

      “I’ll take it,” Blair said without answering the question.

      Nina nodded and quickly returned with some water and something tucked into her fist.  She opened her hand and Blair grabbed the pills, popping them into her mouth.  Blair closed her eyes as she swallowed them down.

      Everyone walked back to their posts, Nick stood at the window even though it was too dark outside to see more than a few feet due to the dim moonlight.

      “Gwen,” Blair whispered gesturing for me to go to her.

      I looked over my shoulder as if there might be someone else with my name in the room.  “Yeah?”

      She curled her finger for me to move even closer.  I crouched down next to her, pressing my lips together.

      “You saw it, right?”

      I swallowed hard.  I wanted to lie.  “Yeah.”

      “It was bad wasn’t it?”

      Again, I wanted to lie.

      “It was very red and blistered,” I said.  “It just needs more time.”

      Blair shook her head.  “I don’t have time.”

      Her eyes darted over to Nick.  He looked in our direction for a split second.

      “He said he’s trying, but you keep telling him to leave you alone,” I said.

      She lowered her head.  “He tried twice.  That was it.”  Blair turned to me.  Her eyes red and filled with sadness.  “He doesn’t understand what I’m dealing with.  Guys like him don’t like disfigured girls.”

      “Blair,” I said feeling her sadness in my bones.  “It’ll heal.  You’re not disfigured.”

      “Even if it does, I’m currently hideous.”  Blair sighed.  “You know, those pills are making me feel tired.”

      She turned away from me and laid down.  I wanted to tell her that it was going to be okay, but I could tell she didn’t want to hear it.

      I had to talk to Nick.  He needed to know what was going on in her head.  It wasn’t like I’d be breaking her trust or anything.  She hadn’t told me not to say anything.
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      I chewed my lip as I wrapped my arms around my chilly body.  Nick was on watch and everyone was asleep.

      “Hey,” I said softly as I approached him from the side.

      He turned quickly as if he’d been in thought and I’d surprised him.  “Everything okay?”

      His eyes darted around the dark room.  I nodded.

      “Yeah, yeah, everything is fine, I just… wanted to talk to you,” I said wincing slightly at the bitter taste in my mouth.

      “You want to talk to me?” Nick asked curling his lips at one end.  “That’s new.  Not complaining, just noting it.”

      “It’s about Blair,” I said and the smile instantly vanished from his face.

      He held up his palm.  “I don’t want to hear it.”

      “You really need to talk to her,” I said feeling the tension in my brow.  “She needs you now.”

      “There’s nothing I can do for her.  She wants space.”  Nick turned away from me.

      “She’s in a really bad place.  She needs to be reminded of how you feel about her.”

      Nick snorted and refused to meet my eyes.  “We weren’t anything.”

      “Really, Nick?  Are you sure she knew that?” I said trying hard to keep my voice down.

      “She needs you, Nick,” I pleaded.

      “Suddenly you’re an expert on what Blair needs?” Nick asked sharply.

      I took a step back, holding my palms up.  “Fine.  Have it your way.”  I leaned forward.  “But if I were you, I’d cool it with the new girl.”

      “What?” Nick chuckled.

      “Oh, please,” I said matching his laugh.  “I know you aren’t stupid.  Especially, when it comes to women flirting with you.”

      “There isn’t anything I can do to stop women from flirting with me,” Nick said raising his brow.

      I shook my head.  “You haven’t changed a bit, have you?”

      It looked as though my words had been like a fist to his gut.  But it didn’t last long before fire filled his eyes.

      “Is that all?” Nick asked.  “I’m kind of busy here.  Don’t really need my sister telling me how to handle my life.”

      “Yeah, that’s all.  Hopefully, my words will sink in before you screw things up too badly,” I said turning on my heel.

      I heard him blow out a puff of air as I walked away.  After I lowered myself to the ground next to Bronx, he slid his arm around my stomach and pulled me closer.

      “What was that all about?” he whispered into my ear.

      “Nothing.”  I squeezed my eyes shut.  “It was just me trying to talk sense into someone that is incapable of hearing it.

      “He’ll figure it out,” Bronx said.

      I shook my head although it didn’t move much.  “He won’t.”

      “There isn’t anything you can do about it either way,” Bronx said kissing the back of my neck.  “But I like that you tried.”

      “Why do you like that?” I asked narrowing my eyes even though he couldn’t see me.

      “Because it means you care,” Bronx said.  “I like that you care about people.”

      My jaw tightened.  “I should have known better.  This is how he is… how he’s always been.”

      “They’ll figure it out,” Bronx said snuggling closer.  I could tell by his breathing he was about to fall back asleep.

      I laid there staring into the blackness the rest of the night with steam coming out of my ears as I replayed my conversation with Nick over and over.
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        * * *

      

      I had pulled one of the blankets we’d packed out of the bag and wrapped it around my shoulders as I sat at watch.  Tom would probably comment about not taking things out of our supplies but I’d been so cold I didn’t even care.

      I’d slept on and off before my shift, but my dreams had been filled with old memories of Nick.  And none of them were the good ones from our childhood.  The drugs.  The women.  The horrible way he’d treated us.

      It was awful but the dreams, rather nightmares, had made me angry at him all over again.  I tried to remind myself how lucky I was to be with my brother but it didn’t do any good.  Everything from the past had resurfaced and I wasn’t sure how to stuff it back down.

      The sun was starting to come up, but I didn’t feel any warmer.  Even though the white flakes falling from the sky weren’t snow, they still made the air feel cold to me.

      As the world around started to get lighter, I noticed the flakes weren’t falling as much as they had been.  The poisonous powder had turned into light flurries.  I didn’t want to get excited, but it seemed as though it was going to stop soon.

      I turned around wanting to tell someone, but everyone was still asleep.  Nick hadn’t slept next to Blair, instead, he was in a random spot on the floor, his hands folded behind his head.

      It was too bad he hadn’t taken my advice.  Hopefully, he still would.

      Tom was the first one to wake.  He strode out of the back room yawning as he made his way toward the window.

      “Anything to report?” he asked.

      “Yes,” I said, pointing at the window.  “It’s just flurries.”

      “What?” Tom said smiling.  “Why is this the first I’m hearing about it?”

      I rolled my eyes.  “Because it just started happening.”  I sighed and shook my head.  “Nothing says it isn’t going to start back up again.”

      “Maybe, but none of the others have worked that way.  They’d stick around for a bit, do their damage and then vanish.”  Tom pointed at the window.  “This shit is on its way out and that means we need to make our final preparations.”

      “I thought that’s what we did yesterday?” I said turning slightly when I heard someone moving behind us.

      Bronx had pushed himself to a seated position and was watching Tom and me.

      “We need to check the houses.  Make sure we have everything we need,” Tom said.

      “We have everything we need,” I said crossing my arms as I glanced at the bags.  “More than we can probably even carry.

      “I have that figured out too,” Tom said.  “We’re going to wrap them in a tarp, pull everything behind us.  There’s no way we can leave all this behind.”

      Tom tried not to let it show, but he was worried.  It seemed like he was afraid we might never see any supplies again.

      “You and Bronx will check out the far house, and Molly and Nick will check out the other,” Tom said.

      “But there’s only one gun,” I said with a frown.

      “Sorry about that,” Tom said with a smirk, “but he’s trained.”

      “How do you know I’m not?” I asked cocking my head to the side.

      Tom looked down his nose at me and lowered his voice.  “Please.  Don’t forget I was at your grandma’s house too.  You wanted me dead, I saw it in your eyes, but there was no way you were going to pull that trigger.”

      I shook my head.  “The only reason I didn’t was because of your son.”

      “Right.  Keep telling yourself that,” Tom said with a smirk.  A terrible smirk that I wanted to slap right off his face.  “Get something to eat.  I’ll wake the others.”
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      Even though the flakes had nearly stopped falling completely, Tom insisted we all go out in full gear.  The fabric wrapped around my body was hot and it made me feel itchy, although I was sure it was better than having burns all over my skin.

      It was weird walking through the piles of flakes.  I thought it would be heavy and thick like snow, but my feet moved more easily than I would have thought.

      I watched Molly and Nick as they trekked off toward one of the other houses.  It was the house between the one Bronx, and I would be in and the new folks.  If anything would go wrong, Tom had hoped that Nick would be aware.

      I didn’t worry too much because I was trying to enjoy my time away from Tom.  After our conversation this morning my nerves were all twisted into a tangled mess.  The world had fallen apart around us, but even still, it would be better the further away from Tom I was.

      “Maybe we should just keep going,” I said surprised the words had sneaked out of my mouth.

      “What about Nick?” Bronx said.

      “To hell with Nick,” I said.

      Bronx chuckled.  “I know you don’t mean that.”

      “I kind of do.”

      “Yeah but you kind of don’t.”

      “He’s really pissing me off.  I mean, the Blair thing.  You saw Molly flirting with him, right?”  I turned to him but didn’t wait for a response of any kind.  “She was doing that right in front of Blair.”

      Bronx let out a quick breath.  “You know she has no idea that Nick and Blair are even a thing.”

      “Were a thing,” I said.  “I think he’s… Ugh.  He’ll never change.”

      “She’s going through some stuff,” Bronx said.

      “Blair’s talking to you, but she won’t talk to Nick?”

      Bronx looked at me.  “Are you jealous?”

      “I’m not.  Should I be?”

      “No.  Never.”  He faced forward again.  “She didn’t say much.  She’s afraid of what’s going to happen to her.  What she’s going to look like.”

      “Well, I wish she would tell that to Nick,” I said.

      Bronx bumped into me slightly.  “You can’t play matchmaker, you just have to let it go.”

      I turned to him waiting to see if he was going to break out into song but he just looked back at me.

      “I’m not being a matchmaker,” I said noting the grumpiness to my tone.  “More like match-repairer.”

      “Well, you can’t do that either.”

      “I just wanted him to have changed.”

      “Maybe he has.  Give him a chance.”

      I shook my head.  “He’s going to screw it up.”

      “Then you have to let him.”  Bronx held out his hand to slow my walking down.  I hadn’t even realized how fast I’d been moving my feet until I blinked and saw the house in front of me.  “Let’s circle around.  Check in the windows first.”

      I nodded and followed him around the house.  No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t get Nick and Blair out of my head.

      They were the last thing I wanted to be thinking about, yet I couldn’t help it.  I wanted things to be different.  I wanted Nick to be able to do the right thing when it came to Blair, but deep down, I wasn’t sure he was capable.  He just wasn’t wired to know how to do relationships.

      Not that I should talk.  Dear God, I should definitely not talk.

      When we made our way back to the back of the house, Bronx took another look into the window.  I crossed my arms looking at the area around us.  The flakes had completely stopped falling.

      “Huh,” Bronx said pushing the door so hard it hit the wall behind it.  “It’s open.”

      “Hope that means no one is home,” I said, but when I drew in a breath, I knew I was wrong.  The scent of death and decay was so strong I felt lightheaded.  “Ugh.”

      “Yeah, think they were home,” Bronx said.  “And my guess is they’ve been here since the sky turned red.  Stay here.”

      Bronx closed the door and looked out of the small window before walking away.  I heard each step he took in the empty house and then I heard a door close.

      He stepped out from the hall brushing his hands together.  “There, that should take care of it, a little bit anyway.”

      “It’s better already,” I said raising my brows as I spotted a can of air freshener on the counter.  I released a long steady stream into the air not stopping until I couldn’t smell anything any longer.  “See?”

      “A headache in a can,” Bronx said as I set the air freshener down on the counter.  “Where should we start?”

      “See if we can find backpacks?”

      We spent a long time going through closets searching for bags, blankets, clothing and anything else that was on the piece of paper that Nina had given us.  I pulled the fabric further down my face when I found a T-shirt that was my size.  It smelled of fresh, floral laundry detergent.  Something I hadn’t smelled in a while.

      I started unwrapping my mummy-like fabric so that I could change my shirt.

      “What are you doing?” Bronx asked.

      “Changing,” I said with a little shrug.

      “Why now?  Just take it with us,” Bronx said wearing a little smile as he shook his head at me.

      I chewed my lip.  “But it smells so good.”

      Half of my wrappings dropped to the floor and I turned my back.  Before I could pull on the new shirt, cool hands were lightly gliding around my waist.

      My body tensed and I shivered.  But then, my body did something I hadn’t expected.  I leaned back and relaxed into him.

      “Mmm,” I said as his hands glided all over my exposed skin.  Every inch of my body tingled and prickled with excitement.  I smiled as I drew in a breath.  “We can’t do this.”

      “Are you kidding?” Bronx said his voice so low it rumbled through my body.  “We have to do this.  When will we get another chance like this?”

      “They’re waiting for us.  Hell, what if they get worried and come here looking to see what’s taking us so long?”

      “I like the way you think.  Let’s make this take a long time,” Bronx said kissing down the side of my neck.

      I shook my head and took a half-hearted step away.  He turned me and pulled me closer.  My breath felt as though it got stuck in my throat as I looked up into his eyes.

      When our lips touched, I knew there was no turning back.  I melted into him and let my desire overtake me.

      My hands moved fast to unwrap him like a present I wanted more than anything on Christmas morning.  When I finally got to his shirt, my fingers trembled as I peeled it off of him and pressed my palms to his warm, muscular flesh.

      He pulled me closer, our skin pressed against one another.  I could feel every single inch of his need and it made my heart pound against my chest.  My breathing was rapid.  I felt out of control… and I liked it.  I needed it.

      My hand darted down to his pants and undid the button.  The pounding of my heart increased when I heard his pants hit the floor.

      Bronx yanked my pants down in one quick motion before he wrapped his hands tightly just above my hips.  He lifted me off of the ground and lowered me on top of the counter.

      I wrapped my legs around him as he kissed down the front of my neck.  He didn’t stop even when he got to the fabric of my bra.  My head tipped back as he kissed my breast.

      “Oh God,” I whispered.  It was like my words floated right out of my mouth and into the air like white puffy clouds.

      I gasped when Bronx pressed himself into me.  He held my hips as he rocked into me so hard my brain tingled.

      It was everything I had imagined and more.  His hands felt as though they were everywhere.  His lips igniting sparks of absolute bliss throughout my entire being.

      I had never wanted anything more in my entire life than I had wanted Bronx at that moment.  He was everything.  He was my oxygen.  My life.

      “Jesus, Gwen,” he breathed into my ear.

      I wrapped my arms and legs around him, holding him even tighter.  It felt that if I let go, I might be rocketed off of the planet and I didn’t want to be away from Bronx.  Not now.  Not ever.

      We moved together in perfect harmony.  Every muscle in my body tensed as we drove up the cliff of our pleasure.

      When we reached the top, we dove down together, crashing into a pool of absolute and utter delight.  My breathing was heavy and my heart pounded frantically inside my chest as I smiled at Bronx.

      “Wow,” he said pressing his forehead to mine.  “That was something.”

      “It was, wasn’t it?”  My cheeks tingled from the smile that was glued to my face.  Suddenly my eyes widened.  “Oh shit!”

      I pressed my palms to his shoulders and slid down off of the counter.  Bronx’s hands slowly slid up my back, as I bent down and pulled on my pants.

      “Mmm,” he said, sending a shiver up my spine.

      “Come on, Bronx.  We have to get dressed,” I said as he yanked me back against him.  “We still have work to do.”

      “Let’s just stay here forever,” Bronx said.

      I straightened myself, but he spun me quickly, wrapping his arms around me as he held me close.  He kissed me and I melted into him.  For a second, I forgot everything… everything except him.

      “Okay,” I said breathlessly.  I felt lost in his eyes.  Each one was like a warm fluffy blanket on a cold winter’s night.

      “Seriously?” Bronx said cocking his head to the side.  “Because God dammit, I’ll do it.  I’ll tell the others to go fuck themselves.”

      I bit back my laugh.  I blinked several times.  “Whoa!  Where is this coming from?”

      “If we stay, we’ll be safer,” Bronx said.

      “We don’t have the supplies,” I said narrowing my eyes at him.  “Not to mention there are dead bodies rotting away somewhere inside this home.”

      He hesitated for a long moment before running his hands through his hair.  “Shit.  You’re right.”

      Bronx let out a breath and then shook his head.  He blinked several times and then started to get dressed.

      “It shouldn’t have to be like this,” he said.

      “Maybe one day it won’t be,” I said trying to sound optimistic which wasn’t at all like me.  But maybe, at that moment, I was.

      “Just know that I wish I could stay with you here forever,” Bronx said as he started wrapping the fabric around my body.

      I cocked my head to the side.  “Here?”

      “I don’t care exactly where as long as it’s you and me.”  Bronx cupped my face.  “Got it?”

      “I got it,” I said feeling my body start to warm again from his closeness.  God, I don’t know what it was about him, but I couldn’t get enough.

      Bronx kissed me on the forehead and let his hands slide from my face.  “Let’s finish up and get back to the others.”
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      We had everything packed and ready to go.  I was pretty sure we had more than we’d be able to take with us but Tom had everything on a folded tarp with a rope attached to it for pulling.  We’d take turns.  He insisted it would work.

      “I walked over and talked to them when you guys were out,” Tom said looking at Bronx and I.  “Still not sure why it took so long and you guys barely brought anything back.”

      “We were thorough.  Wanted to make sure we didn’t miss anything important,” Bronx said with a slight shrug.

      I nodded, but I was sure my cheeks were redder than a raspberry.  Nick eyed me suspiciously, but then, turned away when Molly giggled and touched his arm.

      “Anyway, they’re going to come on over when they’re ready,” Tom said.  “They want to make sure the flakes aren’t going to start falling again.”

      Nick chuckled.  “You’re letting the new folks make the calls now, Tom?”

      “Do I have a choice?” Tom asked the muscles in his face tightening.  “They’re the ones that know where we’re going.  That means they get to say when it’s time to move.”

      Nick opened his mouth to make what would surely be some smart-ass comment, but he quickly closed it and turned away.  “I’m going to double check our supplies.”

      “I’ve already doubled checked them.  Hell, I triple checked them.  And then Nina checked them,” Tom said shaking his head.

      “That’s great,” Nick said as the veins in his arms popped out.  “Now I’m going to check them.  So, we can all be really sure we have everything we need.”

      Tom held up his palms and walked back over to the window.  Molly followed Nick like a lost puppy.  She jumped when he kicked out his frustrations on the side of the shelving unit.

      Bronx and I sat by Blair trying to convince her to take bites from various snack foods.  She’d chew a crumb for several minutes and then say she didn’t want any more.  We tried offering everything from granola to fruit snacks.

      “Are you feeling sick?” I asked, worried the wound might have done something worse than we knew.  But Tom wasn’t having any problems from his injury.

      “No,” Blair said without looking at me.  “I’m just not hungry.”

      It didn’t matter though, we weren’t going to stop trying.  She’d nursed me back to health after I’d eaten the poisoned wolf, this was the least I could do for her.

      Several hours had passed before Tom stood up.  He held up his hand and waved at someone outside of the window.

      “They’re here,” he announced.

      Tom walked over and opened the door allowing the three strangers into our space.  Bronx and I stood.

      One of them was wearing a baseball cap, but the other two didn’t have their head protected at all.  They had an extra layer of fabric over their legs and arms.

      “Hey,” the tall one said stepping inside the room and looking around.  I was pretty sure he was the one that had stopped by when they first came into town.  He offered us all a little wave.  “I’m Timothy.”

      “I’m Renee,” the petite woman with short, wild hair next to him said as she crossed her arms.

      The man to her right bobbed his head.  “Erik.”

      Tom introduced all of us one by one, leaving Milo for last.  It was almost as though he didn’t want them to notice him.

      “A kid?” Timothy said softly.

      “My son,” Tom said.

      “Okay, then,” Timothy said.  “You guys ready?  Long walk ahead of us.”

      I couldn’t stop my eyes from shifting to Nick’s leg.  His cane was up against the wall.  He hadn’t needed it since we’d arrived, but that was probably about to change.

      “We’re ready,” Tom said.

      “What’s all that?” Erik asked.

      “Our supplies,” Tom said looking at them proudly.

      Erik and Timothy exchanged a glance.  Erik wiped the bottom of his nose and snorted.  “Did you pack the entire town?”

      “Yeah,” Tom said.  “Well, as much of it as I could anyway.”

      “They’ll have stuff there,” Renee said.

      “Well, then they’ll have even more,” Tom said with a pasted-on grin.

      Timothy pulled a piece of paper out of his pocket and unfolded it.  He held it up and pointed to a dot on the map.

      “This is where we are,” Timothy said sliding his finger upward.  “And this is where we need to go.”

      “How do you know it’s safe?” Nick asked.

      Timothy shook his head.  “The road to get there probably isn’t, but that’s where survivors need to go.”

      “How do you know that?” Nick asked.

      “The posted signs.  They’re everywhere.”  Timothy said.

      “Haven’t you guys seen the helicopters?” Renee asked narrowing her eyes.

      Tom shook his head.  “There haven’t been any helicopters.  Or any vehicles for that matter.”

      “Then you haven’t been paying much attention,” Renee said.  “We’ve seen several.”

      “Where would they be refueling?” Tom asked.

      Renee shrugged.  “How am I supposed to know that?  Guessing they do though.”

      “So, they’re flying down here to put signs up?” Nick asked trying to cover his grin with his fingers.

      Renee cocked her head to the side.  “Are you calling us liars?”

      “No, no,” Nick said waving his hand.  “It just doesn’t make sense.”

      “Maybe there are military bases or airports,” Timothy said with a shrug.

      “Well, here’s to hoping it’s not a trick of some kind,” Tom said clapping his hands together.

      The three of them exchanged a glance.  “It’s not a trick.  Canada is safe.  They’re helping us.”

      “Right,” Tom said bowing his head slightly.

      I already knew he didn’t believe it.  What no one else knew was what he had up his sleeve.  They didn’t know he was going to try to get everyone somewhere to rebuild.  He wanted us all to be part of his fresh start.

      “Times wasting, should we get started?  Long way to go,” Tom said.

      Timothy bobbed his head up and down.  “Wrap your legs and arms.  That shit burns right through your flesh.”

      “No kidding?” Tom said raising his bandaged hand.

      “Ouch,” Timothy said raising his hand.  He turned it over showing the redness on his palm.  “Looks like you got it worse.”

      Blair turned her cheek to the side as if hiding her bandage.  She didn’t want to play the whose wound was worse game.

      After we all got wrapped up, we headed out following Timothy, Renee, and Erik.  Even though the sun was shining and I was wrapped in layers of fabric, I still felt cold.

      “The weathers changing,” Timothy said over his shoulder.

      “It’s not just the white stuff that’s making it cold, the seasons are changing,” Renee said.

      Erik nodded.  “We’re hoping to make it there before the real snow starts to fall.”

      “We might move quicker if you guys didn’t have to pull that giant tarp behind you,” Timothy said.  “You’re going to wear yourselves out.”

      “Nah,” Tom said grinning.  “Barely even notice the extra weight.”  He glanced over at Bronx who was helping him pull it along.  “Isn’t that right, Bronx?”

      “Piece of cake,” Bronx said.  It didn’t look like it was bothering him in the least, but after a few days of hauling all our supplies along, it was definitely going to be noticeable.  Then again, maybe Tom hadn’t been planning on traveling all that far from where we were.

      The day passed by without much trouble.  Nick tried pulling the supplies, but I could tell his leg was starting to bother him with the additional weight.  Or maybe it would have started to bother him either way.

      His cane was tucked inside the supply tarp, but he didn’t reach down and take it out.  And after everything with Blair, I wasn’t in the mood to prompt him to take it.  Apparently, neither was she.

      We were tucked inside a two-story house before the sun touched the horizon.  I was exhausted and glad for the rest.  Milo had fallen asleep within minutes of stopping.

      We’d put in a lot of miles.  But there were so many more to go… or was there?  At some point, we’d break away.

      And hopefully, that would be sometime soon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

        

      

    

    
      The house had enough rooms that everyone could break up and take their own bedroom or area.  Tom, Nina, and Milo took one of the rooms, but I was pretty sure Tom wouldn’t be able to sleep.  He’d be nervous with the new folks.

      Bronx and I took one of the rooms and Nick took the first watch.  I had no idea how he was going to be able to keep his eyes open.

      Blair crashed on the sofa and I wasn’t sure where Molly had gone, but she’d probably locked herself in one of the other rooms.

      Timothy, Renee, and Erik seemed to think it was unnecessary to keep watch and didn’t volunteer for any of the shifts.  It didn’t matter of course, because it wasn’t like any of us would trust them.

      The three of them gathered together in one of the bedrooms without even bothering to close the door.  They were far too trusting.  Not that they needed to be worried about us, but there were people out there that they would need to worry about.  People like Tom and his enemies.

      Bronx checked to make sure the door was locked before he started pacing around the room.  The floorboards creaked with each step and I was sure Nick and whoever else was downstairs could hear him.

      “Nick’s watching,” I said sitting down on the corner of the bed.  “You can relax.”

      I wasn’t sure why I had said that when I was having trouble myself.  It was always weird to be in someone else’s home.  Sleeping in their beds… walking around in their space.

      “He can’t see in every direction,” Bronx said.

      “I know,” I said rubbing my palm up and down my arm.  “It’s just that we’re going to have to sleep.  With how hard they’re pushing us during the day, we won’t be able to move if we don’t get our rest.”

      “Exactly why you should be laying down,” Bronx said glancing at me with wide eyes as he gestured to the bed.

      My mind quickly shot back to the last time I’d stared into his eyes.  We’d been lost in each other’s touch.  He was probably right, if I didn’t lay down and get some sleep on my own, he’d be laying next to me and then I wouldn’t be able to think of anything but him.  His kiss… his body.

      “Right,” I said turning away from him.

      Even though it was chilly in the room, I laid down on top of the blankets. I kept my back to Bronx because I actually wanted to get some sleep.

      My legs were sore and my body craved rest.  But being alone with Bronx made my mind wander to places that wouldn’t allow me to get the sleep I needed.

      When my eyes opened again, it was morning.  Bronx wasn’t in the room and no one had woken me for my shift.

      Being alone in the room twisted my nerves.  I wrapped my arms around my body, shivering as I left the room.

      Everyone was already ready to go.

      “That’s everybody, right?” Timothy said counting the heads as if he were a school bus driver.

      “Yes,” Tom said.

      Bronx slid a breakfast bar into my hand.  “They’re excited to get moving.”

      “Why didn’t anyone wake me?” I asked.

      “You were so tired,” Bronx said.  “I couldn’t even wake you for your shift.  Wanted to let you get as much sleep as possible.”

      “What about you?” I asked.

      Bronx flashed me a half-smile that heated my veins.  “I’ll be fine.  Don’t worry about me.”

      “You don’t know me very well, do you?”

      “What do you mean?” Bronx asked cocking his head to the side.

      I quickly raised my brows.  “I worry about everyone.”

      “Everyone?” Tom asked leaning closer.

      I rolled my eyes.  “Eavesdrop much?”

      “As much as possible,” Tom said with complete seriousness.

      Thankfully, I didn’t have to talk to Tom any longer about it because we were off.  We were, once again, making our way through the white stuff heading north.

      My stomach grumbled loudly when the sun was overhead.  We hadn’t stopped moving since we’d left in the morning.

      “There,” Timothy said over his shoulder as he pointed to a weathered, old barn.

      They didn’t bother to check the property, just waltzed into the barn as if they’d owned the place.  Both Nick and Tom looked around nervously, Tom keeping his hand just above his hip where I knew the gun was hiding.

      No one confronted us.  We ate while Timothy, Erik, and Renee had conversations about their lives before everything had gone to shit.

      Timothy had been a real estate agent.  Renee a hair artist, that’s what she had called it.  And Erik had been a computer programmer.  All three of them were excited to get back to the real world.

      They believed they’d get jobs in Canada.  Find apartments and live happily ever after.  Each one of them truly believed that things would go back to normal.

      The rest of us sat there listening.  I didn’t want to be the one to burst their bubble.

      After about fifteen minutes, we were back on the road.  We were on a highway and the signs provided little help.  I knew we had to go north and I knew we had miles and miles to go, but beyond that, the names didn’t hold much value.  At least we’d know how long we’d have to walk until we found the next town, city or whatever it was.

      It was strange to be walking on a road that had once been traveled by so many cars that crossing on foot would have been dangerous.  Now, there wasn’t a soul in sight.

      There were abandoned cars here and there.  Some facing in the wrong direction.

      We stayed away back from them knowing full well that some of them might have rotting corpses inside.  The bodies of those that had gotten sick from the red sky and hadn’t recovered.

      A slight breeze blew the white powder up around our feet.  The air felt cool on my cheeks, sending a chill through my body.

      “Brr,” I said and Bronx nodded.  His head was moving around quickly and it didn’t take long for me to realize what he was looking at.

      In the not too far off distance, the white dust was floating up and around with the breeze.  With each little gust, it seemed to go higher and higher.

      “We should find a place to stop,” Bronx called to the front of the line.  If Timothy heard him, he ignored him.  “What the hell?”

      Another blast of air blew past, cracking the branches of a nearby tree into one another.

      “What’s going on?” I asked even though I had a pretty good idea.

      “Winds picking up,” Bronx said.  “I don’t like this.  Pull as much of the fabric as you can over your face.  I’m going to talk to them.”

      Before Bronx walked off, he turned to Blair.  I was pretty sure he’d given her the same warning, but she didn’t pull anything over her face.  She’d simply shrugged and kept moving her feet.

      “Be right back,” Bronx said and jogged past Tom, slowing his pace when he caught up to Timothy.

      Bronx moved his hands as he talked, pointing to the west.  Timothy shook his head and Bronx dropped back.

      “Jesus,” he whispered.  “He’s an idiot.”

      “What did he say?” I asked.

      “We’re not stopping,” Bronx said pressing his lips together.  “Well, they’re not stopping, but we are.  I’ll let Nick know.”

      I nodded and Bronx dropped back to walk with Nick.  I could hear Bronx tell Nick everything.

      “I agree,” Nick said when Bronx finished talking.  “But there’s nothing around.”

      “I think I see something up there, in that group of trees,” Bronx said.

      I squinted, but I couldn’t see anything but pale brown tones covered with white.  There could have been a cabin in the woods or it could have just been some dead trees.

      The second Bronx stepped up next to me the wind whistled through the branches.  Specks of the white dust lifted up into the sky and swirled around in front of us.

      I touched my forehead where I’d felt something small touch my forehead.  It had been as light as a mosquito landing on my skin and after a moment, it felt like twenty of them were taking a bite out of me.

      “Ouch!” I said turning to Bronx.

      He looked at me with concerned filled eyes.  “What’s wrong?”

      “My forehead,” I said pointing to the side, just above my temple.  “Hurts like hell.”

      “It got you,” Bronx said.  “It’s just a red dot.  But we need to get the hell out of here before it gets any worse.”

      I tried to pull more of the fabric up to my eyes.  The last thing I wanted was for a speck of the floating dust to land in my eye.

      Another gust blew, whistling as it moved by.  I stopped walking and covered my face as best as I could with my hands.

      When I didn’t feel the biting cold trying to get to me through the fabric, I peeked out between my fingers.  The flakes had settled, but it wasn’t going to last.

      “Everyone okay?” Bronx shouted.

      “Yes,” everyone called back.  Nina was bent over Milo covering him.

      The wind picked up again and I could feel little cool touches against my scalp as my hair flew around my face.  My back was to the wind rounded forward to protect myself as best as I could.

      When he stopped for a moment, it felt like pins poking into my scalp in several locations.  I bit down on my cheek to fight off the pain I felt.

      I reached out and grabbed Bronx’s arm.  “We have to get out of here.”
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      We ran as fast as our already tired feet would move, keeping our faces covered as best as we could.  When the wind blew too fast or too hard, we had to stop and curl into ourselves like turtles tucking themselves into their shells.

      There was so much white swirling around that it was hard to see the grouping of trees where Bronx had spotted what might have a been a shelter.  When the wind would settle, someone would shout out in pain.  Everyone was getting assaulted by the little flakes.

      “Keep moving,” Bronx prompted when the dust settled for a moment.

      I could hear the wind whistling and cracking through the scattered trees in the area and knew it wouldn’t be long before the flakes would be whipped around at us again.  My heart was racing, and I was having trouble catching my breath.

      I wasn’t sure if it was because of the wind whipping the poison around us or if it was just from the running.  And the fear.

      “Come on, Gwen,” Bronx said grabbing my arm.  I hadn’t noticed there was a break in the wind.

      “Move, move, move,” Nick said as he guided Molly forward, shielding her with his covered arm when the wind blew again.

      “Oh my God!” Molly cried.  “Make it stop.”

      It felt like we were moving through the mini-tornadoes of poison forever before we got to the trees.  The trees blocked some of the dust, but we still needed to protect our faces.

      “There!” Bronx said pointing forward.

      When the wind died down for a moment, I saw it too.  A small cabin almost completely covered in white dust.  The windows were mostly clear, reflecting the small amount of sun that was able to make it through the dust and the trees into our eyes.

      When we got to the door, the window blew so hard it pushed me into the side of the building.  We all grouped together pushing at the locked door.

      “It won’t open,” Bronx said with a touch of panic to his voice.

      “Break it down!” Renee squeaked.

      Bronx shook his head.  “No, we need to—”

      His sentence was cut short when Erik threw his shoulder into the door.  It rattled, but it didn’t open.

      “Stop it!” Bronx said, grabbing the man roughly.  “We’ll need to be able to close it!”

      At first, it looked as though Erik hadn’t understood a word he had said, but then Nick pulled him away from the door.  He looked into his eyes for a second before they both needed to take cover again.

      “Don’t break it,” Nick said letting him go with a little shove when the wind let up.

      “Sorry,” Erik said sounding as though he were out of breath.

      “What are we going to do?” Molly asked in a high-pitched voice.  “We need to get inside.”

      Tom stepped up to the door shoving Bronx out of the way slightly.  “We’re going to have to break it.  It’ll still be better in there than it will be out here.”

      “The wind is blowing this way,” Bronx shouted.

      “We’ll be able to close it enough,” Tom said.

      “How can you be so sure?” Bronx said.  “If you fuck it up, our situation won’t be any better, maybe even worse.”

      “Wait!” I said just as Tom was about to kick the door near the doorknob.

      They all turned to me but quickly had to duck back down at another gust of wind.

      “Let’s just break the window, then just that room will be off limits,” I said pointing to the window at the side of the building.

      Bronx grabbed Tom’s shoulder and squeezed him.  It was a threat to not kick down the door… at least not yet.

      He made his way over and looked inside the window.  “It’s a small bedroom,” Bronx said one second before throwing his wrapped up elbow into the window.  He knocked the shards away and gave me a boost inside.  “Who’s next?”

      “What about the supplies?” Tom asked.

      “We’ll have to leave them outside,” I heard Bronx said.  “They’re covered in that shit.”

      I helped Molly inside and saw Nick and Tom moving the tarp close to the front door.  Molly grabbed my elbow and looked into my eyes.  Her shoulders bobbed rapidly.  “How’s my face?”

      I shook my head.

      “I know I got some on my head but how’s my face?” she asked again and I finally understood what she was asking.  She wanted to know if her face was going to be red and blistered like Blair’s.

      “It looks fine,” I said reaching out of the window to help Milo inside.

      “Your’s is okay too,” Molly said stepping back away from the window.  “It sure stings like hell though.”

      “You can say that again,” I said covering Milo’s ears.

      He squeezed his eyebrows together as he looked up at me.  “Mom and dad say hell all the time.  Like the fire at your grandma’s… when dad knocked the candle over, he said dammit to hell.  Mom said it was hot as hell before we got out.”

      I stared at Milo for several minutes.  The room started to spin.  Tom knocked over a candle?  What the… hell?  What was I hearing?

      “A little help here, please?” Renee asked as Bronx was practically throwing the short woman inside the room.

      “Oh, sorry,” I said as the room jerked to a sudden stop.  I grabbed Renee’s arm and yanked her inside.

      I was still trying to make sense of the words that had come out of Milo’s mouth.  Could Tom have really started the fire?  Had it been an accident?  If so, wouldn’t he have owned up to it?

      Everyone took off their wrappings as Nick and Tom hung a blanket in front of the broken window in an attempt to block as much of the powder from coming in as they could.  We gathered in the other room, but I couldn’t think about anything as Milo’s words played over and over again in my head.

      “Hey,” Bronx said as Timothy shut the bedroom door.  “What’s going on with you?”

      “Um, nothing,” I said but I could he didn’t believe me.  He looked around at the others as if he could find the real answer to his question.

      I forced a smile, but it only made Bronx narrow his eyes more.  He leaned in close.  “Tell me later?”

      I nodded.  I would definitely tell him what Milo had said.  In fact, I’d tell him before I told Nick and Blair.  I needed a second opinion.

      Nick walked over to Molly who was leaning against the wall with her thin arms wrapped around her skinny body.  He leaned back next to her, looking at her out of the corner of his eye.

      Nick wore a small, concerned grin as he lightly tapped his elbow into Molly.  “You okay?  Did you get hurt out there?”

      “I’m good, thanks.  You?” Molly asked flashing him a smile before she bit the side of her lip.

      “I’m all good,” Nick answered.

      A loud noise erupted from behind me and I spun on my heel, tightening my hands into fists.  My fingers relaxed when I saw the pieces of the broken vase on the floor at Blair’s feet.

      She was drawing in deep breaths as her fiery eyes moved away from Nick.  Blair was irate.  And I didn’t blame her.

      She looked like she was about to erupt, but after a moment she was like a balloon that was slowly deflating.  Her eyes shifted up to Nick for a split-second as her fingertips lightly touched the bandage on her cheek.

      “Oops,” Blair muttered as she dropped to her knees and started picking up the large pieces.  “Ouch!  Shit!”

      She shook her hand vigorously and looked at a small cut on the side of her finger.  Blair squeezed her finger with her other hand.

      I lowered myself down next to her.  “Are you—”

      “I’m fine,” Blair answered quickly.  “It’s fine.”

      “Let me help you clean this up,” I said as Bronx instantly joined in.

      We dropped the pieces of the ceramic vase into the smelly trash.  I found a broom to sweep up the smaller pieces.

      Blair watched me before she shook her head and left the room.  Bronx caught my eye for a moment before going after her.

      I set the broom against the wall and glared at Nick who was talking with Molly, seemingly unaware of what he was doing to Blair.

      I walked right up to him and pushed my palm into his shoulder.  “You’re an asshole.”

      I wanted to tell him to go fix things.  To make things right with Blair.  And maybe I should have, but I didn’t.  I left him standing there staring at me as I chased after Bronx and Blair.

      I wanted Nick to see that if I was going to pick sides, I wasn’t going to pick his.  Not after how he was treating her after she’d been injured by the white dust.
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      When I walked into the bathroom, Blair was on the floor with her knees pulled to her chest.  She looked up at me with bright red eyes.

      “What do you want?” she asked scrunching up her nose.

      “Nothing,” I said shaking my head.  There was nothing in her eyes but coldness.  I felt like turning on my heel and leaving the room, but I didn’t.  “I just don’t want to be out there.”

      Blair studied me for a long, hard moment.  “Your brother is a dick.”

      “Yes, yes he is, and I’m really sorry about that.  I should have warned you,” I said shaking my head.  “I just didn’t know anything would ever—”

      “You weren’t there when it did,” Blair said.  There was a long pause before she opened her mouth again.  “I wouldn’t have listened to you anyway.”

      Blair’s shoulders softened and she looked down at her feet.  I lowered myself down on the floor across from her.

      “He wasn’t a good person before all this.  I thought he’d changed,” I said.  “But after this, I know he hasn’t.”

      “I dated a lot of guys like him,” Blair said with a snort.  “Not even sure why I thought this would be different.”

      “He was an addict and he let down a lot of people,” I said.

      Blair shook her head and pointed to her cheek.  “If this wouldn’t have happened, nothing would have changed.  But that girl is so perfect.”

      I didn’t know what to say to her.  I didn’t want to think that it had to do with her wound, but there was a chance that it did.  There was also a chance he was just bored.  Molly was new and she was very beautiful.  Nick hadn’t ever been able to resist a gorgeous woman.

      “Try not to think about him or her,” Bronx said putting down the toilet seat lid and sitting on it with his legs spread wide.  I had to bite my cheek so I didn’t laugh.  It was super inappropriate timing, but the way he was sitting there just struck me funny.

      Apparently, Blair had thought so too.  Her lips curled up on one side and she jerked her chin toward him.  “Want some privacy?”

      “What?” Bronx said squeezing his eyebrows together.  He looked down and shook his head, but he didn’t budge.  “Resting my legs.”

      Blair shook her head and the sadness reappeared on her face.  “You guys don’t have to sit in the bathroom with me.  I just really want to be alone anyway.”

      “We don’t want you to be alone,” Bronx said.  “Because you’re not alone.”

      “I know,” she said forcing a tight-lipped smile in his direction.  I could tell she was refusing to meet his eyes.  “Just let me freshen up and I’ll come back out there.  We can’t sit in here all day hogging in the bathroom.”

      Bronx touched her shoulder lightly.  “Are you sure?  It’s not like we have anywhere to be.”

      “Yeah, better in here than out there to be honest,” I said.

      “No, I’m sure.  I just need a little time,” Blair said watching us carefully as Bronx and I shared a glance.  “Please?”

      “Okay, but first, can I tell you guys something,” I said my brow wrinkling.

      Bronx cocked his head to the side.  “Is this about whatever was bothering you before?”

      “Yeah,” I said.  The inside of my cheek was raw from how much I’d been chewing on it.  “It’s something that Milo said.”

      “What did he say?” Blair asked looking interested for the first time since her injury.

      “It’s about the fire at my grandma’s.  He… he said his dad knocked over a candle,” I said wincing at the sourness of the words.

      “Are you sure that’s what he said?” Bronx asked.

      I nodded.  “I’m positive.  I couldn’t ask more because everyone was trying to get inside through the window.”

      “Do you really think he could have done that?” Blair asked.

      “Maybe it was an accident?” Bronx asked less than a second after.

      I shook my head.  “I have no idea, but if it had been an accident wouldn’t he have told us?”

      “Maybe,” Bronx said with a shrug.  “But maybe not.  He knows you hate him.  Maybe he assumed you’d think it was something sinister?”

      “Well I do now,” I said pushing myself to my feet.  “I don’t know.  I don’t really know what to think about it right now.”

      “You have to ask him,” Blair said.

      I snorted.  “How do I do that?  Just come out and ask him if he intentionally burned down my grandma’s house?  It’s not like he’d tell the truth.”

      “We have to tell Nick,” Bronx said.

      “What we have to do is get out of here.  Break off on our own, we’ve put it off for far too long,” I said placing my hands on my hips.  “Maybe it’s better I don’t know the truth because I don’t really want to strangle that man in front of his son.”

      “I’ll talk with Nick,” Bronx said gesturing for me to follow him.  “For now, no strangling.”

      I shrugged.  “I promise nothing.”

      Bronx patted my shoulder and turned back to Blair.  “Come out soon, okay?”

      “I will,” she said pressing her palm to her forehead.  “Hey,” she said looking up at us, “thanks, guys.”

      “Yeah, of course,” Bronx said and I offered her a smile that she saw for a second before looking back down at the floor.

      Bronx and I reluctantly left her alone.  He must have sensed that I didn’t want to talk to Nick because he turned to me before we joined the others.

      “I’ll tell Nick what you told us in there,” he said.  “Go rest or get something to eat.  I’ll update you after I talk to him.”

      I nodded and joined the others who were sitting around and talking about their old lives.  They sounded as if they’d been so happy.  I couldn’t quite understand considering the miserable life of death, doom, and despair I had led.  Maybe was still leading.  There was a chance I’d died back from the red sky along with everyone else and this was my purgatory.

      Timothy and Renee started laughing at something Erik had said.  It had been so funny that Renee had rolled over onto her side.

      But they all stopped laughing when a loud boom echoed through the room.  My eyes darted around stopping at Nick’s red face.  His fists were balled up and he was marching toward Tom.

      Oh, shit.

      I stood, but it was too late.  Nick had twisted his shirt into his fist and lifted him off of the ground.

      Even though Tom was taller, his legs were kicking around to find their footing.  They didn’t find it before Nick threw his fist into Tom’s face.

      “Daddy!” Milo shouted.  He tried to take a step toward his dad, but Nina quickly grabbed him and pulled him back.

      “What are you doing?” Nina screamed.

      Everyone was on their feet looking at one another.  They all wanted to do something, but no one knew what to do.

      “You’re a piece of shit,” Nick said between his teeth before he threw his fist at Tom’s jaw.  Tom’s head jerk to the side when Nick’s hand made contact.

      “What?  Stop,” Tom said as blood leaked out of his popped lower lip.

      “We know all about the candle,” Nick said his ears so red they looked they were going to pop right off of his head.

      Tom held up a shaking palm.  “What candle?”

      “Don’t play stupid,” Nick said spitting out the words.

      Tom’s hand moved fast down to his hip.  He raised up the gun.

      “Get the fuck back!” Tom said with a calmness I couldn’t comprehend.

      Nick didn’t move.  He started going for the gun.

      Tom didn’t hesitate.  He pulled the trigger.  The loud pop echoed in the small room almost as loud as the scream that came out of someone behind me.

      Nick’s eyes widened.  He seemed to instantly awake from his rage and fear set in.  Nick dropped to his knees.  I didn’t know… I couldn’t tell… if he’d been hit.
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      “I told you to stay back,” Tom said his eyes darting around the room.

      “Okay, okay, I’m back,” Nick said.  I looked his body over, waiting for blood to pool out of a wound, but it didn’t happen.  It appeared as though Tom had missed… this time.  And I’m not sure he had meant to.

      Tom held the gun steady aimed at Nick’s abdomen.  If he took another shot, he wouldn’t miss.

      “Why did you do it, Tom?” Nick asked.  “You had a place to stay.  You had food and water.  Your family was safe.”

      “It was an accident.  I knew none of you would believe me,” Tom said.

      Nick snorted.  “Bull shit!  Did you want to kill us all or just my sister?”

      Tom’s eyes met mine for a second.  “I didn’t want to kill anyone.  You were going to send me and my family away.  We all need to work together.”

      “So, you wanted to trick us into staying with you?” I asked.

      “It’s not like that,” Nina said standing in front of Milo.  “He’s a good man.  He’s trying to protect us all.”

      “By starting fires?  Forcing us to leave safety?  Losing loads of supplies?” I screeched.  “That’s quite possibly the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard.”

      Tom shook his head.  “You aren’t looking at the big picture.  None of you are.”

      “I don’t care about the fucking big picture,” Nick said, his anger starting to return.  “You almost killed my sister.”

      Nick took a step forward and Tom’s finger twitched.  I was angry at my brother, but I had to do something.

      I dove forward and tackled Tom.  When the gunshot rang out, I was sure it had gone through my middle, but I didn’t stop pounding my fists into Tom wherever I could land a hit.

      “Gwen!” someone called out.  I heard my name, but I couldn’t quite place the voice.  There was far too much ringing in my ears to put the pieces together.

      I pulled my fist back, but before I could thrust it into Tom’s face, both of his hands flew toward me knocking me off balance.  My body flopped to the side and I tried to reach out to stop my fall, but I wasn’t fast enough.  My head hit something and my vision turned into a fuzzy channel that wasn’t coming in no matter how hard I tried to tune into my surroundings.

      Someone was moving next to me and I forced my eyes to open and close.  And again.  This time when they opened, I caught a glimpse of the gun.  It must have fallen out of Tom’s hand and it was only about a foot out of my reach.

      I started to move at the same time someone next to me moved.  Tom.

      I reached out grabbing the gun seconds before his hand shot out.  He growled as he scrambled toward me, but he didn’t get close.  Someone yanked him back as I pointed the gun at him.

      “Mommy!  Do something!” Milo said.  I heard his voice above all the other gasps and cries and hollers.

      “She’s not going to do anything,” Tom said as Bronx pull his arm behind his back roughly.  I could tell by Tom’s pinched up expression that he was hurt.  “Don’t worry, son.”

      A drop of fresh blood dripped out of his mouth and down onto his shirt.  Milo sniffed hard.

      “He’s right, Milo,” I said.  “I’m not going to do anything unless I have to.  Hopefully, your dad won’t do anything stupid.”

      Tom grinned at me with blood stained teeth.  He kept his voice low.  “Do you know how to use that?”

      “Not well,” I said jerking my head toward Nick.  “But he does.”

      Nick stepped up next to me and I didn’t lower the gun to pass it to him.

      “Here’s what’s going to happen,” I said letting out a heavy breath.  “We’re leaving.  We’re done with you.  I don’t care where you go or what you do.”  I pointed to me, Nick and Bronx.  “But we’re gone.”

      “If you follow us, I will use this,” Nick said cocking his head to the side.  “And I don’t care if your son has to see it.  I don’t want him to, of course, but I’ll do what I have to do.”

      “As soon as the wind dies down, we’re out of here,” I said.

      Timothy was shaking his head.  “I don’t understand what’s going on, but are you sure?  I mean, we’re going somewhere safe.  Don’t you want to find the real world again?”

      “Of course,” I said shaking my head, “but it’s not out there.”

      “I think you’re making a big mistake,” Timothy said crossing his arms.  “I don’t know what this guy did to you, but really, you should set it aside.”

      “I appreciate the advice,” I said.  “But I’d rather die out here to the attacks than spend any longer with him than I have to.”

      Nick nodded.  “And to be clear, we’re taking some of the supplies.  You can take your tarp, but it’s going to be a little lighter.”

      “Good luck to you guys being stuck with this monster,” I said.  My muscles were so tight I couldn’t draw in a deep breath.

      I walked out of the room, stepping into the kitchen where I could still keep my eye on Tom.  But I needed to feel separated and the small open kitchen was the best I could do at the moment.  It wasn’t like the four of us were about to go huddle in the bathroom with Blair.

      I was done huddling.

      “Where’s Blair?” Nick asked looking around the kitchen.

      “Bathroom,” Bronx said worry showed in the wrinkles on his forehead.

      I narrowed my eyes at Nick for a second before looking out of the kitchen at Molly.  She was standing halfway between the living room and the kitchen.  Molly was clearly conflicted, but after a minute or so, she came into the kitchen.

      “Anyone feel like telling me that dude’s story?” Molly asked jerking her thumb at Tom.

      “Yeah,” Nick said with a nod.  “I’ll get you all caught up.”

      Nick started telling the story without keeping his voice down.  The silence in the other room was enough to let us know they were listening.

      Bronx started pacing and I could tell his mind was elsewhere.  He wasn’t listening to the story… he already knew what had happened.  His mind was probably on Blair.

      Molly nodded along as Nick told her everything starting at the point where I’d been taken.  He gave as many details as he could and when he told her about Jamie, I wanted to cover my ears.

      I wasn’t sure how Bronx would feel about hearing about Jamie after what had happened between us, but if it had bothered him, he’d made no indication of it.  It shouldn’t bother him and I hoped he knew that.

      I wasn’t exactly sure what was going on with Bronx and me, but I knew that we cared about each other deeply.  He knew about Jamie, although I’m not sure to what extent he knew, but that didn’t matter.  It didn’t change how I felt about Bronx.

      When Nick finished talking, Bronx stopped pacing.  Bronx ran his fingers through his hair.  “I think I should go check on her.”

      “Maybe… she really wanted to be alone,” I said wrapping my arms around my middle.

      “She shouldn’t be alone,” Bronx said his eyes darting toward Nick.  They’d moved so fast there was no way Nick had even noticed the look.

      “You shouldn’t go alone,” I said glancing into the other room.  Tom had his back to us, but I was almost positive he could feel my eyes piercing into his back like sharp daggers.

      “He’s not going to do anything,” Bronx said.  “Not while Nick’s holding the gun.”

      I shook my head.  “How can you be so sure?”

      “What’s he going to do?” Bronx said.  “Unless he’s already convinced them to all gang up on me, I think I’m fine.”

      “He might do that,” I said raising my brows.

      “I highly doubt it,” Bronx said scratching the side of his head.  “Fuck it.”

      Bronx stepped around the counter and out of the kitchen.  I took a step but stopped when Nick held out his hand.

      “He’ll be fine.  We should talk,” Nick said.

      “I don’t have anything to talk to you about, besides I want to see how Blair’s doing too.”  I cocked my head to the side.  “Remember Blair?”

      Nick rolled his eyes.  “Of course, I remember Blair.”

      I pushed his arm away.

      “Gwen, please,” Nick said, his shoulders slumping downward.

      “I don’t want to hear it, Nick.  I’m sick of your shit.”

      My shoulders rose as I drew in a breath and walked out of the kitchen.  I wasn’t more than two steps away from Nick when I heard Bronx howl out a noise I couldn’t even describe.

      “Ahh!” Bronx shouted punctuating the cry with a loud bang.  “Noo!”
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      My feet carried me fast without any thought to who was around me.  I didn’t care where Tom was or what he was doing.  All I cared about was getting to Bronx.

      I grabbed the door frame to stop myself from slamming into the wall.  My eyes first went to him, down on his knees with his head down.

      He was holding something… a limp arm.  There was blood everywhere.

      It was on the floor.

      I walked closer.

      It was pooled in the tub… still dripping out of Blair’s wrists.  The razor was on the edge of the tub.  She’d set it down.  Blair had time to set it down.  She hadn’t called out for help… she hadn’t had second thoughts about what she’d done.

      I drew in a breath and moved toward her.  “Maybe we can—”

      “It’s too late,” Bronx said.

      I looked up to see her eyes.  She was staring at the wall with nothing but coldness in her eyes.  Blair was gone.  There wasn’t anything anyone could do.

      I’d looked away almost instantly but not before I noticed that she’d taken the bandage off of her cheek.  The wound was red and blistered, some of them disgustingly large.  I noticed the puss-filled bandage sitting on the back of the sink.

      Maybe seeing how bad it was had pushed her over the edge.  I turned at the sounds of footsteps making their way down the hall.

      “Shut the door,” Bronx said, but I didn’t make it there before Nick stopped in the doorway.

      His mouth dropped open.  Nick’s fingers loosened around the grip of the gun and I worried that he was going to drop it.

      “Oh shit,” Nick said taking a step forward but then stopping and taking too back.  “Blair, what did you do?”

      I was pretty sure he knew she couldn’t answer him.  The pace of his breathing picked up.  His shoulders bobbed rapidly with each inhale and exhale.

      Nick came into the room and he spun in a circle before dropping down next to the tub.  He pushed Bronx out of the way and grabbed Blair’s lifeless hand.  Nick lowered his head and pressed the back of her hand to his forehead.

      He was mumbling something I couldn’t make out.  Something about not letting him in… something about trying.

      Nick stood up and pushed Bronx hard against the wall.  He stared at him for a long moment before slamming him again.

      Bronx just stood there staring at him.  He refused to let it get to him, knowing Nick was just letting his anger out.

      Nick threw his hands into the air before resting them on the edge of the sink.  His head was down, his breathing hectic.

      After a moment, he was still.  He sniffed, and then it happened so fast, I heard the noise before I was able to determine what had happened.  Nick had punched the mirror breaking it into a million little pieces.

      “Nick?” Molly said softly.

      Bronx and I both turned and faced the doorway.  Molly was standing there staring into the room with her shaking fingers attempting to cover her mouth.

      “Get out of here!” Nick shouted and Molly instantly ran off.  “All of you!”

      I didn’t even try to say anything to him.  My eyes closed for a second as I drew in a breath and left the room.

      Bronx was right behind me, closing the door as we exited the room.

      When we stepped into the living room, it was clear that everyone already knew what had happened.  Molly hadn’t even taken a second to think things over before blurting out what had happened.

      Renee had her arm around Molly as tears rolled down her cheeks.  I don’t know why it angered me that she was crying.  It wasn’t like Molly had known her for long, but maybe what really bothered me was that I wasn’t crying.

      It wasn’t that I wasn’t sad because I was.  I was also horrified and disturbed, but I was tired.  So tired of all the sadness and devastation.

      If one good thing happened, it was like three terrible things would happen to remind me how cruel life could be.  I must have done something terrible in a past life to deserve everything that was thrown my way.

      It was true that everyone since the red sky was suffering, but I had suffered long before that.  Maybe I wasn’t crying because I wasn’t going to lay down and take it any longer.

      All their eyes were on Bronx and me as if they were waiting for us to make some kind of official announcement.  None of them needed to know what had happened.  Not a single one of them knew or cared about Blair.

      I turned on my heel and walked into the kitchen.

      “I’m sure you all heard,” Bronx said, his voice cracking.  “Our friend Blair is dead.”

      “We are so sorry for your loss,” Timothy said.

      “It’s so sad,” Renee said.

      “Thanks,” Bronx said.  “This has been a hard day.”

      There was so much sadness in his voice it felt like my heart was being squeezed by a vice.  I didn’t want him to be in pain.

      “If you’ll excuse me,” he said before stepping into the kitchen.

      He didn’t look at me.  His shoulders were rounded forward.  I didn’t like seeing him filled with so much pain.

      I walked up to him and wrapped my arms around him.  He hugged me back weakly and buried his face into my hair.
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      In the morning, we were packed and ready to go.  None of us had talked much, except for Nick to tell us that Molly had decided to come with us.

      It was going to be the four of us heading off on our own.  I probably should have tried to talk Molly out of it because it wasn’t going to be easy.  Somewhere inside of me, I knew that we were all walking to our funerals.

      “Here,” Timothy said handing a piece of paper to Nick.

      “What’s this?” Nick asked.  His voice was scratchy as if he’d been crying.

      “It’s a map.  It’s not the best map, but in case you change your mind,” Timothy said.

      Nick shook his head.  “We won’t change our minds.”

      “But if you do,” Timothy forced a smile.  “Please.”

      I reached for it and folded it up without looking at it.  “Thank you.”

      Timothy bobbed his head.  There was sadness in his eyes when we looked at one another, but it was all sadness for what we’d just experienced.  He couldn’t hide the fact that he was thrilled to get out of there and back on the road to what he believed was safety.

      “Good luck to you all,” Erik said at the same time Renee waved.

      “You too,” Bronx said, and with that, we were off.

      Most of the dust had been blown away from the violent winds, but there were still drifts of the white powder scattered about.  To be safe, we’d all still put our wrappings on, but they were easy enough to avoid.  Of course, that didn’t mean the wind couldn’t pick up at any time and blow what was left in our faces.

      There were a few spots on my head where I could feel the skin had been damaged.  It was rough against my fingertips, but luckily, I hadn’t felt any blisters, and the pain had subsided.

      We were heading east.  No one had a good reason for heading east, but it was the way we decided on.  Head for the coast.  What we’d do once we got to the coast was anyone’s guess.

      All that mattered to me was that we put as much distance between Tom and us as possible.  If I never saw his ugly mug again, it would be too soon.

      There wasn’t a soul in sight as we walked down the empty road.  The trees were dead or dying, and there wasn’t even a squirrel or rabbit that crossed our path.  It was just us and the horrible silence.

      We had two bags of supplies which would last us a fair amount of time.  Surely, we’d be able to find more as we traveled.  And if we didn’t, then that would be the way it all ends.  There were probably worse ways to go.

      I was glad that Nick had the gun.  At least that was one less thing we’d have to worry about.

      The day went much quicker than I had anticipated.  Sunlight was fading, and we still hadn’t found a place to stop for the night.

      “Sign three miles back said there’d be a town… I think we can’t be too far off,” Nick said.

      “Maybe we’re walking slower than you think,” Molly said.

      I glanced at Nick’s leg and I could tell he was trying hard not to let it bother him.  Our pace had slowed significantly since we’d set out but I assumed that was because we were all exhausted.

      “Yeah, we’ve slowed down,” Bronx muttered.

      “Well, of course, we did,” Nick shot back.  “We’ve been walking all day.  We’re all worn out.”

      Molly wrapped her arms around herself.  “It gets so cold at night.”

      I hadn’t noticed the chill in the air until Molly had mentioned it.  My thoughts had been on other things, but she was right, it was cold.

      I rubbed my palm on my prickled skin, but it didn’t help.  My teeth were chattering and maybe had been for a while because my jaw felt stiff.  Then again, it might have been tensed from holding my emotions inside.

      My body jerked when Nick loudly clapped his hands.  “There it is.”
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      We stopped at the first house at the edge of the town.  It was too dark to make our way through unfamiliar territory.

      “Did you take a flashlight?” Bronx asked.

      “I did, but I plan to conserve the batteries,” Nick said.

      “We’ll need it to check the house,” Bronx said.

      Nick’s eyes narrowed at him.  “Maybe.  We still got some light.”

      We followed Nick through the ranch style home, settling in the living room after we’d checked to make sure it was empty.  Molly followed Nick through the house a second time as they made sure all the doors and windows were locked.

      Bronx sat down on the sofa, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees.  His eyes were focused on a dark stain on the floor between his feet.  I didn’t know what the stain was and by the looks of it, I wasn’t sure I wanted to.

      “We’re losing light fast,” I said as I peeked out of the window.  “Wonder if there are any candles here.”

      “Want me to help you look?” Bronx asked leaning forward slightly.

      I shook my head as my stomach clenched.  After what happened at my grandma’s, I wasn’t sure I wanted to use a candle.

      Then again, the only reason the fire had happened was because Tom had knocked over the candle.  Did I really want us to sit around in the complete darkness?  I wasn’t sure what I wanted anymore.

      “I’ll look for the candles,” Bronx said placing his hands on my shoulders.  I hadn’t even noticed he’d gotten up.  “You look tired.  Put your feet up.”

      “No need,” Nick said waving his hand.  “We already found some.”

      Nick and Molly were carrying long taper candles in decorative glass holders.  The fact that they were tall made me nervous, and apparently, it showed.

      “We’ll be careful,” Nick said glancing in my direction.  “Could you close that curtain?”

      Nick’s communications with me had changed.  He was colder.  It was awkward and I didn’t care.

      He was probably blaming himself for what Blair had done, and truth be told, I was too.  But did blame really matter?  Our choices were limited considering we all still had to work together to survive.  We would all have to find a way to deal with what had happened even though it shouldn’t have.

      Of course, it wasn’t entirely Nick’s fault.  Blair shouldn’t have given up.  There were plenty of times I had wanted to yet here I was.  Perhaps Blair hadn’t feared death the same way I had.

      As the night went on, Molly didn’t leave Nick’s side.  She was like a lost puppy.  I was pretty sure the only reason she had come with us, was because of Nick.

      Bronx and I were curled up on the couch.  He was mostly sitting, and I was mostly using him for a pillow.

      From time to time his breathing would slow and I knew he was sleeping.  I, on the other hand, tried to sleep, but my eyes never stayed closed for long.

      The night sky must have been cloudy or perhaps there was no moon out because it was dark in the room except for the candlelight.  Molly had been sleeping in the over-sized chair across from us, but she woke up and stretched her arms over her head.

      She looked at Bronx and me and I quickly closed my eyes so she’d think I was asleep.  She walked over to Nick and started rubbing his shoulders.

      “I can’t sleep,” she whispered, and he placed his hand on top of hers.

      My stomach twisted into a tight knot.  He had just given up and Blair and moved on without a thought to anything but himself.

      Selfish.

      Nick would never change.  I couldn’t even believe that I had ever thought it was a possibility that he could.

      Seeing how close they’d gotten in such a short of time made me uncomfortable.  And it made me angry.

      “Try to get some sleep, baby,” Nick said and Molly kissed him on the cheek.

      He turned, grabbing her hand and pulling her to him.  When he turned to kiss her, he saw me watching.  Nick stood abruptly, and Molly twisted her neck to see what he was looking at.

      “Gwen,” Nick whispered as he held up his palm.

      I wanted to close my eyes and pretend he hadn’t caught me, but there was no chance I’d get away with it.

      “Watch the window, okay?” he said without turning to Molly.  She nodded, keeping her eyes on me.

      “Everything okay?” Molly asked.

      Nick pointed at the window.  “Yeah, just keep watch.  I’ll be back.”  He took several steps closer.  “Gwen, can we talk?”

      “I’m really tired,” I said and it was true.  The only problem was that I was having so much trouble actually letting my body relax that sleep wasn’t happening.

      “I won’t take up much of your time,” Nick said.

      Rather than pester me until Bronx woke up, I followed him into the kitchen.  It was so dark I could barely see him, but that was fine as far as I was concerned.

      “I know what you saw and I just want to explain,” Nick said.

      “What’s there to explain?” I said narrowing my eyes.  “I know what I saw, and it doesn’t really need any explaining.”

      Nick lowered his head.  “I didn’t mean for anyone to get hurt.  Hell, I didn’t mean for any of this to happen.  I was going to talk to Blair, but she wouldn’t listen.  It was like she knew what I was going to say.”

      “Maybe she did,” I said.  “But you could have tried harder.  Done the right thing and maybe she’d still be with us.”

      “Really?  You think so?” Nick asked.  “Because I think she was more upset with her cheek than she was with me.”

      “She probably thought that’s why you were going to dump her,” I said.  “Because of how she looked.  That’s what I would have thought too.”

      Nick snorted.  “It would have healed.  Plus, I didn’t care about that.  This isn’t how I wanted things to go.  I didn’t plan on meeting someone like Molly.”

      “What do you even know about her?” I asked blowing out a puff of air.

      “Enough.”  I could feel his eyes on me.  “It’s… I don’t know… I can’t explain it.  It just happened.”

      I sighed.  When it came to Nick, things like that just always happened.  He was terrible at taking responsibility for his own actions.

      “Besides, can you really just stand there and judge me?” Nick said.

      My eyes popped wide open.  They were probably so big that they were lighting the room.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I said.  I’d been so stunned by his words I wasn’t sure how I’d even managed to get the words out.

      “I just mean first it was Jamie and then Bronx and then Jamie again.  Now,” Nick’s head jerked to the living room, “it’s Bronx again.”

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said feeling the tension in my jaw.  I pressed my fingertip into his chest.  “How dare you even turn this around like that?  It wasn’t like I dropped Jamie because I changed my mind… Jamie died.”

      I hadn’t realized that I’d raised my voice until I saw Bronx’s shadow in the door frame.  My lungs pinched painfully as I tried to inhale.

      “What’s going on, Gwen?” Bronx asked.  It seemed as though he was looking at Nick.

      “Nothing.  I was just going to go get some rest,” I said letting my shoulder slam into Nick as I walked by him.  I kept moving my feet, not stopping until I got back to the sofa.

      Bronx had to have heard what I said.  It wasn’t something I had ever wanted him to hear because Bronx and I had always had a connection.  It wasn’t like I was just with him because Jamie was gone.  It was just how everything had played out.

      I never would have done what Nick had done to Blair.  I would have owned up to my feelings.  But was that completely true?  Had I ever told them how I’d felt about the other?

      It was complicated.  Nick’s situation hadn’t been.  Had it?

      I could hear Nick and Bronx talking in the other room.  It wasn’t long before they both came back into the living room.

      Molly got up and gave Nick his seat back.  He told her everything was fine and to get some rest.

      I thought things would be awkward with Bronx, but they weren’t.  He sat down next to me and held out his arm, waiting for me to curl up against him.

      “You really should get some sleep,” he whispered as he lightly kissed my neck.

      “I don’t think I can,” I said pressing my cheek to his chest.  “Maybe I should keep watch.”

      Bronx wrapped his arm around me tighter.  “Let me hold you for a little longer.  It helps me sleep.”
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      It wasn’t quite morning, but I could tell it would be soon.  I had slept a little here and there, but it hadn’t felt that way.  In fact, I think I felt worse than if I hadn’t slept at all.

      My head was on the armrest of the sofa and my neck was stiff.  I hadn’t remembered Bronx leaving during the night, but since he was no longer my pillow, I knew he had left.

      I rubbed my eyes and noticed him standing by the window.  His fingers were wrapped tightly around the handle of the gun.

      Nick wasn’t in the room, but Molly was.  She was resting her hand on her fist, looking as though she was trying to fall back asleep.

      Nick came back into the room from the kitchen and walked over to Bronx.  They both looked out the window as Bronx pointed at something.

      There was an eerie feeling in the air and I could tell something wasn’t right.  I sat up and stared at Nick and Bronx as they whispered.  Bronx nodded at something Nick had said and passed him the gun.

      Bronx turned and saw me watching them.  “You’re awake.”

      “Yes,” I said blinking several times to clear my slightly grainy morning vision.  “Is something going on out there?”

      Bronx turned back to the window.  “Someone’s out there walking around.”

      “Just one?” I asked

      “Think so,” Bronx responded.

      “Why didn’t you wake me up?” I asked.

      Bronx shook his head.  “Since he’s alone, we’re just waiting to see what he does.”

      “What’s he doing?” I asked.

      “He walked from one house to another and then back again,” Nick said.  “Doesn’t seem to be armed.”

      “We think he’s just looking for supplies.”

      “What will stop him from coming here?” I asked.

      Nick held up the gun.  “This.”

      “Wait,” Bronx said holding up his hand.

      The light that was coming in through the windows was brighter.  The sun had come up and lit our world back up.  It wouldn’t be long before everything warmed up a bit, at least hopefully it would.

      “What is it?” Nick turned to Bronx.

      “There’s more than one,” Bronx said.  He pointed to something and then to something else.  “One just went inside there and another in there.”

      Nick shook his head clearly not seeing what Bronx had.

      “Oh shit,” Bronx said, letting out a sharp breath.  “Another over there.”  He shook his head as he quickly turned to Nick.  “We didn’t see them because it was dark.  They’re crawling all over this place.”

      If they came to the house we were hiding in, our single gun wasn’t going to do much good in protecting us.  That was if we needed protection, but after everything we’d been through, I had no choice but to assume we would.

      Molly had popped up, letting the blanket she was wrapped in drop to the floor.  Her eyes darted around in every direction as if she were afraid someone was going to pop out at her.  Her teeth were chattering so loudly, I wanted to shush her so that the people wandering around didn’t hear them.

      I watched out of one of the other windows.  I stayed back but leaned my head forward, so my eye was peeking out between the curtain and the side of the window.

      It wasn’t long before everyone started to gather together at the house down the road.  The street we were on was nearly empty except for a small park positioned at the corner between us and the house the other people were grouping up.

      There were at least seven people standing around, one of them held a clipboard and pointed to the houses as his mouth moved.

      “What are they doing?” I asked keeping my voice quiet.

      But no one could answer because the sounds of someone walking through the shrubs near the house filled the air.  My lungs painfully squeezed tightly inside my chest as I tried to take in some oxygen.

      Bronx took a step back and his eyes widened.  Nick held up his finger just in front of his lips.

      “Did we check this one?” the young man outside shouted.

      I couldn’t hear what the group down the way replied… if they replied.  Carefully, I inched forward, trying to catch a glimpse of the others.

      My hand shot up to my mouth and my stomach sank so low I was worried I was going to be sick.  The whole group was coming our way.
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      The doorknob jiggled and I could feel the room fill with our terror.  We couldn’t move.

      Nick silently raised the gun up at the door.  His left eye narrowing slightly.

      A tremble ran through my body when I could hear someone pressing themselves against the window next to me.  I needed a breath, but I didn’t dare draw one in.

      “What’s going on?” someone asked.

      “Can’t get in,” the one that had been standing outside responded.  “Might be someone inside.”

      “We haven’t found a survivor in weeks,” another said.  “Break it down.  Just like the rest.”

      Nick was silently waving his hands toward the kitchen.  I wanted to move, but my feet felt as though they were glued in place.  Even when someone threw their body into the front door and I shuddered, I still couldn’t move.

      It wasn’t like we were going to be able to sneak out the back.  They’d hear us or they’d find us.

      Someone was pulling on my arm, and finally, my legs started to move.  I stepped into the kitchen just as the front door busted open.

      We were out of view, but it wasn’t going to be long before they found us.  If we opened the back door, they’d come after us.

      “Candle,” one of them whispered and my shoulders slumped down.

      “Don’t be afraid,” a woman said.  “We can help.”

      “We didn’t mean to frighten you,” another said.

      I looked at Bronx and then at Nick.  Neither of them knew what to do… not that we had a lot of choices.

      Nick tapped Bronx on the shoulder and mouthed the word stay.  My eyes widened knowing what he was about to do before doing it.

      Nick handed Bronx the gun and stepped out from the kitchen with his hands up.  “Don’t shoot.”

      “Of course not!” the woman said sounding appalled by the idea.  “I feel terrible you had to hide out in here all night in the cold.  We have a base in the middle of the town.  Are you alone?”

      “Yes,” Nick answered quickly.

      “I’m so sorry I have to ask this but are you armed?” the woman asked.

      I watched Nick shake his head.  “No, I am not.  Are you?”

      “Yes, sir,” the woman said.  “You kind of have to be in this world.  I’m surprised you’ve made it this long with all the shitty people and all the disastrous weather we seem to be having.”

      “Guess I’m just lucky,” Nick said with a smirk.

      “Lucky, no other survivor has said that word yet,” the woman said with a chuckle.  “I’m Maureen and this is my team.  What’s your name?”

      Nick hesitated as if he were trying to decide if he should use his real name or not.  “Nick.”

      “Good to meet you, Nick.  Say,” the woman said, “I’d like to invite you back to our base.  You can rest up, get something to eat.”

      “I appreciate the offer,” Nick said.  “But I really need to get back on the road.”

      “Where you headed?” the woman asked.

      “North,” Nick answered quickly with a little but probably necessary lie.

      There was a long pause.  “What’s north?”

      “I’m trying to find my wife,” Nick said.

      “So, you’re from the north?  Where exactly?” the woman asked.

      When Nick took too long to answer, the woman made a little grunt noise.  It seemed as though she wasn’t buying his story.

      “Canada,” he finally answered.

      “What were you doing in the US?” she asked.

      “I was here on business,” Nick answered.

      “What kind of business?”

      Nick’s lips curled into a smile.  It was an uncomfortable smile, but hopefully, I was the only one that knew Nick’s uncomfortable smile.

      “Why the third degree?” Nick asked.  “I’m just a guy trying to get back to his family.”

      “All right,” the woman said.  “Are you sure you don’t want to stop by, meet my people.  You look like you could use the rest… a good meal.”

      Nick bowed his head.  “If I wasn’t in such a hurry, I’d accept your offer, but I’ve already stayed longer than I would have liked.  I like to head out at first light.”

      “Understood,” the woman said.  “All right, well, be on your way then.”

      I heard the front door squeak open.  The people inside the house were actually going to let him leave, but they weren’t done with the house.

      They would find us.

      “Well?” the woman asked when Nick didn’t move.  “What are you waiting for?”

      “Okay,” Nick said holding up his hands.  He let out a small laugh as he took a step back.  “I have to come clean about something.”

      “I hate when this happens,” one of the guys said.

      Nick drew in a breath and smiled at them.  “I wasn’t completely honest about something.”

      “Go on,” the woman said.  I could hear the change in her voice.

      “I’m not exactly alone,” Nick said.

      “Well, okay, how many of you are there?” the woman asked.

      “Four,” Nick answered quickly.

      I could hear the woman whispering to someone.  And then the front door opening and closing.

      “Okay,” Maureen said.  “Are they hiding in there?”

      “Yes,” Nick said gesturing for us to step out.

      Bronx tucked the gun into the back of his waistband and stepped out next to Nick.  Molly and I followed close behind.

      “Well, hello,” the woman said looking us all over.

      She was shorter than I had expected.  Her hair was like a curly squirrel nest piled on the top of her head.  The thick-framed glasses perched low on her nose had been taped together at the side.

      “There was no need to lie to us, but I understand,” Maureen said bowing her head.  “It’s tough out there is it not?”

      She waited for an answer, but when she didn’t get one, she continued.

      “Now that everything is out in the open, I extend the invitation to you all.  Please join us at our base for a warm meal and some rest,” Maureen said.

      “Thanks again,” Nick said.  “It was the truth when I said we need to be on our way.”

      “Sure thing.”  Maureen offered a nod.  “Totally understand.  Safe travels.”

      Nick bobbed his head.  “Thanks.”

      Maureen and her team stepped to the side allowing us to gather our things and have access to the door.  My heart was racing even as she smiled at me.

      I hated all the eyes on me.  It felt like they were studying us.  I felt like a turkey on Thanksgiving Day.

      When we were outside, I still didn’t feel like I was taking in full breaths.  They hadn’t closed the door and I could still feel their eyes on us.

      “That was weird, right?” Molly asked her voice softer than a feather.

      “Yeah,” I whispered.

      We didn’t dare walk toward the center of the town.  None of us wanted to go near their base even though they seemed nice enough and had let us leave.

      An animal rustled in a nearby bush and my whole body jerked.  It had probably been a bunny or a squirrel although it was unusual to hear animals’ noises.  We hadn’t heard or seen many after the blue cloud had made its way through.

      There was a picket fence with chipped white paint that outlined the massive yard of one of the nearby homes.  It looked as though a curtain had moved inside the home.

      “Nick,” I whispered his name as if it were a warning.

      “Yeah,” he said seemingly receiving my warning.

      Something didn’t feel right.  But then again nothing had felt right since I woke up to a red sky outside my apartment window.

      The door to the house opened and a man stepped out onto the porch.  He was holding a gun as he watched us walking away from the town.

      “Give me the gun back,” Nick said.  “Be cool about it.”

      “I’m always cool,” Bronx said trying to sound calm, but I could tell he was just as nervous as I was.

      We followed the road that led out of town.  There was a van up on the curb and several large bushes near a stop sign.  This town wasn’t much different from any other town… I couldn’t wait to get away from it.

      The second we crossed the road, several armed men walked out from behind the van.  Another two came out of the shrubs.

      I whipped my head around, and of course, there were several more behind us.  We should have known they wouldn’t really let us leave.

      My spine tightened, but my shoulders slumped.  “Dammit.”
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      They circled around us and led us back into the town.  There were tents and several fire pits set up in the middle of the intersection on what had once been the main road.  The whole block was set up like a campground.

      There were houses around and a grocery store on the corner.  It looked like it was something they had been working on since the red sky had come and made everyone sick.

      There wasn’t anyone inside of the base except for the group of people we were with.  And of course, Maureen and the people she had been with back inside the house.  It was a group of fewer than twenty people, but I still felt helpless.

      Maureen was grinning from ear to ear as she walked our way.  “You changed your mind?  That’s great!  I’m so glad you decided to stay.”

      She was insane.  The woman was wearing a smile that was warm, but there was a stillness in her eyes that was more chilling than the air around us.

      “Didn’t have much of a choice,” Nick said.

      Maureen ignored him.  It was as if she could only hear what she wanted to hear.  “We’re so glad you’re staying.  We really need the help around here.  There is always so much to do.”

      She whispered to the person next to her and he nodded.  He jerked his elbow into the guy behind him and he ran off appearing again seconds later with a long piece of rope.

      The man grabbed my arm, but before he could do anything, Bronx gripped his forearm so hard his fingertips turned white.

      “Let go of her,” Bronx growled.

      A sourness bubbled up at the back of my throat when a scraggly-haired woman pressed the barrel of a gun to his head.

      “No, you let go,” she hissed.

      Bronx sneered at her, but he let go of the man’s arm.  He started to wrap the end of the rope around my waist and then left a little slack before tying up Bronx.  He didn’t step away until all four of us were tied together.

      “I don’t understand,” Nick said keeping a softness to his face.  “Why aren’t you letting us leave?”

      “What do you mean?” Maureen said scrunching up her nose.

      Oh, dear Lord, she really was crazy.

      Nick chuckled nervously.  “You said we were free to go.  Don’t you remember that?”

      “Yeah, you were, but then you came back.”  Maureen smiled.  “And we’re so glad you did.”

      Were they all crazy?  Why were they letting her get away with this nonsense?  Clearly, they knew she hadn’t let us go.

      “For now, you guys can just relax, but when you’re feeling up to it, we’re going through the houses and bringing everything to our base,” Maureen said.  “I know you’re tired from your travels.”

      A couple of men walked out of the market smiling at one another as they walked toward the group.  The grins fell off of their faces when they spotted us.

      “What’s going on, Maureen?” one of the men asked as they approached.  They both looked us up and down before turning their attention back to Maureen.

      “We found some folks who’d like to join us,” she said.

      “You remember what I told you about collecting strangers without me, right?” the man asked.  “Maureen, you should have told me right away.”

      Maureen looked down.  Suddenly, she looked like a frightened child.  “Sorry, I forgot.”

      “It’s okay,” he said walking over to her and placing his hand on her shoulder.  He looked at us one by one.  “Are you all okay?”

      “Yes,” Nick said.  “We’re fine, but none of this is necessary.  We aren’t going to hurt anyone.  We just want to be on our way.”

      “I see,” the man said.  “But we can’t let you do that.”

      Nick shook his head.  “Why not?”

      “Because you’ve seen us.  You’ve seen our base,” the man said.  “There is no way we can trust you won’t tell them where we’re hiding and we don’t want things to get worse.  No more clouds and rain.”

      “Tell who where you’re hiding?” Nick asked.

      The man narrowed his eyes.  “The people doing this.  For all we know, you’re working with them.”

      “We’re not working with them,” Nick replied.

      “Well we don’t know that, do we?” the man said.  “As far as I see it you have two options available.  You can work with us, or you can suffer the consequences.”

      “You don’t want to ask about the consequences,” the man standing next to him said.

      It was then that I noticed the two men were both wearing the same jacket.  There was a patch that showed their names on the front… White and the other was Ripley.  The round patch on their arm made sweat bead up on the back of my neck.

      The two men were apparently guards… or nurses… or whatever they did at the Glendale Mental Institution for the Criminally Insane.  Maureen and the rest of them really were out of their minds and not only that, but they were dangerous too.

      Most of the others were wearing the same tan pants.  It was like their uniform and even though the stores and homes likely had other clothing they could have changed into, most of them apparently decided to stay in the clothing they were used to wearing.

      The man, White, followed my eyes to the patch on his arm.  He grinned as his eyes raised and met mine.

      “That’s right,” White said clicking his tongue as he walked closer to us.  “And you don’t even want to know what got them locked up in there.  They are lost souls now and they’ll do anything we tell them,” White said leaning toward my ear.  “Anything.”

      “And since we don’t trust you, they don’t trust you,” Ripley said.

      “I don’t get it,” I said shaking my head.  “If you don’t trust us, why do you want to keep us here?”

      Ripley raised a brow.  “I can see you here.  Out there, I have no idea what you’re telling them.  We’re safe here and we’d like to keep it that way.”

      “Didn’t anyone else in this town survive?” I asked.

      White shook his head.  “A few, but they didn’t like our terms.”

      “Where are they now?” Molly asked biting her lip.  She looked as though she didn’t want to hear the answer.

      Ripley pointed a long finger toward the edge of town.  For a second, I thought maybe they had let them go, but then I noticed the rows of headstones between the leave-less trees.

      “So, what’s it going to be?” White asked.

      It took less than a second for Nick to respond.

      “What can we do to help?” Nick asked flashing him a nervous smile.

      “We’ll figure that out soon,” Ripley said crossing his arms.

      White was nodding along.  “For now, just take it easy.  Enjoy the break.”

      There was no way we were going to be able to take it easy.  We were tied together and trapped with insane people who did things I didn’t want to know about.  Things of nightmares.  Things you’d turn off the news for because it would ruin your day.

      The only thing we had going for us was that they hadn’t checked us for weapons.  Nick still had his gun, but with all the armed crazy people around us, there wasn’t much he could do about it.  At least, not yet.

      They led us into one of the nearby homes forcing us to walk in a straight line.  We were taken into a nice furnished basement.

      “Someone will bring you food,” White said.  “Need anything before we go?”

      “A bathroom,” Molly said her forehead wrinkling.

      White pointed to a small room.  “In there.”

      “Are you going to untie us?” Molly asked.

      Ripley grinned as he shook his head.  “You’ll figure it out.”

      I think the shade of pink that filled my cheeks matched Molly’s.  If there was one thing I liked to have my privacy about, it was using the bathroom.

      “We’ll keep you posted,” White said before they left us alone in the cold basement.

      Nick instantly starting trying to untie himself.  His fingers shaking as he worked to undo the knots.

      “God dammit,” Nick said as he started to walk around the room.  The rope first pulled Molly, then Bronx, then me along.  “There has to be something down here we can use to cut this rope.”

      We followed him around the room, but there wasn’t anything around except for the furniture.  They’d cleaned the basement and made sure there wasn’t anything that anyone could use as a knife, at least nothing that we’d been able to find.

      The floorboards overhead started to creak.  My eyes followed the sounds as they moved through the house, pausing at the door at the top of the stairs.

      Moments later, the door opened and a wide woman made her way down the stairs.  She was carrying a tray stacked with food and water bottles.

      “Mr. White said to bring this down for you,” the woman said.  “Is there anything else I can get for you all?”

      “Maybe,” Nick said.  “How long have you been here with these people?”

      “Oh,” the woman tapped her chin, “I’ve been working at the Institution since I was twenty-four so what’s that?  Thirty-one years?  I’m terrible at math, but it’s been most of my life.”

      Nick frowned.

      “You’ll all be fine here,” the woman said.  “They just don’t trust you.  I can tell you’re good people.”

      “Yeah, we are,” Molly said crossing her arms.  “But are they?”

      “Some of them are, yes,” the woman said, all touches of happiness disappearing from her face.  “Others have had a hard life.  Anyway,” she forced a smile back on her face, “it’s better here than out there.  We’ve got everything you could need.”

      The woman started to walk back toward the stairs.  She turned and placed her foot on the first step.  “I’ll be back, but I’m not sure when.  Are you sure I can’t get you anything?  Blankets?  Pillows?”

      “Yes,” Molly said.  “Some blankets and pillows would be great.”

      The woman nodded and went up the stairs.  I could hear her moving around.  It was only a few minutes before she was making her way back down with so much bundled in her arms that she couldn’t see the stairs in front of her.

      As far as we could tell she was alone.  If we could overtake her, which wouldn’t be difficult, maybe we could fight our way out of this place.

      “Here you are,” she said setting the blankets and pillows down at the bottom of the stairs.  She looked at us with a smile on her face but seriousness in her eyes.  “Just follow the rules, and you’ll be fine.  Good night.”

      “Night,” Nick said.  The second she was gone he turned to face me.  “I have no idea how we’re going to get out of here.”

      “Wasn’t she alone?” I asked.

      Nick shook his head.  “No, there was a guard at the top of the stairs.  This isn’t good.  This isn’t good at all.”
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      In the morning, Maureen brought us down another tray.  It was eggs and breakfast pastries and it smelled delicious.

      “Eggs?” I asked looking at Maureen.

      “I know!  We have some chickens.  While they lay, we eat fresh eggs.”  Maureen grinned.  “We’re so lucky.  I knew you guys would like it here.”

      “Are they safe to eat?” I asked glancing at Bronx.  I could still remember how sick I’d gotten from eating the wolf.

      Maureen squinted at me.  “Why wouldn’t they be?  What are you suggesting exactly?”

      “Nothing,” I said shaking my head.  “I thought the animals got sick too is all.”

      “Some did, I guess, but the eggs are fine.  I eat them whenever they’re available and I haven’t gotten sick yet,” Maureen said grabbing a plate off of the tray and walking it over to me.  “Try them.”

      My stomach felt as though it had a ten-pound weight in it.  I didn’t want to try the eggs and I was afraid of what might happen to me if I refuse.

      I glanced at Bronx and picked up a fork with a shaking hand.  I stabbed the smallest crumble of fluffy, yellow scrambled eggs I saw and let it touch my tongue.  They were salted and still warm.  They tasted like normal eggs, but the wolf had probably tasted like a normal wolf too.

      “They’re good,” I said.

      “Miss Lecky made them.  She cooks everything.  You met her yesterday, right?” Maureen asked.

      “Maybe,” Nick shrugged.  “Did she bring us our dinner?”

      “That was her.  Lovely woman.”  It was obvious Maureen adored the woman.  “She cooked for us for as long as I can remember.  The things she’s doing now with what’s left is amazing.”

      I raised a brow.  “Like making eggs.”

      “Exactly,” Maureen said pointing at me.  “Anyway, Mr. White is still trying to figure out what we’re going to do with all of you.  We’ve never had four guests before.  We’ll probably just train you one at a time or something.”

      Maureen snapped her mouth shut and then covered it with her hand.  Her eyes were wide as she looked up the stairs.

      “I wasn’t supposed to say that,” Maureen said with a frown.  Her eyes became glassy.  “I am honestly the worst.  Anyway, I gotta go.”

      She practically ran out of the room.  After she was gone, Nick pounded his fist into the wall.

      “They’re never alone,” Nick said shaking his head at Bronx.

      “We got time, man,” Bronx said.  “We’ll figure it out.  They’re feeding us, and we have a roof over our head.  Things could be worse, right?  We just have to wait for the right time.”

      Nick hasn’t ever been known to be a man with patience, but Bronx was right.  We had the time to figure it out and plan our move.

      There was a small window above the old washer and dryer that I liked to peek out of from time to time.  I had a decent view of the middle of the town.

      “Think we could fit out of this window?” I asked.

      Nick shook his head.  “Maybe Molly could, but they’d hear the glass break, not to mention they’d see us crawling out of it.”

      “Maybe, but they come and go pretty frequently.  If we timed it perfectly, it could work,” I said.

      “Except for the fact that Bronx and I definitely won’t be able to squeeze out of it,” Nick said.

      It was frustrating that while there was slack between us, there wasn’t that much.  If I wanted to look out of the window, everyone had to be standing, and if anyone had to use the bathroom, we all had to stand outside the door until they were finished.

      We’d actually gotten pretty good at coordinating our movements, but occasionally my waist would get pulled in another direction than I’d been planning to go.  Bronx was always there to steady me if needed.

      Nick and Molly were sitting on the sofa trying to come up with a plan when Bronx wrapped his hand around the rope and yanked me toward him.  He smiled at me as I smacked into his chest.

      “I could get used to this,” Bronx whispered into my ear before placing a soft kiss on the side of my neck.

      He was sitting on the armrest of the sofa with his back to Nick and Molly.

      “I’d rather be this close to you without the rope.  And without the audience,” I whispered.

      “One day,” he said as if it were a promise.

      The door opened upstairs and this time I could definitely tell it was more than one person.  It sounded like the whole group trying to make their way through the house.

      “Let’s go, Stephens,” White said.

      Ripley and White were pulling someone down the stairs with them as they slowly descended.  It was like they would take two steps down, and then one step back as the person behind them struggled to break free.

      “Stop it!” Ripley shouted as he threw the back of his hand across the man’s face.

      Maureen was at the top of the stairs with an armed guard standing at her side.  They didn’t look at me staring at them, they were watching White and Ripley as they pulled the man down.

      The second they were off the steps, they simultaneously threw the man they called Stephens onto the ground.  He rolled twice before his body came to a stop.

      “Don’t leave me,” Stephens begged.  His eyes were wide with large dilated pupils.  “I hate it down here.  It’s haunted!  It’s haunted!”

      “It’s not haunted,” White said, kicking his foot at Stephen’s grabbing hands.  “We’ll be back for you when you’ve calmed down.”

      “You never come back for me,” Stephens said.  “You leave me for days!  Weeks!”

      White took a step back and the man lowered his face into his hands and started sobbing.

      “Sorry about this,” White said rubbing his palm on the top of his head.  “He won’t be too much of a problem once he falls asleep.”

      “What’s wrong with him?” Molly asked moving closer to Nick.

      White leaned closer and kept his voice low.  “He hears voices.  He’s been medicated.  Take a few hours to kick in.”

      “Our apologies,” Ripley said with a salute.

      If it hadn’t been for Nick’s gun, I would have been more worried about being locked up with the crazed stranger.  The man looked up at us and scooted himself back against the wall.  He brought his fingers to his lips and started mumbling incoherently.

      White and Ripley left the basement without another word.  They closed the top door and locked it, checking it several times before making their way back through the house.

      Our new roommate peeked at us through his fingers.  He seemed more frightened of us than we were of him.  Of course, we had a gun and he didn’t, but it wasn’t like he knew that.

      He continuously mumbled to himself.  Every so often he’d flap his hand into the air as if he was swatting a fly.

      Molly was practically inside of Nick she was standing so close.  The guns hadn’t seemed to make her all that nervous, but the crazy guy on our floor did.

      It wasn’t long before Stephens fell asleep curled up in the fetal position on the floor.  Whatever they’d given him had knocked him out.

      It wasn’t like we were going to give up taking watches just because we were locked in a basement.  We were going to take turns regardless of whether or not the crazy man was locked up with us.

      There were still a few hours of daylight left, but I couldn’t help but feel like we’d been locked up and forgotten.  They didn’t know what to do with us, and maybe they were a little afraid of us.

      One good thing was that they hadn’t been smart enough to check us for weapons because Nick having his gun made us all a touch safer.

      It was sometime after they’d brought us dinner, I heard a strange noise.  I crawled up on top of the wash machine to look outside of the grimy window.

      Molly glanced at Stephens who was still asleep.  “What is it?”

      “I’m not sure…,” I said letting my voice trail off.  The noise was getting louder.  It was like an audience all doing a slow clap completely out of rhythm.

      When the large animals came into view, the noises made sense.  I placed my hand on the glass as if that would help me have a better view, but it didn’t and I didn’t really need one.  I already knew I was looking at horses.

      “Well?” Nick asked.

      I looked down at them shaking my head.  “Horses.  Pulling a wagon.”
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      The men riding the horses climbed down and shook hands with White and Ripley.  They took a tarp off of the wagon revealing that it was mostly empty.  It isn’t long before the people in tan pants started to bring stuff over to the wagon.

      “What’s going on out there?” Bronx asked.

      “Let me take a look,” Molly said.

      I ignored her.  “They’re filling a wagon with supplies.”

      “Now, why on earth would they do that?” Nick pondered out loud.

      “They’re on our side,” the guy in the corner said groggily as he rubbed his eyes.

      “That’s not really all that helpful,” Nick said staring at Stephens.

      The man held up his hands and waved them lazily.  “Don’t worry about me.  I can tell by the look in your eye you’re ready to jump me.  After what they gave me, I’m too weak to fight back.  Not to mention, I have no desire to fight.”

      “So, what’s up with the horses?” Nick asked.

      “They’re our guys.  They go out with supplies and come back with trades,” Stephens said.

      “What kind of trades?” Nick asked.

      The man flashed him a smile that didn’t match his droopy eyelids.  “They give supplies for pharmaceuticals.  The institution had a lot and the pharmacies in town did too, but White is stockpiling it as if it’s going to be currency one day.”

      “Illegal drugs too?” Nick asked and I rolled my eyes.

      “All kinds,” Stephens said.  “I’m Ted by the way, but everyone calls me Stephens.  I used to work at the institution a few years ago.”  Ted pointed to the name sewed onto his jacket.  “Thank God I kept this thing or I’d probably have joined the other townsfolk in the cemetery.”

      “They said you hear voices,” I said.

      Ted shrugged.  “I do.  When people talk, I hear them.  And sometimes I don’t want to hear them.”  Ted cleared his throat and blinked several seconds too long.  “I’ll do whatever it takes to survive.”

      “Why are you telling us this?” I asked.

      “Oh, I shouldn’t be,” Ted said shaking his head.  “This fucking medicine is like truth serum to me.  I’m surprised I haven’t come clean to White yet.  Sometimes I have an episode so I can get a break from it all.  Sometimes it’s the only way I can get any sleep.”

      I glanced at Nick.  There were probably a thousand things we should have been asking Ted, but my mind was blank.  I couldn’t think of anything but the horses outside the window.

      “Man, I can barely keep my eyes open,” Ted said lowering his head down.  Almost instantly, he fell back asleep.

      “We gotta get out of this place,” Nick said pacing back and forth as I turned to look back out of the window.  “They are insane.”

      “Literally,” Molly added.

      I looked back out of the window when I heard raised voices.  There was a man bigger than White standing face to face with him, his ears red and his head looking like it was ready to pop off his neck.

      “They’re having an argument,” I said.

      “Who is?” Bronx asked.

      “White and another man.  One of the men that climbed down off of the horses,” I replied, covering my mouth as White threw his fist into the man’s jaw.  “Oh crap!”

      Bronx took a step forward ready to peel me away from the window.  “What now?”

      “White punched him,” I said, watching as a huge man walked up and grabbed the nearly knocked out man around the neck.  He dragged him toward the house as if he were a caveman bringing back his dinner.  “They’re coming this way.”

      I climbed down off of the washing machine.  My hands moved nervously over my pants.

      The door upstairs opened and it sounded like a herd of elephants was walking through the place.  Nick and Molly sat down, but Bronx and I stayed on our feet.

      White and the beast came down the stairs throwing the man next to Ted.  White gestured and the beast picked up Ted.

      “Time to go, Stephens,” White said in a loud voice as he leaned toward him.

      Ted lazily opened his eyelids as he weakly clawed at the beasts hands.  The big man didn’t even seem to notice his touches.

      The beast had to be nearly seven feet tall.  Ted wasn’t a short man, yet his feet didn’t touch the ground as the beast carried him along.  The scowl the beast wore made my insides churn.  I didn’t even want to know why he’d been locked inside of the institution.

      “What?  Already?” Stephens asked his head rolling side to side as the beast kept him from placing his feet on the ground.  “I’m still hearing them.  I need more time.  More medicine.”

      “Really sorry about that, but there’s a good chance we’re going to need you for something,” White said.

      “What about us?” Nick asked.

      White shrugged.  “Someone will bring your dinner soon.  Being down here is better than being out there, isn’t it?  I hope you aren’t complaining about your accommodations because you’re practically in a five-star hotel here.”

      “My apologies.  I wasn’t complaining, was simply wondering,” Nick said.  “It’s never fun to be locked up, is it?”

      The beast shook his head, but the scowl on his face didn’t diminish.

      “See,” Nick said smiling at the big guy, but it wasn’t a smile that remained on his face long.  White looked amused at how Nick was studying the beast.

      “I understand,” White said.  “We just have a lot going on right now and… well, we’ll figure it out soon.  You guys arrived at kind of a bad time for us.”

      As they were about to leave, Miss Lecky came down with a tray looking at each person.  “Party down here or what?” she asked shaking her head when she saw the man slumped down on the floor.  “Oh geez.  I didn’t bring enough food.”

      “Don’t worry about him,” White said.  “We’ll be back for him soon. Oh,” he said stopping in front of me, “you and your friend will be coming with us.”

      “What?  Why?” I said glancing at Bronx.

      White shook his head and pointed at Molly.  “Not him, her.”

      My eyes widened and my stomach sank lower.  “Where are we going?”

      “With us,” White said with a wrinkled forehead.  He reached out and grabbed the rope around my waist and cut it with a small blade.

      White’s fingers wrapped around my upper arm and Bronx took a step toward him.  The beast grabbed the back of Bronx’s shirt and pulled him back.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll have them back before dark,” White said with a chuckle as one of the other men cut Molly free.

      White dragged me up the stairs while another man pulled Molly along.  I glanced back at Bronx who looked like he was going to be sick.

      As long as Molly and I weren’t being taken away to be killed, I’d come back to him.  There wasn’t anything in the world that could stop me from finding my way back to Bronx.

      White loosened his grip when we were outside of the house.  “Now, don’t try to run or do anything stupid, okay?”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” I said as I looked around trying to come up with a plan for our escape.

      The beast took the man in another direction from where White and the other man were leading Molly and I.  We crossed the street and stepped inside of a three-story house.

      The man that was leading Molly left at the same moment Ripley stepped out of the living room.  He smiled at us as he rubbed his palms together.  For a split second, I was afraid we were his dinner.

      “Ah, you came,” he said grinning at Molly.

      “Did we have a choice?” she asked squinting at the man.

      “Of course,” Ripley said looking at her, his eyes tilted downward in the middle.  “Do you want to leave?”

      Molly looked at me and then back at Ripley.  “Is that a trick question?”

      “Okay, lets just all relax,” White said setting putting his gun back into his holster.  “Can I get you guys something to drink?”

      “Water?” Molly said letting her tongue touch her lips for a moment.

      White raised a brow.  “We’ve got water, but we also have spirits, wine, and beer but it’s warm.”

      Molly and I exchanged a glance.

      “Wine?” Molly asked if it were the first time she’d heard the word.

      “Yeah, we have all kinds, would you like to see?” he asked.

      Molly shook her head.  “Just bring me a glass of your most expensive wine.”

      I scrunched up my nose as I looked at her.  She shrugged.

      “And one for my friend, Gwen, too,” Molly said.

      I clenched my teeth together so tightly I thought they were going to shatter.

      “Perfect, two glasses of our finest coming right up,” White said bowing his head slightly.

      The second he was out of earshot I turned to Molly.  “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “Dude, if I’m dying, I’m going out with a fine glass of wine,” she said cocking her head to the side.

      Ripley pointed to the living room.  “Would you like to have a seat?”

      “Again, I’m not sure what choices we have,” Molly said almost laughing as she spoke.

      “There’s no time to sit,” White said carrying two glasses of wine.  “Dinner’s ready.”
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      Molly and I apprehensively followed White and Ripley into the dining room.  There were four places set at the pristine wooden dinner table.

      The shades were drawn and the room was illuminated with several candles that were placed on the table and around the room.  They had decorated plates in front of each chair and neatly folded napkins next to the plates.

      It was like I had stepped into a different reality.

      “Please have a seat,” White said looking at me as he pulled out a chair.

      “Umm,” I said softly.

      I was tempted to ask if I had a choice, but I was pretty sure I didn’t.  White and Ripley weren’t guys I wanted to piss off, especially when I wasn’t with Nick and his gun.  My hands were shaking so bad I folded them together so that no one would notice.

      Shadows danced on Ripley’s face as he pulled out Molly’s chair.  “And for you.”

      “Thanks,” Molly said taking a big gulp of her wine.  “I’m going to need more of this.”

      “You like it?” Ripley asked as he sat down in the chair to her right.

      “Honestly, it could have come from a box for all I know,” Molly said curling up the end of her lips.  Both men laughed as if she’d told the funniest joke ever.

      Molly looked at me out of the corner of her eye.    Her shoulder twitched ever so slightly and I knew she was going to go with whatever was going on.

      Miss Lecky walked in from the kitchen.  She wheeled in a cart with four covered dishes on top.  There was a big smile on her face.

      “Hope you’re having a lovely evening,” she said placing a plate in front of me and then in front of Molly.  “These boys are such lovely boys.”

      “Mom!” Ripley said as if he were embarrassed.

      “You’re their mom?” Molly asked.

      “She not our biological mom,” Ripley said leaning toward Molly.  “But she’s our mom now.”

      Miss Lecky flashed a quick smile filled with pride.  “These boys, they’re so wonderful.  They keep everyone safe and fed.  I couldn’t be prouder of them.”

      “Thanks, Mom,” White said grinning as he cocked his head to the side.  He glanced at me as if wanting to see how impressed I was.

      I drew in a slow breath and tried to keep my eyes from widening too far.  I was far from being impressed, but I didn’t want him to know that for fear of what he might do to us.

      It was scary to me that the guys who worked at the institution seemed to be just as crazy as those that had resided within its walls.  They were trying to maintain control, and I guess, perhaps they were lucky it was working.  If the criminals had realized their power, maybe there would have been a lot more deaths inside this town.

      “You did a great job taking care of everyone too, Mom,” Ripley said.  “Kept everyone fed and still are.”

      “It’s my life,” Miss Lecky smiled.  She clapped her hands and took a step back.  “I should go.  Enjoy.”

      “Thanks again,” White said.

      “Thanks,” Ripley added glancing at Molly and me.

      We exchanged a quick glance before muttering our own words of thanks.

      The cover was still on my plate and I was afraid of what I might find when I removed it.  Molly hadn’t had the same reservations.

      There was a big pile of mashed potatoes on her plate next to a bunch of oily looking leaves.  On the opposite side of the plate was a hunk of meat.

      “Wow, she really outdid herself this time,” Ripley said.

      My stomach turned at the sight of the meat.  I had flashbacks to how sick I had gotten from eating the wolf.

      I could feel White’s eyes move to me several times as we ate in mostly silence.  Even though I didn’t want to, I ate some of the mashed potatoes and I sampled the salad, but there was no way I was going to touch the meat.

      “Don’t like it?” White finally asked.

      “It’s delicious, I’m just not all that hungry,” I said.

      “Mom went to a lot of trouble,” Ripley said sounding disappointed.

      “I’m sure she did, I apologize,” I said.

      White narrowed his eyes at Ripley.  The candlelight danced across his forehead.

      “Maybe she’s a vegetarian.”  White’s voice was low, but it raised slightly when he turned to me.  “Are you a vegetarian?”

      “Yes,” I lied.

      “Dammit,” White said dropping his fork on the plate.  The metallic ringing noise vibrated through my ears.  “I should have asked.”

      I held up my palm.  “It’s fine.  The potatoes are great.”

      “Do you want more?  I’m sure there are more,” White said already half-standing.

      “No,” I said quickly as I waved my hand at his chair.  Maybe I should have told him yes, so he’d leave the room.  Maybe Molly and I could have coordinated our escape, but it wasn’t like we’d have been able to get to Bronx and Nick before they caught up with us.  “It’s fine, really.  This is more than I ate in the last week.”

      “Seriously?” White asked.  Both Ripley and White looked at me.

      I pressed my lips together.  “Well, maybe it’s a slight exaggeration.”

      “We eat like kings here,” White said cutting into his steak.  “That’s why I really think you’re going to like it here.”

      “No one likes being locked in a basement,” I said.

      White’s hand slide across the tabletop toward me.  “I am so sorry about that.  It’s not that we don’t trust you—”

      “Or you,” Ripley added with a big grin at Molly.

      “It’s just that, well, we need to make sure we can all work together safely,” White finished.

      “It’s not safe here?” I asked.

      White shook his head.  “Of course it is.  For the most part.”

      I waited for him to continue but he shoveled a big chunk of meat into his mouth instead.  Molly and I exchanged another glance.  I was pretty sure her thoughts resembled mine.  It seemed neither of us were brave enough to ask for more information… until she did.

      “And what part isn’t safe?” Molly asked.

      “That’s not really a conversation to have over our lovely meal, is it?” White asked her.  The smile on his face wasn’t anywhere near as pleasant as it had been.  In fact, it made my skin crawl.

      Molly shrugged.  “I just think if we’re going to stay here, we should know what we need to be careful about.”

      “And we’ll tell you when the time is right.”  White jaw stiffened with each word.  “Until then, you’ll just have to trust us to take care of you.”

      I didn’t trust them.  And there wasn’t anything they could do to earn my trust.  Not a damn single thing.

      “What did that man that you locked into the basement with us do wrong?” Molly asked.

      It took everything I had not to let my jaw drop.

      “What?” she asked looking at me.  “He’s with us we should definitely know, right?”

      There was a long hesitation before White slammed his fist onto the table top.  Both Molly’s body and mine jerked at the sound.

      My heart was racing and I was far too afraid to look up from my plate.  I could feel the anger radiating out of White.

      “I think it’s time we bring you back for the night,” White said trying to keep his voice steady.

      “Are you sure?” Ripley asked.

      White’s head turned as his body remained still.  It looked like he was going to launch out of his seat and wrap his hands around Ripley’s neck.

      White stood abruptly pushing his chair back.  His hands were balled up into tight fists that he rested on the edge of the table.

      “Well, I’m glad you could come,” Ripley said turning to Molly.

      “Yeah, thanks for the wine and the food,” Molly said weakly.  She was afraid of saying the wrong thing.

      “Yeah, I hope we can do this again,” Ripley said with a smile.

      White exhaled slowly and jerked his head toward the door.  “Let’s go.”

      Molly and I silently followed White out of the house.  It was so quiet we could hear every footstep and even whispers coming from the center of the camp where there were lawn chairs set up around a campfire.  A few people turned to look our way, but most people ignored us completely.

      The smoke that drifted my way from the fire gave me a flashback to when I was trapped on the second floor of my grandma’s home.  It was a day I’d never forget because not only had I almost died, but I had lost a place where I’d always felt safe.

      White and Ripley stopped at the top of the stairs and opened the door.

      “Go on,” White said.

      Molly held on to my upper arm as I stepped down the first few stairs.  I looked back over my shoulder just as White slammed the door shut.  It wasn’t even a second before he started yelling at Ripley.

      He was angry about everything.  The man who didn’t want to drive the horses anymore, Stephen’s using more of the medicine, and of course, how the dinner had gone.  It had apparently been important to him and he was also irate that Ripley won the competition for Molly.

      “Fuck!” White said hitting the wall on the other side of the door.  He stomped away and Ripley followed him.

      “What was that all about?” Molly asked softly.

      “I’m not sure,” I said shaking my head as I quickly skipped down the rest of the stairs.  I climbed up on the washer and peered out of the window and into the darkness.

      Nick and Bronx wore the same pinched expression as they looked at us.

      Bronx cleared his throat.  “Hello?”

      “Hi,” I said tapping my finger on my lips.

      They were still arguing as they walked out of the house.  White said something about ruining everything with the girls.

      “They’re talking about us,” I said glancing at Molly.

      “What about?” she asked.

      “White said Ripley ruined everything,” I said.

      My lips snapped together tightly when they started talking again.  They had no idea that I could hear them through the window and that was clear because of what White had said next.

      I started to shake and my legs felt like they were going to fall out from under me.  Bronx noticed that I was unsteady and was there in a second to help me down.

      “What’s going on, Gwen?” he asked.

      I let out a breath that made me feel lightheaded.  “They’re going to kill you and Nick.  It’s the only way.”

      “They said that?” Nick asked.

      “Only way for what?” Molly asked almost at the same time.

      My arms felt numb as I looked into Bronx’s eyes.  “They only way they’ll be able to have us to themselves.”
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      The man who had been locked in the basement with us stirred as Nick paced back and forth.  He pushed himself up and leaned back against the wall.

      “Jesus,” the man said.  “My head hurts.  Who are you guys?”

      “Oh, just some people White decided to lock down here,” Nick said throwing his hands into the air.

      The man was nodding.  “He can be very controlling.  Demanding.  Bossy.”

      “Evil,” Molly said making it sound as if it were a question.

      “He didn’t used to be like this,” the man said lightly touching his fingertips to the top of his head.  “He was a terrible guard.  Weak.  The higher ups were going to fire him.”

      “What changed him?” Nick asked.

      The man shook his head.  “Think he was just pushed to the edge.  Or maybe he’s on something.  He just flipped.”

      There were heavy footsteps above us and the man pressed his lips together tightly.  His eyes widened as he stared at the ceiling.

      The steps were slow and heavy, but they eventually made their way to the door at the top of the stairs.  I wasn’t even a little surprised when the beast stepped into view.

      He didn’t say anything as he came down the stairs, but it looked as though he was watching us all simultaneously as he walked over and picked the man who’d been locked in there with us off of the floor.  The man looked slightly relieved by the fact that it was the beast and not White that was there for him.

      “Time for me to go?” the man asked and the beast nodded.  “I’m not going back out there.”

      The beast shrugged and dragged him up the stairs.  The man looked like he was fighting to stay down with us, but it was no use against the beast.

      My body relaxed slightly when they left the basement.  I jumped a little when the door was locked even though I knew it was going to happen.

      “That’s going to make things easier,” Nick said.

      “Make what easier?” I asked cocking my head to the side.

      “Escaping,” Nick said.

      I chuckled.  “You make it sound so easy.”

      “It’s not going to be easy, but we’re doing it.  Tonight,” Nick said confidently.

      “How do you plan to get out of here?” I asked.

      “We’re going to break down the door,” Bronx said.  “We’ll figure it out.  It’s not like we can sit around waiting for the next time they take you out of here.”

      “Or for them to come back and kill us,” Nick said pounding his fist on his thigh.  “We have to act.”

      I crossed my arms.  “And what if acting now gets us killed?”

      It seemed as though we were rushing into things without having a plan.  But then again it wasn’t like I wanted to end up stuck at this place forever as White’s wife or whatever he planned to do with Molly and me.

      “It’s padlocked,” I said.

      “The door?” Nick asked.

      “Yeah, I saw it when they brought us back,” I said.

      Molly raised her eyebrows as if she were impressed.  “How are we going to get through a padlock?”

      “It’s just screwed into the frame.”  I shrugged.

      “We can get it down,” Nick said confidently.

      “Only problem is, it’s going to make some noise,” Bronx said crossing his arms.

      Nick nodded.  “But if we wait until it’s really late and most everyone is asleep.”

      “It’ll wake everyone,” Molly said.  “All those crazy people will kill us and they’ll do it with a smile on their face.”

      “Hopefully, we’ll be off in the darkness before they can figure out what’s going on,” Nick said.

      Molly chewed her lip.  “And if they don’t?”

      “It’s a risk we have to take, don’t you think?” Nick asked her.

      “I guess so,” Molly said.

      “It definitely is,” I said.  “I don’t want to get stuck here another night.  If I have to have dinner with those two creeps again, I don’t know what I’ll do.  Not to mention, we have no idea when they might act on their plan.”

      “They called the cook, Miss Lecky, mom,” Molly said looking toward Nick.  “They’re really messed up.”

      Nick didn’t seem surprised.  “All the more reason to get the fuck out of here, am I right?”

      “You’re absolutely right,” Bronx said.

      The rest of the night I watched out of the window.  I’d been crouched on top of the wash machine so long my legs started to cramp up.

      Nick was at the top of the stairs with his ear pressed against the door.  He was convinced there wasn’t a soul outside of the door guarding it.

      Bronx was searching the room for anything he might be able to use for a weapon.  He was tempted to break apart the sofa and use a thick piece as a club.

      The moon was high in the sky illuminating everything outside of the window.  There were still two people sitting out by the fire.

      I didn’t have a good view of the house that White and Ripley had taken us too, but there were several houses that had a dim light glowing through the window.  Whether or not that meant people were awake, I didn’t know, but the candles had been burning since it had gotten dark.

      “All right,” Nick said softly as he rubbed his palms together.  “We ready to do this?”

      “I’m not sure,” I said, worried there were too many people awake.

      “What choices do we have?” Nick asked.

      I shrugged.  “We could give it more time.”

      “And what if we give it too much time and morning comes?  Then we’re stuck here and God only knows what they’ll do to you… to Bronx and I.”

      “We’re doing this,” Bronx said silently placing his food on the first step.

      It didn’t creak and it didn’t squeak.  He looked at us over his shoulder and smiled.  I couldn’t help but roll my eyes.

      “I’d like to see you silently knock down the door,” I said and Bronx’s lips curled into a grin.

      “Don’t think I won’t try,” he said.

      I shook my head.  “Try all you want.”

      When he got to the top of the stairs, he pushed on the door in several spots as if trying to feel for where the lock was located.

      “Think it’s here,” Nick said pointing to the top of the door.

      “It’s a bit lower,” I said as I turned back toward the window.

      One of the people at the campfire got up.  It seemed as though they were telling the other person there goodnight.  The person still sitting there slouched down and pulled a blanket over himself before pulling the brim of his baseball cap down slightly.

      “Wait,” I said holding up my palm.  “I think they’re going to bed.”

      I watched the man walk into the darkness.  He crossed the street and vanished into one of the houses.

      “There’s just one guy out there,” I announced.

      “Okay,” Nick said turning to Bronx.  “This is it.”

      He drew in a deep breath and they counted to three before ramming their shoulders simultaneously into the door.  The door rattled loudly, but it didn’t budge.

      “Harder,” Nick said and Bronx nodded.

      He counted again and they slammed into the door again.  Again, nothing.

      “We can do this,” Nick said.

      “It’s just too hard at this angle,” Bronx said shaking his head.

      They had to stand close to one another and balance on the top step.  It wasn’t enough to get the door to move.

      “I have an idea,” Nick said pulling out his gun.  “Maybe I can shoot it up.”

      “That’ll definitely draw attention,” I muttered.

      “Again,” Nick said shaking his head.

      They both took a small step back and Nick counted to three.  As they were moving forward, the door opened and both of them reached forward catching themselves with their hands out in front of them.

      “What the hell are you guys doing?”

      I jumped down off of the washer and saw Ted standing there looking at them with his nose scrunched up.

      “You’re making so much noise,” Ted said.

      “Um, sorry?” Nick said looking at him as he pushed himself back to his feet.

      Ted looked over his shoulder and drew in a breath as he turned back to Nick.  “If you guys are breaking out of here, I won’t say anything as long as you do one thing.”

      “What’s that?” Nick asked.

      Ted exhaled.  “Take me with you.”
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      It wasn’t like we had a lot of time to discuss our options.  Nick gave us each a brief glance before he agreed to Ted’s terms.

      “You probably have it easier here,” Nick warned.

      Ted was shaking his head before Nick even finished his sentence.  “I don’t want to die here.  I’d rather die out there.”

      I nodded in agreement.

      “If you do anything to any of us, I’ll be the one that makes that happen for you,” Nick said.

      “Understood, but I have no desire to do anything to anyone.  In fact, that’s the main reason I want to get out of this place,” Ted said holding up his hand and looking over his shoulder again.  “Thought I heard something.”

      Molly’s eyes widened.  “Did you?”

      “No,” Ted said.  “I’m the only one guarding you.  Stupid White for giving me this job.  I thought I was going to have to drive his stupid horses out there tonight.  Anyway, there are usually people out there by the fire.  Surprised they haven’t come running to see what all the racket was about.”

      “I think there is just one guy out there,” I said.  “And he might be sleeping.”

      Ted cocked his head to the side.  “How do you know that?”

      “I looked out of the window,” I said with a shrug.

      “Oh.  Nice,” Ted said.  “We still need to be quiet.  We’ll head out the back door and down the road out that way.  There are several vacated houses along the way, but we should be able to make it to the edge of town.  I hope.”

      Molly started up the stairs.  “How do we know you aren’t leading us right to them?”

      “That’s a great question, but since you’re the ones that were trying to break out by loudly pounding down the door, that wouldn’t make much sense.  I didn’t come down here dragging you out, did I?  Trust me, if they wanted you, they wouldn’t be sending me to trick you into following me anywhere.”  Ted snorted.  “They’re not smart enough for something like that.”

      “Well, what are we waiting for?” Nick said rubbing his palms together.  It seemed as though he was excited about our little adventure.

      “Let’s go,” Ted said waving us along.

      Bronx nudged Nick with his elbow.  “It’s too bad we have to leave our supplies behind.”

      “We could try to get them,” Ted said without turning.  “But that would be incredibly stupid.”

      “Right,” Nick agreed.  “We’ll find more stuff.”

      We followed Ted through the house.  He paused several times listening before moving to the back door.

      He held up his hand and looked out of the small window before opening it and stepping out onto the small patio.  It felt like the bright moon was like a spotlight shining down on us alerting the entire base to our location.

      The air was chilly, but I didn’t mind it.  Being out in the cold was far better than being trapped in the slightly warmer basement.

      “That way,” Ted said pointing to a road that went by the back side of several houses.

      It was hard to put trust in Ted, but he had seemed to hate it there.  And if push came to shove, Nick had a gun that Ted knew nothing about.

      We moved quickly down the street until Ted stopped abruptly.  Nick tried to stop in time but he ran into him with his shoulder so hard they both almost fell over.

      “Shit,” Ted said.

      I followed his gaze and saw what he was looking at.  Someone was looking out of a window seemingly at us.  There was a candle behind them, so all I could see was an eerie silhouette.

      At first, I hadn’t been sure if they were looking at us, but when they started pounding on the window, I was sure.

      “Oh, oh,” Ted said picking up his feet into a backward jog.  “We need to alter our route.”

      The shadow disappeared, and I heard a door open.

      “Someone’s in town!  Strangers!” a woman shouted.  “Help me!  Help!”

      A cacophony of doors being opened and people shouting filled the air.  I spun in a circle trying to locate the owner of the voices, but I couldn’t see anything but shadows dancing in the distance.

      “Run!” Ted said and he took off disappearing behind one of the houses.

      “Christ,” Nick said grabbing my hand and then Molly’s.  He shook it until my arm vibrated.  “We gotta move.  Stick together.”

      Nick let go of our hands and we followed him even though he had no idea where he was going.  I hadn’t remembered the town being as large as it felt in the darkness.  Hopefully, we weren’t going in circles.

      I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were being followed.  There wasn’t anything I could do to stop myself from constantly looking over my shoulder, expecting to see a group charging after us.

      There was a voice that sounded rather close, but I couldn’t make out what they’d said.  We hid behind a large shrub while Nick checked to make sure the coast was clear.

      “Move, move, move!” Nick whispered leading us across the street.

      I could see the houses behind us, little glowing orbs in many of the windows.  It felt like we were leaving it all behind because there wasn’t anything glowing in front of us.

      Until the light from a flashlight hit the ground to the right.  Nick tried to turn us away, but there was another light coming from the other side.

      They’d found us.
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      Molly moved to the left and then to the right.  “What do we do?”

      She looked like she was going to take off and go her own way.  I wasn’t sure when he’d taken it out, but the moonlight hit the side of Nick’s gun.

      “Back,” he said and we moved back into the town.

      “Where did they go?” I heard someone say faintly.

      “Keep looking.  They couldn’t have gone far,” another said.  I was almost positive it had been White.

      “We found someone,” someone said.

      I could hear Ted shouting.  “You got the wrong guy!  I’m helping!”

      “You were supposed to be guarding them!” the man I was sure was White hissed.

      “They knocked me out,” Stephens said.

      “Lies,” someone said.  “The door had been opened you let them out!”

      “Take him back,” White said.

      We were about a block away when I couldn’t hear them any longer.  Even though we were trying to move silently, it felt like we were making too much noise.

      We’d turned so many times I wasn’t even sure which way would take us out of town and away from the center.  Nick waved us forward, but we didn’t make it more than six steps before the light was flashed in our faces.

      “Hello, there,” White said.  “Nice night for a walk?”

      My stomach sank and it felt like my lungs didn’t know how to work correctly.

      “So, I take it you don’t like it here?  Or maybe you’re off to spread the word about the nice place we have?” White asked.  The moonlight glinted in his eyes and yet I could see nothing but darkness, evil, and hate.

      “We just don’t like being locked up like animals,” Molly said.

      “You got a mouth on you, don’t you?” White asked.  “I’m glad Ripley got first pick.  Gwen is much more my style.  Soft, quiet… a good listener.”

      His fingers moved up toward my cheek and I reflexively slapped his hand away.  I had moved so quickly it had even taken me by surprise.

      “But she can be feisty when she wants,” White said with a grin.  “Perfect.”

      I looked around at the men around us trying to see who was armed.  It was too dark to be certain, but I was sure that at the very least White and Ripley were.  We were lucky that the beast wasn’t there because if he had been, he probably would have been able to pick us all up at the same time and bring us back to the basement.

      “We have a pretty big problem now though, don’t we, Ripley?” White asked.

      His head was bobbing as he touched his finger to his chin.  “We do… we do.”

      “You see,” White continued, “we can’t trust you now.  There’s only one thing we can do with you.”  White turned to me.  “Well, not you, you’ll be fine.”

      “What are you going to do?” I asked not wanting to hear the answer.

      “What we should have done when we found you,” White said with a little shrug as he looked at his fingernails.  “Have you join the rest of those who couldn’t cut it in our perfect little town.”

      Ripley’s head was down as he looked up at us with a creepy grin on his face.  He was far too excited at the thought of putting an end to us.

      “You’ll live with me,” Ripley said pointing at Molly.  “I’ll keep you safer than these two twerps were able to.”

      Molly looked both horrified and relieved at the same time.  Relieved she wasn’t going to die tonight.  That was the difference between me and Molly… I would rather die than live a single day with these insane people.

      White jerked his chin and two men quickly moved, roughly grabbing Bronx around the upper arms.  As they moved to get Nick, he raised his gun and shot Ripley in the leg.

      “Jesus!” Ripley cried out as he dropped to the ground.  “He shot me!  Why would you do that?”

      “Let go of him,” Nick said aiming his gun at White.  Before Nick could even pull the trigger, White’s gun was aimed right back at him.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the guy to my left reach behind his back.  I twisted my body and kicked my leg, landing a hard blow into his stomach.  The man gasped and leaned forward trying to catch his breath.  I didn’t let him.  I drew my fist back and threw it into his face without thinking.

      I shook my fist.  The hit had hurt my fingers far more than I had imagined it would.

      White stepped forward and wrapped his arm around my middle.  He pulled me back away from Nick and Bronx and held me against his body.

      “Maybe a little too feisty,” he said into my ear so that only I could hear him.  “But I’ll be able to fix that.”

      “Think whatever you want.”  I spat the words out.

      “We have all kinds of wonderful things that can tame a wild creature such as yourself,” White said placing his lips so close to my ear I could feel them.  “And I’m going to enjoy every minute of taming you, my sweet.”

      Bronx could tell he was saying something to me although I was nearly certain he could hear him.

      “Let her go, asshole,” Bronx said between his teeth.

      White chuckled.  “I don’t think you’re in any position to talk to me that way.”

      “I’ll talk to you any God damn way I please and don’t think for a second your stupid gun is going to stop me,” Bronx said.

      “I think you should listen to him,” Nick said cocking his head to the side as he readjusted his aim to line up to the spot right between White’s eyes.

      White chuckled.  “Please.  You kill me, I kill you.  Do you even know how to use that thing?  You could have shot Ripley in the face but instead, you choose his leg.  Tsk, tsk.”  His jaw stiffened as he jerked it toward the men holding Bronx.  “Do it!”

      The man holding Bronx pulled out a blade and held it to Bronx’s neck.  I tried to move toward Bronx, but White pulled me back with a laugh.

      The blood that dripped out of the small cut at Bronx’s neck sent fire through my veins.  I jerked my elbow back into White’s chest.  He hadn’t been expecting the hit and coughed back a breath.  I flicked my wrist upward popping him in the nose.

      White loosened his grip and I broke free.  I jumped onto the back of the man with the blade just as I heard a gunshot ring out.

      The man with the blade and I crashed to the ground.  I saw Bronx move quickly, pulling the arm of the other man behind his back.  He used him as a shield.

      White took a step forward with the gun.  And then another, but even in the darkness, I could see the life leave his body.  He pulled the trigger at the sky as he collapsed.

      Molly grabbed the gun and aimed it at anyone that moved.  I quickly stood up and kicked the guy on the ground at my feet.  He didn’t move.  He stared at me, but he didn’t try to get up.

      “Okay,” Nick said breathing heavily.  “We’re leaving… anyone have a problem with that?”

      They all shook their heads.  Ripley was staring at White’s body, looking as though he might burst into tears.

      Nick grabbed Molly’s arm and pulled her back.  We walked backward away from the stunned group.

      Nick was ready to fire his gun again if he had to.  We were several blocks away when Molly looked at the gun she was holding as if it were a week-old dead fish.

      “Take this,” she said pushing it against Bronx’s chest.  He took it from her and her entire body shook.  “I’m not sure we can get far enough from that place.”

      “We will,” Nick said.  “They won’t be coming after us.  They lost their leader.”

      “His acting Mama is going to be pissed,” I said mostly joking.  She was too old to come after us, but then again maybe she’d ride up on a horse and shoot us in the back for taking away one of her fake sons.

      Out in the middle of nowhere, I was thankful for the moonlight.  We were able to see where we were going and the quiet night helped reassure me that we weren’t being followed.

      There was no way we were going to stop.  We’d probably walk day and night for several days making sure to put as much distance between the horrible town and us.

      What we needed was a break.  A safe place with food and water where we didn’t have to worry about anything for weeks… months.  But that probably didn’t exist.

      If it did… I hoped we would be the ones to find it.

      Bronx took my hand and smiled at me.  “You were amazing back there, but it scared the shit out of me.”

      “Thanks… I think,” I said.  “I just couldn’t stand the idea of something happening to you.”

      He squeezed my hand.  “I couldn’t stand the idea of you being stuck there with that guy.”

      “He was such a creep,” I said.

      We kept walking knowing that each step was another step between us and them.  There were no sounds of anyone chasing after us.  Maybe they hadn’t cared.  Maybe they were lost without their insane leader.

      “So, what do we do now?” Molly asked.  “You still have that map they gave you?”

      “I do,” Nick said but he shook his head.  “But we’re not going there.”

      “We’re not?” Molly asked.  “Why not?  We could be safe there.”

      Nick sighed.  “I’m sick of people, aren’t you?  They're all just trying to fit us into their own plans for the world and, so far, they haven’t been anything I want.  Let’s make our own place.  Our own plan.”

      It sounded good to me.  Hiding far away from anyone and everything.  We’d find our perfect place.

      “And what if bad people find us?” Molly asked.

      “They won’t find us.  We’ll find a place and make sure they don’t,” Nick said.  “And I’ll find more ammo from the guns.”

      I couldn’t help but let out a heavy breath.  I wanted everything to be okay and for nothing to ever go wrong again but it was hard to imagine a world like that after everything we’d been through.

      “We’ll figure it all out,” Nick said with a slight limp he tried to hide by skipping forward a bit.  “First thing we need to do is find a place.  Somewhere that’s secluded but not too far from supplies.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Bronx said.  “I think we can do it.”

      “Everyone in?” Nick asked.

      Bronx and Molly agreed almost instantly but I hesitated.

      “Aw, come on, Sis,” Nick said nudging me with his elbow.  “If you have a better plan, I’m all ears.”

      I shook my head.  “Nah… fine, I’m in.”

      “It’s settled then,” Nick said.  “But first let’s put a lot more distance between us and crazy town.”

      After we’d agreed, Nick and Bronx started discussing their plans and what we’d need to look for in finding the perfect home.  Molly nodded along with all of their ideas, well, mostly with Nick’s ideas.

      It didn’t matter to me where we were as long as we were safe and I was with Bronx.  I would have been happy enough finding a cabin in the middle of nowhere filled with supplies hiding from the world for the rest of my life.

      But we’d figure it out somehow and we’d be together.  After fighting against White and his mini-army, my confidence had been boosted.  I hadn’t laid down and given up.  I’d fought back.

      That’s all I need to do to survive this.  Fight back.  And that was exactly what I was going to do.
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      Knowing what time it was, wasn’t something that was easy since the world ended.  By my best guess, I figured we’d been traveling for about a month since leaving behind the town filled with the criminally insane.

      It was just the four of us now, and even though Nick had been injured long ago, he moved quickly.  It could have been that he had healed more or it could have been that he refused to slow down until we were somewhere he felt safe.

      I found it hard to believe that we’d ever find somewhere that was truly safe, but it wasn’t like we had a lot of options.  We had to stop somewhere or keep walking forever.

      So much time had gone by, and still, we didn’t know what was going on.  Before we’d lost power, the talking head on TV had said it was some kind of attack.  It hadn’t only been one attack, it had just been the first.  Whoever was doing this was relentless.  It was just one after the other with no end in sight.

      They were unusual.  Terrorizing.  And devastating attacks.

      We were lucky to be alive.  If it could be called luck.

      It didn’t matter how far we walked away from White and his pal Ripley who’d been in charge of the little town.  There wasn’t any distance that would make it feel like we were far enough away.

      “We should find somewhere to stop soon,” Bronx said looking up toward the darkening sky.  It was a sparkling blue, but at the horizon, it was turning a darker navy shade.  The shadows were growing, and I hated this time of night because I always felt like we were being followed, although, sometimes it felt like they were ghosts behind us, haunting us.

      “I’ve been looking for the last six miles, but there hasn’t been anything,” Nick said.

      “There was that shed,” Molly said with a shrug.

      Nick placed his hand on her shoulder and rubbed it as if he were trying to provide her warmth.  “We can do better than a shed, don’t you think?”

      “I hope so,” she said grinning at him with hearts in her eyes.

      I bit my cheek so I wouldn’t sigh my annoyance, but there wasn’t anything I could do to stop my eyes from rolling in almost a complete circle.

      We’d been surviving on what we’d been able to find along the way.  There was still plenty of supplies left behind in the small towns and houses we came upon.

      Food and water were abundant because so much of the population had been eliminated.  Nick worried it wouldn’t always be that way.  We needed to take advantage of it while we could which is why we were searching for a place to stay.

      Our plan was to find a secluded place and make it our base.  We’d have food, water, anything we’d need, we’d stock.  How we’d defend it, I didn’t know, but I was sure Nick had ideas.

      There hadn’t been any more attacks since the last.  I hoped that the white dust would be the last one, but it probably wasn’t.

      Whoever was trying to eliminate the population wasn’t going to give up until every last soul was gone.  Then again, for all I knew, they were just testing their weapons for the future.  Maybe they already were happy with the number of people they’d killed.

      It was frustrating not knowing who had launched the attacks, but there was no way we could know.  There was no communication whatsoever and everyone we came across was in the same situation we were… lost.

      Something rustled in a nearby bush and I jumped back.  My hands clenched into tight fists.

      Bronx looked at me as a bunny hopped out in front of us.  “Just a bunny.”

      “Those things might be diseased or rabid or something,” I said.

      “Are you going to punch the rabid out of them?” Bronx asked raising his brow as he smirked at me.

      “Cute, really cute,” I said shaking my head.

      His eyelids lowered ever-so-slightly.  “Thank you.  So are you.”

      Things had been great between Bronx and I.  Having him in my life gave me a reason to try.  To be better.  To be tougher.

      But there was something terrible that came along with our relationship and that was that I didn’t know how I could survive if I lost him.  One night we’d been talking and he made me promise that I would keep trying.  He made me promise to never give up no matter what.

      I couldn’t make the promise to him, at least, not right away.  But after I did, I made him promise the same.

      I wasn’t sure it would be possible to go on if anything happened to him.  What would I have left?  A promise is a promise though, right?  I tried to convince myself ever since I’d uttered the words that I hadn’t lied to him, but I worried that I was just lying to myself too.

      “Are there any bars left?” Molly asked pulling on the backpack I had slung over my right shoulder.

      “Yeah,” I said sliding the pack off and handing it to her.  She could carry the heavy pack for a while, my shoulder needed a break.

      We’d stuffed the pack as full as we could when we’d found it, adding more and more until it looked like the zipper was going to pop.  It was a touch lighter since we’d first filled it, but I’d been carrying it all day.  I felt like if I had to have the weight any longer, I was going to develop a hunchback.

      Molly groaned but took the backpack from me.  She took several quick steps until she caught back up with Nick and offered him a bar.  He smiled at her as he took it from her and sucked it down in two bites.

      Nick stopped and pointed to something near the horizon.  “Check that out.”

      I blinked several times and squinted.  There was a long, cracked driveway that twisted and turned all the way up a hill.  At the top of that hill sat a mansion.

      “Looks like the place I always dreamed of having one day,” Molly said smiling and shaking her head as if she’d entered a dreamland.  After a quick moment, her shoulders slumped as she remembered everything she’d been through and what had become of our world.

      “Should we check it out?” Nick asked, glancing at Bronx and then at me.

      I shrugged.  “Seems big.  A lot of space to worry about checking over.”

      “Yeah, Gwen’s right,” Bronx said.

      “But we haven’t seen a soul in weeks,” Molly said.  “Let’s just have a peek even if we don’t stay there.”

      “It’s all right with me if it’s all right with them,” Nick said wrapping his arm around Molly’s shoulders.

      Bronx nudged me lightly with his elbow.  “We might not be able to find anything else.”

      “I know, I know,” I said releasing a heavy sigh.  “Well, then, what are we waiting for?  Let’s go check it out.”

      Molly practically squealed as she did a short little bunny hop.  “I’m going to pretend it’s mine.  I’m also going to pretend it’s in California rather than out here in the middle of nowhere.”

      “Some people like to have a house in the middle of nowhere,” I said.

      “I’m not one of those people,” Molly said batting her thick eyelashes.

      “Are you wearing mascara?” I asked.

      Molly narrowed her eyes as if she were in a makeup commercial. “I’m worth it.”

      I rolled my eyes, but I couldn’t stop a tiny laugh from seeping out from between my lips.

      “Want to borrow some?” Molly said flicking her eyebrows up and down as she glanced quickly at Bronx.

      I shook my head.  “No thanks.”

      “Suit yourself,” Molly said.  “I’m going to do whatever I can so I don’t have to look like an old maid even if everything around us is falling apart.  If I have to go out, I’m going out looking my best.”

      “You’re beautiful without makeup too,” Nick said pulling her closer.

      My stomach twisted.  I still couldn’t let go of what happened with Blair.  If Nick hadn’t met Molly things would have been different.  At least I think they would have.  The burns and blisters from the white powder had damaged her skin severely.  None of us knew what that stuff would have done to her long term.

      It was weird but I missed Blair.  Even though she and I hadn’t really gotten along that well, everything felt different without her.  She was supposed to be here with us.

      I hated change.  I’d always hated change.

      Bronx and Nick both pulled out their guns as we approached the house.  It was quiet.  I felt like there were more eyes on me from our surroundings than there were from inside the house.

      We walked around the front of the house looking in every window that we could.  Most of the curtains were closed but several windows had a tiny space where we could see the beautifully decorated home that looked as though it hadn’t ever been lived in.

      “Looks empty,” Nick said softly.  “At least these few rooms do.”

      “Doesn’t mean the whole house is,” I muttered.

      Bronx’s eyes shot up toward the sky.  “Unfortunately, we’re out of time.”

      “Maybe we should hide in the garage,” I suggested.

      “The garage?”  Molly frowned.

      “It looked like a nice garage,” I said with a quick shrug.

      “I’ve been sleeping on floors, hiding in basements, and eating hay.  We have this,” Molly said gesturing at the house, “and you want me to sleep in a garage?  No thanks.  You guys go hide in there, but I’m sleeping in a bed tonight, and something tells me it’s going to be divine.”

      Molly stomped around Nick and walked up to the front door.  She turned the doorknob and pushed the door open.

      “Jesus,” Nick mumbled and quickly followed after her.

      Bronx shrugged and looked over his shoulder at the area behind us.  “Let’s check it out, then we can go in the garage.”

      “Yippee,” I said as he grabbed my hand and pulled me along.

      We stepped inside and Bronx closed the door softly behind us.  Molly was standing there her hands folded up near her chin as she slowly spun wearing a silly grin.

      “This is amazing,” she said.

      I looked at the little table next to the door.  It had a beautiful dish filled with dust-covered potpourri.  The table had just as much dust if not more, only there were fingerprints near the edge.

      I tapped Bronx on the shoulder.  “Look at this.”

      “Huh,” Bronx said.  “Looks recent.”

      “The door was open,” I said drawing in a breath as I looked at all the doorways and openings.

      Bronx lowered his voice.  “Hey Nick,” he whispered.  “I don’t think we’re alone here.”

      Nick gestured at an opened bottle of water next to a pistol sitting on a coffee table next to a fancy lamp that looked as though it had cost more than I had paid for my car.

      “I don’t think so either,” Nick said slowly trying to move us back to the door.

      We didn’t make it more than a few steps before the stairs started creaking and a clean pair of sneakers stepped into view.  Nick stood in front of Molly and me and moved his gun-holding hand behind his back.

      The man was holding a roll of toilet paper in one hand and an open magazine in the other.  He stopped about half-way down the stairs and looked at us.

      “Um… hello,” he said his eyes darted over toward the table with the gun.  I didn’t think he was looking at his bottle of water.

      The man took another step down, shifting his gaze toward us.  He wasn’t looking at his gun, but I knew all he was thinking about was getting to it.

      Nick must have too because he raised up his gun.  “That’s far enough.”
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      The man held up his hands without dropping the toilet paper or the magazine.  “I—I don’t want any trouble.  Take whatever you want and leave.”

      “Wait,” Molly said cocking her head to the side.  “Do I know you from somewhere?”

      The man wore a little smirk as he lowered his hands slightly.  “You just might.”

      “Do you know me?” Molly said narrowing her eyes.

      “No,” he said squinting back at her.  “Should I?”

      “Oh.  Wait.  Yeah, yeah, I do know you,” Molly said slapping her palm on her thigh.  “You guys!” she said spinning to face us for a split second.  “This is that one guy!”

      “What one guy?” Nick asked scratching the side of his head.  He stared at the guy, but I could tell he had no idea who he was and neither did I.

      “You know!  He’s that one singer!  From that band.  Oh my God, you know!” Molly said pushing Nick’s arm down as she gawked at the guy.  “You are him, aren’t you?”

      The man took another step down with a swagger in his hips.  He paused when Nick raised the gun up again.  The man held up his hands again.

      “Yeah, that’s me,” he said with a nervous chuckle.  “That guy from that one band.”

      “I knew it!  What are you doing out here?” Molly asked crossing her arms.  She smiled at him as if he were an old friend.

      “This is my second house.  My home away from home,” the man said.  “Can I come down before I fall down the stairs?  My balance isn’t that great these days.”

      I wondered if his issues were from too much partying because it wasn’t from old age.  He didn’t look like he could have been a day over twenty-five.

      Nick nodded but he didn’t bother to lower his gun.  “I have no clue who you are.”

      I shook my head but maybe he did look a little familiar.  He must have been from some band I wasn’t very familiar with because I couldn’t place him.  Based on the size of the house, he must have been quite popular and he definitely had the looks of a rock star.

      “I’m Christian,” He said offering us all a little wave.  “I really don’t want any trouble though.  Feel free to take whatever you want, although I’d appreciate it if you left me a little something to get by on.”

      “We’re not here to take your things,” Molly said flapping her hand at him.  “All we wanted was to find somewhere to stay for the night.”

      “How do I know you won’t kill me in my sleep?” Christian asked with a nervous laugh.  There was a curl to his lips but a seriousness in his eyes.  I recognized it because I’d had the same feeling before myself.

      It’s that feeling you get when you have to be with someone you don’t trust.  In my case that person had ended up setting my grandma’s house on fire and almost killed me.  My gut instincts had been right, not that I was surprised.

      Christian didn’t need to worry about us though, but of course, he didn’t know that.  Nick wouldn’t pull the trigger unless he didn’t have a choice.  All Christian had to do was avoid doing something stupid.

      “We don’t kill people,” Nick said lowering his head slightly but keep his eyes on Christian.  “Unless, of course, we have to.”

      “Well, you won’t have to,” Christian said.

      “Yeah?  Good.  I’d hate to waste my ammo,” Nick said tucking his gun back into the back of his waistband.  “Mind if I hold on to your gun while we’re here?”

      Christian’s jaw tightened.  “I’d rather you didn’t.  Nothing personal, it’s just that I don’t know you guys.  Can’t I put it in my waistband like you did all gangster-like?”

      “I was a police officer.  If I had my holster, I’d use it,” Nick said.

      “Well, if you say you were a cop, then it must be true,” Christian said letting his eyebrows bob up and down.

      A quick sigh burst out between Molly’s lips.  “Well, I know you are who you say you are.  I think I bought every single one of your albums.  Hell, my friends and I even saw you play out in Cali.”

      “I appreciate that,” Christian said.  “At least I think I do… I mean, it’s all pretty meaningless now.”

      “You have this whole place to hide in until help arrives,” Molly said.  “Has anyone else come around?”

      Christian shook his head.  “Thankfully, no.  You are the first strangers to wander up here.  It gets pretty scary at night though.  This big house makes a lot of noises.”

      “Maybe there have been people in here and you didn’t even know it,” Nick said.  “They stayed in the east wing and your paths never crossed.”

      Christian shrugged.  “Comforting thought.  Doesn’t matter though, I’m stuck here.  I mean, it’s not all bad.  I have food, water, alcohol and a roof over my head.  All I do is sit around and write music all day… music that no one will ever hear.”

      “I would love to hear it,” Molly said practically swaying to the invisible notes.

      “Really?” Christian asked.  “Here let me show you guys around first.  Then I can play my latest for you.”

      “That would be a dream come true,” Molly said with hearts in her eyes.

      Christian reached down and picked up his gun.  He flipped it around and offered it to Nick.  “If you’re going to kill me, there isn’t going to be much I can do about it anyway.  Truth is, I have no idea how to use that thing.  It was my bodyguards’ gun… he…,” Christian said his voice cracking, “didn’t make it.  I just carry it around in case I can scare someone off.  That wasn’t going to be happening with you guys.”

      “It would have worked better if you wouldn’t have left it behind on the table.  You should have been carrying it with you,” Nick said with a small chuckle as he checked over the gun.  He turned and offered it to me, but I shook my head.

      Christian ran his finger through his wild, wavy hair as he looked me up and down.  He turned back to Nick and the ends of his lips curled up slightly.  “I wasn’t really expecting company, so I thought it would be okay on that table.  I don’t even like touching that thing.”

      “There are some really evil guys out there.  You’re lucky it’s us that found you and not them,” Nick said.

      “I wasn’t even sure if there was anyone else alive, to be honest,” Christian said with a shiver.

      I hadn’t noticed how cold the house had been until I saw his shoulders quiver.  The small amount of sunlight that had been there before we came inside had probably diminished completely.

      “Come with me,” Christian said.  “I’ll show you around.”

      Molly clapped her hands and tried to muffle her squeal of delight.  “This place is like my dream house.”

      “It was mine too,” Christian said.  “Bought the land and had it custom built.  Only owned it for a year before all this happened.  Didn’t even get to enjoy it.”

      “Wow,” Molly said her voice thick with jealousy.  “You know, I had just gotten my first major role before this shit went down.  I was out here visiting my parents when the shit hit the fan.”

      “Cool,” Christian said not sounding at all as if he cared.  He gestured toward the door.  “I’ll show you where the kitchen is first.”

      We walked through Christian’s enormous house.  There were bedrooms and rooms with TV screens.  A room with a bar.  It didn’t look as though any of the rooms had been used.

      “This, in here, is the pantry,” Christian said after showing us the massive kitchen.  The shelving units were stacked from top to bottom with everything you could imagine.  My mouth watered at all of the options that were available to us after weeks, maybe months of snacking on nothing but bars and granola.  “Help yourself to anything you’d like.  I have a gas stove that still works.”

      “Where have you been sleeping?” Molly asked.  She’d probably asked because none of the bedrooms looked as though they’d been used.  Maybe Christian was the type that was tidy and made his bed every morning.

      “I’ve been sleeping in my studio,” Christian said jerking his chin to the side.  “This way.”

      We followed him across the hallway and into the smallest room we’d seen on the tour, but still, by no means was it small.  There were pillows on the sofa and more stacked on the floor.

      He had several blankets strewn about and a pile of dirty dishes and wrappers scattered on top of his large wooden desk.  Christian had been the opposite of tidy.

      “Does the fireplace work?” Molly asked rubbing her palms together.

      “It does,” Christian said with a half-frown, “but I’m running out of wood.”

      “Lots of useable wood out there,” Bronx said.  “You have an axe?”

      Christian shrugged.  “Could be one in the garage.  Anyway, I have enough for now.  I’ll worry about it when the time comes.”

      “Better to be prepared,” Bronx said.

      Nick shook his head.  I was pretty sure I could read his mind at that moment and he was wondering how Christian had made it this long.  Sadly, he could have thought the same thing about us.

      “So, you said you wanted to stay for the night?” Christian asked.

      “Well, that was before we knew it was occupied,” Nick said.

      “Nick,” Molly groaned as she placed her hands on her hips.  “It’s dark out, it’s not like we have a lot of options.”

      Nick gave her a small nod.  “We can stay in the garage.”

      “That works,” Christian said.

      “Thanks,” Nick said.  “But I’m going to hang onto your gun until we leave.”

      Christian chuckled.  “Like I told you before I really have no idea how to use it anyway.  If I tried, I’d probably just end up shooting myself.”

      “Thanks for showing us around,” Nick said.  “Nice place you got here.”

      “Thanks,” Christian said.

      Bronx and I were already at the door to leave his studio, but Nick practically had to pull Molly out of the room.

      “I bet the beds are so soft,” Molly said.  “And clean.”

      “I don’t know about that,” Christian said.  “Maid service hasn’t come in some time.  Dust builds up quickly.”

      Nick grabbed Molly’s hand and pulled her back.  She let out a long sigh.

      “Look, you guys can stay inside,” Christian said.

      “Are you sure?” Molly said wiggling her hand free from Nick.  She didn’t wait for him to answer.  “We really appreciate it.  That’s so kind of you.”

      “Yeah,” Christian said.  “I’m going to lock myself in here though.  You guys are on your own.”

      Molly cocked her head to the side and scrunched up her nose.  “Any other rooms with fireplaces?”

      “A few,” Christian said flopping down in his pile of blankets on the sofa.  “Make yourself at home, I guess.”

      “Thanks,” Molly said bobbing her head as she backed toward the door.  “Thank you so much.  How about that song?”

      [Continue Reading Indigo Ice…]
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