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      Every morning for the last week, I woke up in a bed and I was utterly shocked to still be alive.  I’d blink repeatedly and hope to see my bedroom walls appear but the bright, baby pink was never there.

      I was surrounded by shelves that had been repositioned to make rooms inside of the big box store.  Robby wanted us all to feel safe and have our privacy, but it wasn’t really something that was possible.  Feeling safe, even with Caleb next to me, wasn’t something I’d ever feel.

      My cheeks were raw from the tears I’d shed.  Since we stopped moving, the thoughts of everything we’d lost crept into my mind frequently.

      Sometimes, I imagined my family walking in through the doors.  They were fine… healthy, happy, and that they had been searching for me.  Ripley would be wearing a big, stupid smile and he’d say something incredibly annoying, but of course, I wouldn’t care as I gave him a big hug.

      The image replayed over and over again in my head.  It was painful because I knew it wasn’t going to happen.  My family wasn’t okay and I knew they wouldn’t be coming through the doors looking for me.

      There were fifteen of us inside the store counting Caleb and I.  I’d been so overwhelmed I couldn’t even remember any of their names other than Robby.  Everyone looked to Robby for guidance and answers.  He was in charge and he was good at it, really good at it.  That was something I’d never be.  I didn’t have the strength and determination Robby had.

      Clover purred as I scratched her behind the ears.  I could hear the others talking but I didn’t bother to get off the bed.  I had my stack of books and magazines.  They didn’t need to see my puffy eyes and my red cheeks.

      It was surprising that everyone inside the store worked together.  Mostly everyone was free to do whatever they wanted whenever they wanted but when it came time to watch the doors or prepare a meal, there were always helping hands.  Everyone did their part—everyone except me.

      “Just give her time,” Robby had said.  His voice had carried through the store and into my little make-shift room.

      “We’ve all been there,” a woman’s voice said.

      “She’ll come around,” another said.

      I hated that they’d been talking about me.  But they weren’t wrong.  I had needed time… still needed time.

      It seemed as though they sometimes forgot that the little rooms didn’t have real walls.  They didn’t have doors.  Nothing inside the store was a secret.

      I heard the whispers of concern several times a day.  Several times, they had asked Caleb if there was anything they could do to help.

      How had they gotten over everything and everyone they’d lost so quickly?  Why were they better at adapting to the new world than I was?  What if I couldn’t ever become the person I would need to be in order to survive?

      I didn’t think I would ever get over what I’d lost, especially when every time I closed my eyes, I saw Lexi’s terrified face as she was pulled away into the storm.

      I sighed and peeled Clover off my lap.  My legs felt weak as I swung them over the side of the low to the ground air mattress.  I stood, ignoring the twitching muscles as I stared toward the doorway.

      The only time I left the room was when it was time to eat.  And more than half the time, I brought the food back to the room and ate alone or with Caleb.

      But maybe it was time for a change.  Maybe it was time to rejoin the living because what else was I going to do?

      I almost laughed when my feet didn’t move.  My body and mind still hadn’t connected.  It felt as though my new, clean shoes had been nailed to the floor.

      I jumped when Caleb walked around the corner.  He looked at me through narrowed eyes.

      “Hey,” he said only taking his eyes off me for a second.  “You’re up, huh?”

      When I didn’t answer, he cocked his head to the side like a chicken looking for food.  He stared at me.  After what felt like an eternity, he opened his mouth.

      “Everything okay?” he asked.

      “Yes,” I finally managed to say after hesitating for much too long.  “I’m thirsty.”

      “Oh, want me to go get you something?”

      I shook my head.

      “Want me to go with you?”

      I nodded.

      Clover curled back up into a little ball on the mattress and watched us leave the room through half-closed eyes.  I hated leaving her behind.  It was strange but somehow, I had grown quite attached to the tiny kitten.

      “Hi, Joss,” A girl who couldn’t have been much older than I was said with an apprehensive smile.  For the life of me, I couldn’t remember her name.

      “Hi,” I replied softly.

      “Look at you,” Robby said from the window.  His smile was so big and bright that it created tiny, soft wrinkles at the corners of his eyes.

      I swallowed down the sourness bubbling up the back of my throat.  “Hey, Robby.”

      “Ed and Ian are out checking the area,” Robby reported.  “They should be back soon, and then we’ll get to work on some food.  How does that sound?”

      He was talking to me like my dad did when I was twelve.  For some reason, I didn’t mind it.

      “Whatever everyone wants,” I said.

      I could feel the eyes of others on me.  When I looked up, they were all looking down at whatever random thing they were working on.  In the corner, there was one man who didn’t seem to give a crap who was around.  He was holding a bottle of booze like it was his favorite stuffed animal.  Although when he took a drink, it was more like he’d found his long lost first love.

      “Is there anything you need?” Robby asked before turning to look back out the window.  “Jenna knows where everything is, just ask, and she’ll find it for you.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” I said.  “I’m just thirsty.”

      Robby didn’t turn around.  “Well, you know where to find the drinks.”

      “I do,” I said.

      “Help yourself,” Robby said.

      Caleb gestured toward the little restaurant in the store.  There was a kitchen where they kept the food and drinks that were available to take.

      There were more food and drinks scattered throughout the store and in the back, but Robby wanted to keep track of their supplies.  We were free to help ourselves to whatever was in the kitchen as long as it was reasonable.  Robby was smart.  He still rationed what was inside the store because when it was gone, there wouldn’t be a truck bringing more.

      Jenna was the girl who’d said hi when I stepped out of the room.  Her eyes were on Caleb and me as we walked toward the kitchen.

      She didn’t follow us, though.  Instead, she sat down in one of the booths facing the kitchen.  I didn’t look back but I was certain she was still watching us.

      “What’s her deal?” I asked Caleb when we were far enough away that I was sure she wouldn’t hear.

      “Who?” he asked.

      “Jenna.”  I stopped myself from looking over my shoulder.  “She won’t stop staring at us.”

      Caleb’s head moved up and down slowly.  “She’s cool.  It’s a sad story, really.”

      “We all have sad stories,” I said.

      “Right,” Caleb said.  “But she was alone.  She didn’t have anyone.”

      “What happened?” I asked.

      Caleb ran his fingers through his hair and looked down.  “She hid and waited out the storm.  She thought she was going to die.”

      I stared at him.  My eyelids fluttered to dampen my drying eyes as I waited for more.

      “She was all alone,” Caleb said as if he thought I wasn’t understanding.  Which honestly, I wasn’t.  “Jenna traveled all the way here from a small town up north without food or water for like two days.  Robby had to carry her inside.”

      “Yeah, that must have been awful,” I said rolling my eyes as I looked away from him.

      We’d had our stuff stolen.  We’d been attacked.  Not only had we lost everything, but we also had to see our friends blow away in the storm.

      I reached down and grabbed a bottle of water.  My eyes connected with Caleb’s as I took a drink.

      “I know we all had it bad,” he said as if he could read my mind.  “Can you imagine having to figure it all out alone?  Hiding at night all by yourself?”  Caleb shrugged.  “I don’t know.  I guess I just feel lucky I had you.”

      I swallowed down my tears and ignored the thump in my chest.  “I do too.”

      Caleb reached over and grabbed my free hand.  He smiled before letting go to pat me on the head like I was Clover.

      “Come on,” he said.  “Think I heard the guys talking to Robby.”

      I followed Caleb out of the kitchen.  Everyone was gathered around watching the pair of guys who’d gone out, shaking their bodies as if they were wet dogs.

      Robby had his hand pressed to his forehead.  He looked like he’d been punched in the gut.

      “What’s going on?” Caleb asked joining the small crowd.

      The guy with the bottle next to him swayed back and forth, looking around slowly.  He wore a sloppy half-smirk that let me know he didn’t even know where he was.

      “Water is rising,” a woman with curly hair that sat like a bird’s nest on the top of her head replied.

      Robby pulled on a long raincoat and grabbed an umbrella.  “Watch the door.  I’ll be back.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Adam

          

        

      

    

    
      It felt good to have the wind blowing by my face, even if the drops of rain smacking my forehead were beyond annoying.  The more miles I put behind me, the better I felt.  It made it easier to pretend I hadn’t killed a man.

      It was too bad that the gun in my waistband reminded me far too often what I’d done.  I tried to tell myself it was self-defense but had it been?

      Eva had thrust a fireplace poker into a man’s chest and it didn’t seem as though she had given it a second thought.  In her case, however, it had been much closer to self-defense.

      Did she feel different?  She’d probably call me a wuss if she knew how much I was letting my actions get to me.

      The sky above was gray and the rain hadn’t stopped.  There didn’t seem to be an end in sight.  After whatever it was that had caused the flash, it hadn’t stopped raining.

      I couldn’t drive fast on the motorcycle due to the road conditions.  It wasn’t just the puddles the earthquakes that had followed cracked the pavement and trees were down.  The earthquakes had been so violent buildings had crumbled to the ground.

      The miles passed quicker than if we’d been walking and for that, I was grateful.  If we’d been walking, my thoughts would have only been worse because the wind whistling by me wouldn’t have been a distraction.

      My mom and dad were in Colorado at a resort that was supposedly safe.  They had left a note and an address but they had no idea if I was even alive.  There was probably a good chance they assumed the worst.

      I constantly wondered what I would find when I got to the resort.  Would they have even made it?  Maybe no one would even be there by the time I would find my way to the resort.  Of course, I was getting ahead of myself… there was still a chance I wouldn’t make it there.

      But I couldn’t let that stop me from trying.  I was going to get myself and Eva to Colorado even if I had to crawl there with Eva on my back.

      “Adam,” Eva said patting her palm on my back.  “Would you please slow down?”

      “Sorry,” I said automatically.  I hadn’t even realized I’d been going faster.

      Apologizing to Eva was a major part of my relationship with her.  I hadn’t known right away, but Eva and I were oil and water.  And being stuck with her after the major disaster wasn’t helping matters.

      “When can we take a break?” Eva asked her voice squeaking over the sounds of the bike.

      I looked around.  I wasn’t sure if I wanted to find a building to hide out in for a while or if it would be smarter to stand out in the rain.

      “Should we wait for a building or just stop?” I asked.

      If I let Eva decide, then she couldn’t blame me if it was the wrong choice.  Although she might try to anyway.

      “Inside,” she said.  “I’m so freaking tired of the rain.”

      “Me too,” I said surprised to agree with Eva on something.

      It took a solid twenty minutes before we found a place that looked promising.  As we approached, I slowed, attempting to make sure it wasn’t occupied.  I didn’t want to use the gun again.  I wasn’t even sure I could.

      I tried to tell myself that what happened was a rare occurrence.  People were panicking.  It was making everyone crazy.  It had been a mistake.  What I’d done could have happened to anyone.

      I pulled the bike to a stop and waited while Eva climbed off the bike.  She stood there, staring at me with her arms crossed.

      “Are you going to set up the tent?” she asked her foot tapping rapidly in a shallow puddle.

      “Why would I bother?  We can just go inside.”

      “I like to sleep in the dry tent,” Eva said.  “I feel safer.”

      My eyes shifted toward the east.  “We can still put in more miles.”

      “I’m sick of the rain, Adam.”  The way she said my name was like nails on a chalkboard.

      “Me too,” I said.  “But the more we drive, the sooner we’ll get there.”

      Eva groaned but followed me through the deep puddles toward the house.  I knocked on the front door, waiting for someone to respond… or for the building to crumble to the ground.

      No one answered.

      “I think it’s safe,” Eva said reaching in front of me.  She twisted the knob but the door didn’t open.  “Guess we’re going in through the window then.”

      She picked up a flowerpot.  I grabbed her arm before she had a chance to throw it at the window.

      “Let’s just see if there is a back door first,” I said.

      Eva shrugged and set down the flower pot.  She almost seemed disappointed.

      With the condition of most buildings, it was rather likely that the home probably already had several broken windows.

      At the back of the house, the door was open, swinging gently back and forth.  It squealed like a baby pig each time I moved it outward.

      Eva shot me a look and I pulled the gun out of my waistband.

      “Aren’t you a tough guy?” Eva asked with a snicker.

      I ignored her.  A tough guy was the last thing I was or ever would be.

      I held the gun up as I walked into the kitchen with Eva close behind.  Every cabinet door was open wide and the cupboards were empty.

      “The place has been cleaned out,” I said.

      Eva walked by me.  She stopped in the living room and flopped down on the sofa.

      “As long as they aren’t still here,” Eva said.

      I lowered the gun and reached into the bag still slung over my shoulder.  “Want one?”

      “Yes,” Eva said crossing her leg.

      I pulled out a beef stick and tossed it in her direction.  It hit her in the side of the arm.

      “Ow,” Eva said with a scowl.

      “Sorry,” I said.

      Eva shook her head as she grabbed the plastic-wrapped beef stick off the couch cushion.  She took a bite and sighed loudly.

      I couldn’t sit down even though my body craved a few moments of relaxation.  My shoulders were tense from hunching over as I drove the bike through the rain.  The muscles in my thighs and calves were as tight as a stretched rubber band.  Still, I couldn’t sit.

      “Stop pacing,” Eva said.

      “I can’t,” I said.  “We should go.”

      “Are you kidding?” she said slapping her thighs.  “This would be a great place to get some actual sleep.”

      I shook my head.  “We’ll find something else.  We have a tent.”

      “Ugh,” she said getting to her feet.  “Whatever.”

      “Don’t you want to get there?” I huffed.

      “Well, yeah, but I don’t want to be stupid about it either,” Eva said.  “You like need sleep and stuff.  I don’t want you to crash your bike again with me on it.  My leg still isn’t right.”

      I drew in an exasperated breath.  “If I’m too tired to drive, I’ll stop.”

      “I shouldn’t even get on a bike with you again,” Eva said crossing her arms.

      “No one is forcing you,” I said holding my arms out to my sides.

      She walked by me, rolling her eyes as she passed.  Eva stopped at the back door and took several steps backward.

      Her eyes widened as they met mine.  Eva’s face whitened.

      “What?” I asked.

      Eva’s hands balled into fists.  “People.”
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      Things were different now that Brooklyn was with us.  Gage and I hadn’t talked much before but now we talked even less.

      Brooklyn was practically a stranger and even though she was helping, it was hard to feel completely comfortable with her.

      In our travels, we’d been able to find a backpack for Brooklyn and while we hadn’t been able to pack it with much, we had found some items.  Brooklyn had found a can of beer and a can of soda that she insisted on putting in her pack.  She was saving them both for a special occasion.

      I’d told her there was no such thing as a special occasion and Gage had told me to stop being so negative.  He said getting rescued would be a very special occasion.

      I couldn’t even entertain the idea.  I told myself that things would be easier if I just planned that we’d have to figure out things for ourselves now.

      We weren’t actually doing that bad, considering.  Gage was able to get fires going when needed.  We were warm, fed, and had enough to drink.  My biggest complaint was that my calves were always sore from peddling the bike through the puddles and rain.

      I couldn’t stop worrying about the never-ending rain.  Gage had learned that someone out there had attempted to reset the planet but what that meant for us exactly we still didn’t know.

      Someone, somewhere, had made a decision that had destroyed our world.

      “Hey,” Brooklyn said breaking the silence.  “Had you guys heard about what caused all this?”

      “Basically,” Gage said.  “Someone did something to try to save our planet.”

      “Yeah,” I said.  “Look how much better things are now.  So glad someone decided to play God.”

      Brooklyn laughed.  “Well, they called it The Reset.  My boss had told me all about it one night in his office.”

      “I bet he did,” Gage said with a laugh.

      Brooklyn rolled her eyes at Gage before clearing her throat.  “Several of the wealthiest men in the world joined together and invested massive amounts of money to come up with a solution to Earth’s problems.”

      “How do you know this?” I asked skeptically.

      “Like I said, he told me.  Not that I had believed him about any of it.  I remember he said he’d been asked for a donation,” Brooklyn said.  “He declined.  It’s too bad, though, this is the result.”

      “I suppose there was no way to test things,” Gage said.

      “Right.  At least not on a large scale.  My guess is that it wasn’t ready and someone pushed the button anyway,” Brooklyn said.

      I shot her a glance before returning my gaze to the road ahead.  “A button, huh?”

      “Maybe,” Brooklyn said.  “I still can’t believe someone of the stuff I saw online before we lost power.  The devastation was everywhere.  Australia.  France.  I’m pretty sure Hawaii is completely gone.”

      “Gone?” Gage asked.

      “Volcano.  There were videos of huge rocks being spit out into the air.  Rivers of lava,” Brooklyn said.

      My eyes narrowed.  “Seriously?”

      “Dead serious,” Brooklyn said.

      “What happened then?” Gage asked.

      Brooklyn shrugged.  “There was a lot of screaming and smoke in the air.  It was night, so it was hard to see what was going on exactly.”

      “Then how do you know it’s gone?” I asked.

      “Well, I don’t,” Brooklyn said.  “But look around.  Would it surprise you?  If the lava didn’t destroy it, the smoke and heat probably killed all the people anyway.  Or maybe it’s underwater, like what happened to us.”

      “One decision and bam.”  Gage let go of the handlebars to smack his hands together once and hard.  “Just like that, everything is gone.  Crazy.”

      Brooklyn sighed loudly.  “It’s all just so awful.  I wish I could stop worrying about the ocean coming back and swallowing us.”

      “Tell me about it,” I mumbled.

      “And these bikes are not fast enough for me,” Brooklyn continued.  “We need like a car or a helicopter.”

      I rolled my eyes.  “Cars don’t work and I don’t think any of us are pilots.”

      “Well, then I guess the bikes will do,” she said.  “I just want to get somewhere safe a lot faster than we’re going.”

      “You want to peddle for a bit?” Gage asked with a half-smile.

      “You’re doing great,” she said patting him on the shoulder.  “Really.  This is so much better than walking and it’s like a million times better than walking with my hands tied together.”  There was a long pause before she spoke again.  “Are you guys hungry?  I’m hungry.  Did we even eat today?”

      I dragged my fingers over my wet hair.  A shiver ran down my spine when I got to the long, scraggly pieces at my neck.

      “I guess we could take a break,” I said.

      If she hadn’t said something, my stomach wouldn’t have rumbled.  The thought of food, however, awakened my hunger.

      “But let’s make it quick,” I said slowing my bike to a spot on the road that wasn’t entirely underwater.

      “We always do,” Brooklyn sang.

      Brooklyn sat down on the wet ground.  It wasn’t long before Gage joined her with his pack between his legs.

      They sat on the ground, talking about the old days, and giggling about random things.

      I couldn’t laugh.  I couldn’t sit.  All I could do was stand there and survey our surroundings.  I was constantly watching for the big wave that would wash us away.

      If Gage was worried about it, he didn’t let it show.  I turned sharply and looked at them on the ground, shoulder to shoulder.

      “Gage,” I said sounding far too motherly.

      “Yeah?” he asked looking up at me, squinting as if there was a bright sun behind me.  There wasn’t… only endless gray clouds.

      “Any improvement to your vision?” I asked.

      The muscles in his jaw tensed.

      “What’s wrong with your vision?” Brooklyn asked.

      “It’s a little blurry but I manage just fine,” Gage said.

      “What happened?  Did you lose your glasses?” she asked.

      Gage shook his head.  “Looked at the bright light too long.”

      “Oh,” Brooklyn said.  A smile curled on her lips.  “Whoops.”

      “You can say that again,” Gage said.  “It’s fine, though.”

      “Hey!” Brooklyn said slapping Gage’s thigh.  “Maybe we can find you some glasses.”

      Gage nodded.  “That’s a great idea.”

      I blinked several times, unable to take my eyes off him.  When I suggested it, he hadn’t been nearly as enthusiastic.

      I reached into my backpack and pulled out a random snack bar.  It was something nutty and salty but I didn’t care as long as it didn’t have coconut.  Although, I suppose with things as they were, being selective might be a luxury that would soon disappear.  Then again, it wasn’t like the only thing that would be available was coconuts so I was probably relatively safe.

      What would we do when we found somewhere safe?  Grow our own food?  Was that something I’d be able to figure out?

      And my biggest question of all… would it be me, Gage, and Brooklyn for the rest of our lives?

      I covered my mouth as I chuckled at the thought.  Of course, there were others out there… there had to be.

      “What’s so funny?” Gage asked looking at me.  There wasn’t a hint of a smile on his face.

      “I was just thinking about something,” I said waving my hand.

      “Feel like sharing it?” Brooklyn asked.  “I could really use a good laugh.”

      I shook my head.  “Inside joke.”

      “An inside joke with yourself?” she asked with narrowed eyes.

      “Yeah,” I said feeling somewhat annoyed.  “An inside joke with myself.”

      Gage stood abruptly.  He squinted at something behind me.

      “Holy shit,” he said.  His mouth dropped open.

      “What is it?” Brooklyn asked pushing herself to her feet.

      I quickly spun and followed his gaze.  One of my questions had been answered, just like that.

      We weren’t alone.
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      I stayed at the door, standing next to a tall man with very short hair.  And like most people inside the store, I couldn’t recall his name.  I could have asked him… should have asked him but I didn’t.

      Caleb was in the little eating area with Jenna.  Her eyes bright and gleaming as she looked at him.  She definitely was quite aware of just how attractive Caleb was but, of course, it was something everyone noticed.

      Ian had gone out with Robby to show him the situation.  The tension inside the store, while everyone waited for Robby’s return, was so thick, I could have sliced through it with a knife.

      Robby had walked so far from the store that I couldn’t see him.  That was a good thing because it meant the water was far enough away that we didn’t need to worry immediately.

      It was strange, though, how I hadn’t known Robby well, but I was more frightened about our situation while he was away.  He seemed smart about everything going on… he seemed confident… and in control.

      The others inside the store seemed like ordinary people but so had the small group that had stolen our things.  I had convinced myself that normal people were a rare find.

      I wasn’t exactly sure why I was so apprehensive.  Caleb and I had run into one group that stole from us… that was it.  But for some reason, it was too hard to shake off what had happened.  It felt like it was just a salty, sour taste of what was to come.

      Everyone was scared with everything that was happening.  Things were only going to get worse.

      The rain outside the store poured down.  I could hear the drops smacking against the side of the store, making a quick, metallic tribal beat.

      There was a mist that rose from the pavement, making it hard to see anything beyond the parking lot.  It also gave me a chill.

      “Do you think it’ll be a lot longer?” I asked the tall man next to me.

      He crossed his arms and kept his eyes on the parking lot.  “I don’t think it’ll be too much longer.  Are you worried about him?”

      “Not really,” I said but the truth was, I was a little worried for all of us when he wasn’t here.  There wasn’t anyone else inside the store that I would have trusted to step up and lead us.

      “You don’t need to worry about Robby,” he said.

      “I am worried about what we’ll do if the water reaches us, though,” I said.

      He nodded.  “I think we all are.  We’ll just have to wait and see what Robby tells us.”  The guy finally looked down at me.  “I think we’ll be okay for a while.  When the water reaches the back of the parking lot, well, that will be a different story.”

      “Do you think that will happen?” I asked.

      The man shrugged.  “Let’s just hope that it doesn’t.”

      His gaze shifted back toward the parking lot.  The rain started to fall quickly and the sky grew to the shade of graphite.  Bright bolts of lightning streaked and spider-webbed the sky.

      Every muscle in my body tensed.  I remembered what it felt like running through the darkness with Caleb.  Thunder rumbled, echoing through the store.

      “It’s just a storm,” the tall man said.  It seemed as though he could sense my fear.  “You’re okay in here.”

      “None of us will be okay in here if there is another storm like before,” I muttered.

      “That’s not going to happen again,” he said confidently.

      I threw my hand into the air, unable to hold in my frustration.  “How could you possibly know that?”

      Caleb’s eyes shifted away from Jenna and focused on me.  He started to stand but I waved my hand at him.

      “Well, I guess I can’t know for sure,” the man said.  “But I don’t think you need to worry about that unless you see another flash of light.”

      “It’ll be too late then.”

      “The Reset is over.  They did what they wanted to do.  I really don’t think it’ll happen again,” he said.

      “What do you know about The Reset?” I asked.

      “Not much.  Only what everyone heard before it happened,” the man said.  “It’s not like I have any kind of insider knowledge.  They wanted to change our planet.  There were speculations that other countries were racing to be the first to fix things.  My guess is whoever created that flash of light that started all of this wasn’t ready.  How could they appropriately test their solution?  They didn’t test… they just went ahead, assuming what they had developed would work.”

      The man stared at me before sighing.  He ran his hand over the top of his head.

      “I don’t mean to scare you,” he said.  “It’s just that I don’t think what happened matters all that much anymore.  What’s done has been done and now we all need to do what we can to survive.  Rebuild.  We all need to come together and salvage what we can.”

      Robby and Ian were approaching the front door.  I couldn’t read the expression on Robby’s face as he entered and shook the rain off like a wet dog.  He pulled off his poncho and flung it over the top of a nearby shelf.

      Everyone was silent as they watched Robby walk toward a cleared-out area of the store near the checkout lanes.  He waved his arms and waited for everyone to gather around.

      The guy holding his bottle of booze wobbled up alongside me.  He bumped into me as he tried to make his way to the front of the gathering.

      “Sorry ‘bout that,” he grumbled over his shoulder.

      I ignored him.

      “Pay him no mind,” a curly-haired woman said nudging me lightly with her elbow.  “Reed is harmless.  He’s sad and pathetic but completely harmless.”

      I nodded.

      “He lived down the road from me.  I knew him a little before all this happened,” she continued.  “He was pathetic then too but he drank much, much less.  At least I assume he did.  I don’t think he had the funds to indulge in such an activity.”

      I flicked her a tight-lipped smile to acknowledge I’d heard her.  If there was something I should have said, I didn’t know what it was.

      I was thankful when Robby held up his hand to quiet everyone.  The woman next to me touched her finger to her lips as if I had been the one talking to her.

      “Folks, can I have your attention, please?” Robby asked even though he wasn’t really asking.  Everyone stopped their murmurs.  “The water is indeed rising at a rapid pace.  This is not surprising considering the amount of rain that has and continues to fall.”

      Everyone started asking questions at the same time.  Robby held up both hands and thunder rumbled, shaking the walls of the store.  Silence washed over the crowd and the sounds of rain seemed to intensify.

      “Calm down, calm down!  We still have plenty of time before we need to worry about what to do next,” Robby said.  “It is possible that the rain will stop and it won’t even become an issue.  We just want to be prepared if that doesn’t happen.”

      “What if it never stops raining?” someone asked.

      “I don’t think that will happen,” Robby said.

      “Have you ever seen this much rain before?” someone else asked.

      Robby shook his head.  “No, I’m sure none of us have.”

      “Oh, God!  What are we going to do?  We’re all going to drown!” A woman from the back of the group cried.

      “We’re not going to drown,” Robby said.  “We have a few options at this point.”

      Whisper erupted as if everyone was trying to guess what our options were.

      “Option one,” Robby shouted in a clear voice over the whispers.  “Stay and wait and see what happens.  We wait.  Option two, we can send a group out to look for help.  Tell them where we are.”

      “Help might not be out there,” someone said.

      “What happens when the water is too high and we’re surrounded?” the woman next to me asked.  “It’s not like we’ll be able to just walk out of here and find a new place.”

      Everyone started whispering again.  Their voices were panicked and filled with nervous urgency.

      “We’ve already set aside all the life jackets we could find in the store along with the inflatable boats,” Robby said.

      “Those boats are absolute junk,” the drunk guy shouted sloppily.

      “Do you really think it’ll get that bad?” Jenna asked.  Caleb was standing next to her with his arms crossed.

      Robby’s head bobbed.  “It’s possible and if it happens, we’ll be lucky to have those junky boats.”

      The drunk guy shrugged and took a big gulp from his bottle of clear liquid.

      “Are there boats and life jackets for all of us?” someone asked.

      “At this point, we have enough,” Robby said.  “If more survivors find their way here, that could change.”

      “Then we don’t let anyone else inside, right?” the tall man asked.

      Robby didn’t answer.

      The woman with curly hair turned to me.  “I better not mention I get seasick.”

      “They probably have some kind of anti-nausea medicine in the pharmacy area,” I suggested.

      “Great idea!” the woman said grabbing my hand and patting the back.  Her eyes squeezed shut as she chuckled.  “I’ll get one of those nice handbags over there and fill it to the brim!”

      Robby cleared his throat.  “I think we should all take a breath and just wait and see how this all plays out.  I don’t feel it’s worth risking anyone’s life by sending them out to search for help.  If we have any volunteers, maybe I could be persuaded to change my mind but until then, we wait.”

      No one spoke up.  There were no complaints and no volunteers.

      “Wait and see it is,” Robby announced.  “That’s all I have for now.  Everyone disperse and go back to your usual activities.”

      Caleb and Jenna went back and sat down in the little seating area, staring at the menu posted above the counter as if they were going to order something.  I stood there watching them, feeling alone.  I was the only one that didn’t have a usual activity.

      A yawn stretched my mouth as Robby walked by me toward his usual post at the front window.  He sat down and scratched the back of his head.  I wondered what he was thinking.  Maybe he was really worried about what he’d seen out there but didn’t want to cause a panic inside the store.

      It annoyed me that Caleb was sitting there laughing and being normal with Jenna.  He was back to his old self so easily it seemed.  Smiles were difficult for me and laughing seemed as though it would have been impossible.

      Caleb should have been keeping me company, not this new girl we didn’t even know.  He was my friend.  He was all I had left.  When he leaned in closer to her with a big grin on his face, I realized what was happening.  I wasn’t sure how I hadn’t seen it sooner.

      Didn’t he have more important things to worry about?  I know I did but here he was falling for her.

      And for some reason, it made my blood boil.  I turned on my heel and stomped back to my room.
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      I dashed in front of Eva and closed the door.  My fingers shook as I held the door in place and twisted the lock, hoping it would hold.

      “I think they saw me,” Eva said with wide eyes.  “I’m almost sure they did.”

      My elbow hit an empty jug of milk, knocking it to the floor with a hollow popping noise that echoed inside the kitchen.  It was like someone clapping cymbals together to alert everyone to our location.

      I stepped in front of the window above the sink.  The group was running toward the house, waving their arms.

      Six people.  Six were too many.

      “Shit,” I said pounding my fists against the outdated yellow counter.

      “What are we going to do, Adam?” Eva asked in a high-pitched squeal.

      We couldn’t lose what little we had.  I couldn’t risk them taking the motorcycle.  It was already taking far too long to get to Colorado.  Most importantly, though, I couldn’t risk our lives again.

      “Let’s go,” I said grabbing Eva’s hand.

      I thought Eva would beg me to stop.  I thought she’d suggest we help them.  They looked desperate.  Afraid.  But she didn’t say a word.

      There was a voice inside me, deep inside, that was telling me that the people running toward us needed help.  That they were like us.  Chloe had been someone that needed help.  There was a good chance the people running toward the house were just like Chloe.

      There was also a chance, perhaps a smaller chance, that they were just like the men at the bar.  I didn’t have it in me to kill again.  Staying wasn’t a risk we could take.

      It didn’t even take a full minute for us to grab our things and leave the house.  I didn’t look back.  I didn’t want to see the looks on their faces as we drove away.

      I drove what felt too fast to me in the rain and poor road conditions but I didn’t slow down.  Eva wasn’t begging me to slow down either.

      I didn’t want to see another human until we reached Colorado safe and sound if we’d be able to even reach Colorado.

      Half of the time, I wasn’t even sure we were going in the right direction.  There weren’t enough signs and there was no sun to help with navigation.

      Of course, I couldn’t let Eva know about my uncertainty.  All I could do is hope I was going the right way until we eventually saw a sign to confirm.  After that, it would be blind driving again, until the next sign.

      “Hey,” I called over my shoulder.  “I’m going to need to start checking some of these places for gas.”

      “Okay,” she said back in a voice that was smaller than her usual voice.

      At times, Eva seemed as though she was shrinking.  But then I thought back to the moment she screamed and stabbed the man with the fireplace poker.  She’d acted when it mattered.

      Eva had been a princess.  It had to be hard for her to adjust to our new way of life.  Then again, she probably thought the same thing about me.

      About a quarter of a mile up the road, there was a partial house and a garage.  I slowed and stared, watching for any kind of sign that what was left of the home wasn’t occupied.

      I parked the bike near the garage and pulled the gun out of my waistband.  I looped our bag of supplies over the handlebar.

      “I hate this,” she mumbled as she rubbed her arm.

      “Me too,” I muttered.

      “Should we check the house?” Eva asked.

      I gripped the gun tighter.  “We should probably just check for gas and leave.”

      “I’m so tired, Adam,” Eva whined.  “I need a break.  I need to sleep or something.”

      “You can sleep when we get there,” I said.

      “I’ll die if I don’t get sleep,” Eva said.  “How much more driving do you think we’ll have to do?”

      I shrugged.  “A lot.  We haven’t done much and what we’ve done has been rather slow.”

      Eva buried her face in her hands, muffling her groan.  She dropped her hands to her sides and her shoulders rose.

      “Maybe there is something inside we can eat.  Like peanut butter,” Eva said.  “Peanut butter will give me energy.”

      “I know.  I’m sorry,” I said.  “We just need to be quick.”

      “I could check inside while you look for gas,” Eva said throwing a hand toward the house.  She seemed desperate but she had to know it was a bad idea.  Stopping at all felt like a bad idea but running out of gas would be even worse.  “Odds are no one is here.  Or did you forget nearly everyone is dead?”

      I sighed.  “Nearly everyone, not everyone.  Seriously, it’s a terrible idea.”

      “You can’t stop me, you know.”  Her spine straightened.

      “I know but I would try,” I said.  “We’ve already been out here too long arguing about this.  Let’s just check for gas and go.”

      Eva shifted her weight from one foot to the other.  Suddenly, she turned toward the house and started walking toward the back door.

      “Come on, Eva,” I said jogging to catch up.  I stepped in front of her, stopping her from proceeding.  “Think about this.”

      “I have,” she said.  “A quick look around.  If there is food inside, then we save what we have.  Besides, isn’t it a good idea to build up our supplies as we go?  What if something happens and we don’t make it to Colorado?  It’ll be better to have a supply of useful items, right?”

      “Well, yeah, but staying alive is also important,” I said.

      Eva placed her hands on her hips.  I knew I wasn’t going to win.

      “Fine,” I said tightening my grip on the gun.  “Five minutes and we need to be back on the road.”

      “Oh God, I hope there is something in there.  Like a big, juicy steak cooked medium rare,” Eva said.

      “You won’t be getting any steak unless you happen to find a cow,” I said.

      Eva cocked her head to the side.  “Why haven’t we seen any animals?”

      “Those that survived are seeking shelter,” I guessed.

      “Hiding,” Eva said.  “Maybe that’s what we should be doing too.”

      “That’s exactly what we are going to do as soon as we get to Colorado.”

      Eva huffed.  “If we get to Colorado.”

      “We’ll get there,” I said as I tried to look in the small window on the back door.

      There was a curtain that stretched from side to side, making it almost impossible to get a good look inside.  The most I could see was the gray tile of the kitchen floor.

      I brought my knuckles to the door and pounded three times.  “Hello?  Anyone in there?”

      Eva didn’t wait long.

      “I guess no one’s home,” she said reaching out in front of me and twisting the knob.  It barely moved.  She jiggled it aggressively as if it would magically open.  “It’s locked.”

      I grabbed Eva’s hand and pulled her toward the garage.  She tried to plant her feet in the ground to stop her movement.

      “Adam, stop!” she cried struggling to get her hand free of my grip.  “Let’s just break it down.”

      “We need to go,” I said.  “Neither of us are going to be able to break a door down.  More importantly, there could be someone inside.”

      “Ugh!” Eva groaned loudly as she yanked herself free.

      I turned sharply and glared at her.  “We’ll check the next place, okay?  Just not here.  I’m getting a bad feeling.”

      It wasn’t a question, though.  It was an order.

      “You’re such a baby,” Eva said.  “I’ll never make it through this if I stay with you.”

      “Then go,” I said gesturing toward the open space.

      I knew she wouldn’t leave.  She wouldn’t travel on her own.  But honestly, I didn’t give a damn one way or the other.  When it came to Eva, I was at the end of my rope.  I should have done what I intended to do the night the world came crashing down.

      The garage was a small, wooden building that looked as though it had been built years before the house.  More than likely, the house had been updated but the garage had not.

      I turned the rusted knob and the side door squeaked open.  Inside, it looked like a typical garage.  There was a four-door car with a flat tire parked in the center, a riding lawn mower, and a bunch of other random items that were used to tend to the yard or packed away for storage.

      A thick cobweb covered the top corner at the back of the garage.  The floor was concrete and it looked as though it had recently been swept clean.

      “Look for a gas can,” I said.

      “Look for your own damn gas can,” Eva said leaning back against the wall.  She quickly shifted forward and wiped at her back with both hands awkwardly.

      I rolled my eyes and kicked a rusty screw to the side.  There was a lawnmower… surely, there had to be gas somewhere.

      “You know if you’d help, this would go a lot quicker,” I said.

      I wasn’t doing a very good job of hiding my anxiety.  We needed to get back on the road.

      “God, I cannot stand you,” Eva said.  “You always expect everyone to do everything for you.”

      “Are you kidding me?” I said turning to face her.

      “Not even a little,” Eva said straightening her shoulders.  “You know what, Adam?  I’m done with all this.”

      I snorted.  “Done with all what?”

      “Done with you.  I cannot do it anymore,” Eva said.

      My mouth dropped open.  Not because I was surprised but because I was shocked she got to end things first.

      “I’ve only been with you because my mom practically begged me to stay with you.  I can’t stand you.  Never could.”  The side of her lip curled and her eyes narrowed in disgust.  “I don’t even think you’re that good looking.”

      “Bull shit.”

      “My mom wanted me to marry into money.  Said it would help my career,” Eva said.  “And after my dad lost his job, she thought it would somehow benefit them.  All I had to do was sacrifice my happiness.”

      I laughed.  “Your mom wasn’t there when we met.”

      “She wasn’t,” Eva said.  “But she said to find the dumbest rich boy you can and marry him.”

      “I wouldn’t have ever married you,” I said turning my attention back to the floor.  “I was going to break up with you the night of the flash.”

      Eva chuckled.  She placed her fingertips lightly below her throat as if she were having trouble breathing because she was laughing so hard.

      “Give me a break, Adam,” she said.

      “Okay, fine, I’m lying,” I said.  “Now, if you’d be quiet so I can find some gas, I’d really appreciate it.”

      Eva took a step forward.  She pointed her index finger at my chest.

      “You know what else?” Eva said breathing hard.

      “Jesus, Eva, I don’t care.”

      “I hate you.”  She started laughing like someone who’d gone mad.  “I.  Hate.  You.”  Eva roared like a hungry lion.  “That felt so good to finally say.”

      She turned on her heel and took one step.  My body shivered when the door closed with a loud bang.

      Eva and I both stood there, staring at the door.

      All the anger was gone from her face when she turned to meet my eyes.  Her complexion had gone pale.

      “Was that the wind?” she asked.

      “I don’t think so,” I said.

      I stepped in front of her, taking in several breaths that only partially filled my lungs.  My mouth had gone dry.  I tightened the grip on the gun as I walked toward the door.

      I carefully reached forward for the doorknob as if I was afraid it would bite me.  It moved only slightly.  I threw my weight into the door but it didn’t budge.

      We were locked inside.
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      The woman looked like a skeleton covered in almost translucent skin.  She was holding the hand of a young boy who had dark circles under his eyes.

      It felt like I was looking at the walking dead.  I grabbed my pack and started running toward them.

      The deepening puddles of water splashed around me, slowing my pace.  I hadn’t even given much thought to the alligators that could have been hiding within them.

      “Hello,” the woman said softly as I approached.  She looked like she was both frightened and happy to see me.  She stepped in front of her child and crouched ever so slightly.  “Stop there.  That’s close enough.”

      Her brows were arched.  She looked like a tiger who would do anything to protect her young.

      “Hi,” I said digging into my bag.  “Are you thirsty?”

      The woman nodded but she didn’t relax.  She glanced at my pink bag apprehensively and perhaps a little confused.

      While the woman seemed a bit wild, she was far too frail to run or do much of anything.  Luckily for her, I wasn’t about to do either of them any harm.

      “I’ve got some food and water,” I said slowly reaching into my bag.

      The woman held up her hands.  Her fingers were so bony they looked like claws ready to scratch me if I came any closer.

      “It’s okay,” I said calmly.  “We’re not going to hurt you.  We’re just out here trying to find help… headed north.  We’re just normal people.  Are you from around here?”

      The woman’s body softened.  Her eyes cooled and she grabbed her son’s hand.

      “Yes,” she said.

      “Yeah, us too,” I said.  “Although, we’ve traveled a bit now.”

      “Is everyone dead?” the woman asked.  She flashed me a weak smile.  “I’m at the point where I’m not even sure if you’re real.”

      I smiled.  “We’re real.  It seems as though a lot of people have perished.”

      “Perished,” she repeated.  “That’s a kind way to put it.”

      I handed her a bottle of water and she twisted the cap.  She took a sip, wincing as she swallowed.

      “Drink,” she said placing the bottle to her son’s lips.  The woman looked up at me.  “Thirsty but my body is rejecting it.”

      “Just take small drinks,” I said.  “You’re probably dehydrated.”

      “I’m definitely dehydrated,” she said.  “What’s your name?”

      “Stevie,” I said.  I jerked my thumb over my shoulder.  “That’s my friend Gage and another survivor we found, Brooklyn.”

      The woman nodded.  “You’ll probably have to remind me at least seven times each.  I’m Moira and this is Teddy.”

      “Like a bear,” the little boy said.

      “Right,” I said with what I hoped was a warm smile.  “Why don’t you come and join us for a bite.  Gage is very good at making fires so you two can warm up and maybe dry off a bit, although that never lasts long.”

      Moira looked down at her son and stared at him for a long moment.  If I had to guess, she was weighing her pros and cons.  She nodded before meeting my eyes.

      “I guess that would be all right,” Moira said.

      “Good,” I said gesturing toward the others.

      Gage waved as they cautiously approached.  After introductions, I told Gage and Brooklyn that we needed to find a place to set up a shelter for a bit.

      “We’ll need to keep looking,” Gage said placing his foot in the water.  “This spot won’t do.”

      “What’s that big stick on your back for?” Teddy asked.

      “Shh!” Moira said as if she didn’t approve of her son talking to us.

      Gage looked at the boy over his shoulder.  He wore the kindest, most gentle smile I’d ever seen.

      “It’s a spear,” Gage said.  “We only use it for protection and only if absolutely necessary.”

      “Have you had to use it?” Teddy asked.

      His mother’s eyes were like ice as she looked down at her son.  The boy offered her a shrug.

      “They're not bad guys, mom,” he said.  “Right?”

      “We are definitely not bad guys,” Gage said.  “And no, I haven’t had to use the spear.  It’s only for emergencies.”

      Thank God he hadn’t asked Brooklyn.  Although, to her, that had probably been an emergency.

      Now that our group had grown, we couldn’t use the bikes.  Gage and I continued to roll them along, however.  It would have been much too hard to leave them behind.

      “There’s a building about a quarter-mile to the north,” I informed Gage.

      He narrowed his eyes.  “That could work.  Won’t know for sure until we get there.”

      With how slow we walked for Moira and Teddy, it felt like it had taken us eight times as long to cover the same distance we had with the bikes.  I tried not to think about it because it wasn’t like we could just drive off and leave the pair behind.

      The house was waterlogged but the roof was intact.  Inside there were several leaks but the rain wasn’t falling on us.

      “I should be able to get something going,” Gage said gathering up some wood from various places.

      I knew he would have to shave the outer layers away and try to find dry wood he could work with.  It would take time but he seemed confident it would work.

      “Brooklyn,” I said.

      She turned away from Gage and looked at me.  “Yes?”

      “Mind searching the house to see if you can find anything of use?” I asked.

      “No problem,” Brooklyn said grabbing her pack.

      “Thanks,” I said unzipping my pack.  “Let’s see what I can find for you guys.”

      Moira held up her hand.  “We can’t take your things.”

      “Of course you can,” I said.  “We took them and now I’m sharing them with you.”

      “You’ll need them,” Moira said.

      “We all need them,” I said.  “Don’t worry.  We’ll find more.  Besides, you should join us.”

      Moira’s brows squeezed together.  “Join you?”

      “Unless you have somewhere better to go?” I asked.

      “Where are you going?” Moira asked taking a small bite from the granola bar I’d given her.  She coughed and took a small sip to help get the tiny morsel down.

      “North… west… somewhere dry… somewhere safe,” I said.  It was too bad I didn’t have a better answer.  A solid plan.  Something that could have given them both hope.

      Moira looked confused.  “What’s north?”

      “Hopefully, dry land and also hopefully, help,” I said.

      “Do you know there is help to the north?” she asked.

      I shook my head.  “We have to try.  The ocean could return.”

      “Why would you do this?” Moira asked.

      “Do what?”  My brow wrinkled.

      She twisted her fingers together.  “Help us.”

      “Why not?” I asked.

      “Because you need to help yourselves,” she said.  “You don’t know us, why offer help.”

      I shrugged.  “Because it’s the right thing to do.”

      I waited for her to argue but she didn’t.  She let out a long sigh.

      “You are very kind people,” Moira said.  A small amount of liquid pooled in the corner of her eye.  There wasn’t enough there that a tear would roll down her cheek.  “Teddy and I appreciate it.  Just let us know how we can help.”

      “Deal,” I said stretching out my hand.

      She took my hand and I had to be careful not to crush her bony fingers.  I probably should have warned her that we were just as clueless about everything as anyone else.  We were just going to do the best we could to survive.

      It probably wouldn’t have changed her mind because her and Teddy were famished.  If we hadn’t spotted them, they probably wouldn’t have made it more than another day or two.

      Once Gage got the fire going, we decided to stay for the night.  It was a bit nerve-wracking because we were already going to be traveling slowly.  We could have easily got in another mile or two, well, we would have had we not added two more to our group.

      While the other sat by the fire, Gage pulled me to the side.  He crossed his arms as he studied our group.

      “Are you sure this was a good idea?” Gage asked.  He waved his hand as if mosquitoes were swarming around him but we hadn’t seen mosquitoes since before The Reset.  “Not that we had a choice.”

      “Probably not,” I said.  “Then again, perhaps it’s not a terrible idea to have more people on our side.”

      “We have sides now?”

      I sighed.  “I don’t know.  My imagination is probably running away from me.”

      “This isn’t what I wanted to talk to you about,” Gage said turning toward me.

      My eyes narrowed.

      “Have you given any thought about what we’re going to do when the water gets too deep, we can’t keep going?” Gage asked.  He exhaled and pressed his lips together.  “I won’t be able to start a fire.  It’s already challenging to find locations dry enough.  And now with a kid with us?  We need to come up with something.”

      “If you have any ideas, let me know,” I said.  “I’m not sure what else we can do except to keep pushing forward.  It’s a bridge we’ll have to cross when we get to it.  Tell me, how is your vision.”

      Gage’s arms dropped to his sides as he groaned.  “No changes.”

      “Sorry,” I said.

      I knew he thought my constant asking was annoying.  But I couldn’t help but the damage would reverse.

      “Hey!” Brooklyn said as she walked toward us.  “Look what I found.”

      She held up a pair of thick-framed glasses.  It was almost as if she’d been listening in but then again, I had been the one to send her out to look through the house.

      “Odds are they won’t help,” Brooklyn said handing them to Gage.  “But, it’s worth a shot.”

      Gage slid them on and looked around.  He moved them up and down as if he were trying to judge the difference.

      “Might make a little difference,” Gage said leaving the glasses on.  “Not a lot, though.”

      “We’ll keep looking,” Brooklyn said placing her hand on his arm.

      “Thanks, Brooklyn,” he said giving her a smile.

      She smiled back.  “Yeah, of course.  Are you guys going to go over to the fire?”

      “Yeah,” Gage said.  “We’ll be there in a minute.”

      Brooklyn looked back and forth between Gage and me.  She nodded and turned but she hesitated.

      Her fingers nervously twisted together as she looked down toward her feet.

      Sounds of gagging and puking erupted from the other room and Brooklyn sped down the hall.  Gage and I both followed behind.

      Just outside the front door, Moira had her hand on her son’s back.  Teddy was throwing up.

      I already had been worried about how I was going to take care of our new members and now that one of them was sick… everything, in a blink, had gotten worse.
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      After a short nap packed with copious nightmares, I was woken by Clover licking my nose.  It felt like a long time had passed but after looking around, I realized it was still the same day… perhaps only an hour or two later.

      I walked out of my room, holding Clover in my arms.  As far as I knew, Caleb hadn’t come back to check on me and for some reason, that bothered me.

      My fingers lightly brushed the soft fur below Clover’s ears.  The softness calmed me as I looked around the room of what felt like strangers.

      When I finally spotted Caleb, he was in the kitchen with two women and Jenna.  They were all laughing and having a grand old time.

      I didn’t understand why it seemed as though I was the only one still upset—still grieving over the losses.  And still worried about what our future would bring.

      Jenna leaned toward Caleb, giggling as she bumped into him.  I rolled my eyes at their flirting.  My stomach clenched at the sight of them having such a good time in the midst of such turmoil and tragedy.

      “You should join them,” Robby said biting into a chocolate bar.  “They’re having fun.  That hasn’t happened in a while.”

      “I don’t want to,” I said.  I hated how I sounded like a six-year-old that didn’t want to eat her broccoli.

      “Someone your age should be having fun,” Robby said.

      I rolled my eyes.  “How old do you think I am?”

      “Seventeen?”

      “Twenty.”  I sighed.  “Not that much younger than you.”

      “Doesn’t mean you can’t go and try to have some fun,” Robby said.  “Look at Reed.  He’s always having a good time.”

      I squinted at him, trying to remember which one Reed was.  Robby understood my look and pretended to bring a bottle to his lips and take a drink.

      “Oh, yeah, that’s not my idea of fun either.”

      “What is your idea of fun?”

      I let out a long breath.  “Nothing sounds like fun anymore.”

      “Well, that sounds awfully depressing,” Robby smiled.

      “Why should any of us have fun?” I asked.  “At any minute, we could be running for our lives again.  I’d rather be ready than having fun.  I don’t want to be out there again, going from place to place, terrified about what would happen next.”

      Robby looked at me differently.  He studied me for too long.  I shifted my weight, feeling uncomfortable.

      “I get it,” Robby said.  “It’s why I like to feel like I’m in charge here.  If I don’t feel like I’m in control, I feel helpless and weak.”  Robby leaned closer.  “It seems like most people here are better at feeling helpless.  They prefer someone telling them what to do.”

      “I think that’s how I was,” I said.  “Mostly still am.  But I don’t want to be.  Do you care if I put together a bag of supplies?”

      Robby’s eyebrows squeezed together as he considered my request.  “If it comes down to it, and we need what you packed, you need to return it.”

      “Deal,” I said.

      “And try not to be obvious about what you’re doing.  If the others see it, they’ll want to do it too,” Robby said.  He glanced toward the kitchen.  “What about your pal, Caleb?”

      Sadness made my stomach feel heavy.  “I wouldn’t leave without him if that’s what you’re asking.”  My fingers started to tremble and I clasped them tightly.  My voice was soft.  “I don’t even know the first thing about what I should pack.”

      “Do your best and I’ll check it when you’re done,” Robby said.  “You know, you can just always stay with me.”

      “Okay,” I said.  “But I still want to have stuff ready just in case.  The rain is pouring down.”  I lowered my voice.  “I don’t trust anyone.  I hate feeling like this.”

      “Like I said, I get it,” Robby said placing his hand on my shoulder.  “Do whatever you need to do.  Just do me one favor.”

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      Robby looked into my eyes.  “If you feel like leaving, let me know first.”

      “Why?”

      “In case I want to go with you,” Robby said softly.

      I shook my head.  “You can’t do that.”

      “You have all these people,” I said.  “How could you leave them?”

      “I don’t know,” Robby said.  “Maybe I couldn’t.  I know I act like I’m in charge but the truth is, we all kind of basically ended up here together.”  Robby looked down.  “For now, things are better here than they are out there.  I’m sorry you don’t like it here, though.”

      “It’s fine,” I said.  “I just feel like I don’t belong.  I don’t want to have fun… I want to be ready and it feels like I’m the only one.”

      Robby squeezed his hand before pulling it away.  “You’re not.  Get your bag together and let me know when you’re done.”

      I nodded and Robby gave me a smile before heading toward the kitchen.  He stuck his hands in his pockets and spoke to a small group that was gathered together for a few minutes.  Robby’s face was unreadable.  He nodded and walked back over to the front window.

      Jenna shuffled out of the kitchen with one of the other women and they started walking around, turning on battery-powered lanterns and lighting candles.  My eyes darted toward the front windows and I noticed that it would be night soon.

      I turned and headed toward the back to do my shopping, where I wouldn’t see Jenna and Caleb interacting with each other.  It angered me that I was annoyed he was getting along so well with her.

      It shouldn’t have bothered me.

      I grabbed the first backpack I saw and gripped it tightly as though I were afraid it would get pulled away from me.  No one was going to take the bag from me again.  This one was mine and I was going to guard it with my life.

      I found a package of long knives still in their plastic wrap and dropped them into my backpack.  I was going to need to be someone that knew how to defend themselves.  Someone that was strong and brave.  If I wanted to survive, I was going to have to become someone I wasn’t exactly sure how to become.

      I took my time looking over all the supplies that seemed as though they’d been unpacked and counted.  It felt like I was stealing but I took anything I thought might be useful.  Food items, beverages, a first aid kit and even a change of clothes but my most favorite item I packed was a plastic poncho with a hood.  Traveling in the rain again would be torturous.

      Of course, I packed an extra for Caleb because if we had to leave, I knew he’d be with me.  At least, there was a time I was sure of it… now, although small, I had my doubts.

      I walked around the corner to start down the next aisle.  But I stopped abruptly when I heard a loud, heavy noise as if a large box had fallen from one of the top shelves.

      A nervous voice mumbled something over and over again.  I cautiously looked around the corner, feeling the coldness and darkness in the back crawling up my spine like a slithering snake.

      Reed was standing there looking down at something on the ground.  My eyes moved slowly until they landed on a pair of feet, pointing toward the ceiling.

      What I saw after that nearly stopped my heart for a full second.  The man on the floor was lying in a pool of blood.

      I gasped and Reed spun around, almost falling as he turned.  His eyes were wide.

      “Get Robby,” he said.

      I didn’t move.  It was like time had stopped.

      “Go!” Reed shouted.

      I figured out how to get my feet to work and I ran.  Even though I was almost positive the guy on the ground was dead, I didn’t stop until I got to Robby.

      He smiled at me but it quickly vanished when he saw my panic-soaked eyes.

      “What’s wrong?” Robby asked.  “Are you okay?”

      I opened my mouth but nothing came out.  I pressed my lips together and swallowed hard.

      It was nearly impossible to speak but somehow, I managed to find words.  “There’s blood.”
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      Eva shoved me away from the door and pressed her palms against the solid wood.  The door had been painted a dark gray that was chipping around the corners.

      “Hey!” she shouted slamming her hands against the wood so hard it turned her fingertips a deep rose red.  “Is someone out there?  Let us out of here!”

      I spun around looking for a window we could break but there wasn’t anything.  The walls were solid wood and there wasn’t even a crack of light seeping in between the boards.

      There was a window in the door but it was small.  Neither of us would be able to squeeze through it even if we’d be able to break the glass.

      There was a light above the car that I hadn’t noticed when we first came into the garage.  At first, most of the light had spilled in through the open door.  Now that it was closed, the dim, flickering light above and the small window in the door were all we had to give us light.

      “Move,” I ordered and Eva stepped to the side.

      I kicked the door as hard as I could next to the doorknob.  My bones rattled inside my body but the door held still.

      “Shit,” I said shaking my arms as I hopped in a placed a few times like a boxer.

      “It opens inward, dummy,” Eva said.

      “I know,” I said.  My eyes darted around, desperate to find something that would help me get the door open… a crowbar… an axe.  “There has to be something we can use to get this thing open.”

      I turned when I got to the other side of the car and stopped.  My throat dried and my blood turned to ice.

      “Jesus,” I muttered.

      “Did you find something?” Eva asked letting a touch of hope and excitement raise her voice.  Her shoes squeaked as she came up behind me.

      There was a body on the ground.  His hands were tied behind his back with a plastic zip tie.  Either the guy was dead or he was unconscious and covered in blood.

      “Is he alive?” Eva asked as I wondered the exact same thing.

      “I don’t know,” I said.

      “Well, check,” Eva said pushing on my back with both hands.

      I shrugged her hands off my back and stepped forward cautiously.  Every single horror movie I’d ever seen started to play in the back of my mind.  If at the last second, he turned to me, faceless, I was ready for it.

      He didn’t move.

      He had a face.

      His lip was cracked and there was a deep gash on his cheekbone, but all his features were there as they should be.  He was normal.  Just a regular guy like I was.

      “Hey,” I said softly.  “Are you okay?”

      Nothing.  It didn’t even seem as though he had taken a breath.

      “Excuse me,” I said a bit louder.  Why I was being so polite, I didn’t know.  “Hello?”

      “For Pete’s sake,” Eva said stomping closer.  She placed her hand on the man’s shoulder and shook him aggressively.  “Hey, mister, are you alive?”

      The man jerked and his eyes popped open.  Eva squeaked and abruptly jumped back.

      “Don’t kill me!” the guy begged.  Tears rolled down his cheeks, washing away bits of blood.  “I didn’t do anything!”

      “We’re not going to kill you,” I said holding up my hands.

      The guy looked at me for a long moment before he stared at Eva over my shoulder.  Several long minutes ticked by before he opened his mouth, sucking in a breath that looked as though it might have been somewhat painful.

      “Some guy knocked me out.  He was big,” the guy said his words running together.  “At least I think he was.  I didn’t get that good of a look before I blacked out.”

      “Yeah, we’re stuck in here too,” I said.  “Someone closed the door while we were looking for gas.”

      “Gas,” the guy said.  “How did you get here?”

      I scratched the back of my neck, not wanting to tell him.  “Motorcycle.”

      He was tied up.  It was more likely the guy outside would steal my bike then it was the bloodied guy on the floor would take it.

      “I have a car,” the guy said.  “Hopefully, it’s still here.”

      “Must have been hard to travel in a car on the messed-up streets,” I said.

      Eva groaned.

      “It was but I hadn’t come far before I got trapped here,” the guy said.  “I’m in hell here.  I’m fed once a day.  My hands have been tied for… days.  You have no idea how happy I am to see other people.  Besides that guy out there, I thought it was just me.”  The guy hesitated.  “Any chance you’re willing to untie me?”

      “What if it’s some kind of trick?” Eva asked narrowing her eyes at the guy.

      “It’s not,” he replied.  “But I don’t blame you for being apprehensive.  I’m just a guy.  Jack Glass.  An artist… painting… landscapes.”  Jack chuckled.  “It’s weird but it feels like I’m talking about someone else.”

      I nodded because I knew exactly how he felt.  The only difference was, I wasn’t about to tell him I was now a murderer.

      “Adam,” I said.  I tilted my head to the side.  “She’s Eva.”

      “Hi,” she said softly.

      “Hello,” he said.  “Why did you guys come here?”

      I shook my head, feeling a tinge of embarrassment.  We shouldn’t have been there.  I should have been smarter.  Hell, I’d been armed, yet here we were trapped inside some random psycho’s garage.

      “I wanted gas,” I said.  “She wanted supplies.  We just were checking any place that was still standing.”

      “Oh, so you’re going to just blame all of this on me?” Eva asked.  “We wouldn’t be in this predicament if you hadn’t insisted on checking the garage.”

      “Where else do you think people store gas?” I asked.  I took a breath and turned away from her.  “What can you tell me about the guy who locked us in here?”

      “He wears a mask when he brings me food.  I have no idea what he looks like.  He would just bring in a paper plate and kick it toward me,” Jack said.  “It’s never enough food.”

      “What about a bathroom?” Eva asked looking around as if she expected to find a toilet.

      Jack’s eyes moved slowly, stopping when they landed on a metal pail in front of the car.  Eva looked like she was going to start bawling.

      “Yeah,” Jack said.  “At least he cleans it every few days.”

      Eva whimpered and quickly covered her mouth with her shaking fingers.

      “So,” Jack said clearing his throat.  “Any chance you’ll untie me?”

      If I hadn’t been armed, I wasn’t entirely sure I would have even considered letting him free.

      “Um, let me see if I can find something to cut the tie,” I said.

      Jack shook his head.  “There isn’t anything in here.  Trust me, I checked.  If I would have found something sharp, I don’t think I’d still be in here.”

      “Just use your shoelaces,” Eva said.

      “That doesn’t work,” I said.

      “Want to make a bet?” Eva asked.  “Here, let me show you.”  She helped the guy up and looped his laces through the plastic tie.  “Now, like move your legs like you’re going to saw through it.”

      Jack was weak but he managed to move his legs enough to cause the tie to snap apart.  A smile curled his lips.

      “Well, look at that.”  Jack smiled.  “Where were you a few days ago?”

      Eva sighed.  “Not trapped in here.”

      Jack’s smile poofed.  He rubbed his red, bloody wrists as if he were trying to bring life back into his hands.

      I walked over to the small window in the door.  The house was maybe fifteen feet away from the garage.

      There was a candle in one of the rooms, giving it a delicate glow.  It would be night soon.

      “How come we have light?” I asked without taking my eyes off the house.

      “My guess is there are solar panels somewhere,” Jack said.  “Without the sun and with how much that thing has been flickering, I imagine it isn’t going to last much longer.  It gets really dark in here at night.”

      I exhaled.  “Hopefully, we won’t be in here for long.”

      Jack laughed.  “I remember when I had that thought.”

      “There are three of us and only one of him,” I said.  “He’ll open the door eventually, right?”

      Jack didn’t respond.

      Eva had found a cloth and was wiping at the dried blood on his arms.  It didn’t make much of a difference.

      I turned back toward the window, gasping as a shiver ran down my spine.  A shadow had moved past the window inside the house.

      Jack hadn’t been lying.  The man inside the house was a big man.

      Moments later, the back door opened.  The monstrous man wore a ski mask that hid everything but his eyes.

      “Shit,” I whispered.  “He’s coming.”
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      I helped Moira get Teddy to a spot near the fire where he could lay down and rest.  His eyes kept rolling back in his head even though he was trying to fight the sickness.

      It pained me that there wasn’t a warm, dry bed for the little boy to lay in.  Resting on the cold, wet ground wasn’t going to help.

      Moira sat down on the ground next to him, stroking his hair across his forehead.  Worry pulled the color from her cheeks.

      “What’s our plan here?” Brooklyn asked keeping her voice quiet so that neither Moira nor Teddy would hear.   “We need to protect ourselves, you know, so we don’t get sick too.”

      “It’s possible we’ve all already been exposed,” I said.  “Everyone should just try to get some sleep so we’ll all be ready to go in the morning.”

      Gage took several quick steps away from the fire.  He stood still for a moment before he took off running.

      “What’s he doing?” Brooklyn asked.

      “I have no idea,” I said.

      Gage moved quickly.  Something, about ten feet away from him, darted off to the right, making a big splash.

      “What the hell is that?” I asked.  I met Brooklyn’s eyes for a second.  “Stay here.”

      I raced toward Gage.  Water sprayed out around my feet as I splashed through the puddles.  The deeper water slowed me as it tried to suck me down into the thick mud below.

      Gage reached out and grabbed the back of someone’s shirt.  The stranger stopped running and held up his hands.

      “Okay, okay,” he said.  “You got me.”

      “What are you doing?” Gage asked.

      “I was scared to talk to you is all,” the guy who couldn’t have been much older than us said.  “Please don’t hurt me.  I don’t have anything.”

      Gage dragged the guy over to me.  I wanted to ask how he spotted the guy but I’d save it for later.

      “Found this,” Gage said tightening his grip as he walked over to me.  “He’s been spying on us.”

      “I’m not spying,” he said as if he was offended.

      The guy looked at me briefly before looking back toward his feet.  There was mud smeared on his cheeks and arms.  Either he’d been trying to hide or he’d fallen in the mud several times.

      “He’s been following us for at least a few miles now,” Gage said.

      “Why didn’t you say something?” I asked.

      “I didn’t want to scare anyone and I wasn’t entirely sure what I was seeing.  Thought maybe it was a gator,” Gage said.  “Plus, I thought we lost him a while back.”

      The guy didn’t look up.  “You almost did.”

      “Why are you following us?” I asked taking a step closer.

      The rain started to wash the mud on his face away.  He met my gaze with impossibly blue eyes that sparkled even in our dreary surroundings.

      “I don’t know,” he said.  “Both intrigued and terrified of you.”

      “Why would you be afraid of us?” I asked.

      He turned and stared at the spear strapped to Gage’s back.  “I wonder.”

      “They’re for our protection,” Gage said.

      “I wish I had something to protect myself with,” the guy said looking down at Gage’s hand.

      “What should we do with him?” Gage asked.

      I looked at the guy.  “Are you armed?”

      “Nope,” the guy said meeting my gaze.  “You can frisk me if you want.”

      His facetious remark didn’t faze me.  I nodded and roughly felt his body.

      “Told you,” he said when I stepped back.  “I don’t have anything and if I don’t find food and water soon, I’ll probably die.”

      “So why follow us?” I asked.

      He looked away.  “I was hoping you’d lead me to food and water.

      “Why not just approach us and ask for help?” Gage asked.

      The guy indicated the spear.  “You have a short memory.”

      It seemed as though the guy didn’t really like Gage or maybe he just didn’t like the fact that Gage was holding him hostage while we interrogated him.

      “What’s your name?” I asked.

      “Shawn,” he replied instantly.  “You?”

      “Stevie,” I said.

      The guy turned and faced Gage.  “You?”

      “Gage,” he said.

      “Gage,” Shawn said.  “Any chance you’ll let me go?  Now that you both know I’m not armed, I’m not a threat.”

      “As far as I’m concerned, you’re still a threat,” Gage said.  “You have arms and legs.  For all I know, you’re like a kickboxer or something.”

      Shawn laughed.  “If I had any kind of self-defense skills, I wouldn’t be in this position, would I?”

      Gage considered his words.  After a brief moment, he let his hands fall away from Shawn, although he didn’t lower them.  He kept them upward as if he were ready to fight should Shawn pull a fast one.

      “I’d invite you to join us at the fire but one of us is ill,” I said.  “You’d probably be better off just heading north on your own.  We can give you a little food and water but we don’t have a lot to spare.”

      “I appreciate anything you can give me,” Shawn said.  “It’s hard out there, as you probably already know.  Although, it seems as though you’ve been getting along rather well.”

      “It’s hard but perhaps not as hard as it would be on your own,” I said.

      As we stood there, rain washed away more of the mud that had covered Shawn.  He started to look less animalistic and more human.

      His pin-straight, soaked hair hung over his ears and down the back of his neck.  Shawn’s cheeks were pink but the rest of his complexion was rather pale.

      Gage walked behind us as I led Shawn to the fire.  It didn’t take long for the color to return to his face.

      Shawn was rather attractive.  Not that I cared… it was just a random passing observation.

      “This is nice,” Shawn said.  He looked down at Moira and Teddy.  “Hi,” he said rubbing his hands together.  “I’m Shawn.”

      Moira offered him a nod but she was too concerned with her son to worry about the new guy that was joining us at the fire.  Brooklyn stepped out of the house and crossed her arms as she studied Shawn.

      He smiled at her and stretched out his hand.  “Shawn.”

      “Brooklyn,” she said but she didn’t take his hand.  “Don’t want to spread anything, you know.”

      “Right,” Shawn said pulling his hand back.  His eyes shot up to meet mine.  “How do you get the fires going?  It seems like with this weather, it would be impossible.”

      “Just need to block out the rain and find dry wood,” Gage said.  “It’s tricky but I’m getting better at it with each try.”

      Shawn’s head bobbed up and down.  “Could you show me before you guys send me away?  Although I’d much rather stay.”

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

      “I’ll take the risk if you let me,” Shawn said.  “Truthfully, I think my chances are better if I’m with other people.”

      “Is this what we’re about?  Just going around collecting people?” Brooklyn asked sharply.

      Heat filled my cheeks.  “We helped you.  Maybe this is what we’re going to do.”

      “Whatever,” Brooklyn said crossing her arms.

      “There is no reason that we shouldn’t help each other,” I said.  “It’s possible that it’s our only real shot at survival.”

      “Or we’ll all get sick and die,” Brooklyn said.

      Moira’s eyes shot up.  I was glad that it seemed like Teddy was asleep… otherwise, Brooklyn’s words could have frightened him.

      Brooklyn was acting like she had more of a right to be in the group, then the others did because she was with us first.  Shawn, Moira, and Teddy all had just as much of a right.  I still wasn’t exactly sure why any of them wanted to be with Gage and me.

      Gage had trouble seeing and I didn’t know the first thing about how to survive.  The truth was, even though we would travel slower, our odds were better as a group.

      The only thing that would be harder was making sure we had enough food and water for everyone in the group.  And of course, making sure we all didn’t end up catching whatever it was Teddy had.

      “You’re welcome to stay if that’s what you want,” I said turning to Shawn.  I could feel anger radiating from Gage and I didn’t blame him.  Brooklyn’s words caused me to act before discussing with Gage as I should have.  “You’re risking getting sick.  And if you stay, you have to help the group any way you can.  Mess up in any way and you’re gone, understood?”

      Shawn nodded.  “Completely.  Thanks.  I’ll do whatever I can to help but to be completely honest with you, I’m pretty worn down.  I hope I’ll be able to pull my weight.”

      “We’re all worn down,” Gage said.

      “We don’t even know anything about this guy,” Brooklyn said throwing her hands in the air.

      My blood was boiling.  “Are you kidding me?  We didn’t know anything about you either and even with what we were told, you’re still here.”

      “I’m Shawn Kelley,” he said brushing his hair out of his face.  “I was studying Philosophy at the university.”

      Brooklyn snorted.

      “I know.”  Shawn chuckled.  “Wish I would have been studying something else.  Like how to find water, grown plants, or hell, how to start a fire.”

      “They teach that at college?” Brooklyn asked in a snotty tone.

      “How about you?” Shawn asked bravely meeting Brooklyn’s stare.  “What did you do before all this?”

      I held up my hand to stop the conversation for many reasons.  One being, I didn’t want a turn.  I didn’t want to talk about my past.

      “Look around,” I said.  “The past doesn’t matter.  All that matters now is who we will become.  What we will do.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Shawn said.

      Everyone was mostly quiet the rest of the night.  Brooklyn ignored everyone except for Gage.

      We ate.  Stayed warm while trying to get our clothes dry.  Gage and I took turns keeping watch during the night.

      I was surprised that with the new members of the group, I was able to sleep.  But I found it easy.  My body was exhausted.

      Or maybe I was just anxious for morning to come so we could get back on the road before every inch of our surroundings were entirely under water.
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      Robby and the tall guy whose name I couldn’t remember followed me into the back.  No one followed us, even though we moved across the floor urgently.

      The second the door closed behind us and Robby stepped up beside me.  I could hear his breaths sharply exiting through his nostrils.

      “What happened?” Robby asked when he saw Reed standing there with a bottle in his shaking hand.

      “He fell,” Reed said.

      “Jesus,” Robby said kneeling down next to the guy on the floor.  He grabbed the guy’s wrist and raised his voice.  “Ian?”

      Robby dropped Ian’s hand and it flopped down on the floor, splashing into the blood.

      “Shit,” Robby said.  He stood and started pacing.  “Dammit, Reed!  What happened back there?”

      “I told you!  He fell,” Reed said taking a long drink.

      Robby stepped up to him and yanked the bottle from his hand.  He stared at Reed as his feet pounded the floor, his empty hand curling into a shaking fist.

      “It’s not my fault,” Reed said taking a sloppy step toward Robby.  “He was trying to get something from the top shelf.”

      “He knew better than to climb the ladder without help,” Robby said.

      “Yeah, that’s what I said but it was too late,” Reed said.  “I didn’t get to him in time.”

      I hadn’t remembered seeing a ladder when I’d been peeking around the corner but now there was one lying on the ground.  The bottom of which wasn’t far from where I had been standing.  Of course, it was possible I just hadn’t remembered seeing it lying there.  The blood had been awfully distracting.

      Still, there wasn’t something about the way Reed’s eyes darted around that didn’t sit right with me.  A wave-like roll in my belly sloshed my stomach acid just enough to make me feel nervous about being so close to the man.

      “We’re going to have to clean this up,” Robby said running his hands through his hair.  “I gotta think about what we’re going to tell the others.”

      “Just tell them what happened,” Reed said slurring his words.

      “It’s not that simple.  Everyone liked Ian,” Robby said looking away from us.  “I liked him.  He was a good guy.  Someone that was a real asset to our team.”

      Reed huffed.  “Team.”

      “Yes, team,” Robby said.  “Just because you prefer to sit around drinking away your troubles doesn’t mean we’re not a team.  In fact, it would be nice if you got clean and started to participate.”

      “I help!” Reed said.

      “You can help me figure out what to do with Ian’s body,” Robby said.

      The tall guy placed his hands on his hips.  “Can’t leave him in here and we can’t bury him.”

      “We’ll have a service,” Robby said after a long, quiet moment.  “Light candles.  Send him off into the water.”  Robby turned to me.  “Can you help me with something?”

      “Um, sure.  I think so?” I stammered.

      Robby nodded.  “Go back into the other room and make sure no one comes back here.  If anyone asks, just tell them there has been an accident and I’ll make an announcement soon.  Nothing else, okay?”

      “I can do that,” I said.

      “Thanks,” Robby said lightly touching my shoulder before patting it and gesturing toward the door.  Robby spoke once I was several steps away.  “Let’s clean this up.”

      I opened the door and stood in front of it awkwardly.  No one looked as though they had any interest in coming toward the back.

      Caleb peeked his head out of the eating area and smiled when he saw me.  He gave me a little wave and looked at me awkwardly.

      I waved back but I didn’t leave my post.  It would have been nice to talk to Caleb about what happened.  I would have liked to get his thoughts about the fact that I hadn’t seen a ladder but then suddenly, when we returned to the back, it was just there.

      Caleb would have likely told me that I just hadn’t noticed it.  He would have eased my suspicious mind.

      Reed was a drunk.  That was all.

      Caleb said something over his shoulder and started walking toward me.  He was swinging his arms gleefully and grinning as he approached.

      “There you are,” Caleb said.  “I checked the room before and you weren’t there.  I would have worried except I know you wouldn’t have left this place.”

      “Not without telling you anyway,” I said.

      “We got really lucky finding this place, right?” Caleb said.  “Anything we could ever possibly want right here inside these walls.”

      I shrugged.  “It’s not going to last forever.”

      “Cheer up,” he said bumping me with his elbow.  “I know things haven’t been easy for us but while they are a bit easier, we should enjoy it, right?”

      “It seems like you are,” I said.

      “I’m trying,” Caleb said his face grew a bit more serious.  “I think about them too, but I can’t let it hold me down.  If I let it stew, it’ll be harder for me to keep going forward, you know?”

      I looked at him for a long moment in an attempt to decide if I should be more like Caleb or let my anger and sadness fuel me.  Acting carefree wasn’t likely something I’d be able to do.

      I’d lost everything.  Sometimes I wasn’t even sure what I had to live for.

      The door behind me opened and Robby stepped out.  He was alone.

      “Stay here,” Robby said.  “I’m going to make an announcement.”

      After Robby was out of earshot, Caleb narrowed his eyes and stared at me.  “What’s going on?”

      “Ian’s dead,” I whispered.

      “Are you serious?” Caleb asked.

      “Yeah, completely.”

      He watched Robby wave his arms and called for everyone to gather around.

      “What happened?” Caleb asked.

      My throat dried.  “I found Reed standing there over Ian’s body.  Reed claimed he fell off a ladder but I don’t remember seeing a ladder when I first saw them.”

      “Whoa,” Caleb said.

      “Yeah, but I was kind of freaking out,” I said waving my hands around me.  “I probably just didn’t notice it at first.”

      “Or maybe that moment is burned in your brain,” Caleb said.  “Maybe you should trust your gut.”

      My mouth dropped open.  Caleb took my hand and started pulling me forward.  He wanted to hear Robby’s announcement.

      “I have some terrible, terrible news to report,” Robby said.  He was standing on a chair so he was higher than everyone else in the room.

      I hadn’t seen him do it before but no one seemed surprised.  It seemed like he wanted all eyes on him because of the seriousness of the situation.

      “There was an accident in the back and Ian has tragically passed away,” Robby said.

      A woman gasped.

      Several people started sobbing.

      The men looked down at their feet and sucked in their breaths.

      “What happened?” someone asked between their tears.

      “He fell,” Robby said.  “It was a horrible accident which we will take measures to make sure something like it doesn’t happen again.  In a few minutes, we’re going to say good bye, before sending him off into the nearest pond.”

      I zoned out and focused on the footsteps behind me.  I didn’t want to turn but I knew Reed was approaching.   He made me nervous.

      The crowd started to disperse.  Everyone going in different directions as if they were all on a mission.

      Robby asked Reed if everything was ready and Reed mumbled that it was.  They left, walking off toward the back.

      “Are you going to go?” Caleb asked.

      “Go where?” I asked shaking my head.

      Caleb’s squinted and his lip curled at one end.  “Weren’t you listening?”

      “I guess my mind wandered.  I’m still a bit shook up from what I saw.”

      “Right.”  Caleb placed his hand on my shoulder.  “Everyone’s going out to the water.  Find a flashlight and bring a candle.”

      “Oh,” I said.  “Yeah, of course, I’ll go.”

      Caleb took a step backward.  “Find me when you’re ready.  I’m going to see if Jenna wants to join us.”

      My heart sank.  I swallowed hard and pressed my lips together, annoyed with myself.

      I walked over to the others, grabbed a flashlight, and walked over to the door, waiting for further instructions.  It wasn’t long before Robby, Reed, and the tall guy came through the back door pulling Ian along on a blue tarp.

      A tear spilled out of the corner of my eye.  I hadn’t known Ian but it was sad nonetheless.  Even death was different now than it had been before the flash of light… before they tried to reset the planet.

      The door was pulled open and Robby led the way outside into the night.  Rain poured down, instantly soaking him.  We all followed behind, one by one.

      I looked over my shoulder for Caleb.  He was at the back of the line.  His head down and Jenna’s hand in his.
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      The guy’s eyes pierced through the small holes in the ski mask.  I couldn’t help but feel as though his cold, steely eyes were locked on mine.

      “What’s happening?” Eva asked softly as her fingertips dug into my tensed bicep.

      “Shh!”  I stepped back, almost tripping over Eva’s feet before being stopped by the parked car behind me.

      A small door in the wall opened and several packs of snacks dropped to the floor.  He dropped a single bottle of water through the opening before closing it.

      I launched myself forward, trying to lodge my foot in the opening.  The door slammed seconds before I got to it.

      I wasn’t entirely sure what I had planned to do, considering the opening wasn’t large enough for any of us to get through.

      “You should have shot him in the leg,” Eva said.

      “Then what?” I asked.  “Ask him nicely to open the door?”

      Eva’s cheeks turned pink.  She looked like she was going to explode but didn’t.  She sighed and dropped to the floor, hugging her knees to her body.

      I stepped over to the door and peeked out.  My entire body shook when my eyes met the guy’s eyes on the other side of the door.

      He was just standing there… looking in… listening.

      “Hey!” I said hitting the side of the door with my palm.  “Let us out of here!”

      He just stared at me as though he didn’t understand what I was staying.  My blood running through my veins felt cold.  I tried not to let it show but I was terrified.

      “Let us out!” I shouted with much less conviction than I had the first time.

      The man blinked.  He turned and started walking back toward the house.

      I pounded on the door again with both hands.  Shouting and cursing but the guy didn’t even slow his pace.

      “You’re wasting your energy,” Jack said.

      “We have to find a way out of here!” I said turning and hitting the hood of the car.  I felt like bouncing around the room, throwing and pounding things as if I were an enraged gorilla.

      Eva’s head was down.  Her shoulders shook as sobbed.

      She was not only trapped, but she was also trapped with someone she hated.  I shouldn’t have cared but I did.  She was the only person I knew.  The only link to who I had been.

      “Look,” Jack said in a calm voice that surprised me.  “There are three of us and only one of him.”

      “But if he never opens the door, it’s not going to matter,” I said.

      “What is he keeping us alive for?” Eva asked.  “He locked us in here and gives us food but doesn’t talk to us.  Why?”

      Jack picked up the food off the floor and set it down on the hood of the car.  “I can think of a reason but I’d rather not say.”

      “Why?” Eva asked narrowing her eyes.

      “Because it’s a dreadful… and gross thought,” Jack said.  “And my mind has probably just gone to a very dark place because I’m partially dehydrated and not getting enough calories or vitamins.  I don’t know why we’re here.”

      Jack sorted the food into three piles and set the bottle of water in the middle.  There was a bag of chips for each of us and a cereal bar.

      “I’m starving,” Jack said making a sweeping gesture toward the food.  “Ladies first?”

      “Whatever,” Eva said but she pushed herself to her feet.  She grabbed the pile that was closed to the front end of the car and sat down in the corner.

      Jack grabbed the pile closest to him and ripped open the cereal bar.  His first two bites were small like he was trying to savor the food but then his hunger must have taken over because he finished the bar in one massive bite.

      “This is all we’ll get for a while,” Jack said looking at me for a long moment before his eyes flicked to my food.  “You’re going to eat that, right?”

      “Yeah,” I said.  “It’s too bad I wasn’t carrying my bag of supplies.”

      Jack chuckled.  “Mine are all in my car.”

      Eva perked up.  “So, if we can actually get out of here, we’ll be okay.”

      “But how do we get out of here?” I asked as I studied the walls.

      I walked inside the perimeter, pushing on each wall in an attempt to gauge its strength.  It was rather silly because it wasn’t like I would be able to push them down.

      “Any chance that car has the keys in the ignition?” Eva asked.

      Jack froze and I stared at the car.

      “I hadn’t thought to check,” Jack said.  “Then again, my hands have been tied since I got here.  It was a big enough challenge to eat and go to the bathroom.”

      “Well, check now,” Eva said.

      I walked over to the car and opened the door.  The seat squeaked as I lowered myself down.

      “Nothing,” I announced hardly surprised.

      “Check under the mat or the visor,” Eva suggested.

      I checked everything… visor, under the mats, glove box, passenger seats, but nothing was there.

      “Probably wouldn’t have worked anyway,” Jack said crunching into a chip.  “Not enough space to build up speed to ram through the wall.”

      “Maybe it would have been enough to jostle the door loose,” Eva said with a shrug.

      “Maybe,” Jack said.  “But this place is built strong.  Almost as though our big friend inside had planned to keep someone in here.”

      Eva shivered.  “Maybe we’re not the first to be trapped in here.”  She clapped her hands together.  “Oh!  Check the trunk for a crowbar.”

      “Sometimes, I don’t know who you are,” I said pulling the little handle on the side of the seat.

      Jack and Eva followed me to the back of the car.  It felt as though I’d swallowed dish soap when I saw the bloody tarp bunch up in the trunk.

      “Yeah,” Jack said his voice shaky.  “I don’t think we’re the first ones that have been in here.”

      “Oh God,” Eva squeaked as she backed away.  “What are we going to do?”

      “Oh, man,” Jack said pressing his hand to his forehead.  “I must be more dehydrated than I thought.  I need to sit down.”

      I cocked my head to the side.  “You okay?”

      “Just tired,” Jack said.  “Exhausted, really.  Being tied-up is hard work.”

      “Being trapped is hard work, too,” Eva said yawning.

      I hadn’t realized until they both put their heads down on the floor how tired I was.  The traveling… the being trapped… and everything before had finally caught up to me.

      I leaned back on the car and crossed my arms.  My eyes had to stay open because both Eva and Jack had closed theirs.

      The walls started to grow fuzzy.  I stood hoping it would help but it didn’t. My body felt heavy.  Bigger.  It was like my legs were suddenly made of licorice.

      I leaned back against the car but I slid down to my knees.  My hands reached forward, catching me before I flopped down on my face.

      I was tired… but I’d never felt this tired in all my life.  It was like I didn’t have control.  I couldn’t even force myself to stay awake.

      My eyes were closing and there wasn’t anything I could do to stop it.
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      The dark sky turned gray.  Morning had arrived but nothing about our world had changed.

      The rain was still falling.  And poor little Teddy was still ill.

      Moira was trying to get him to drink but he had no interest in the water.  When she showed him food, he groaned and turned green.

      Gage had taken one of the bikes to scout out the road ahead while we stayed behind, packing up our supplies.  Shawn and Brooklyn helped but neither of them said a word.  There was tension between them.  I was almost certain I could reach out and feel its prickly cactus-like texture.

      I felt bad that we needed to keep moving even though Teddy was ill.  The threat of the increasing water didn’t allow us any choice.

      Even though it would slow us, Moira would carry him.  She seemed to understand the urgency and wanted to stay with us.

      Gage was racing back toward us.  Water splashed around the tires as his feet rotated swiftly.

      I walked toward him, anxious to know what was causing his speed and the pinched expression on his face.

      “What is it?” I asked when he was close enough to hear me.

      Gage slowed the bike and started to get off while it was still moving.  He let go of the handlebars, letting the bike drop into a puddle.

      “Stevie,” he said taking in quick breaths.  He placed his hands on his hips and leaned forward like a short-stop.

      “Yes?” I asked feeling my heart start to pound as if it were trying to catch up to his.

      “Bad news,” he said.  “We’re going to have to slightly change course.”

      My eyes narrowed.  “Why?”

      Each one of my fingers felt numb as my body filled with fear.  I could see the look on his face and Gage appeared concerned… maybe even frightened.

      “There’s a group roughly a half-mile to our west,” Gage said straightening his spine as if someone had zipped him up.  “Twenty people or so, they were moving around, so it was hard to count.  They have several carts and appeared to be armed.”  Gage took in a breath.  “The women were tied together.”

      “What’s going on?” Brooklyn asked.

      She was wearing a smile but it was pulled tight like a stretched piece of elastic.  She knew she was interrupting and being nosy but she also didn’t seem to care.  It annoyed me but I ignored her for the moment.

      Gage repeated himself word for word, except he left out the part about the women being tied together.  He kept his eyes on me, watching for my reactions as he spoke.

      “Maybe they can help us,” Brooklyn said.

      I wasn’t entirely sure why Gage had left the last detail out of his story.  Maybe he hadn’t wanted Brooklyn to worry that she would soon have her wrists tied again.

      “You were dragged along at gunpoint and you’re eager to approach armed strangers?” I asked.

      She shrugged.  “Well, that was completely different.  The guys that had me wanted to kill me.”

      “These guys might too,” I said.

      “I don’t know,” Gage said.  “I just didn’t get a good feeling.”

      He still wasn’t telling her about the women.  Didn’t he think she could handle it?

      “How well could you see them, though?” Brooklyn asked.  She wasn’t being cruel, she was merely curious.

      “Not that well, to be fair,” Gage admitted.  “Well enough to know I didn’t like what I saw.  I kept my distance, but still, there was that feeling.  How many new people do we want to add to our group anyway?  I mean, really, we aren’t even sure we can keep the current mouths fed yet.  What if they just take our supplies and leave us helpless?”

      I nodded.  “There are too many of them.  We shouldn’t just walk into any situation where we’re outnumbered if we don’t have to.  We’ll head due north and try to avoid them.”

      “Or we could wait here a few more days,” Gage suggested.  “Might help with Teddy’s situation.”

      “I think it’s best we keep putting in as many miles as we can for as long as we can,” I said.  “This rain isn’t going to let up.  We need to head further inland.  Not only will there be higher ground eventually, there will also be more supplies.”

      Gage’s head bobbed in agreement with each word.  “Are we ready to head out now?”

      “Is everything packed?” I asked turning to Brooklyn.

      My hands were twisted together behind my back like a teacher… a captain… a leader.  I released them and let my arms hang loosely at my sides before folding them over my chest.

      “Sure is,” Brooklyn said proudly.  “Double checked everything myself.”

      “Wish we had one of those carts,” Gage said.  “It would help with carrying our things and it would make carrying Teddy far easier too.  You both know she’s not going to be able to carry him for long in her weakened condition.”

      “We’ll take turns,” Brooklyn said.

      I exhaled.  “Exposing ourselves to whatever he has at the same time.  It’s not ideal but I also realize we don’t have a lot of alternatives.  Keep your eyes peeled for a cart or a wagon… even a wheelbarrow.”

      We walked for most of the morning but it didn’t feel as though we had gone too far.  I was surprised that when I looked over my shoulder, I couldn’t see the building we’d just left.  My feet moved but it felt as though we were on a treadmill, walking in place without going anywhere.

      Our scenery didn’t change.  Puddles, ponds, moving water were everywhere.  We were careful but how long did we have before it would overtake us?

      It was like the murky swamps were growing and soon they would suck us in.

      “Oh!” Moira gasped.

      She carefully set Teddy down before lowering herself to the ground.  She leaned forward on all fours.  After a quick moment, she twisted her hair in one hand and released her breakfast into a puddle.

      “I’m sorry,” she kept repeating.  “I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s okay,” I said even though I wasn’t sure it was.  It wasn’t like any of us could carry Moira and we couldn’t leave her and Teddy behind.  I bumped my elbow into Gage and lowered my voice below a whisper.  “We’re going to need to find a place to hide out for a while.”

      He blinked several times, keeping his eyes on Moira.  “Sure that’s a good idea?”

      “What choice do we have?” I asked.

      Gage nodded.  “There’s a place not far from here or if we want to backtrack—”

      “No,” I said quickly.  “No, backtracking.  We’ll get them to the house.”

      “It’s not in the best condition,” Gage said.

      “None of them have been,” I reminded him.  I lightly touched Moira’s shoulder.  “Do you think you can walk for a bit?”

      She wiped her bottom lip with the back of her hand.  “I… I think so.”  She sucked in a shaky breath.  “But I won’t be able to carry him.”

      “It’s okay,” I said.  “I can do it.”

      “He’s heavier than he looks,” Moira said getting to her feet.  She held her hands out slightly as if she were going to lose her balance.

      “And I’m stronger than I look,” I said giving her a small smile.  “We’re not going far, right Gage?”

      He offered her a smile but it was rather empty.  “That’s right.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Moira said.  “You folks don’t have to wait for us.  I… I can’t ask that of you.”

      “We’re waiting,” I said.  “And you didn’t ask.  It’s just what we’re going to do.”

      A tear wiggled out of the corner of Moira’s eye and trickled down her cheek.  “How will I ever thank you?”

      “You don’t need to,” I said.  “Come on, let’s move while you still have a bit of energy left.”

      Moira covered her mouth with a shaking hand, her head bobbing with thanks.  I picked up Teddy and we headed down the road.

      My eyes were focused on Brooklyn, whispering to Gage as they led us down the road.

      We all lived in such close quarters that it was likely we were all going to get sick.  Our immune systems were probably not in their peak condition, considering we hadn’t been eating the best and had been soaked to the bone every day since The Reset.

      I knew we’d never know exactly what had happened but if I ever found out who was behind it, I’d probably ram my spear through their chest.  All the destruction… the pain and death.

      The creation of a device they hoped would fix all of the earth’s climate problems… a device they thought would save the world, destroyed everything.

      We never needed to reset the planet.  Then again, for all I knew, something much worse could have happened.

      I chuckled at the thought but quickly pushed the grin from my face before anyone saw it.  There was no way I could explain why I was smiling that anyone would understand.  Smiling wasn’t something that should be happening… not anymore.

      We made it to the house without much trouble.  Gage had to take a turn carrying Teddy because I’d only made it a quarter of a mile before my leg muscles start cramping.

      Gage got a fire going just outside the house in record time.  With everything inside still soaked, both Teddy and Moira had to rest near the fire on wet blankets.

      Inside the house, it smelled like old hot dogs that had been left behind in a moldy cement basement.  The walls looked like they were made of soggy styrofoam.

      “Don’t touch anything,” I advised.  I was afraid if anyone bumped so much as an elbow into the wall, the whole building would come down on us.  “Let’s make it quick.”

      Shawn, Brooklyn, and I moved through the house, looking for anything we could add to our supplies.  The bad thing was that we used more than we added.

      “Hey,” Shawn called out.  “Check this out.”

      In the garage, there were several sealed containers of cheese puffs and massive bags of rice and popcorn.  There was also a car.

      “Cheaper to shop in bulk,” Brooklyn said grabbing one of the large containers of cheese puffs she smelled the top and winced.  “Hope what’s inside is still good.”

      Shawn crossed his arms and shifted his weight.  “Think it’ll start?”

      “Unlikely,” I said shaking my head.  “Let’s give it a shot, though.”

      Shawn opened the driver’s side door.  He frowned as he lowered himself down onto the seat.

      “Soaked,” he said reaching forward.  “Keys are in the ignition.”

      Brooklyn stopped popping the orange-dusted cheese balls into her mouth.  She blinked but the rest of her body was as still as a statue.

      “Nothing,” Shawn said slamming his palm on the steering wheel.  He hit it again.  “Shit!”

      I wasn’t surprised.  It would have been nice but I wasn’t even sure if a car would make it through half of the puddles we’d had to walk through.  The ones we’d soon be swimming through if we didn’t get moving.

      “I’m going to check for medicine,” I said leaving them in the garage.

      I wanted to pinch my nose as I walked through the house but I didn’t.  I walked into the bathroom and closed the door.

      My fingers wrapped around the edge of the sink, squeezing the porcelain as I looked at myself in the mirror.  I barely recognized myself.

      My hair was stringy… dirty, even though it was wet.  There was no color on my face except the raw pinkness that burned my cheeks.

      I wanted to scream.

      There was a time before everything that I thought I couldn’t handle any more than what was already on my plate.  That girl, the old Stevie, would never have believed me if I would have told her what was in her future.

      Where I was now was too much.  I was overwhelmed and I didn’t know how I was going to make it another day.

      I wanted to be anywhere else.  But I couldn’t be… I was here with Gage, Brooklyn, Shawn, Moira, and Teddy.  Five people that looked to me for answers… for guidance but I didn’t know what the hell I was doing.

      How could I help them when I couldn’t even help myself?

      I drew in a breath and pulled the mirror back.  There were thirty plastic amber bottles of pills inside.

      Maybe things were starting to take a turn in the right direction.  Maybe.
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      Even though Caleb had slept next to me, I’d ignored him.  When he’d come in at night, I had pretended to be asleep.

      Even when he had softly asked if I was still awake, I didn’t move.  I’d barely breathed.

      It was strange lying next to him.  What did I want from him?  And why did it bother me so much that he was growing closer to Jenna?

      Was I afraid he’d abandon me?  When things got worse, would he take Jenna’s hand and lead her to safety?

      I guess maybe what it came down to was that I didn’t want to be alone.

      Caleb had gotten up early to help with breakfast.  He probably had just wanted to see Jenna.

      I sat there staring at the wall while I stroked Clover’s soft fur.  Someone, probably Caleb, had brought her food, most of which had been licked out of the paper bowl.

      What bothered me, most of all, was why it bothered me.  Caleb and I had never been anything other than friends.  I couldn’t understand my feelings.

      I needed to push them away.  The more I thought about it, the more confused I got.  And the more I knew I shouldn’t think about it.

      I got out of the bed and combed my fingers through my hair.  Everyone was gathered in the dining area, seated in the booths.

      No one had even bothered to let me know breakfast was ready, although they never had.  They’d always let me sleep.  They would save me food so it wasn’t like they had forgotten about me.

      I walked over to Robby, sitting at the window.  He looked at me over his shoulder.

      “Morning,” he said.

      “Morning.  Still raining?”

      “Yep.”  Robby scratched the back of his neck and turned back toward the window.  “Did you get something to eat?”

      I felt a cold touch of wind leaking through the cracks at the window.

      “Did you?” I asked cocking my head to the side.

      Robby turned to me and smiled but it didn’t take long for it to fade.  “Not yet.  I’ll get something later.  Something has been on my mind.”

      “What’s on your mind?” I asked.

      “Have a seat,” Robby said hooking his foot in the bottom rung of a stool and jerking it toward him.

      “Yikes,” I said sitting down.  I was so close to him my body was up against his but he didn’t seem to mind.  “I feel like I’m in trouble.”

      Robby chuckled.  “Nah, you’re not in trouble but maybe you can fill in some blanks.”

      My eyes narrowed.  “How can I fill in any blanks?”

      “Because you were the one that found Ian.”

      “I didn’t see anything,” I said.

      “Reed and Ian were always arguing,” Robby said.  “The two of them never agreed on anything.  It just all seems strange… Ian wouldn’t have been climbing a ladder without help.  He wouldn’t have done something so careless.”

      I shrugged.  “Even the smartest person makes mistakes.  Accidents can happen to anyone.”

      “I just can’t shake the feeling that there is more to what happened.”

      “You could just talk to Reed,” I said.  “Ask him what happened.”

      “He’s a drunk that wouldn’t tell the truth if his life depended on it,” Robby said.  “He’s done nothing but lie since the day he got here.  The only thing I know about him that’s true is that he didn’t like Ian.”

      “Did he know Ian before all this?” I asked.

      “I don’t think so,” Robby said.  “They were just oil and water.”

      I twisted my fingers together and sucked in a breath.  “It was pretty shocking when I saw him lying there but I don’t remember seeing the ladder before you came back there.”

      “Wait.  What?”

      “I’m sure I just don’t remember.  The whole thing was so shocking,” I said.

      Robby grabbed my shoulders.  “Close your eyes.  Think about it.”

      He was so close to me… I couldn’t think about anything.  My blood heated and started racing through my veins.

      “I can’t remember,” I said squeezing my eyes shut.

      “Think!” Robby said giving me a quick shake.

      I shook my head.  “I’m sorry.  I… I just can’t remember.”

      “The fact that you even think it’s possible says a lot,” Robby said pulling his hands off my shoulders.

      “I wish I could remember,” I said.  “I don’t want to make things weird or anything.”

      “Oh, trust me, you’re not the one that made anything weird,” Robby said patting my knee.  “Reed did that job all on his own.”

      Robby pressed his face into his hands.  He growled and moved his fingers as if he were vigorously washing his face.

      “I gotta do something,” Robby said standing.  “I have to talk to him but I know I’m not going to get a straight answer.  At least not easily.”  Robby sighed.  “There have been whispers since we got back here last night.”

      “Whispers?” I asked.

      “Everyone seems divided.  Some want to send Reed away,” Robby said.  “I know they’re waiting for me to do something.  Like I’m judge and jury.”

      I clasped my hands together.  “That must be really hard.  I can’t even imagine.”

      “Come with me,” Robby said.  There was no hint of a question following his words.

      “Yeah, sure, okay,” I said wiping my suddenly sweating palms on the front of my pants.  “But maybe you should take someone else, like that tall guy.”

      “Dusty?”

      I shrugged.  “I’m terrible at remembering names.”

      Although, I wasn’t bad with names before The Reset.  I’d only recently lost the ability and I blamed stress and anxiety.

      “Remember my name?” Robby asked with a smirk that warmed my cheeks.

      “Yeah, of course,” I said hoping he wouldn’t notice.

      What was wrong with me?  One second, I was pissed off that Caleb was spending his time with someone else and then the next, I couldn’t find a deep breath standing next to Robby.

      “Come on, Joss,” Robby said with a wink.

      There wasn’t time to figure out what was going on inside.  I had to accompany Robby to confront Reed.

      Reed’s room was at the far end of the building.  The sign for ‘Home and Garden’ still hung on the wall.

      Robby tapped his knuckle on the side of the wall, entering without waiting for a response.

      Reed’s room only had one bed.  There was a mound of empty beer cans and booze bottles off to the side.

      As he started to get up, he looked embarrassed but it only lasted a second.  He relaxed and slouched back down, leaning against the wall behind his mattress.

      “Welcome,” he said flopping one of his hands out to the side.  “If I’d have known I was going to have visitors, I would have tidied up a bit.”  Reed chuckled.  “Nah, no, I wouldn’t have.  What can I do for you, Robby-boy?”

      “I’d like to hear from your point of view what happened to Ian,” Robby said sticking his hands into his pockets.

      “I told you all that already,” Reed said.  “We don’t want to bring up such a horrible topic again, do we?”

      Robby moved his head from one side to the other.  “Humor me?”

      “He climbed the ladder and fell,” Reed said.  “I didn’t get to him in time.”

      “Very detailed,” Robby said.

      “It was that simple,” Reed said with a shrug.

      He didn’t seem even a little broken up about what had happened.  I was more upset and I didn’t even know Ian.

      “Look,” Reed said.  “I’m quite tired.  If that’s all, you two can show yourselves out.”

      Robby didn’t move.

      “Why did you bring her in here anyway?” Reed asked.  He kept his eyes on me as he took a long swig from his bottle with caramel-colored liquid.  “Good cop, bad cop?”

      “Why would either of us need to be a cop at all?” Robby asked.

      Reed’s eye widened.  He hesitated and his lips moved soundlessly.

      “No one needs to be,” Reed said his fingers nervously tapping the bottle.  “Is that all you need from me?  Like I said, I’m tired.”

      “It’s morning, Reed,” Robby said.

      Reed laughed.  “It’s too hard to keep track of time inside this place.  It’s always too dark for me.”

      “Seems like you’re drinking a bit more today than usual,” Robby said gesturing at the empty bottle next to the bed.  “You’re going to kill yourself if you keep drinking at this pace.”

      “You’re a detective and a doctor?” Reed asked squeezing his eyebrows together.  “Go on, get out of here, would ya?”

      “Did you even join us in saying goodbye to Ian?” Robby asked.  “I know you didn’t like him but I didn’t know how bad it was.”

      Reed straightened his spine.  “Are you trying to accuse me of something, Robby-boy?  Let’s stop the games, huh?”

      “I’m not playing any games,” Robby said.  “What did you do to Ian?  I know the ladder wasn’t there.”

      “D—did she tell you that?” Reed asked.

      “She didn’t need to.  There was no blood on the ladder,” Robby said.

      I glanced at him.  He was grabbing at straws, trying to throw Reed off balance… to make him uncomfortable and it was working.

      “Well, he fell,” Reed said pushing himself to the edge of the bed.  “He didn’t fall on the ladder.”

      “How did he fall exactly?” Robby asked.

      Reed looked at me for a long moment before turning back to Robby.  “Like backward.  You know, he climbed up and fell back.  Maybe I wasn’t really watching.”

      “Which is it?” Robby asked.  “He fell backward or you weren’t watching.”

      Reed’s fingers gripped the neck of the bottle tighter.  He shot up off the bed.  In a flash, he was in Robby’s face.

      “You need to leave,” Reed said.  “I told you I was exhausted and drunk and you’re putting words in my mouth and twisting what I say and… and… and I don’t like it!”

      “What are you going to do?” Robby asked puffing out his chest.  “You going to kill me too?”

      “If it comes down to it, I’ll kill every last one of you,” Reed said pushing Robby into the wall.

      Robby’s expression slipped off his face.  I took a step back.  I could feel the anger radiating out from Reed.  The aggression.  The rage.

      “Holy shit, Reed,” Robby said.

      Reed pushed him again but the second he realized the change in Robby’s posture, Reed froze.  He recognized he was no match for Robby.  He sucked in a breath and flapped his hand at Robby.

      “Go on out of here.  Leave me alone,” Reed said.

      “You killed him,” Robby said.  “How did you do it?  How can you live with yourself?”

      My mouth dried.  “Check the bottles.”

      Reed twisted sharply and glared at me.  Robby repeatedly blinked as if the words weren’t making sense.

      “Check the bottles for blood,” I said.

      “You bitch!” Reed spat.  “What do you know about anything?”

      “Hey!” Robby said grabbing Reed’s wrist.  He yanked him back, holding both of Reed’s hands behind his back.  “You will not talk to her like that.  Consider apologizing.”

      Reed’s eyes were dark.  “I won’t.  I won’t ever apologize to a woman.”

      “You’re disgusting,” Robby said jerking Reed out of the room.

      Robby pulled him through the building.  He didn’t stop when everyone started pointing and looking at us with confusion stretched across their faces.

      There was a room in the back with a thick glass window.  It wasn’t far from where Ian had been lying on the ground in a pool of blood.

      Robby forcefully pushed Reed into the room.

      Reed stumbled, tripping over his own feet.  He fell hard to the ground, bouncing almost once fully.  It gave Robby enough time to pull the door closed and grab a set of keys from his pocket.

      He locked the padlock at the top of the door and turned away.  His chest rose and fell quickly as his eyes met mine.

      Robby ran his fingers through his hair.  “I don’t know what the hell to do with him.”
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      The light coming in through the small window brightened the room enough to let me know it was early morning.  I pressed my fingers to my forehead, trying to remember what had happened before I closed my eyes.

      It took several seconds but my memory came back.  Even though the image was fuzzy, I’d been trying to fight off sleep but I’d failed.

      My head was cloudy and my body felt weak.  Similar to how I would feel after a night of drinking far too much.

      There was a sound that felt like it was stabbing my brain.  It was far away but with each blink of my eyes, it came closer and closer and became louder and louder.

      It was also familiar.

      “Adam!” Eva screamed.  “Adam, wake up!  Help me!”

      I tried to move my legs but they felt like they were made of rubber.  Through my hazy gaze, I could see a masked man trying to pull Eva from the room.

      “Eva,” I said reaching out for her even though I wasn’t exactly sure where she was.

      “Help me!” she screamed again.

      My eyelids fluttered frantically and desperately.  It stung but I forced my eyes open.

      “Eva?” I said looking around the floor.

      “Adam!” she screamed again.  “Please!”

      I placed my palms on the ground.  The light was brighter… because the door was open.

      A pair of thick legs were at the door and Eva’s arms were flapping and trying to grab onto anything.  Thick hands were wrapped around her waist, jerking her body repeatedly.

      I pushed myself to my feet and tried to dash toward her.  My knees wobbled and before I got to her, the man turned and left the garage, slamming the door closed behind him.

      “Holy shit,” I said breathing heavily.

      Eva wrapped her arms around me and held on as if her life depended on it.  Her shoulders shook as she sobbed.

      Suddenly, she took a step back and slapped my chest.

      “Ow!  What the hell was that for?” I said feeling tension in my brow.

      “Why did you shoot him?” Eva shouted as she balled up her fists at her side.

      “Dammit, Eva,” I said turning away from her.  Jack was still zonked out on the floor with his mouth hanging open.  “You’re lucky I even woke up at all.”

      It wasn’t just sheer tiredness that had knocked me out, I was almost certain I’d been drugged.  I hadn’t finished my food and I hadn’t drunk much.  If I would have, I’d still be on the floor like Jack.

      “He drugged us,” I said.  “We’re going to die here.”

      Eva started crying again.  “We wouldn’t if you would have shot him.”

      “There was probably a fifty-fifty chance that I would have shot you,” I said.

      “That would have been fine too,” Eva said burying her face in her hands.

      “You don’t mean that,” I said.

      She hugged herself and dropped down to the floor, looking like a small, sad child.  “Maybe I do.  I thought things were bad before but this… this is the end of the road for all of us.  Maybe we should just turn the gun around on ourselves.  I don’t want him to take me… that would be far worse than death.”

      “We’ll get out of here,” I said without an ounce of confidence behind my voice.

      “No, we won’t,” Eva said gasping for a breath.  When she saw me staring at her, she quickly wiped away her tears.  “Give me the gun.”

      I shook my head.  “Not going to happen.”  I didn’t trust her with it for so many reasons.

      “If he comes back—”

      “I’ll be ready next time, okay?” I said.  “I promise you.  You might hate me but I’ve never broken a promise I’ve made to anyone.  I will pull the trigger if I have to.”

      We needed to come up with a plan.  We needed to get out of our cell and if I had to kill again, I would.

      “Somehow, we have to get out of this place,” I said.  “We need to come up with a plan.  Something that will get him to come in here.”

      Eva stared at an empty spot on the floor in front of her.  “I think I have an idea.”

      I cocked my head to the side, waiting for her to share her idea.  It was like she was running it through her mind over and over again, refining it.

      “Okay,” she said wiping at her cheeks.  “Next time he brings food, we don’t eat it.  We hide it but we lie still.”

      “What if he doesn’t try again?”

      “We have to assume he will,” Eva said throwing her hands up.  “He knows we have to eat.  Next time he won’t wait as long to come for me.”

      I rubbed my thumb along my scruffy jawline.

      “Do you have a better idea?” Eva asked.

      “I don’t even have a worse idea,” I said.

      Eva sucked in a long breath.  “Then that’s what we’ll do.  We wait for food and hope he tries to drug us again.”

      After Jack woke up, Eva sat next to him and told him our plan.  He never experienced what we’d gone through after eating before.

      “I think he wants you,” Jack said.

      “You think?” Eva snapped.

      Jack laughed at her harsh tone.  It didn’t seem to annoy him that she was full of snark, in fact, it appeared as though it amused him.

      “He’s not going to try again so soon, though,” Jack said.  “Not so soon after a failed attempt.”

      “You don’t know that,” Eva said.  “He knows we have to eat.”

      “He’ll just give us some uncontaminated food until he’s ready to try again,” I said.

      Eva shrugged.  “Well, we need to be ready for when he does try again.”

      “How will we know if the food is contaminated or not?” I asked.

      “Someone will have to try it and see if it affects them,” Jack said.

      “Not me,” Eva said.

      I held up my hand.  “I’ve got the gun… I can’t do it.”

      “Well, you could give the gun to Jack,” Eva said.

      I huffed.  “Not going to happen.”

      “I’ll do it,” Jack said.  “What are we going to do if the food isn’t contaminated?”

      “Oh!” Eva said.  “I’ll pretend I’m choking and you guys can call for help.”  She turned to Jack and lightly touched the skin just below her neck.  “I’m an excellent actress.”

      Jack nodded.  Eva’s smile faded as she realized he wasn’t as impressed as she had hoped.

      “This could go wrong in so many ways,” Jack said.

      “We’re going to try it,” Eva said.  “If we don’t, we’ll die in here.”

      My lungs filled with a deep breath of air as I sucked in and my chest rumbled.  It felt like I had inhaled in a handful of tacks.

      We had a plan but I didn’t feel any better.  If anything, I felt worse.  The four walls around us seemed to be shrinking.

      We needed to do something to get out of the garage.  And we needed to do it soon.
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      I turned the bottles and studied the labels.  There had to be something that could help alleviate Moira’s symptoms and if not, at least we had a considerable supply of medicine we could take with us going forward.

      There wasn’t a name on the labels that I recognized.  The only drug I was familiar with was the antidepressant my mom had taken a few of on a daily basis.

      A weakness moved through my body and my stomach clenched.  The back of my neck felt hot and my thighs tingled.

      Sweat beaded up on my temples.  I realized what was happening with only seconds to spare.  I turned and released the contents of my stomach into the toilet.

      “Dammit,” I said wiping my mouth with the back of my hand.

      Fatigue slapped me across the face.  I weakly stood, knocking over one of the prescription bottles I had set on the edge of the sink.

      Pounding at the door thudded through my skull.

      “Stevie,” Gage said.  “Everything okay in there?”

      “Yeah,” I lied picking the pill bottle up off of the floor.

      I leaned forward over the sink, breathing in slowly between my pursed lips.  It felt like the room was filling with a thick, soupy fog.

      “Just looking through the medicine,” I said.

      I tried to take a step toward the door but my legs gave out and I crashed to the floor.  My arms felt like spaghetti as I tried to get back on my feet.

      With all the walking, being soaked, and lack of healthy, nutritious foods, my body was already run down.  My eyelids felt heavy.

      It was a distant sound but I could hear a boom-boom-boom against the door.  The sound vibrated through my body, making my stomach slosh around like a washing machine.

      “Stevie!” Gage’s voice cut through the haze.

      “I’m fine,” I said but I wasn’t sure the words had made it out of my mouth.

      The tile floor was cool against the bare skin on my arms and the walls started to darken.  My surroundings bled into blackness.

      When my eyes opened again, I was lying near the fire.  I felt like I’d been hit by a truck.

      “Ugh,” I groaned.

      “Hey,” Gage said softly.  “I was worried about you… still am, to be honest.”

      I moaned and rolled onto my other side, desperate to get comfortable.  And desperate not to get sick again because I knew I wouldn’t be able to make it to the toilet.

      There was a hand on my shoulder.  I wanted to stay awake… talk to Gage… but everything faded away.

      I woke up abruptly, coughing heavily.  If there had been anything inside my belly, it wouldn’t have stayed there.

      Gage came up next to me with a bottle of water.  “Here,” he said placing his hand on my back.  “Take a drink.”

      I sipped the water, wincing as if I’d taken a shot of vodka.  I shook my head but Gage kept the bottle near my mouth.

      “Gotta stay hydrated,” Gage said smiling at me.

      “Okay,” I said my voice scratching deep in my throat.

      “Gage,” Brooklyn said.  She was somewhere behind him.

      I couldn’t see her but I could sense the urgency in her voice.  I tried to sit up but Gage pushed gently down on my shoulders.  I was far too weak to fight him.

      His hands left my body.  I could hear that he’d only taken a few steps away from where I was on the ground.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “The water around us is rising too quickly,” Brooklyn said.  “We’re not going to be able to stay here much longer.”

      “We don’t have a choice,” Gage said.

      Brooklyn clicked her tongue. “Gage, listen to me.  If we stay here, we’ll all drown.”

      “We’re not going to drown,” Gage said.

      Brooklyn whispered something.  I was almost certain she had tried to convince Gage to leave with her.  But I wasn’t entirely sure if that had been real or a dream because seconds later, their voices vanished and darkness swallowed me.
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      Robby took my hand and pulled me away from the room we’d just locked Reed inside.  We were far enough away that I couldn’t hear Reed’s voice but I could still hear him pounding on the door.

      “I don’t know what to do,” Robby said combing his fingers through his hair again like he didn’t know what to do with his hands.  His hair stuck up in every direction when he let his hands fall heavily to his sides.  “I’m going to have to tell everyone what he did, right?  They’re going to want to know why he’s locked up.”

      “So?  We’ll tell them,” I said.

      “I’m worried about how they’ll react to the news,” Robby said.  “It’s not like we’ll be able to let him out after what he did.  People aren’t going to trust him.”

      I opened my mouth but snapped it shut.  I didn’t know what to say because Robby was right.

      “Let’s go check the water levels,” Robby said.  “I need to think before I talk to everyone.”

      “What if someone lets him out?” I asked.

      “I have the keys,” Robby said.  “Even if they go back there to investigate, they won’t be able to let him out.”

      Robby looked away.  “If you don’t want to come with me—”

      “No, I’m happy to help any way I can,” I said.

      “Thanks,” Robby said jerking his chin toward the door.  “The air helps me think.”

      “Even with the rain torturously pouring down on you?” I asked.

      Robby chuckled.  “Yeah, that doesn’t help but still, better than being trapped in here.  Feeling a bit claustrophobic right now.”

      “It’s a big building,” I said even though I completely understood what he was feeling.

      Caleb and I had been through hell just to get to the store but still, it was hard to be stuck inside the building without the freedom to go wherever we wanted.

      I followed Robby to the main door and put on a poncho before following him outside.  There had been eyes on us but no one asked questions.

      “Everyone was whispering,” I said once we were outside.  The wind was aggressive and blew the rain under the hood of the poncho, prickling my cheeks.

      “They’re patient with me,” Robby said.  “I don’t know what I did to deserve it but I have their trust, which means I have to talk to them.  I can’t keep this from them.”

      “It sounds like you don’t have anything to worry about,” I said.

      Robby kicked a small rock.  I watched it skip across the ground, splashing water as it bounced away from us.

      “I know I appear like I have shit all figured out but it’s just an act.  There is no way anyone could navigate what’s been thrown at us,” Robby said.  “No one was prepared, although maybe we should have been.  I remember various debates on TV about what to do for our planet.  Winters are getting warmer and they were.  I guess it was only a matter of time before someone took matters into their own hands.”

      “Who do you think was behind it?” I asked.

      Robby shrugged and stuck out his palm and let the drops of rain smack against his pale flesh.  “Who knows?  Whoever it was, clearly wasn’t ready.  It’s going to take years to come back from this mess if we’ll ever be able to dig our way out.”

      “Everything will be different,” I said.  “And so many lives lost on top of it.”

      “Yeah,” Robby said.  “I lost everyone and everything.”

      “Me too,” I said.

      Robby’s head bobbed.  “Guess everyone inside that building can pretty much say the same thing.  But hey, you got your boyfriend.”

      “He’s not my boyfriend,” I said.

      “Oh?” Robby’s asked.  His eyes seemed to have brightened even in our gloomy surroundings.

      “Just friends,” I said keeping my eyes forward.  “We were out celebrating my birthday when everything happened.”

      “Not a great way to celebrate,” Robby said.

      I shook my head.  “Quite possibly the worst possible way.”

      We reached the edge of the parking lot and kept walking through the muddy lawn that surrounding the area.  There were a few soggy and sagging trees around but otherwise nothing but grays and browns as far as the eye could see.

      The mud under the thin grasses was slick.  I lost my footing several times and, luckily, never my balance.

      Robby grabbed my arm and guided me as we trudged through one of the deeper puddles.  He clicked his tongue as he looked at the saturated ground.

      “This is all getting worse,” Robby said.  “I knew we wouldn’t be able to stay in that building forever but I thought we’d have longer.”

      “How much longer do you think we have?” I asked.

      “I can’t even guess,” Robby said wiping rain from his face.  “It’s hard not to feel the pressure from everything.  I just don’t want to make any mistakes.  Not with the Reed situation and not with our shelter.  People’s lives depend on me making the right choices, you know?”

      My mouth dried.  I couldn’t even imagine.

      “I’m sorry,” I said.  “You’re doing a good job.”

      “Am I?” Robby asked stopping to look at me.  He quickly shook his head.  “Don’t answer that.”

      “I think you are doing a good job,” I said.  “You saved Caleb and me.  I’ll forever be grateful for that.”

      Robby looked down at his feet.  “You just happened to walk by at the right moment.”

      “But you let us in,” I said.  “You could have stayed hidden.  You gave us food and shelter even though you didn’t have to.”

      “I could tell you needed help,” Robby said.

      “We both probably looked terribly pathetic,” I said with a huff.  “After all the traveling and then being robbed of the supplies we’d gathered.”

      Robby met my eyes.  “You didn’t look pathetic.  I laid my eyes on the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen.  If you wouldn’t have come in the store, I don’t know what I would have done.”

      “Oh, please,” I said looking away.  “We were dirty and soaked to the bone.”

      “I didn’t notice,” Robby said reaching out and twisting a wet lock of my hair between his fingertips.  “All I see is your beautiful eyes and although it’s rare, your smile is brighter than the sun.”

      I giggled like a fool.  “I haven’t smiled since the minute I saw the flash of light.”

      “You’re smiling right now,” Robby said gently turning my chin with his thumb.

      His eyes were magnetic.  I wanted to look away from his intense gaze but I couldn’t.  It was like I was stuck there.

      Robby’s eyes moved down toward my lips.  “We should probably keep moving.”

      I couldn’t speak.  There was a part of me that wanted to get away from him, but there was another part that wanted to find out what would happen if I leaned in closer toward him.

      “Sorry,” Robby said exhaling as his hand fell away from my chin.  “I shouldn’t have said any of that.  My timing is terrible.”

      “Your timing?” I asked.  “Time isn’t a luxury we have.  Who knows what tomorrow will bring?”

      “Which is exactly why we need to check the water,” Robby said taking a step away from me.

      When his back was turned, I sucked in a shaky breath that squeezed my lungs.  I’d wanted him to kiss me.  I finally understood what I’d been feeling with the whole Caleb thing… it wasn’t jealously, at least not exactly.  All I wanted was to feel close to someone.

      I’d lost everything.  I was alone.  Lonely.  I needed to have someone.  And it frustrated me even to admit it to myself.

      “Shit,” Robby said.  “This is even worse than yesterday.  The rain is heavier.  The ground is completely saturated.  Look,” Robby said throwing his hands to the sides, “it’s like a lake.  I don’t even know how we're going to get out of here… or where to go.”

      “There has to be somewhere we can go,” I said.  “Clearly, it’s not like this everywhere.  We just need to find somewhere with a higher elevation.”

      “You make it sound simple,” Robby said tilting his head to the side.  “Let’s get back.  Now I have two things I need to address with the others.”

      I swallowed hard and followed him back to the store.  He walked fast, staying ahead of me except for the few occasions he slowed to help me through some of the more massive puddles.

      Back inside the store, he helped me wiggle out of my dripping poncho.  He hung it and walked away from me without another word.

      I sighed.  Reed… the rising water… Caleb… and what the hell had just happened outside with Robby?
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      Hours had felt like days.  I watched out the small window that faced the house, waiting for the man holding us hostage to step outside.

      The rain continued to fall.  I couldn’t even guess what time of day it was when the back door opened.

      “He’s coming,” I said.

      He was carrying a small cardboard box just a few inches bigger than a shoebox.  The man had a bottle of water in his other hand.

      “I think we need to change our plan,” Jack said speaking quickly.

      “What?” I asked.

      “I’m going to attack Eva,” Jack said.

      My eyes nearly popped out of my head.  “What are you talking about?”

      “The food thing isn’t going to work,” Jack said.

      I looked back out the window.  The man was halfway to the garage.

      “I’m not going to let you attack Eva,” I said.

      “It won’t be real,” Jack said.  “Acting.”

      “Why are we changing the plan?” I asked.

      Eva placed her hand on her hip.  “This will work quickly.  If he didn’t slip anything into this food, we’ll lose our chance.”

      “I don’t know,” I said looking back out the window.  He was only a few steps away.

      “We’re doing it, Adam,” Eva said in her squeaking controlling voice that made me cringe.  “Just be ready, okay?”

      “Jesus,” I said.  “We’re not ready for this.”

      “You’re not ready,” Eva corrected.

      My mouth dropped open.  “Shocking, considering it was just sprung on me now.”

      “Get ready,” Eva ordered as she walked closer to Jack.  They tried to position themselves close to the door.  “Move.”

      I stepped to the side and gripped the handle of my gun.  I could hear movement on the other side of the wall.

      The little door opened and a small bag of chips dropped into the room.  Eva screamed.  I looked up and tears were streaming down her cheeks.

      Jack’s back was toward the door, but he was still playing his part.  Anger covered his face as he clenched his teeth and squeezed his hands around Eva’s neck.

      “I’m going to kill you, bitch,” Jack said.

      “Help me!” Eva screamed again.

      Eva was a much better actress than I had given her credit for.  Then again, Jack was doing so well, I was nearly fooled into thinking he was actually going to hurt her.

      “Come at me,” Jack whispered.  “Adam, come at me like you’re going to save her.”

      I could see the guy looking into the garage window through the corner of my eye.  They had definitely gotten the guy's attention.

      “Come at me,” Jack whispered again.

      I tucked my gun into the back of my pants so the guy outside wouldn’t be able to see it.  I filled my lungs and roared as I dashed toward Jack.

      His fingers curled into a fist and he threw it at the bottom of my jaw.  The swing took me by surprise and knocked me off balance.  When I hit the floor, it took a moment for my vision to clear.

      I stayed down, lying motionless, listening for the sounds of the door opening.  Minutes ticked by as they played out their scene.  A scene that was much too realistic for my tastes.

      The man was still staring in through the window.  I couldn’t see him well but he was definitely intrigued.

      “I’m going to ramp it up a bit, okay?” Jack asked.

      Eva didn’t answer.  Instead, she threw her head back in pain and she cried out.

      Jack lifted her body off the ground like she was as light as a child.  He threw her on the hood of the car.

      The metal crinkling underneath her weight echoed through the small room.  It was hard for me to lay there while Jack threw Eva around.

      She didn’t break character… if she was in character.  Everything was at a point where the lines had blurred.

      I was about to move when I heard the metal key slip into the door.

      Jack didn’t ease up.  He tossed Eva to the side and she rolled across the floor.  Her arm rested on my calf and her eyes met mine.

      “Get ready,” she silently mouthed.  Her cheeks were red and there was a glassiness to her eyes.

      I didn’t acknowledge her in any way.  I slid my hand around my back and tucked my hand under my body.  To shoot the man, I’d simply have to roll onto my back and aim.

      The door busted open and he tazed Jack.  Jack’s body shook violently as he dropped to the ground.  His hands jerked as he tried to reach around to his back.

      The man didn’t say anything as he reached down and gently hooked his hands underneath Eva’s arms.

      “Now, Adam!  Now!” Eva said.

      The man looked confused.  His eyes darted around, landing on me.

      I didn’t even have a second to roll before Jack was on his knees.  He reached out and pulled the guy’s leg out from under him.  Surprise caused the guy to crash heavily to the floor, hitting his head on the front bumper of the car on his way down.

      Jack crawled on top of him and threw his fist into the guy’s masked face.  He didn’t stop swinging.  Even when the guys mask slid up his jaw over his bloody lip, Jack still didn’t stop.

      The man’s body was limp.  If falling to the floor hadn’t knocked him out, Jack’s frequent hard blows surely had.

      “Shoot him, Adam!” Eva squeaked as she got to her feet.  She positioned herself in the doorway as if she were afraid it would close on us.

      “He’s out!” I shouted.

      My words had brought Jack back to the present moment.  It seemed as though he hadn’t even realized the man wasn’t moving.  Hell, I wasn’t even sure if the man on the ground was breathing.

      “Let’s get out of here,” Jack said joining Eva in the doorway.

      I scrambled to my feet, almost tripping over them as I made my way toward Eva and Jack.

      It felt good to step outside even though the rain was still falling.  The air was colder and it stung as I pulled as much as I could into my lungs.

      “So, what’s the plan here?” I asked walking quickly toward my bike.

      “I’ll follow you?” Jack said gesturing toward his parked car at the side of the house.

      “I’m going to ride with Jack,” Eva said.

      My eyes narrowed as I grabbed her hand.  “Are you sure?”  I lowered my voice.  “We don’t know anything about him.”

      “I’m sick of riding on the bike, Adam,” she said dragging out my name in her annoying way.

      “Don’t worry about her, man,” Jack said smacking me on the back.  “We’ll be right behind you.  Hell, if you want to, you can abandon the motorcycle and come with me too.”

      I shook my head.  “Easier to navigate the poor road conditions on my bike.”

      “But it must be harder to drive in the rain, right?” Jack asked.

      “I’m used to it,” I said.

      “Up to you, of course,” Jack said.  “We’ll be right behind you.”

      I watched Eva as she walked away with Jack.  Several feelings surged through my body… one of which was something I hated to admit even to myself.  Relief.

      I attached the portable tent to my back and adjusted my bag of supplies over my shoulder.  I could have put the supplies in Jack’s car but I felt more comfortable keeping them with me.

      Jack pulled up his car behind me and waited for me to start the bike.  I was still going to need gas but so would Jack.  If I ran out, I could just ride with him even though I didn’t want to.

      We pulled away from the house and I shot a quick glance back.  There wasn’t any movement by the garage but I saw someone in the window.

      A woman was standing there in a plain long dress staring out at me expressionless.  She wasn’t alone.  There was a younger woman on each side of her.

      I looked away and kept driving.
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      I peered out through narrowed slits at our surroundings.  There was a thick fog around us like a soft, freshly washed, fluffy blanket.

      A hand rested on my shoulder.  Gage’s voice was soft.  “You okay?”

      “Yeah,” I said wincing at the dryness in the back of my throat.

      “Here,” Gage said helping me take a drink.

      I was able to swallow down a bit more of the cool liquid.  My body was still weak but the hot, prickliness at the back of my neck was no longer there.  I didn’t feel like I was on the verge of tossing up my entire insides.

      “Thanks,” I said before taking another longer drink.

      “Good.  Keep drinking.  It’ll help,” Gage said with a smile as he watched me drink more and more.  “Feeling better?”

      “Yes,” I said stretching the tightened muscles in my arms over my head.  “The sleep helped.”

      My eyes skimmed across the others.  Moira and Teddy were both still resting.  Shawn and Brooklyn were standing ten feet away, whispering and pointing into the fog as if they saw something.

      “They thought they saw something,” Gage said following my gaze.  “I’m going to head out soon and check around.  Just wanted to make sure you were okay first.”

      “He hasn’t left your damn side,” Brooklyn said from several feet behind me.  My heart was racing but it wasn’t only from the surprise of her voice.  I was almost certain that the sickness had something to do with it.

      I hadn’t even heard her approach.  She smirked when she saw the look on my face that indicated as much.

      I looked away, purposefully avoiding Gage’s eyes.  “He didn’t have to do that.”

      “No, he didn’t,” Brooklyn said with a hand on her hip.

      “I owe her my life,” Gage said looking up at Brooklyn.  “If it hadn’t been for Stevie, I would have never made it this far.  There isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for her.”

      “Whoa,” Brooklyn said holding up her palms.

      I shook my head.  “You don’t give yourself nearly enough credit, Gage.  Look at what you built here and in barely any time.  A mini-shelter to keep us all a bit warmer and out of the rain.”

      “Anyone could do this,” Gage said getting to his feet.

      “How are you feeling?” Brooklyn asked attempting to change the subject.

      I knew she didn’t give a damn about how I felt.  “Better.”

      “You must have one hell of an immune system,” Brooklyn said.

      “Always took my vitamins,” I said even though it wasn’t true.

      Vitamins were never on my mom’s shopping list.  There hadn’t ever been much on the list until I took over for her.

      “Did anyone go through the medicine in the bathroom?” I asked.

      “I did,” Brooklyn said.  “I don’t know what the hell most of it was but I bagged it up anyway.  Gage?”

      “Yes?” Gage said pushing his shoulders back.

      Brooklyn smiled at him as she tilted her head from one side to the other.  “If you don’t want to check on what we saw, I could do it.”

      “No,” Gage said holding up his hand.  “I’m on it.”  He placed his hand on my shoulder for a brief second.  “I’ll be right back.”

      I watched him get onto one of the bikes and drive off into the fog.  It made me nervous that it swallowed him up until I couldn’t see him.

      Shawn stood in front of me, crossing his arms as he smiled at me.  “Look at you.  You had us all worried there for a bit.”

      “Nothing to worry about,” I said unable to give him a smile in return.

      “That may not be true,” Shawn said.  “There was definitely something out there.”

      “Maybe an alligator,” I said.

      Shawn shrugged.  “It seemed taller.  Much more human-like.”

      I tried to get to my feet.  Shawn grabbed my elbow and helped me until I was steady on my feet.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “Yeah, of course,” Shawn said.

      I brushed off the mud and dirt that had been stuck to my clothing.  Before I even finished, Gage was emerging from the fog.

      He was no longer on the bike.  Instead, Gage was pushing a guy toward us, holding the man’s hands behind his back.

      “Rope,” Gage ordered as he stopped ten feet away from the fire.  He looked up and locked eyes with me.  “He was spying on us.”

      “Was not!” the guy said.

      He was a thin, bony man who looked like he’d lost a few teeth.  His skin was speckled with a few dime-sized age spots even though I didn’t think the guy was a day over forty.

      Brooklyn dashed over to Gage with a piece of rope in her hands.  She wrapped it around the guy's wrists just like her hands had been tied not that long ago.

      “He’s from the group we saw earlier,” Gage said.  “Said he got lost.”

      “And that’s the truth,” the guy said.

      Gage shook his head.  “I think you were spying on us and I think you were going to go back and tell your group what you saw.”

      “Well, they’ll come looking for me so when they find me, you can ask them,” the man said with a haughty chuckle and shrug.

      Gage’s eyes flicked up and met mine.  “What do you think we should do with him?”

      Only hours ago, I’d puked on the bathroom floor and now I was being asked to make a decision that could affect all our lives.  There was a young boy in our group that I had to think about even if he hadn’t opened his eyes in hours.

      “Keep him tied up,” I said.  “Situate him up against the wall.  Give him a little food.”

      “What?” Brooklyn said aghast, stomping a foot in the mud.  “We don’t have enough to share.  And especially not someone that was spying on us.”

      “We can spare a bar or something,” I said.  “It looks like he hasn’t eaten in days.”

      The man’s eyes blinked rapidly.  He kept them glued to me as if he were trying to determine if I was playing some kind of cruel trick.

      Gage dug through one of the bags and found a cereal bar with a blue wrapper.  He tore it open and crouched down next to the guy, holding the bar in front of his mouth.

      “How do I know this is safe to eat?” the man asked.

      “You don’t,” gage said with a shrug.  “You saw me open it.  I guess you’ll just have to decide if you’ll take your chances or not.”

      “I’ll pass,” the man said stubbornly.

      Gage chuckled and took a small bite of the bar.  “Your loss.”

      “Wait, wait, wait,” the man said gazing at the bar.  “I’ll take it, please.”

      Gage held the bar out and the man leaned forward, taking a large bite.  He gobbled the bar in three bites and if Gage hadn’t pulled his hand away, the man might have continued to gnaw on his flesh.

      “Mommy?” the boy said from behind.  I turned to see him shaking the frail woman’s shoulder.  “Wake up, Mommy, okay?”

      I dashed over and lowered myself down to his level.  “Hey, Teddy, are you hungry?  I can get you some food while you let your mom rest.”

      “Okay,” Teddy said.  “I’m feeling better and wanted to tell her.”

      “She’ll be so happy to hear that the second she wakes up,” I said.  “Sleep really seems to help fight this bug off.”

      “A bug?” Teddy asked.

      I smiled.  “The bug that made us sick.”

      “I didn’t eat any bugs,” Teddy said scrunching up his nose in disgust.

      “Some people call germs bugs,” I explained.

      Teddy nodded.  “I know that.  I just call them germs.”

      “Teddy!” Brooklyn said clapping her hands together.  “I’ll help you get something to eat, okay?  I’m so glad to see you up and about.”

      He grinned and nodded enthusiastically.  For whatever reason, Teddy was drawn to Brooklyn.  It was like he could see my hard, outer shell and it made him more skeptical of me.

      My stomach swirled and I turned back toward the fire to hide my expression from everyone.  Shawn was sitting opposite from where I was, with his feet stuck out as though he were drying his shoes.

      He didn’t look at me.  Shawn’s eyes were glued to Teddy’s mom.

      The second Teddy was out of earshot, Shawn looked up at me.  His shoulders looked heavy… his skin pale if not slightly greenish.

      He swallowed hard.  “She’s gone.”
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      Robby announced that he needed to talk to everyone in fifteen minutes.  I already knew what he was going to talk about, although I wasn’t sure how he was going to approach the topic.  Or how it would be received.

      I leaned back against the wall, waiting for the others to gather.  A woman was sitting next to another, whispering back and forth.  They weren’t trying too hard to keep their voices down.

      I was trying not to listen but when they mentioned Jenna’s name, my ears perked up.  They gossiped about how they were jealous of all the attention she was getting from Caleb.  They thought he was so attractive and if only he knew the truth about Jenna, things would be different.  My heart actually skipped a beat when the thin girl on the right said she should tell him that she’s pregnant.

      Robby started walking toward us, which caused them to seal their lips shut.  It felt like cotton balls had been stuffed in my ears.  Every sound felt as though it was coming from another room.

      Why was Jenna keeping her pregnancy a secret from Caleb?  She was probably afraid he wouldn’t be interested in her if he knew.  Of course, I had to tell him what I learned… didn’t I?

      “Wish me luck,” Robby said lightly placing his hand on my back for a second as he passed by.

      “Good luck,” I said but my voice was soft and I was almost sure he hadn’t heard me.

      Caleb waved at me from across the group.  Jenna was, of course, at his side, ignoring that he’d even acknowledged me.  She was so clingy… possessive and it annoyed me.

      Even though I’d realized why I’d been frustrated with the whole Caleb and Jenna thing, everything about her still bothered me.  And now, with this new bit of information, I was even more irked.

      Caleb was my friend.  He was all I had left of who I’d been.  He deserved to know the truth about Jenna.

      Robby told everyone about the water rising.  The group whispered their worries to one another but Robby reassured them that he was keeping an eye on the situation and would keep everyone in the loops.  He told them we have time. Then, with a smile, reminded them that he would do whatever he could to keep everyone safe.

      Robby’s shoulders were pulled back.  He spoke each word clearly and with such strength, it was hard not to want to follow him wherever he went.  It was no wonder that everyone in the store had put him in charge.

      “I have one more thing I need to tell everyone,” Robby announced holding his hands up as if he were trying to hold everyone in place.  “Something bad happened within our walls and while it’s under control, I still felt as though everyone should be aware of the situation.”

      The whispers started and grew louder.  When Robby opened his mouth again, there was nothing in the room but silence.

      He told them everything about what Reed had done.  Robby didn’t leave a single thing out.  A woman clutched her chest and started crying.  The two that had been gossiping about Jenna hugged one another, looking around the group as if they were afraid of every other person.

      “Please, everyone,” Robby said.  “There is nothing to be worried about.  The situation is under control and we will figure out what to do together.”

      “He killed Ian!” a man shouted.  “We know what we need to do!”

      “It’s not safe to keep him in this building!” a woman said pounding her fist into her palm.

      Robby raised a hand and the whispers stopped.  “You’re all safe.  There is no need to worry.  If anyone has a specific concern, you’re more than welcome to talk to me at any time.”  Robby hopped off the chair.  “Thank you for your attention.  I'll update with more information when I can.”

      The whispers started again as Robby walked away and sat down in his regular spot near the window.  Everyone slowly began to disperse, going back to whatever they were doing before Robby called the meeting.

      I watched Robby at the window, intensely discussing something with another man.  They both looked concerned as they stared out into the rain.

      “Hey,” Caleb said placing a hand on my shoulder.  My body shook at the unexpected touch.  Caleb laughed.  “Sorry.  I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “It’s fine,” I said looking around him as if I expected to see Jenna pop out from behind him.

      “I wanted to talk to you for a minute,” Caleb said.

      “Sure.”

      He gestured at the space in front of us toward the empty aisle that would take us to the room we shared every night since our arrival.  Caleb walked at my side as I led the way.  He didn’t speak.  It felt like there was an unusual tension between us that hadn’t ever been there before.

      It was uncomfortable.  And it made me squirm inside my skin.

      “There’s something I should tell you,” I said the second we were inside the room.

      “Wait.  Wasn’t I the one that wanted to talk to you?” Caleb asked.

      A lump felt like it was lodged in the back of my throat.  “Jenna is pregnant.”

      “Guess word travels fast,” Caleb said.  “She told me this morning.  It’s not mine.”

      He laughed as if he’d said something incredibly funny.  It wasn’t.

      “Obviously not,” I said.

      “Her boyfriend died in the storm,” Caleb said.  “She’s scared, which is why she doesn’t really want to talk about the pregnancy.  She’s still early along and there are no doctors around.  This all ties in with what I wanted to talk to you about.”

      My head jerked to the side.  “What do you mean?”

      “I think we should consider letting her join us.”

      My eyes narrowed.  “Join us?”

      “Yeah, like if we have to leave, we’re in this together.”  Caleb lowered his voice.  “It doesn’t matter what anyone else here does, it’s you and me.  We don’t have to follow anyone here if we don’t want to and it seems to me things are getting a little weird.”

      “If it’s you and me, then why would we have anyone else—”

      “She doesn’t have anyone,” Caleb said without waiting for me to finish.

      Dryness stung my wide eyes.  “Caleb.  She’s pregnant.  What can we do for her if we leave without the group?  Eventually, she’s going to give birth and neither of us can help her with that.  Why do you think we’ll need to leave here?”

      “The water is rising.  You heard what Robby told everyone,” Caleb said.  “We can’t sit around waiting for someone to make a decision about when to leave.  We don’t want to get trapped here, you know?”

      “Robby is watching the situation.  He has it under control.”

      “He doesn’t have our best interest at heart,” Caleb said.  “He doesn’t even know us.  We haven’t been here that long.  If it comes down to it, Robby will take care of Robby and that’s it.  Jenna said he’s in charge because no one else knew what to do.  He’s not qualified.”

      I snorted.  “Who is qualified?”

      “Qualified or not, I’m going to take care of you and Jenna,” Caleb said his tone laced with bitterness.  “I’m not going to let anything happen to you and you should know that by now.”

      “Robby isn’t going to let anything happen to us either,” I said.

      “Why are you defending him?” Caleb asked taking a step back as if I’d slapped him.  “How long have we known each other?”

      I stared at him.  I didn’t blink until the dryness in my eyes became uncomfortable.

      “There is no reason that if you and I need to strike out on our own again, that Jenna can’t join us,” Caleb said.

      “I don’t even know Jenna,” I replied unable to say her name in my usual tone.

      Caleb shook his head.  “You’re being heartless.  You know what, Joss?  I need a break right now.”

      He stormed off without another word.  If there would have been a door to our little room, I would have slammed it after him.  Instead, I left the room to talk to Robby.

      I wasn’t heartless.  Caleb was being a jerk.

      Robby was in his usual spot at the window.  His palms were pressed against the wall as he leaned forward.

      “Everything okay?” I asked.

      Robby didn’t turn to acknowledge my presence.  “No.  Nothing is okay.”
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      We’d gone at least ten miles down the road but still, it didn’t feel like we were far enough away from the house.  I had no intention of telling either Jack or Eva what I’d seen as we drove away.  Although I was almost certain, neither of them would have wanted to go back to offer our help.

      It felt kind of bad.  If the women inside the building had been held captive by the man as well and we just drove off.  It would be up to them to make a run for it while the man was lying in the garage.  Hell, maybe they wouldn’t even need to… there was a chance the man hadn’t even survived Jack’s attack.

      I was nearly half a mile ahead of Jack and Eva in his car, making sure the path for them was clear.  If there had been something big in the road, there wouldn’t have been anything I could have done other than to tell them and find a new route.

      I slowed the bike when I spotted a massive hole just to the side of the road on the left.  The entire left lane was gone along with a portion of the land.

      There was a car hanging off the side of the road and the front end was submerged in a dirty brown pool of water.

      “Jesus,” I mumbled to myself.

      I was a safe distance away from the sinkhole but I didn’t feel safe.  The hole could expand and suck me down with the rest of the road.

      I turned and accelerated back to the car, pulling up alongside the driver’s side.

      Jack stopped the car and rolled down the window.  “Wasting your precious gas coming back here.”

      I ignored him.  His words sounded like something Eva would have said.

      “Sinkhole ahead,” I warned.  “Not a lot of space to pass on the right and I’m not sure how safe the road is.”

      “It’ll be fine,” Eva said leaning over Jack to look at me out the window.  “You know we’re not going to be able to share gas with you.”

      “He can just sit in the back if he runs out of gas,” Jack said.

      Eva shrugged.

      “She’d rather I just walk,” I said keeping my voice low.  I didn’t want to start an argument, which was an easy thing to do when it came to Eva.

      “So, we’re heading to see your parents and their friends, huh?” Jack asked.  “Colorado should be good.”

      I nodded.  “If we make it.”

      “You should write down the address for us,” Eva said leaning over Jack again.  “In case we get separated.”

      “We won’t get separated,” I said.  “Be careful up ahead, okay?”

      I sped off without waiting for a reply.  I was tempted to just keep going, leave them both behind.  They wouldn’t catch me.  I didn’t have anything against Jack but it wasn’t like I knew him either.  He’d been awfully violent with the man who’d been holding us but he’d been trapped in that garage longer than we had.  In his shoes, I may have reacted the same.

      After I carefully went around the sinkhole, I stopped and waited for Jack.  The car slowed.  Jack drove into the ditch, avoiding the sinkhole by several feet.

      Mud spit out from under the tires.  Jack had to accelerate so he didn’t get stuck in the mud.

      He saluted me after he got the car back on the road.  Eva kept her eyes forward as if she didn’t even see me.  That I didn’t exist.

      I sped past them and continued ahead, ignoring that my bike was almost entirely out of gas.  I was afraid to stop but I would have to if I didn’t want to ride in Jack’s little car.

      All the thoughts about what I was going to do vanished into thin air.  We had a problem much bigger than gas.

      I stopped my bike as I slowly looked from left to right at the lake stretched out in front of me.  It was so huge I couldn’t see land on the other side.

      Jack’s engine rumbled as he pulled up from behind.  The car clunked into park and the doors squeaked as they both exited.

      “Well, shit,” Jack said.  “We’re going to have to backtrack some.”

      “We’re going to have to backtrack a lot,” I said.  “And I don’t have the fuel to do it.”

      “We’ll have to try to find some along the way,” Jack said.

      I placed my hands on my hips.  “Wonder if we can find a boat.”

      “We can’t waste time on that,” Eva said.

      “I agree with Eva.  The sooner we get somewhere safe, the better,” Jack said.  “Searching for something we may not find seems like it would waste valuable time.”

      “You’ll waste time making your way around this lake,” I said.  “We could end up further away and out of gas.  It’ll be a long walk to Colorado.”

      Jack placed his hands on his hips and looked down at his feet.  He was in deep thought.

      “Just do it,” Eva said.

      “Do what?” I asked with confusion slathering my words.

      “Shit,” Jack said.  “Sorry about this.”

      Jack raised his fist and hit me just below the eye.  I stared at him, not fully understanding what had just happened and why it seemed as though he was moving further away and out of focus.

      “What the….”  My words faded as I placed my fingertips on my stinging skin.

      Eva stepped into my hazy view.  “If you want something done right.”

      The last thing I saw was her scowl and the back of her hand coming toward my face.
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      I breathed in a mouthful of mud and nearly choked on the mineral-tasting thickness.  The side of my face not covered with mud felt as though it had doubled in size.  It was hard to see out of my eye because of the swelling.

      “Dammit,” I said groaning as I touched the puffy skin.  I pushed myself out of the mud and onto my feet, sinking slightly into the mud puddle I was standing in.

      Mud was caked not only on my face but also on my clothes.  I spit on the ground, trying to get all the grainy bits of dirt out of my mouth.

      “Eva?” I said spinning in a quick circle.

      The car was gone.  Eva and Jack were gone.  And so were all my supplies.

      My hand jerked behind me even though I already had a feeling my gun was gone.  After confirming they’d taken it, I kicked the mud, splattering it out in every direction as I shouted my anger into the pouring rain.

      Eva was awful but I couldn’t believe she would do this to me.  Suddenly, my body went still.

      My hand went to my pocket and my stomach spun aggressively before sinking.  Eva didn’t have the address… I did.  Or did I?

      “No, no, no,” I said as my hand slid down into my now empty pocket.

      I dropped to my knees into the mud.  I dug my fingers deep into the slick, gritty mud and squeezed the dirt until my hands ached.

      Maybe I should have just kept digging until I was six feet down.  Was there a point?  Eva could have just pulled the trigger but she wanted me to suffer.

      They left my bike behind but I didn’t have much gas left.  I stood up, raising my face to the sky, letting the rain wash away the mud.

      I may not have remembered the address exactly but if I could make my way to Colorado, maybe I could find my dad.  What I would do to Eva if she were there… well, I didn’t know but I had time to think about it.

      Eva had been right that finding a boat would be difficult.  Before the rain, there hadn’t been much water in this area, at least as far as I could remember.

      Then again, I wasn’t exactly sure where I was.  If I had to guess, I was somewhere in Nevada where boating probably hadn’t been a popular pastime but there had to be small lakes or something where people would fish.  Or maybe just someone that owned a boat and would travel to get their fishing and boat fix.

      Finding a boat might be a challenge but it wasn’t impossible.  At least that was what I told myself as I got on my bike and headed back onto the road, heading north alongside the flooding.

      The thought of stopping at houses and looking in their garages was terrifying.  But I didn’t have a choice if I wanted to survive.  If I wanted to get to Colorado and make Eva pay for what she did.

      I zipped down the road, not caring at all how fast I went or how sharp I took the curves.  There wasn’t anyone there to annoy me into slowing down.

      My gas gauge was on the red line for a solid ten minutes straight.  The bike was running on fumes and I was afraid if I stopped, I wouldn’t get the bike started again.

      But less than a quarter of a mile ahead, there was a two-story house and a garage.  Reluctantly, I stopped my bike.

      Not because I wanted to but because I saw something that made me very uneasy.  People.
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      “Oh crap,” I said taking a quick glance over my shoulder to locate Teddy before dashing over to his mom.

      Shawn popped over to my side and helped me block Moira from Teddy’s view.  I placed my head closer to her chest and watched for her to take a breath.

      I reached out to touch her wrist and quickly pulled my hand back.  Moira was already colder than I would have imagined possible considering how close to the fire she was.

      “What are we going to do?” I asked quickly in a hushed voice as I held Shawn’s gaze.

      “Does she have a pulse?” Shawn asked.

      I took her wrist again, pressing my fingertips into the slightly dented skin.  My own heartbeat was much too loud, making it difficult to find Moira’s pulse.  Of course, it was also hard because I was ninety-eight percent sure she didn’t have one.

      “I don’t think so,” I said shaking my head.  “I can’t find it.  It’s not there.”

      Panic was filling me but I tried to fend it off.  I didn’t know what to do or if there was even time to do anything.

      I glanced over my shoulder.  Teddy was still eating snacks and smiling with Brooklyn.  It looked like she was telling him a story that he found silly enough to giggle.

      “Help me,” I said grunting as I rolled Moira on her back.  She was so light that I didn’t actually need any help.  “Cover me.”

      I pressed down on her chest, pausing after several compressions.  I knew I was supposed to count but for the life of me, I couldn’t remember what to count.

      After two more rounds, I stopped to check her pulse.  Nothing.  Moira was gone.  The blueish tinge that was appearing in her skin made me think that she’d been gone for much too long.

      I leaned back, clasping my hands in my lap.  Shawn placed his hand on my shoulder.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      “We have to tell him,” I said in a voice softer than a feather.  “I have to tell him.”

      “I’ll tell him with you,” Shawn said.  “He seems to like her… maybe she should tell him.”

      I looked back down at Moira and pulled in a breath.  “We should keep it that way.  He’ll need someone he likes.  I’ll tell him, although I don’t know how a person tells a young boy that their mother is no longer part of this world.”

      “Maybe just say that,” Shawn said.  “There’s no right way.”

      “But there certainly is a wrong way, isn’t there?”  I held up my hand to stop him from responding.  I already knew the answer.

      My arms were crossed as I walked over to where Teddy was standing.  There was so much brightness in his round eyes as he looked up at Brooklyn.

      “Hey,” I said.

      Brooklyn glared at me, frustrated I’d interrupted when she had Teddy almost bursting into a giggle fit.  Her eyes softened when she read the look on my face.

      “Something wrong?” Brooklyn asked.  “Is it Gage?”

      “No, Gage is fine,” I said swallowing hard.  “But there is something wrong.”

      “Well?  What is it?” Brooklyn said crossing her arms as if mirroring me.

      I exhaled, hoping it would stop the tears welling up in my eyes.  The last thing I wanted was a tear to fall when I was trying to be strong for Teddy.

      “Teddy,” I said feeling a painful twisting in my throat.  “I need to talk to you.”

      “Okay,” he said.

      “It’s about your mom,” I said.  It felt like there was a hand gripping my heart like it was a stress ball.

      Teddy looked around me.  “Is she awake?”

      “No, Teddy, I’m sorry but she’s not,” I said.

      Brooklyn was staring at Moira’s body.  I didn’t have to tell her what had happened, she was able to tell just by looking at the woman.  She crouched down and wrapped her arm around Teddy’s shoulder.

      “Your mom… the sickness was too much for her,” I said hesitating to find the words… any words that would be better.  “She’s… your mom…”

      Brooklyn grabbed Teddy and hugged him.  “I’m so sorry, buddy.  This is so unfair.  Your mom didn’t make it.”

      “Is she dead?” Teddy asked in a small voice.  A voice that sounded much younger than he was.

      “Yeah,” I said.  “I’m really sorry.”

      “Are you sure?” he asked.  “It looks like she’s just sleeping.”

      My head was bobbing like a small ball in the ocean waves.  “Yeah, I’m sure.”

      “Where do I go now?” Teddy asked as a tear rolled down his cheek.  He quickly wiped it away with the knuckle of his closed fist.  “I don’t have anyone.”

      “You have me,” Brooklyn said giving him a squeeze.

      “Yeah, you have us,” I added.  “We’re here for you.  We’ll take care of you.”

      Brooklyn had tears in her eyes as she looked at the boy.  “I know I’ll never be able to replace your mom and I don’t want to, but I’ll do all the same things she did for you.  We’re going to be okay.”

      “Okay,” Teddy said.  “This sucks.”

      “It really does,” Brooklyn said.  “It’s not fair.  Teddy,” she said cupping his hands into hers.  “Do you know what a funeral is?”

      The boy who suddenly looked very small nodded.  “Yeah.”

      “Would you like it if we had one for your mom?” Brooklyn asked.

      He nodded again.

      “Help me get it set up,” Brooklyn said.  “We’ll need a blanket or something we can put over her.  And let’s see if we can find something special to give her, okay?”

      They went off but stayed close as they looked around for various items.  It was a distraction.  If Teddy was busy, he wasn’t thinking about what had happened.

      “She’s good with him,” Shawn said.

      “Thank God,” I said.  “I’m not good with those kinds of things.”

      “Me either,” Shawn said.

      I looked down at my shaking hands.  Teddy was handling things far better than I was.  It was soul-crushing to have to stand there watching while a young boy wandered around in the swampy land looking for something he could give his dead mother.

      None of this was right.  It wasn’t okay.  And I wasn’t sure how I could keep going on when the only thing waiting for us was more devastation and heartbreak.

      “Excuse me,” I said turning and rushing into the house.

      I could feel Gage’s eyes on me as I walked past him.  It felt like I was crawling out of my skin.  I needed to get out.  I needed fresh air but there wasn’t any.  All we had was the dense, thick air that felt like I was constantly sucking on a sponge.

      “Hey,” Gage said.  I’d heard his familiar footsteps before his voice reached my ears.  “You okay?”

      “I can’t do this,” I said keeping my voice low as I kicked at the scummy kitchen floor tile.

      Gage was in front of me before I could suck back my tears.  “Stevie!  You can do this.  You are doing this.  There isn’t anyone out there that I’d rather be with.”

      “It’s my fault you can’t see well,” I said.

      “It’s not your fault.  I’m the one that looked at the sky,” Gage said.  “I know you’re used to putting everything on your shoulders but you don’t have to do that.  You can use my shoulders.”

      My shoulders fell forward and I buried my face in my hands.  I didn’t know who I was.  Survival seemed impossible.

      We were miles away from safety if there even was safety.  Sickness had taken out Moira and God only knew if it would take anyone else.  There were alligators.  The rain wouldn’t stop and the flooding was getting worse.

      It was impossible.

      It was pointless.

      “Come on,” Gage said wrapping his arms around me.  He squeezed me and water leaked out of my eyes.  “You can do this.  I’m here with you.  I’ll do anything you ask.”

      My entire body was soft and flimsy, like a stuffed doll.  Until I heard the man screaming for help.

      I pushed away from Gage and charged through the house.  My feet stomped the wet floor, splashing water with each step.

      I stared down at the man… my teeth clenched together.  I pulled my hand back and smacked him across the face.
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      I grabbed Robby’s hand and pulled him along with me.  My feet pounded the ground aggressively.  There were likely at least several sets of eyes on us but I didn’t care.

      “Joss,” Robby said.  “What’s going on?”

      “Shh!” I hissed.  Nothing was wrong.  I just needed a break from the stress.  The pressure… from what was oddly our reality.

      Inside the room, I pulled him to the side away from curious eyes.  I placed my hands on his shoulders and pushed him to the wall.

      A shaky breath filled my lungs.  I didn’t even know who I was anymore.  I stood on my tip-toes and pressed my lips hard against Robby’s.

      For a brief moment, it seemed as though he was in shock but it didn’t take long for him to kiss me back with even more vigor than I had kissed him.  His hands slid around to my backside and he roughly spun me so I was the one pressed against the wall.

      “What are we doing?” he whispered pausing only long enough to get the words out.

      “Do you want to stop?” I asked.

      “I don’t,” he said.

      A smile curled onto my lips as he kissed down the side of my neck.

      “I just want to make sure this is what you really want and that I haven’t lost my mind,” Robby said as his hand slid up the side of my body.

      “You haven’t lost your mind,” I said.

      “What if your roommate comes back?” Robby asked.

      My head moved side to side.  “He’s mad at me.”

      “Mad at you?  For what?”  Robby asked.

      “Can we talk about it later?”

      Robby chuckled.  “Right.”

      His lips found mine again and a warm shiver moved down my spine.  It was probably the first time my body felt real warmth since the rain started falling.

      Robby’s hands moved quickly and desperately.  I wasn’t sure if it was because he felt rushed or if he was driven by desire.

      The only thing on my mind was Robby.  His lips on my skin sent me into a cloud of absolute bliss.  It was like we were the only ones that existed inside the four walls.

      “You are so beautiful,” Robby said as his hands grazed every inch of my body.

      His words and his hands made it hard for me to speak.  All I was capable of was closing my eyes and enjoying myself.  Forming words with my lips would have required too much thought and energy.

      I shivered when I felt Robby’s fingers on my waistband.  As my pants fell to the ground, I wrapped my arms around his neck and twisted my fingers into his hair.

      Robby raised me up and pressed my back against the wall.  I bit my lip as I wrapped my legs around him.  The feel of him caused my muscles to tense.

      My head fell back and hit the wall.  I smiled at my clumsiness and lack of grace at the moment.

      Robby smiled back, his eyelids heavy, more than halfway closed as if he’d had far too much to drink.  He took my hands into his and raised them over my head, holding them in place with one of his hands.  His other hand slid up my shirt as he gently and quietly rocked our bodies against the wall.

      With each intense movement, it became harder to maintain my control.  It was like we were climbing a mountain together and both of us were anxious to get to the top only to reach the edge of a cliff without waiting to plunge into warm turquoise water below.

      Our breaths were in sync.  We wanted to reach the edge together.

      “Robby.”  His name slipped out between my slightly parted lips.

      “Joss,” he whispered back.

      The sounds of my name on his lips was enough to bring me to the edge.  My hands clenched into fists.  Robby let go of my wrists so he could hold on to my waist.

      I fell forward and dug my fingertips into his shoulders as I gasped for air.  I could feel Robby’s heartbeat pounding where our bodies touched.

      For a moment, Robby and I were swimming in those tropical, salty, turquoise waters and it was absolutely beyond amazing.  But as my breathing returned to normal, our surroundings changed.  The fantasy vanished and reality returned.

      “Holy shit.  That was amazing,” Robby said staring into my eyes as if he were trying to read my mind.  He was lightly stroking my cheek with his thumb.

      “It was.”  I smiled and tried to ignore the tightness and heat in my cheeks.

      “Can I ask now what that was all about?” Robby asked making sure I was steady on my feet before taking a step back and buttoning his pants.

      I shrugged.  “I like you.”

      “I like you too but that pretty much came out of nowhere.  Did it have something to do with the fact you said your friend wouldn’t be coming back anytime soon?”

      “No,” I said quickly.

      “Are you sure?”

      I blinked several times.  “I’m sure.  I just don’t feel like I had time to wait for you to make a move.  What if we get separated tomorrow?

      “What makes you think we’re going to get separated?” Robby asked, his eyes narrowing.

      “Well, I just meant, we don’t know what’s going to happen,” I said.  “Like where are we going to go when we have to leave?”

      Robby stepped up to me and adjusted the shoulders of my shirt.  It hadn’t felt as though it was even the slightest bit out of place.  My body warmed at his closeness and my mind wandered to the feel of him against me.

      “I don’t know where we’ll go but if you’re afraid, I’ll leave you behind that will never happen,” Robby said in a deep voice that vibrated through my stomach.  “There is no way I’ll let anything take you away from me.”

      “You have a lot of people out there to worry about,” I said.  “People that depend on you.”

      Robby turned away from me.  “I didn’t ask for this.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said.  “I know.”

      “It’s fine,” Robby said taking my hand.  “I need to get back to the window.”

      I swallowed hard.

      “Will you join me?”

      “Yeah, sure,” I said.

      Robby stopped.  “You didn’t tell me what happened between you and your friend.”

      “He just thinks I’m not being a good friend.”

      “How so?” Robby asked cocking his head.  “Or isn’t it my place to ask?”

      “It’s fine but I don’t really feel like getting into it right now.  My head and heart are in a good place and I’d like to enjoy that for a little longer,” I said squeezing his hand.  “It was a little fight and we’ll make up.  We’ve known each other forever.”

      Robby offered me a solid nod.  “Good.”

      Clover stood on the bed and stretched.  She threw me an annoyed blink before turning and lying back down.

      There were several sets of eyes on us as we exited the room.  They quickly looked away when our eyes met.

      I was holding Robby’s hand… of course, they were going to have questions and thoughts and assumptions.  Robby didn’t seem to care but it made me nervous.

      Robby was smart and in control.  Would the others think that if we were a couple that I would have the same instincts he had?  If so, they’d be sorely mistaken.

      “Here,” Robby said pulling up a chair.  “You can sit right next to me.”

      I glanced over my shoulder to count the eyes on us.  Robby chuckled and looked toward the window.

      “Ignore them,” he said.

      “I’m trying but it’s really hard.”

      Robby’s smile faded and his spine stiffened.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked instantly noticing the change.

      Robby’s shoulders rose nearly to his ears.  “There are people out there.”
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      I cut the engine and rolled the bike out of view behind a thick, tall tree that seemed as though it was slightly tilted to the side.  At their distance, their faces were blurry, their bodies were blobs, but they didn’t move around as though they had seen or heard me.

      They were focused on something else that had their attention but I couldn’t tell what it was.  Their heads were angled downward, looking at something toward the ground.

      One of the man-like blobs stepped to the side and revealed a guy kneeling on the ground.  He was facing away from the small group.

      I counted the others.

      One.

      Two.

      Three.

      Four.

      Five.

      I sucked in a breath.  Then, I counted them again.

      They moved about and I wanted to be sure of how many there were.  Although, I wasn’t entirely sure why because if they found me, regardless of how many there were, I was outnumbered.

      Without the gun Eva had stolen from me, I wouldn’t have a chance in hell at surviving.  I needed to stay unseen.

      My breaths were slow and steady.  There was a soft ringing in my ears and I could hear the raindrops as they fell into nearby puddles.

      The sound of a gunshot tearing through the air stung my ears and shook my insides.  It wasn’t even a full second before the guy kneeling, fell face-first into the mud.

      “Oh, shit,” I whispered nearly soundlessly.

      I rolled the bike back onto the road and climbed onto it, attempting to start it as silently as I could.  It rumbled briefly but it wouldn’t start.  After three tries, I knew it wasn’t going to work.

      Gas was gone and so were the fumes it had been running on.

      I moved the bike back behind the tree and lowered it to the ground.  My fingertips dug into the rough bark as I leaned to the side to peer at the group.

      I needed to know if they’d heard me trying to start the bike.

      If they’d seen me out on the road.

      If I’d be able to run away without getting shot in the back.

      It didn’t seem as though they had.  I must have been far enough away that the rain and drowned out the sounds.  They were too busy with the guy on the ground to look out at the road and spot me trying to high-tail it out of there.

      The group was still gathered around in a semi-circle, looking down at the body.  One of the men, or women, it was hard to tell from where I was, kicked the body on the ground.

      There was no doubt even from where I was, the guy was dead.

      I was lucky.  If they’d seen or heard me, they would be charging toward me.  At least, I was pretty sure that’s what they’d be doing.

      It sounded like they were shouting.  I couldn’t make out their words but they were definitely arguing.

      I sucked in a deep breath and took another peek.  Another guy was kneeling on the ground and there were only four men standing in the group.

      Either it was a weird game of Russian Roulette or they had just turned on one of their own.  Hell, for all I knew, they had turned on two of their own.

      The only thing I knew for sure was that I needed to get away from them.  If they were going north, then I’d take the southern route around the new lake.

      I kept my body low and stayed in the ditch even though the water was up to my thighs.  I hoped that it kept me hidden, at least better than if I’d been running down the road.

      It wasn’t until I couldn’t see them any more that I climbed my way out of the ditch.  There was so much mud-coated over my shoes and pants that it felt as though I’d gained twenty pounds.

      Every thirty seconds, I checked over my shoulder to see if I was being followed.  As far as I could tell, it was just me, my muddy clothes, my empty belly, and rain.

      My foot hooked into something on the ground and I flopped forward.  I’d barely gotten my hands out in front of me in time to soften the blow.

      There was a sharp rock only inches from my head that I somehow managed to avoid.  I pulled my leg forward and hugged my legs to my chest, letting the dusty rain wash over me.

      A long lump coated in mud blinked at me and I scurried backward as quickly as I could.  The eyes closed and whatever had just looked at me had almost completely disappeared.

      I didn’t move.

      What the hell had just happened.  It wasn’t an animal.  The eyes looking at me had been brighter than a summer sky and very much human.

      “Hello?” I said my voice as dry and crispy as a saltine cracker.

      The body moved gently up and down as air-filled and exited their lungs.  They didn’t open their eyes.

      “I can see you breathing,” I said softly.

      “Shh,” the mud-covered person said.  “I’m hiding.”

      The voice belonged to a woman.  A frightened woman.

      “From the group over there?” I asked.

      “Yes,” she said.  “They got my friend.  I managed to get away.”

      “What did they want with you?” I asked.

      She blinked.  “Our supplies.  We fought to keep them.  We lost.”

      “They are at least a mile away,” I said.  “I think you can probably get up.”

      “You seemed to be in an awfully big hurry when you decided to kick your foot under my thigh,” she said.

      “I saw them shoot… someone,” I said realizing that the person they shot was probably her friend.  “Of course, I was in a hurry.”

      She blinked twice before sitting up.  “I heard the gunshot.  Who are you anyway?”

      “Adam,” I said.

      “Leah,” she said cocking her head to the side.  “You have anything more you can give me, Adam?”

      I shrugged.  “I’m from California.  Making my way to higher ground.”

      “I think that’s what everyone is trying to do,” Leah said.  The rain was washing away the mud that she had caked on over her face and body.  “Wow, from California.”

      “Are you from around here?” I asked.

      “Vegas,” she said.  “Well, that’s where I lived and worked but I was born in Wisconsin.  I grew up on a farm but all I ever wanted was to get away.  Get out of the small town and into a big city.  I guess I probably should have stayed put.”

      Leah’s hair was a mud-stained blonde and her skin was pale where the dirt had washed away.  Her eyes, though, were a spark of light in a dreary world.

      “I guess what I was asking was whether or not you could be trusted,” Leah asked when she noticed me staring at her.

      “I could answer that but how will I know if I can trust you?”

      A smile curled onto Leah’s rosy lips.  “We could travel together, not trusting each other.”

      “Are you armed?” I asked.

      Leah’s face scrunched up.  “If I had been, I wouldn’t be in this predicament.  Are you armed?”

      “My ex-girlfriend stole my gun and ran off with a guy she didn’t know,” I said.

      “That’s too ridiculous for you to be it making up.  I believe you, also, she sounds awful,” she said.  Leah placed her hands on her hips.  “So, what’s your plan exactly?”

      I sighed as I looked away from Leah.  Her drenched clothing was sticking to her extremely distracting figure and I was getting distracted.

      “I was going to find a boat,” I said.  “Quickest way across the water is a straight line.”

      “You’re not going to find a boat out here,” Leah said with a frown.

      “That’s what my ex said before she knocked me out,” I said.

      Leah bit her lip to stop herself from laughing.  “She knocked you out?  How big was she?”

      “She caught me off-guard.  Plus, the other guy, Jack, hit me first so I was a little stunned.”  I shook my head, smiling as I looked down at the ground.  “They ambushed me basically.”

      “Sounds like it,” Leah said.  “Well, if she said you won’t find a boat, then we should prove her wrong.  No one knocks out my new best friend and gets away with it.”

      “Best friend, huh?”

      She shrugged.  “I forgot your name.”

      “Adam,” I said.

      “Right,” she said pressing her finger to her temple.  “Well, Adam, my new best friend… let’s go find that boat.”

      “Hey!” a voice called out.

      My head twisted, pulling a muscle at the side of my neck.  It was the group and they were running toward us.

      “They came back for me,” Leah said sucking in rapid breaths.  “I should have stayed hidden.”

      “Stop, Leah!” one of them called.

      “They know your name?” I asked.

      “It’s a long story,” she said.

      “Explain while we run,” I said grabbing her hand and pulling her through the mud toward the lake.

      I probably should have left her behind and made a run for it.  The last thing I needed was to get screwed over again.

      Our feet moved as quickly as they could through the slick mud and deep puddles.

      The deep, rumbly voice sliced through the rain like thunder.  “Stop.  Or we’ll shoot.”
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      I sucked in a breath, surprised by my violent action.  Who was I?

      “Help!  Help!” the man shouted at the top of his lungs.  “I’m here!  Come, save me!”

      “Shut up!” I said hitting him again.

      My eyes were wide, watching as his eyes rolled back in his head.  I felt like I was floating above, watching myself as if I were someone else.

      Maybe that was what it would take to survive… to keep the others safe.  I had to become someone else.

      “We should kill him,” Brooklyn said from my side.  I didn’t look at her as my shoulders rose and fell rapidly with each breath.

      I wasn’t weak.

      I’d never been weak.

      There wasn’t time to be weak before The Reset and there wasn’t time to be weak after it either.  My spine straightened.  I could feel the hardness returning around me like a tortoiseshell.

      “We’re not going to kill him,” Gage said.

      “He’s going to get us killed if he keeps screaming like that,” Brooklyn said in a hushed voice, taking care so Teddy didn’t hear her.  “Do we really have a choice?”

      Gage crossed his arms.  “Of course, we have a choice.”

      “Give me the spear,” Brooklyn said.  “I could do it.”

      “No one is going to kill him,” I said.  “We’re taking him with us.”

      Brooklyn’s arms dropped heavily to her sides.  “Are you kidding me?  Why would we do that?  He’ll just keep shouting for help.  We have to look out for Teddy now.  We can’t just do stupid shit.”

      “We’ll keep him tied up,” I said.  “Look at him.  He weighs ninety pounds, dripping wet.  His voice won’t carry through the fog and rain.”

      The man looked back and forth, listening to each of us.

      “I don’t want to die,” the man said.

      “Well, then maybe you should keep your mouth shut,” I said glaring at him.

      “I’m not afraid of you,” the man said.  His eyes slowly shifting over to Brooklyn.

      I didn’t have to look over my shoulder to know that Brooklyn was wearing a satisfied grin.

      “She’s the one I’m afraid of,” the man said.

      “You should be,” Brooklyn said pointing at him as she leaned forward.  “The only reason I’m listening to her is because she helped me.  Saved me.  If I were you, I’d be careful because one day, I won’t listen anymore and I’ll do what needs to be done.”

      Brooklyn turned her back to the man and walked away without giving me even a small look.  She knew I’d heard her and she didn’t care.  She’d wanted me to hear her.

      My body was so tense I didn’t care.  I grabbed Gage’s arm and pulled him to the side.

      “We might need him if we run into his group,” I explained as if I needed to justify my reasons for not killing a man.

      Gage nodded.  “Maybe.  I don’t think he’ll make it far, to be honest.”

      “That won’t be our fault,” I said.

      A whooshing sound and a coldness around my feet sent a shiver through my body.  I looked around at the same moment the fire went out.

      “What’s happening?” Shawn said spinning around in a circle.

      The water was coming in from the east it seemed and was already over my ankles.  Each wave was bigger and colder than the last.

      Moira’s body started to move around with the water.  Brooklyn picked Teddy up into her arms.

      “We have to get out of here,” Brooklyn said her voice surprisingly calm.

      She was the one that should have been leading the small group.  Not me.  But Gage believed in me for some crazy reason.

      “Is it coming back?” Gage asked looking around as if he were trying to find a tall building like the one that had allowed us to survive the first time.

      “I don’t know,” I said.  “Something is happening.”

      The waves were getting stronger… pulling at my legs like a needy toddler desperate for attention.  I grabbed the man off the ground and held his wrists tightly.  His feet only barely touched the ground.

      “Get our things,” I shouted to Gage.

      Gage and Shawn both sprang into action.  They had our things in hand before the water swept them away.

      “Mommy!” Teddy said reaching out his hand for his mom.

      The water was pulling her away.  Brooklyn set Teddy down and tried to grab Moira’s arm but a wave pulled her away, almost pulling Brooklyn too.

      Brooklyn stepped back and picked up Teddy again, holding him even tighter.  She whispered sorry over and over again to him in his ear.

      “We have to do something!” Brooklyn said over her shoulder.

      “Let’s move,” I shouted moving my legs through the deepening water heading north as if that would somehow help.  Like we would be able to just out-walk the rushing waters.

      We moved together.  Everyone looking over their shoulders, checking to make sure that we were all still together.

      Brooklyn started to lag behind but Gage quickly exchanged the supplies with her and took Teddy from her.  We moved faster but still, it wasn’t fast enough.

      The water was up to my thighs and I worried if we didn’t figure something out, we’d be swimming.  And I knew what would happen when we couldn’t swim anymore.  We’d end up like most everyone else that had lived in Florida and beyond.

      The water pulled Shawn backward into me.  Somehow, I was able to keep myself from falling.

      “Sorry,” he said grabbing onto my arm as much for himself as it was to help me.

      “It’s okay,” I said gasping for dry air.

      The water was powerful.  It was starting to have more control over our bodies than we had over our own limbs.

      “Ah!” Brooklyn said falling into the water.  She was back on her feet before Gage even turned to her.

      Debris floated through the water, making it even harder to navigate our way through the waves.  The ground beneath was slick and I lost my footing.

      Shawn pulled me up.

      “What are we going to do?” Brooklyn asked sharply, cutting through the loud crashing waves and the heavy falling rain.

      “Get ready to swim,” I said.

      “That’s your solution?” Brooklyn snapped.

      I splashed down, falling so deeply my face was slapped with the cool water.  I gasped as Shawn pulled me back to my feet.

      I was almost certain we were all going to drown.  Of course, I couldn’t say that with Teddy only a few feet away.

      Then, when I didn’t think things could get any worse.  I saw it.  I wiped the water away from my eyes to be sure but there it was.
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      Tears of joy mixed in with the droplets of water on my face.  I didn’t know if the wetness came from the rain, the water below, or my tears.

      Someone had to be looking out for us.  I knew it wasn’t my mom.  Maybe it was my brother and sister but something told me it was someone else.

      Even though I hadn’t been able to save him… maybe it was Jace looking out for us.

      Or maybe it was just dumb luck.  We hadn’t had much luck, maybe this was our break.  We deserved one.  We all did.

      “Look!” I said.

      “Holy shit!” Shawn said chuckling.  “Sorry, I mean crap.  How are we going to wrangle that thing into submission?”

      I shook my head.  “I have no idea.  We have to catch up to it first.”

      “Can you carry the supplies?” Shawn asked.

      “I think so,” I said letting go of the man.

      “Hey!” he said.  His hands were still tied together.

      “Stay close,” I said over my shoulder.

      The man groaned.  “I need my arms.”

      “Ugh, fine,” I said gesturing toward the spear.

      The man quickly cut himself free.  It almost surprised me that he didn’t try to swim away.  He must have known he had nowhere to go.

      The water moved us forward and then pulled us a step to the side but I was able to carry two of the bags and strap the spear to my back.  Shawn jogged through the water, while the rest of us tried to keep up but without carrying anything, he was able to get ahead of us.

      Waves splashed up over my thighs.  The water that hit my chest and arms felt like I was being hit with a bucket of ice.

      Shawn was closing in on the boat cautiously.  It was bobbing and swaying aggressively and uncontrollably.  If Shawn wasn’t careful, the boat would hit him and knock him out.

      “Look out!” I said but my words were pulled away with the waves and the increasing winds.

      “He needs help,” Gage said.  “Give me your stuff.”

      “You think I can somehow help him?” I asked.

      Gage nodded.  His eyes locked with mine.  “Yes.  Yes, I do.”

      “You can’t take all this,” I said worried that carrying anything more than Teddy would be too much for Gage.

      “If I have to, I’ll let our things go,” Gage said squinting out toward Shawn.  “That boat is our only chance.”

      “Fine,” I said looping the bags over his shoulders.  I kept the spear on my back only because it would be one less thing to give Gage.  “Shout if you need me.”

      Gage nodded.  “Go!”

      The water pulled me away, which made it easier to leave Gage’s side.  Something I would have found hard to do without a little shove with everything that was happening around us.

      It felt like Gage was my life preserver and I think I was his.  I needed to be there for Gage, no matter what.

      I moved through the water, paddling my arms as if I were already swimming.  It didn’t take long to reach Shawn.

      “There’s a rope,” he shouted at the same moment he reached out for it.

      His hand caught the rope but the wave pulled it right out of his hand.  Shawn yanked his hand back as though he’d been sliced with a razor.

      “I can’t get it,” Shawn said.

      “There has to be another way,” I said.  “One that won’t cause you to lose your fingers.”

      Shawn reached out, holding me around the waist as an intense wave crashed into us.  Our bodies crashed into one another as our worried eyes locked.

      There was something I saw… something that made my already racing heart skip a beat but it hadn’t lasted long.  The boat settled into a valley of the waves and Shawn dove toward the boat, grabbing onto the edge.

      His body flopped around as he tried to pull himself on board.  He managed to pull his legs up and he turned to look at me, gripping the side of the boat.

      Shawn looked a bit green as he stared out at me.  It took a moment to catch his breath before dropping the anchor.

      “Come on!” he shouted as he waved his hand.

      I trudged through the water.  It was almost a full-on swim as I approached the boat.

      Shawn reached down, offering me his hand.  I grabbed his hand but my wet fingers slipped through his and I splashed down into the water.

      Someone pulled me up.  I gasped for air as I broke the surface and met Gage’s eyes.

      “Take his hand,” Gage said helping me up even though he was still carrying Teddy and the bags.

      I reached up and this time, Shawn wrapped both of his hands around mine.  He pulled me up with a quick grunt.

      We rolled back, and I poured onto the deck of the boat.  My cheek pressed against the wet bottom.

      I took in quick breaths as I stared at my wrinkled fingers.  My hands shook as I raised myself up to help Gage and Teddy onto the boat.  Shawn already had Teddy in his arms and was helping him sit on the wet dock.

      “Gage!” I said reaching down to him.

      “Brooklyn first,” Gage said helping her closer to the boat.

      The water was around Gage’s stomach and the waves crashing into him.  His body moved this way in every direction and I was afraid, if there was a big one, it would pull Gage away from us.

      “Come on, Gage!” I said reaching out to him.

      He tossed the supplies up to me, which I batted into the boat, anxious to get him with us.  Gage took my hand and Shawn’s at the same time.  We yanked him upward at the same moment the water pulled the old man away.

      “Hey!” he cried.  “Help me!”

      Gage was on his feet, leaning over the edge.  I grabbed the back of his pants and held onto him so he didn’t fall out.

      “Pull up the anchor!” Gage shouted over his shoulder.

      Shawn dashed over, pulling on the rope one hand after the other.  “I don’t know how to get this thing going!”

      Brooklyn had her arms around Teddy… both wore the same wide-eyed expression.

      Around Gage, I could see the water not only pull the man away but also under.  His arms flapped several times before he disappeared completely.

      “Dammit,” Gage said relaxing back into the boat.  He sat back, resting his head on his hands.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Brooklyn said scooting over to him.  She patted his thigh.  “He was a problem for us.”

      “We didn’t want him to die,” I said.

      Brooklyn ignored me.  “Does anyone know how to drive this thing?”

      “Sure,” Gage said.  “Just give me a minute.”

      “As long as you need,” Brooklyn said slowly pulling her hand away.

      The boat rocked on the raging waves.  Each one bringing us sickeningly higher than the last.  It felt like if we didn’t get moving, the boat was going to throw us right back into the water.

      Gage pushed himself to his feet and walked to the back of the boat.  It didn’t take him long to start the motor.

      “Sit down,” Gage shouted over the grumbling engine.

      I sat down on a seat near the side of the boat.  If I was going to throw up, I wanted to do it over the edge.

      Brooklyn helped Teddy into a seat.  She opened a small chest that was built into the boat and pulled out a life preserver which she strapped to Teddy.  If there were extras inside, she didn’t offer them to any of us.

      Shawn sat next to me with his arm stretched out behind me.  He flashed me a nervous smile that he was trying to make look normal… like everything was okay.

      “Looks like most of our supplies made it on board,” Shawn said.

      “Good,” I said.

      I noticed the waves behind the boat coming at us.  It didn’t look like it was going to let up anytime soon.

      “Hey,” Shawn said.  The smile fell from his face and grew into something serious.  “It’s going to be okay.  These waves will probably bring us right to where we need to go.”

      “Yeah,” I said straightening my spine as I drew in a long, damp breath.  “This is far better than walking.”

      “There you go,” Shawn said with a chuckle.  “Looking on the bright side.”

      Shawn didn’t know me well enough to know that I wasn’t someone that looked on the bright side.  In my life, there hadn’t ever been a bright side.

      But we’d found the boat.  Maybe things were changing.  Our little group was growing and I would have to do whatever it took to keep us safe… to get us to safety.

      It wasn’t something that would happen instantly but I would do what I could to make it happen.  With Gage at my side, I could do it.

      We could do it.

      We would do it.

      First, we just had to weather the storm.  And this, the waves and rain, was nothing compared to what we’d all survived before.
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      We didn’t stop running.  I didn’t have a plan other than to keep our distance from the group.  The gun cracked and a bullet whistled somewhere to my right.

      “Holy shit,” I said ducking even though the bullet had already gone by.  “So, who are these guys?”

      “Friends of my friend,” Leah said.  “The one they shot.”

      “Not very good friends, apparently,” I said.

      Leah snorted between heavy breaths.  “My friend, Samuel, had something they wanted.”

      “What did they want?” I asked.

      She hesitated, shooting a quick glance over her shoulder.  “Drugs.”

      “You’re serious?”

      “Dead serious.”  Her foot slipped but she was able to regain her footing without falling or slowing us down too much.  “When his supply got low, they didn’t want to share.”

      “What kind of drugs was your friend into?” I asked.

      Leah frowned.  “Does it matter?”

      “Not really.  Just curious how good their aim will be,” I said.  “Were you—”

      “No,” she answered.  “I don’t do drugs.  My friend, however, was addicted.  I was trying to help him.  Like a sponsor.”

      “So, you did do drugs?”

      Leah grimaced.  “There is a year and a half of my life I don’t really like to talk about and I don’t really remember it.  I didn’t know he was carrying it when everything went down.”

      “So, these guys—”

      “They knew my friend.  I guess my friend had gotten deeper into stuff than I had realized.  He was dealing.  He claimed if he sold it to other people, he didn’t use it.”  Leah exhaled.  “Now, I realize that was just something he said.  He kept me around because he had a bit of a crush on me, I guess.  He told me what I wanted to hear.”  Leah frowned.  “I’m not a bad person.  I’m really not.  If you want to go your own way, I totally understand.  They’re only coming after me because they think I have more of their precious drugs.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I said.

      I was a fool.  The things I did to myself because there was a drop-dead gorgeous woman involved.

      The gun cracked again this time I ducked quicker.  Although I was almost certain I wouldn’t be able to dodge a bullet in time.

      “You know,” Leah said between breaths.  “I didn’t lie to you.  They really did take our supplies.  They took everything because they were done with us.  It’s hard to keep a lot of mouths fed.”

      “Okay,” I said.

      “I can tell you don’t believe me,” she said.  “I’d take a drug test if I could to prove it to you.”

      Leah’s hand pulled from mine.  I turned back and slowed my pace.  She was face down, covered again in mud.

      I reached down.  “Come on.”

      “Just leave me,” she said.

      “No.”  I grabbed her hand and yanked her to her feet.  “There’s nowhere for us to go.”

      A third gunshot.  It had been close.  Much too close.

      “Wish I still had my gun,” I said.

      “You’d be able to shoot all five of them?  You don’t really strike me as a killer,” Leah said.

      I didn’t answer.  She didn’t need to know what I’d done.  She didn’t know the type of person this new world had turned me into.

      “There’s only four,” I said.

      Leah looked over her shoulder.  She’d only looked for a half-second but I knew she was counting the members of the group.

      “What—”

      “Maybe someone got greedy.”

      Leah gave me a quick nod.  “Fewer people to feed.”

      “Or share with,” I said.  I pointed to the south.  “There’s a house.”

      “It’s half underwater,” Leah said.

      “Can you swim?” I asked.

      Leah nodded.

      “They can easily follow us inside,” Leah said.

      “I don’t have any other ideas,” I said.  “It’s either try to hide, have them shoot us, or swim across the lake and I don’t know about you but I won’t make it more than halfway across.”

      “Maybe you would,” Leah said.

      I shook my head.  “I can swim but I don’t have good endurance.  We can’t even see land on the other side of this body of water.”

      The mud was thicker at the edge of the water.  It felt like the faster I moved, the harder it tried to pull me down.

      Leah followed me, grunting as she yanked her feet out of the mud.  I walked into the chilly water until it came up to my thighs and dove in headfirst.

      My skin was frozen while my insides remained warm.  It was like I was in a microwave oven and a freezer at the same time.  My body didn’t know how to process the drastic differences in temperature.

      I gasped for air as my head rose above the surface.  The house underwater looked even further away than it had before we jumped into the water.

      “You okay?” Leah asked her red lips barely above the surface.

      “Yeah,” I said clearly more uncomfortable with the water than she was.

      Leah was a mermaid and I was a dog thrown into a body of water for the first time.  I dared a glance over my shoulder and at first, I didn’t see the group following us.  Maybe they’d given up when they saw us jump into the water.

      Then again, if they thought Leah had something they wanted, they wouldn’t give up that easily. Or give up at all.

      I dove under the surface and swam for ten full seconds before I needed to pop up for another breath.  My eyes instantly locked on one of the group members running down the road, keeping up with our pace.

      His eyes darted from us to the road in front of him like he was watching a tennis match.  Another guy was behind him, moving slower.  He had a gun in his hand and there was no doubt that his eyes were focused on Leah and me.

      The other two members had vanished.  Shit.  Had they figured out my plan.

      Hell, I wasn’t entirely sure what my plan was.  I thought I’d figure out the details while I swam but the chilly water didn’t allow my brain to function as well as it should have.

      Leah reached the house before I did.  She was at the back of the house trying to pull open one of the windows.

      “It’s stuck,” she said.

      I pointed at the surface.  “Let’s check another window.”

      I sucked in a breath and swam as deep as I could in the murky water.  The water was too grungy to see anything, even my hands in front of my face.

      I popped back up but Leah wasn’t there.  My hands pushed through the water, frantically spinning myself in a circle.

      “Leah?” I said.  I tried to feel for her under the surface.  How far could she have gone?  “Leah!”

      I went under again, searching desperately to feel any part of her body.  My heart was pounding.

      “Leah!” I called louder even though I didn’t want to raise my voice even a little above a whisper.  “Shit!”

      My hands paddled and swatted at the surface of the water.  Helplessness encapsulated me, making it feel as though my bones were shrinking.

      “Dammit!” I said punching the water as if it were my worst enemy.

      A fingernail tapped on the window.  Leah placed her index finger over her lips and yanked it open.

      “What are you shouting about?” she asked.  “Did you get lost or what?  Thought you were behind me.”

      “Couldn’t see a damn thing,” I said.  “How did you—never mind.”

      I crawled into the window, closing it tightly behind me.  My fingers shook as I slid the lock into place.

      Leah was at the window across from me.  Her hands were balled up into tight fists.  She turned slowly.  “They’re here.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            27

          

          

      

    

    







            Adam

          

        

      

    

    
      We could jump back out the window and try to swim across the lake.  I’d never make it but maybe Leah would.  There was always a chance we’d get shot in the back, trying to get out the window.

      The quick-moving sloshing footsteps coming up the stairs indicated that there was no time for that.  I grabbed Leah and pulled her behind me at the same moment, a guy stepped into view, aiming a gun at the spot between my eyes.

      “We don’t want any trouble,” I said instantly.

      “There will be no trouble if you just hand her over,” The guy said.  “Don’t try anything stupid and you’ll be free to go.”

      “I wish I could do that but I can’t,” I said.

      The guy laughed, revealing a mouth that was missing at least three teeth.  “You can and if you’re smart, you will.”

      “No one has ever said I was smart,” I said.

      The guy took a small, cautious step toward us.  His long hair was pulled back into a long, stringy ponytail.  There was a scar over his left eye that once upon a time, look as though it had been very deep.

      Another set of footsteps pounded the stairs.  I pushed Leah toward the window but we were only able to take half of a step before the gun was repositioned and we were given a threatening look.

      A male’s voice cursed with each squishy, creaky step.

      “You up here, Troy?” the smooth voice called.  He turned the corner, laughing when he saw the three of us standing there.  “Look at you,” he said with surprise.  “Got the whole thing under control, do you?”

      “You never give me enough credit, Doug,” Troy said sniffing hard.  “None of you do.”

      Doug was the leader.

      Troy was the minion and apparently the one most affected by the side effects of drugs.

      “What are you waiting for?” Doug asked.  “Kill them.”

      “Thought we wanted her?” Troy asked.

      “We don’t need her,” Doug said.  “Just what she has.  You can take it off of her the second her body hits the floor.  We don’t need to hear her beg for her life like her stupid boyfriend did.”

      Leah’s fingertips dug into my bicep.  “He wasn’t my boyfriend.  And I don’t have any of your stupid drugs.”

      “You’re a liar,” Troy said.  “You just want to keep it all for yourself.  That’s what your boyfriend said.”

      “Again,” Leah said.  “Not my boyfriend.”

      “Gun aimed at this dude’s head and you’re worrying about whether or not we call the junkie your boyfriend or not,” Doug said with a laugh.

      Leah hesitated.  “I have a bad habit of correcting people’s mistakes.”

      “Couldn’t correct your thief boyfriend’s mistake, could you?” Doug said.  “Do you know what happens when people steal from me?”

      “Apparently, you kill them,” Leah said.

      “That’s right,” Doug said with a laugh.  “Things aren’t going to change because our world is flooded.  People who steal will pay.”

      “What about the supplies you took from me?” Leah asked.  “It’s okay for you to steal.  Double standard, wouldn’t you say?”

      Doug wiped below his nose and smirked.  “That was payment.  I’m owed way more for what’s missing.”

      “If you’re missing anything, it’s not me that took it,” Leah said.  “I’ve been clean for a long time and I have no interest in taking your stupid drugs.”

      Doug looked as though he believed her but only for a second.  “Well, someone owes me and you’re the only one left that can pay me.”

      “It’s not my debt,” Leah said.

      Doug shook his head and pulled out a knife.  “It was your boyfriend’s, which means it’s yours now.”

      “I don’t have anything to give you!” Leah said digging her hands into her pockets and pulling them outward.  A dirty penny fell out and slapped into the carpet with a soft thunk.

      “There is always a way to pay,” Doug said.  “And you will.”  He curled a finger toward her.  “Come here.”

      “No,” Leah said.

      “You’re coming with us,” Doug said.  “After sixty days, depending on how well you perform your services, we’ll discuss releasing you.  You’ll be free to go.”

      Leah swallowed so hard I heard it. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

      “Then we’ll shoot him,” Doug said grabbing the gun from Troy and pressing it against my forehead.  Tory laughed with wide, panic-filled eyes.  He seemed excited and frightened out of his mind at the same time.  “So much talk.  Not enough action.”

      Leah pushed me out of the way only a second before Doug pulled the trigger.  The gunshot echoed through the small room, each beat thudding through my chest.

      Leah had fallen to the ground but had complete control over her body.  She threw her foot into the back of Doug’s knee, causing him to lose balance and drop the knife.

      “Grab it!” Leah shouted.

      I reached for the knife, grabbing it only seconds before a nervous Troy reached out.  He laughed and moved side to side like a caged monkey.

      “Know how to use that?” he asked.

      I ignored him, daring to take my eyes off him for only a second.  Leah was on top of Doug, clawing at his hand holding the gun.

      Troy reached out for my wrist.  I jerked at his touch.  The blade carved a straight line down the side of his arm.

      “Ow!” Troy howled as he grabbed his arm.  Blood oozed out between his fingers, coating them in a deep red before dripping to the floor.

      The gunshot felt like it exploded inside my body.  I dropped to the ground, covering my head as if my hands would somehow stop a bullet.

      Across the room, Leah screamed.

      The gun was in her hand, pressed to Doug’s skull.  Droplets of blood were speckled on the walls and all over Leah.

      “You bitch!” Troy said dashing toward her.  He tripped over his own two feet and fell quickly toward the ground.  His head hit a tipped over end table and jerked his neck roughly to the side.

      I got to my feet and held the knife out toward him, ready to attack at the slightest movement.  As I walked carefully toward Leah, I saw Troy’s eyes… wide-open and unblinking.    His mouth drooped to the side.

      I didn’t even have to look at Doug’s body to know he was dead.  Leah was still on top of him, stunned by what happened.

      “Leah,” I said gently touching her shoulder.

      She turned and aimed the gun at me.

      “Whoa!” I said holding up my hands.  “It’s just me.”

      “Okay,” she said sucking in rapid breaths.  It took several seconds for her to lower the gun.  “Sorry.  I’ve never had to do—”

      “It’s okay,” I said reaching out my hand to help her up.

      She looked at it but didn’t take it.  Leah managed to get to her feet on her own.

      “Take this,” she said holding the gun out toward me as if it were a three-day-old dead fish.

      I took it from her and tucked it into my waistband.  She stared at me, her head shaking.

      “There’s two more out there,” she said.  “They aren’t going to let us leave.”

      “I don’t want to shoot anyone,” I said.

      Leah sniffed back her tears.  “I don’t blame you.  You have to know I wouldn’t have done that, not normally, that’s not something I could have ever done, but it was him or me.”

      “I get it,” I said.  “Try not to think about it.”

      “But you don’t get it,” Leah said.  “You didn’t have to kill Troy.”

      I opened my mouth but after a quick blink, I closed it.  I couldn’t tell her what had happened… what I had done.

      She would be afraid of me.  And with the other two out there, frightening her wasn’t something I could do.  It would put us both at risk.

      “Adam!”  Leah was staring at me, her nose scrunched up in frustration.

      “Sorry?”

      “I said your name like thirty times.”  Leah threw her hands in the air.  “What are we going to do?  How do we get out of here?”

      I scratched the back of my neck.  “I’ll do whatever needs to be done.”

      “No, you won’t,” Leah said with a snort.  “People can’t just do that.”  She held out her hands.  “Look at me!  I don’t think I can handle what I’ve done.”

      “Leah!” I said grabbing her hands.  I held them in mine.  “If you wouldn’t have done it, he would have killed us both.  You saved us.  You saved me.  Remember that, okay?”

      “Doug?” a female voice called out.  “Honey, what’s taking so long?”

      Feet sloshed before pounding against the stairs.  Whoever was coming to look for Doug wasn’t alone.

      “What do we do?” Leah asked.  “I’m not sure how but I think we have to shoot them.”

      “No.  At least not yet.  Go out the window,” I said pulling her with me.  The lock was tight but I managed to get it open.  “We’ll hide underwater.  They’ll leave.  And we’ll be okay.”

      Leah’s eyes were wide as she nodded along with my words.  She understood, even in her somewhat shocked state.

      I helped her out of the window and into the water.  Her body started to shiver at the change in temperature.

      “Swim around to the side,” I said.

      Leah waited for me to climb out of the window.  She grabbed onto my shirt the second she could.

      “Go,” I whispered.

      I didn’t dare look but I was almost certain they’d entered the room.  It was confirmed only a few seconds later when a woman screamed.

      “No!” she bellowed repeatedly.  “Doug!  No, God, no!”

      Leah and I swam as soundlessly as we could to the other side of the house.  Our eyes were locked the entire time.

      “Only come up when you need a breath,” I instructed.  “Hold it in as long as you can.”

      “How will we know when it’s safe?” she asked.

      “I don’t know,” I said pointing at the surface.  “Now.”

      We sunk down together.  She held my shirt and I reached out until I was able to lock my fingers with hers.

      Leah and I bobbed up and down with each other for hours.  Every time I came up for air, I could hear the woman crying.  It didn’t seem as though they were even looking for us.

      We waited for what felt like hours after the last time we heard the cries before we dared to stay above the surface for more than just a breath.  Small drops of water fell from Leah’s lashes.

      “I can’t do this anymore, Adam,” she said.  “My legs are sore.  My lungs feel tight.  I think I’d rather shoot them.”

      “I think they’re gone,” I said.

      “Are you sure?” Leah asked.

      I shook my head.  “Not positive.  But I think so.”

      “I don’t want to go back in the house,” Leah said.

      “Me either,” I agreed.  “Let’s swim north.”

      “How do you know we’ll be safe?” Leah asked.

      I shrugged.  “We have a fifty-fifty shot and picking the right direction.”

      “Or the wrong direction,” Leah said.

      “It’ll be dark soon,” I said looking up at the sky.  “We’ll be able to hide at night.”

      Leah and I got to shore, met with nothing but rain pitter-patting into the puddles.  If the two remaining members of the group were around, they didn’t show their faces, nor did they shoot at us.

      I constantly looked behind the trees and peered into the distance expecting to see them but there was nothing.  Leah didn’t talk much.  Her arms were crossed and I knew where her mind was because it was the same place mine had gone after I’d killed someone for the first time.

      It was after dinnertime when her arms fell to her sides.  She turned to me with a smile on her face.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” she said.

      My eyes narrowed.

      “Look!” she said shaking her index finger at something.  “No, over there.”

      I turned slightly and spotted the boat still on a trailer.  I wiped my eyes with the back of my hand and started laughing.

      “You see it, right?” Leah asked.

      “Unless it’s a mirage, I do,” I replied.

      Leah grabbed my hand and started running.  Her feet slid around in the mud but she didn’t slow her pace.

      The chances of getting to Colorado increased and I couldn’t help but let a sense of hope wash over me.  It was the first bit of luck that came my way since everything started.

      All Leah and I had to do was to get to the other side of the lake and find our way to Colorado.  I didn’t have the address but I remembered enough of it that I believed I’d be able to find my dad.

      We’d get there.

      I wasn’t entirely sure what I’d do when I came face to face with Eva but there was still time to figure it out.  And I would.

      Leah and I managed to get the boat into the water.  Even though my stomach rumbled, we took off and headed for the other side of the water.

      We’d find my dad.  We’d find help.  And we would be okay.
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      He slammed his fist into the wall.  His voice was loud as he roared out several names.

      “Get the guns,” Robby said pressing his hand to his forehead.  “Dammit.”  He gripped my shoulders.  “Go back to your room.  Wait there until I tell you it’s safe.”

      I shook my head.  He threw his hands into the air and took one of the long-barreled guns that was handed to him.

      “Go,” he mouthed before turning back to the window.

      I took several steps back but I didn’t go back to the room.  My heart was racing.  I wouldn’t have been able to handle being away from him… not now.

      Everything felt like it was moving in slow motion.  Robby was shouting orders.  Many dispersed and hid.  I looked around but couldn’t find Caleb anywhere.

      “Go to the back door,” Robby said with a hand on Ed’s shoulder.  “Don’t let anyone in, understand?”

      Ed’s head bobbed once before he dashed toward the back.  Robby stared out the window while another three men stood back, each holding the exact same gun.

      A rock slammed into the side of the building and my body shuddered.  A woman hiding behind a shelving unit whimpered and ran off into her room.

      “Shit,” Robby muttered and cautiously opened the door.  He glanced back over his shoulder.  “At least twenty of them.  Several are armed.”

      Robby wasn’t giving me the information.  He was relaying it to the men behind him.  He wanted to let them know that we were in danger without saying it in those particular words.

      My heart skipped a beat when Robby reached out and opened the door.  He held his gun in front of him.

      “Is there anything I can do for you, folks?” Robby asked.  His voice wasn’t anywhere near as friendly and welcoming as it had been when he’d invited Caleb and me inside.

      I couldn’t hear their response but I could see the muscles in Robby’s arms tense.  His worry poured backward and filled the store.

      “This building has been claimed,” Robby called back.

      Robby slammed the door and cursed.  I stepped over to the window and peered out at the group of people.

      “Oh crap,” I muttered.  My body stiffened at the sight of the group gathered together, talking and taking turns looking over at the building.

      “They’re coming,” Robby said grabbing my arm and pulling me away from the window.  “We’re outnumbered.”

      “Why aren’t they rushing us,” one of the armed men asked.

      Robby shook his head.  “They don’t know how many of us there are in here.  They’re being cautious but I have no doubt that eventually, they will come.”

      “Shit,” the man said.

      “Some of them ran off,” Robby said walking toward the center of the building.  “I think they went to get more men.  They are probably looking for a safe location.”

      “With the water rising, we aren’t safe here,” the man said.

      Robby stood on a chair and looked down at the man.  His voice was intended only for the man at his side but I heard him from a few feet away.  “They either don’t know or they don’t care.”

      People gathered around.  Some stayed in their rooms but peeked out their heads.

      “Folks!” Robby shouted after clapping his hands.  “There has been a change in plans.”

      The building went silent.  I could hear the rain outside, hitting the building.

      “We’re going to need to evacuate the building,” Robby said.

      “What?  No!” one of the men holding a gun said.  “Let’s stay and fight.”

      Robby explained the situation, bringing everyone up to speed.  Everyone seemed to react in a different way.  It was the first time I saw Robby look distraught.

      “We’re going to be okay,” Robby said.  “If we leave.”

      “Where are we going to go?” a woman cried out.

      “I’m not leaving,” an older man said from inside his room.

      Robby exhaled.  “Please remember the water is rising and we’ll have to leave within the next few weeks if the rain doesn’t stop.”

      “This is our place,” the same man said.

      Caleb looked over at me from the dining area with concern filling his eyes.  He didn’t have to say it… I knew he wanted us to leave.

      Within seconds, Caleb grabbed Jenna’s hand and made his way over to me.  His finger laced through mine and he squeezed like he was checking for ripe fruit.

      “Joss,” he said softly.  “It’s time.”

      “I can’t leave,” I said.

      “Yes, you can,” Caleb said.

      I turned and looked up into his eyes.  “No, Caleb, I can’t.”

      “There is nothing for us here,” Caleb said.  “Jenna’s ready.  All we have to do is walk out the back door.”

      “I’m not going to leave Robby,” I said.

      “Dammit, Joss,” Caleb said.  “How did you let this happen?”

      “How did you?” I spat back.

      Caleb looked down, shaking his head.  “Listen to them.  They want to fight.  Nothing inside this building is worth it.  Do I need to mention that there is a murderer locked up here?”

      Caleb took both my hands into his as he crouched to meet my eyes.  I glanced away, catching Robby looking at us.

      “I’ll never leave you,” Caleb said.  “We’ve always been there for each other and that’s never going to change but this is a terrible idea.  If we stay, we could get killed.”

      The sour lump in the back of my throat nearly gagged me.  “Let me talk to him.  Let me at least explain.”

      “I’ll get out things,” Caleb said letting go of me.  Jenna bounced after him like a mindless bunny.

      Robby jumped down off the chair, running his fingers through his hair as he approached.  “What was that about?”

      “Caleb wants us to leave,” I said.

      “More than half of them want to fight,” Robby said.  “It’ll be a massacre.  There’s about a ten percent chance we’ll win.”

      “What’s he doing out?” a woman screamed.

      At the door the led to the back, Reed was stomping across the room headed straight for Robby.

      “What the hell?” Robby asked reaching into his pocket for the key.  He pulled it out and stared at it with confusion.

      “Glass breaks,” Reed said pulling his fist back and taking a clumsy swing at Robby.

      Robby easily dodged the attack and stepped back.  He raised the gun and aimed it at Reed’s chest.

      “We need all the men we can get,” the tall, armed man said.  “He said he’d fight.”

      The entire store was filled with confusion and chaos.  And crazy.

      Reed started laughing.  “You better run,” he said leaning in toward Robby and me.  “They’re getting me a gun and I like to get revenge.”

      I didn’t doubt for a second the seriousness of his threat.

      Robby squeezed his eyes shut, abruptly popping them open as if he’d been struck by lightning.  He took my hand at the same moment Caleb came up behind us.

      “Joss,” Caleb said, handing me Clover and my bag of supplies.  “It’s time.”

      “Robby,” I said begging him with my eyes to choose to join us.

      Robby sucked in a quick breath.  “I resign.  You’re all welcome to stay and fight but it’s not something I can do.  I need to make choices that allow me to sleep at night.  I can’t have your blood on my hands.  If anyone wants to evacuate with me, we’re leaving now.”

      “Or you can stay here and we can defend what is ours.  This store will keep us alive for months, if not years,” the tall man said turning away from Robby.  I’d thought he was loyal.  “We can’t just step aside and let this go without a fight, can we?”

      Many chimed in their agreement.  A few looked frightened and stayed hiding in their rooms.

      “Who’s coming?” Robby asked.

      No one was brave enough to say anything.

      “I am,” I said placing my hand on my hip.

      “We are too,” Caleb said.

      My stomach sank when no one else followed our lead.  They trusted the few gun-wielding men to keep them safe.  No one even seemed bothered by the fact that Reed was out of lockup and was about to be handed a gun.  They knew he’d killed Ian and it hadn’t seemed as though with the impending attack, that it was an issue.

      “Let’s go,” Robby said.  He looked at the bags Caleb was holding.  “Smart.  Wish I would have done the same.”

      “There’s enough,” Caleb said.

      “Time for you to leave,” Reed said grinning as he gripped the gun.

      Robby ignored him and led us to the back.

      “What’s going on?” the man guarding the back door asked.

      Robby gave him a quick synopsis but the man declined to join us without a chance to discuss things with the others.  He cautiously opened the back door and allowed us to exit.

      The man and Robby shook hands.

      “Where you going to go?” the man asked.

      “Higher ground,” Robby said as rain soaked the four of us.

      “Good luck,” the man said.

      Robby nodded.  “Right back at you.”

      “Maybe I’ll be right behind you,” the man said with a half-smile.  “Although, I don’t think I have the energy for the world out there.”

      “Let’s get moving,” Caleb said gesturing toward the group.  They were breaking off into smaller groups and it seemed as though they noticed us.

      We ran away from the building and away from the area opposite the parking lot, where we knew a massive body of water was growing.  There would be time to figure out a plan once we got to safety.

      If we could get to safety.

      “Oh, God!” Jenna cried after the first gunshot was fired.  “No!”
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      I ducked.  It took me a bit to realize the gunshots weren’t aimed at us.

      The group attacking didn’t care about killing us.  They just wanted the building and the supplies.

      Several more shots rang out.  Screams muffled by the distance at the rain made their way to my ears and filled my eyes with tears.

      I hadn’t gotten close to anyone inside the building but still, I had seen them every day for the last several days.  They were normal, average everyday people and it sounded like they were being killed one by one.

      Jenna was sobbing.  She was also having trouble keeping up with our pace.

      “What if they come for us?” Jenna asked.  “I don’t want to die.”

      “If they wanted to come after us, they would have,” Robby said.  “They want the supplies.  And the shelter.”

      “It’ll be okay,” Caleb said taking her hand as he slowed his pace.  He flicked a glance at Robby.  “If they have no interest in us, we can slow down.”

      Robby glanced back over his shoulder.  I copied him, seeing there wasn’t anything behind us but the building.  If there were still gunshots and screams, I couldn’t hear them from where we were.

      “Sure,” Robby said.

      He still had his gun and Caleb and I each had our backpacks stuffed with supplies.  The rain falling on us again was like torture but it was better than getting shot.

      Clover tried to hide under my arm.

      “You okay?” Caleb said placing his arm around Jenna’s shoulder.

      “Just a bit shook up,” she replied.  “I can’t believe that happened.  And how quickly it escalated… and how no one came with us.  Do you think they’re… they’re… dead?”

      Caleb shrugged.  “I hope not.”

      “I thought they trusted me,” Robby said.  “They listened to me.  Why didn’t they listen when it mattered?”

      “I don’t know,” I said.  “Maybe because they didn’t see what was out there.”

      “Maybe they were right to stay,” Robby said.  He’d lost his confidence and was doubting himself.  “We’re out here in the rain with limited supplies.  If they won the battle, they’ll be in much better shape.”

      I shook my head.  “They’re in worse shape if they didn’t win.  There wasn’t anything else you could have done.”

      “I feel like I abandoned them,” Robby said.

      “I don’t think anyone won,” Jenna said stopping.

      She was facing the building, which wasn’t much more than a now glowing dot on the horizon.  Black smoke swirled and puffed upward into the sky, blending into the rain clouds.

      “I hope they got out,” Jenna said.

      I reached over and held Robby’s hand.  “That could have been us inside there.”

      “I should have tried harder to convince everyone,” Robby said.

      “There wasn’t anything you could have done to change their minds,” Caleb said.

      Caleb was right.  The people inside didn’t want to come back out into the unknown.  The building had become their home and it was what they knew.  Stepping out into the wet, dreary unknown wasn’t something they were willing to face.

      At least that was what I told myself.  Really though, there had been so much confusion that no one had time to give the options much thought.  Hell, if Caleb hadn’t pressured me, I would probably still be inside the fiery building with Robby.

      I wouldn’t be anything more than ashes floating off into the sky.  It was hard not to be sad for all the people that had been inside but also, I felt lucky.  Lucky to have survived the tornadoes and storms but now a gunfight and a fire.

      Why me?

      We kept walking, further away, trudging through the mud and puddles that sometimes came up to our knees.  Jenna whined and whimpered through each puddle despite the fact that Caleb was practically carrying her through each one.

      The water falling on us was annoying.  Even though it wasn’t particularly cold, it felt cold because I was used to being inside… and dry.

      I was thankful to be with Caleb and Robby but I was also frightened.  It was terrifying to be back outside of the store walls.  I had allowed myself to feel safe inside, although maybe not completely, but enough.  I had foolishly, somewhat, let my guard down.

      Caleb and I had been robbed out in the open before we’d found the store.  The store we’d been hiding inside was attacked.  There wasn’t anywhere that would be safe.

      “Where should we go?” I asked breaking the silence.  My voice was scratchy from not having been used much since leaving and taking in deep, hectic breaths as we traveled.

      “We could find another store,” Jenna suggested.

      “As long as it keeps raining, we’ll need to keep moving,” Robby said.  “At least until we can find something where we won’t have to worry about the rising water.”

      Caleb looked around.  “This is all flat.  Some hills but nothing high enough.”

      “Colorado?” Jenna suggested.  “The mountains.  My parents took me there on vacation when I was young.”

      “That’s a long hike but I think that’s our best shot,” Robby said.  “Anything around here will be taken, cleared out, or will be underwater.”

      “We’re going to walk to Colorado?” Caleb asked.  “That would take at least a month… maybe longer.”

      Jenna sucked in a breath.  “I’d never make it.”

      “We have options,” Robby said.

      “What options?” Caleb asked.

      “A boat,” Robby said brushing his wet hair off his forehead.  “Maybe.”

      “Where will we sleep?” Jenna asked.

      Robby exhaled slowly.  “We’ll figure it out.”  He turned to her and met her panicked eyes.  “We’re going to be okay.”

      “I wish I could believe that,” Jenna said.

      It was a challenge but we walked for several miles before finding a building that was still standing.  The sign was gone but I could see the mattresses inside the building.

      It was a small building that had appeared to have once been in the middle of a town.  The other buildings were gone except for a few pieces that were scattered about.  Bits of wood and metal poked out of the ground or floated on top of the random puddles.

      The glass windows had been shattered and sprinkled all over the ground.  There wasn’t anything missing from the front of the store, although all of the mattresses had been moved around, likely by weather and not by people.

      “This is a disaster,” Jenna said.

      “There are probably offices in the back,” Robby said.  He gripped the gun, looking at us over his shoulder.  “It’s probably safe.  Can’t imagine people would bother with this place.”

      Robby was right.  In the back, there was a large office that was divided into four areas with cubicle walls.

      Robby locked the door behind us but he didn’t set down the gun.  He slowly and methodically moved through the room, carefully checking for someone that might be hiding.

      “It’s clear,” he said after closing a closet.

      “We’re going to check if there are any dry mattresses to bring in here,” Caleb announced.

      Robby nodded.

      When we were alone, Robby wrapped his arms around my waist.  He pulled me against his body.  I couldn’t help but smile.

      “We’re going to be okay,” Robby said.  “I wish I could have done more for everyone but I want you to know that I will always do whatever it takes to keep you safe.”

      “You’re too hard on yourself,” I said.  “You did what you could.  I’m glad we’re together.”

      “Me too,” Robby said with a weak smile.  “I’m not entirely sure what we’re going to do but we’ll figure it out.  We’ll find a place that’s safe.”

      He didn’t sound confident but there was only so much he could do.  Everything that was happening was out of our control and all we could do was try to survive.

      We had supplies.  We had each other.  There was a long road ahead but I had to hold out hope that one day, things would be better.  One day we would be safe again.

      We just had to stay together, watching each other’s back as we continued our search for safety.  It was scary and it was difficult but I was with Caleb and Robby.  And with them at my side, I felt stronger.

      There wasn’t anyone else I’d rather be with.  I could trust them.  Together we had a shot at actually making it.  At least, that was what I would choose to believe.

      Safety.  If anyone would find it… it was us.
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      Book three in The Reset Series, is in the works!  Sign up for the mailing list to be the first to know when it’s released!

      Need something to read while you wait?  Give the Red Sky series a read.
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