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      Life was hard.  Death would have been far easier.  Not that I thought about it much.  I knew it would come for me sooner or later.

      Robby, Caleb, Jenna, and I had left the building we’d been hiding in less than twenty-four hours ago.  Each one of us was worried the men who had taken over the store we were staying in would come after us.

      Back in the big box store, we had it good.  Anything we could have ever wanted was inside and it was rather comfortable for a place that wasn’t built for living in.  I had a bed.  It wasn’t even the least bit surprising that a group had come along and took it from us.

      The group Robby had led stayed to fight but we had run for our lives.  Robby hadn’t wanted bloodshed.  He’d wanted to save everyone but after the things we heard as we fled, it seemed as though we had made the right choice to leave.

      Now, we were back on the road.  Walking through the deep puddles and practically swimming through the icy falling rain.  Each drop pecking my body was like an annoying kid repeatedly poking his finger into my arm, giggling with each jab.

      Caleb and I had been through hell.  We’d lost our families and our best friends.  We’d been attacked and robbed as we searched for help.

      When we found Robby and his people inside the store, I thought our luck may have changed.  But it was just a small distraction from the inevitable.  We weren’t going to be safe anywhere near where we were.  We wouldn’t be safe until we got somewhere that wouldn’t completely flood.

      A higher elevation.

      It was going to be a long journey but what choice did we have?  We had to get there.

      And we had to do it soon because I wasn’t sure how long we’d have before the surrounding land would be underwater.

      “Are you doing okay?” Robby asked.

      We had a few supplies and Robby carried a gun.  It didn’t really matter, though, because it wasn’t enough and I didn’t feel safe.

      I wasn’t even sure how I could ever feel safe again.  We were traveling outdoors and the world had been flipped upside down.  It was every man for himself.

      People were dangerous.  The flooded lands were dangerous.

      “Okay enough,” I said.  “How can any of us really be okay, though?”

      “I’m not sure,” Robby said.  “But I know we’re going to try our damnedest to find the elusive okay-ness.”

      I looked down at the puddles and smiled, even though they were nothing to smile about.  “You don’t ask for a lot.  All you need is to be okay.”

      “Don’t want to be greedy,” Robby said smiling back.  “Greed can be a dangerous thing.”

      I nodded.  Robby was referring to what had happened inside the store.  His people had cared more about the supplies inside than they did about saving their own lives.

      “Greed gets people killed,” he said looking away from me.

      The people inside the store didn’t think they would lose.  Or maybe they hadn’t really considered the outcome.  They just wanted to protect their shelter and their supplies.

      The sky was a gravestone gray and the rain that fell was like teardrops from all of those that had lost their lives.  There were miles and miles ahead of us but I couldn’t think about it.  If I dwelled on it for too long, I’d probably give up.

      “I think I have a blister,” Jenna said from behind us.

      She walked next to Caleb at all times.  Jenna was so close to him… it was as though their arms were glued together.

      “My foot hurts so bad,” she whined.  “I hope it’s not infected, walking through all these puddles with God knows what floating in it.  Yuck.  Sewer water and dead people juices everywhere.”

      “Dead people juices?” I asked.

      She grimaced.  “Rot and whatever else comes out of a corpse.”

      “Ew,” I said studying the water.

      “We need to take a break so I can look at my foot,” Jenna said.

      Robby exhaled sharply.  “We haven’t even gone very far.  We’re moving at such a slow pace.”

      “And still, I have a blister.  I guess maybe our pace doesn’t matter so much?” Jenna said.  “It’ll just take a minute.”

      “We have a first aid kit,” Caleb said.

      I wondered if Jenna asked to go back to the store if Caleb would support her decision and try to convince us to take her back.  Who was I to talk?  I barely knew Robby and here I was following him like a lost little puppy dog.

      As much as I hated to admit it, I was weak.  The rain was torturous.  Losing everyone had drained me of who I was.  The world we were living in was something I wouldn’t ever get used to.

      It was massive.

      It was scary.

      “Fine,” Robby said as he scanned our surroundings.  “Be quick.”

      It appeared as though we were in what used to be a park.  There were red metal bars cemented in the ground but the swings were gone.

      If there had been houses here before The Reset, they were long gone.  Trees were scattered about but even still, they were few and far between.  They slanted in varying directions and were all sadly leafless.

      Jenna sat down a smooth-topped tree stump and pulled off her shoe.  Caleb kneeled down in front of her and started examining her foot as if he were a qualified physician.

      I turned away from them and watched Robby as he kept his eyes moving on our surroundings.  To our south, the water was rising, drowning out most of the land.  Soon, its edge would come closer and pull us under if we didn’t find a way around it.

      We wouldn’t be able to wade through the water and swimming wasn’t an option.  It looked like the water went on for miles.  Walking was already a challenge… swimming would have been impossible with how weak and tired we all were.

      “How are we ever going to manage to go around this?” I asked Robby as I jerked my chin toward the growing lake.

      “I’m not entirely sure.  It’s too bad we hadn’t been better prepared when we ran, we could have taken one of those inflatable rafts,” Robby said.

      “Maybe we can find one,” I said looking around.  There wasn’t a building in sight, let alone one that might have a raft inside.

      Caleb stepped up next to me.  I glanced over my shoulder, where Jenna was carefully placing her wet sock back over her bandaged foot.

      “Anyone know anything about building one?” Caleb asked.

      “Even if any of us knew anything about building a raft, I’m not sure we’d be able to find the necessary supplies.  The quality would definitely be questionable,” Robby said.  “We should probably try to find a store that’s still standing that might have some supplies inside.”

      “Boats would probably be the first thing to go,” Jenna said as she joined us.

      Robby nodded.  “But there doesn’t seem to be a lot of people left.”

      “It shouldn’t be that hard to find a boat, should it?” Caleb asked.

      “Haven’t seen one since this all started,” Robby said.  “Except for the ones inside the store.”

      “But you weren’t out much, isn’t that right?” Caleb asked.

      Robby nodded.  “True.”

      “Maybe we should go back?” Jenna asked.  My whole body tensed.  We all turned toward her slowly at nearly the same time.  “Maybe they won?”

      Robby chuckled.  “Even if they did, there is no way that idiot Reed would let us have anything from inside.  They’d probably come after us with pitchforks.”

      “They wouldn’t waste time with pitchforks when they’re armed,” I said picking Clover up off the ground.

      She wiped her paws on my wet shirt as if she were trying to dry them.  Of course, she was unsuccessful since everything was utterly drenched.

      “Going back isn’t an option,” Robby said.  “That would set us back.  I think we’ll be able to find something eventually.”

      “Eventually could be too late,” Jenna said puffing out her bottom lip.

      “Then let’s get moving again,” Robby said.

      Jenna shrugged.

      Robby led the way but it wasn’t long before he came to a stop.  He looked at us over his shoulder.

      His eyebrows were squeezed together.  “Do you guys hear that?”

      I focused on a rock as I listened carefully.  There was a faint humming sound like a mosquito buzzing around my ear.

      “What is that?” I asked waving my hand in the air around my head as if maybe I was hearing something different from what Robby was hearing.

      “An engine,” Caleb said.

      There was a road not far from where we were but it was cracked and wavy as the ground underneath had shifted from all the water that had soaked into the earth.  It wouldn’t have been passable by a car.

      “Oh crap,” Robby said.

      I followed his gaze and saw the medium-sized motorized boat zipping across the water.  It looked as though they were heading toward us.

      “What are we going to do?”  My chest tightened as my heart missed a beat.

      Robby swallowed and locked his eyes on mine.  “Run!”
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      The darkness had felt suffocating.  It wasn’t just the cold, thick air, it was the fact that I couldn’t see anything around us.  It was like the world had been erased.

      Our boat bobbed up and down on the wavy river.  Each breath felt like it was filling me with cotton and eventually I wouldn’t be able to take in air.

      I’d dropped the anchor so Lean and I could get some sleep.  She was out like a light but I hadn’t found it easy to sleep and it wasn’t the least bit surprising.

      I was exhausted beyond belief but still, I couldn’t shake the fear that if I closed my eyes, something terrible would happen.

      There hadn’t been anything I could see and the only thing I’d been able to hear was the sloshing of the water at the sides of the boat.  The hypnotic sounds should have put me to sleep.  Fear kept my blood pumping through my veins at a rate that didn’t allow my eyes to close.

      Of course, it didn’t help that the rain was falling and it sounded like my stomach was trying to eat itself.  If conditions had to be perfect for me to be able to close my eyes, maybe I’d never be able to sleep again.  At least, not until we arrived in Colorado and I found my parents.

      I had tried for a long time to fall asleep but when it hadn’t worked, I pulled up the anchor.  The boat drifted along even though I couldn’t see more than a foot in front of the boat.

      There was a hint of brightness at the horizon.  It was a dreary gray color but it was the only indicator that it wouldn’t be long before it would be daytime.

      Leah turned to her side.  The movements of the boat somehow hadn’t caused her to wake, which was probably a good thing.  She had to be just as exhausted as I was.  At least one of us was getting to get some shuteye.

      I lost my balance, stumbling forward a couple feet as the boat came to an abrupt stop.  I rubbed the back of my neck, loosening the tight muscles.

      “Land ho,” I muttered.

      “What the hell?” Leah said sitting up.  She rubbed the corner of her eye with a knuckle.  “Did we stop?”

      I reached out my hand to her.  “We’re on the other side.”

      “Already?” Leah asked taking my hand.  “I thought it would take longer.”

      “That was long enough for me,” I said pressing my hand on my stomach.  “I think I was starting to get seasick.”

      Leah sucked in a breath and shivered.  “Did you get any rest?”

      “A little.”

      “You’re lying,” Leah said.

      I cocked my head to the side.  “What makes you think I’m lying?”

      My half-smile and muffled snicker probably managed to confirm her lucky guess.

      “It’s super easy to tell when you’re lying,” Leah said.  “You get this look on your face like you swallowed a bug.”

      I narrowed my eyes as I ran my thumb along my whiskered chin.  Lying wasn’t something I was good at doing.  Although staying with Eva as long as I had kind of felt as though I’d been lying.  Somehow, that was different.

      Eva was gone now.  She’d taken everything I had plus the address where my father was staying.

      It didn’t matter.  I was glad she was gone even though it was surprising it had been so easy for her to take my stuff and run off with a stranger, leaving me for dead.

      “You have dark circles under your eyes,” Leah said.  “It’s a big clue.  You kind of look like a ghoul.”

      My smile flipped upside down.  “That’s what everyone loves to hear.  Who wouldn’t want to look like a ghoul?”

      “Well, I’m sure I look like a wicked witch or something,” Leah said running her fingers through her wet hair.  “Actually, I’m probably being much too kind to myself.”

      “You look beautiful,” I said quickly turning away from her.

      The words had sneaked out from between my lips before I had considered them.  It was true, though, but it was an odd time to say as much.

      “This looks quite promising,” Leah said placing her hand above her eyes to shield out the rain.  Thankfully, she ignored my compliment.  She didn’t make a big deal or question it.  Leah just pretended it hadn’t happened.

      The other side of the river appeared as though it was less flooded and the path ahead looked as though we’d finally managed to find a higher elevation.

      I couldn’t even guess how much further we had to go until we reached Colorado.  But I hoped it wouldn’t be much longer.

      I had come so far.  I had to get to my parents.

      “I’m so hungry, it’s making me feel sick,” Leah said.

      “We’ll find something,” I said but my words lacked any kind of confidence.

      “We have to find something,” Leah said.  “Or all this traveling will be for nothing.  Hey!”  Her eyes brightened like light bulbs.  “Think there are any fish in this river?”

      I shrugged.  “Could be.  But I don’t know how to catch anything without a pole and some bait.”  I frowned.  “Actually, I don’t know how to catch anything with those things either.”

      “It’s not that hard,” Leah said as she examined me.  It seemed like she was trying to decide if I was being serious.  “How about edible plants?  Know anything about that?”

      I shook my head.  “I wish.”

      “I wish I would have listened more to my mom when she talked about gardening,” Leah said staring off in the distance.  “She had a green thumb.  I wish I would have done more with my mom in general.  I was always off doing something more important.  Now, she’s gone.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said.

      “How about your mom?” she asked.

      “Mine didn’t garden,” I said.

      Leah smiled.  “What did she do?”

      “Absolutely nothing,” I replied with a chuckle.  “But that’s what she wanted.  That’s what made her happy.”

      “How can anyone afford to do that?” Leah asked.

      I cleared my throat and looked away.  “My parents had a lot of money.”

      “Oh,” Leah said eyeing my T-shirt.  “I wouldn’t have ever guessed.”

      “Money doesn’t matter anymore,” I said.

      “To some it never did,” Leah said.

      I couldn’t help but feel as though she was seeing me differently somehow.  I wasn’t entirely sure what had changed but I knew I didn’t like it.

      “So, your parents are in Colorado,” Leah said.  “Disaster everywhere but your parents made it to Colorado?  Money doesn’t matter?”

      “They went with a family friend,” I explained.

      “How do you even know they’re there?”

      I shrugged.  “I don’t.  The note that was left for me said that’s where I should go.  They don’t even know that I’m alive.  I would guess after what I’ve been through, there is a chance they didn’t make it either.”

      “Whoa!”  Leah’s eyes brightened.

      I narrowed my eyes at her and she shook her head.

      “Not about you, dummy.  Look!”  Leah pointed at the damaged roof in the distance poking out between several slanted trees.  “Feel like running?”

      I swallowed hard before looking to my left and right.  There wasn’t a soul in sight.  We wouldn’t have competition and I still had the gun tucked into the back of my waistband.

      I exhaled a quick breath.   “Not really.”
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      Every time I glanced at the others in the boat with me, I realized how incredibly lucky we were to even be alive.  Gage was steering the boat.  I still wasn’t quite used to him wearing the slightly too large, thick-frame glasses but they must have helped him see somewhat because he didn’t take them off.  And he seemed to keep us going in the same direction.

      Gage’s vision had improved somewhat since the night of the flash in the sky but not completely.  I had to watch his back because his world was blurry and someone needed to be his eyes.  I owed that to him.

      Gage was all I had from my life before and I was not going to let go of that.  I’d do anything for him.  Gage was like family to me.

      We were lucky to have found a boat when we did… otherwise, we would have all been dead.  The water had been rising and none of us would have been able to swim for long with how exhausted we were from our travels.

      Capturing the boat had been like trying to lasso a wild beast.  Of course, it hadn’t been pleasant on the boat.  The wind and rain were annoying.  And the relentless waves that had me on the edge of vomiting.  The rain was continually working against us, trying to fill the boat in an attempt to sink us to the ever-expanding ocean.

      There were always two of us working while the other two plus Teddy rested.  One would do their best to navigate the boat and the other worked to scoop out the water with a metal pail we’d found on the boat.  No matter how much water I scooped and threw over the edge, it wasn’t enough to rinse away the smell of fish from inside the metal bucket.

      We had our supplies, which wasn’t significant but it would do for now.  The only thing we had to protect ourselves was a single spear but we probably weren’t going to need it.  How many dangerous people would we run into in the middle of nowhere?

      Sleeping wasn’t hard.  In fact, I didn’t think any of us slept well on the constantly rocking boat.  The waves weren’t gentle… they were angry.

      Teddy followed Brooklyn wherever she went.  He had bonded with her after his mom died from a bizarre sickness, she hadn’t been able to fight off.

      I’d lost count of how long we’d been on the water.  It was almost completely dark at night and at times, depending on the waves, we’d have to drop anchor, so we didn’t get too far off track.

      Of course, we could have been going in circles for all I knew.  Gage and Shawn had been the ones to determine which way was the right way.  And after only a brief discussion on the matter, they had agreed on our path.

      I wasn’t good at being a boat captain, so when it was my turn to work, I choose to fill the bucket.  The job was just as important as far as I was concerned… maybe even more so.

      I still couldn’t believe that when I looked out over the side, all I could see was the waves and the rain falling from the sky.  There was no end to any of it in sight.

      A large wave rocked the boat and nearly knocked me off balance.  I put out my hand as I stumbled forward.  I managed to stop myself from getting thrown over the edge.

      “Stay away from the side, Stevie,” Gage called.  It wasn’t the first time he had warned me about the occasional aggressive wave.

      “I’m good,” I said.

      “I don’t want to have to jump in there after you,” Gage said, seriousness thickly coating his words.  It wasn’t just something he said, Gage would definitely, without a doubt, jumped in after me.

      Gage and I had been through hell together.  We’d both lost everything but he was all I had left to remind me of my life before The Reset.

      It was something I still didn’t fully understand probably never would.  They’d tried to change our planet… fix our planet with some sort of device but it had failed and caused everything to spiral out of control.

      Perhaps whatever they had launched into the atmosphere had only sped up what was already going to happen due to the actions of humans.  Would it even be possible for us to recover from the disaster it caused?  What if we were all that was left?

      I hoped that we’d eventually hit land.  It was impossible for everything to just be covered in water.  But would we find land before we ran out of food and water?  That was the real question.

      “Want me to take over?” Shawn asked.

      “It’s still my turn,” I said.

      Shawn placed his palm against the back of his neck.  “I’m bored.  I need to move my hands.”

      “You should be resting,” I said.  His blue eyes were the only brightness in our gray world.

      “I never liked being rocked to sleep.”

      “How would you even remember if that was true or not?”

      Shawn flashed me a half-grin.  “That’s how much I hated it.  It’s burned into my memory.”

      “Sure thing,” I said before scooping up another bucket full of rainwater and throwing it over the side.

      The truth was, my triceps burned every time I picked up the bucket.  My arms were shaky and it was possible that I wasn’t eating enough for the amount of exercise I was getting.  Not that I had the option to eat more.

      A gust of wind blew the rain into my face.  It felt like I was being stabbed with pins and my cheeks were pin cushions.  Even though nighttime was several hours away, the sky seemed to grow a couple shades darker.

      “I don’t think that’s good,” Shawn said.  He squinted, staring out into the distance where the sky blended in with the water.  Shawn pointed at the clouds overhead.  “They’re moving fast.”

      The piercing rain smacked me in the face again as if punctuating Shawn’s words with an aggressive exclamation point.

      A jagged lightning bolt wiggled down in the distance, touching the surface of the water.  It lit up the tops of the waves, giving them an electric orange glow.

      “I’m scared,” Teddy said snuggling closer to Brooklyn.

      “I got you.  You’ll be okay,” she said brushing his wet bangs off his forehead.  “Just close your eyes and rest as best as you can, all right?”

      Teddy nodded and Brooklyn’s eyes locked onto Gage.  I could see the worry on her face.  If Gage was concerned, he didn’t let it show.  He kept his focus on the path in front of him.

      “Maybe it won’t even come this way,” Shawn said keeping his voice low.  He didn’t want Teddy to hear him.  Likely because he would have picked up on the concern in Shawn’s voice just as easily as I had.

      “There’s a chance,” I said noticing the waves were growing and smashing into the side of the boat.

      More water splashed in but it seemed as though some of the water was splashing back out into the surrounding water.  Being on the boat was like being stuck on a kiddie ride at an amusement park.  We’d go up a few feet and then dip back down.

      The up and down motions sloshed my insides.  It felt like a tennis ball was bouncing around inside me with each vigorous bob.  It had already been hard enough to keep the motion sickness away with the disorienting feeling of not knowing which direction we were facing.

      Lightning cracked again.

      My body shook.  I could feel the electricity in the air.

      As if someone flicked a switch, the waves became more aggressive.  Water poured down on us like a giant faucet had been turned on full blast.

      Gage caught my eye.  “Sit down!”
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      Our feet splashed through the puddles.  While we tried to move quickly, it felt like I was trapped in a dream.  Rather, a nightmare.  I was trying to run as fast as I could but I wasn’t making enough progress.

      I glanced back over my shoulder at the boat that was much closer, and seemingly only getting closer.  There was no doubt in my mind that they had spotted us.

      “What if they’re trying to help us?” Jenna asked.

      “What if they’re not?” I asked between rapid breaths.  “There are more bad guys, then there are good guys.”

      Jenna was huffing.  “How would you know that?”

      “It’s just been my unfortunate experience,” I replied.

      “You also met good people,” Jenna said slowing her pace.  She pointed at herself and then at Robby.  “We helped you.  Remember?  They could do the same for us.”

      “Keep moving, Jenna,” Robby said.

      I glanced back.  The boat had stopped and the people on board were intently watching us.

      “What are they doing?” I asked.

      “Waiting to see which way we go,” Robby said.  “Maybe.  I don’t know.  It’s just a guess.”

      I could tell by how quickly Robby was moving that the people on the boat were making him nervous.

      “There’s nowhere to hide,” I said.

      Robby’s head moved side to side.  “We just need to get out of sight.  They’re not following us.  Seems maybe they don’t want to abandon their boat.”

      “Can’t say I blame them,” Caleb said.

      “Why do we have to keep running if they aren’t following us?” Jenna asked.

      Robby slowed as the words registered in his mind.  “I guess we don’t.”

      “Thank God,” Jenna said practically coming to a stop.  She looked back at the people on the boat and crossed her arms, moving her hands rapidly to warm her exposed red skin.  “Ugh, they’re just sitting there… creepily gawking at us.”

      “And we’re backtracking,” Robby said with icy annoyance.

      “Do you think they’re armed?” I asked.

      Robby narrowed his eyes at me.  “What makes you ask that?”

      “If they were armed, they’d probably would have shot at us, right?” I asked.

      “Depends,” Robby replied.

      “On what?” I asked.

      Caleb chuckled.  “On their aim?”

      “That’s right,” Robby said curling his lips at one end.

      “Or maybe they don’t have a lot of ammo,” Caleb added.

      Robby nodded.  “I didn’t shoot either.”

      “Because you don’t have the ammo?” Caleb asked.

      “That and I don’t have good aim,” Robby said.

      I didn’t feel relieved even after we couldn’t see the boat any longer.  It had been hard to count as we’d been running but there had been at least six people on the boat.  We would have been outnumbered, which was something to keep in mind.

      Not that it had mattered, considering they hadn’t come after us.  They probably wanted our supplies just like everyone else out there.  The more it rained, the harder it was going to be to find useful items.  What we had was precious and we would need to protect it.

      Things were so flooded that everything was saturated.  Destroyed.  Food was rotting… everything putrid and disgusting.  We were going to be in serious trouble when our supplies were gone.

      It was something I had to try not to think about.  For now, we were okay and I had to hope that Robby would know what to do when the time came.  At least that is what I chose to tell myself.

      “Where are we going to go now?” Jenna asked.  “It feels like we’re wandering aimlessly.”

      “I’m trying to think of a way we might be able to get around that massive body of water,” Robby said.

      He reached down and picked up a long, thick stick.  The end of the stick went down several inches into the sludgy mud below our feet.

      “What if there is no way around it?” Jenna asked.

      “Then we’ll have to figure a way across,” Robby said.

      Caleb grimaced.  “Do we have time for that?”

      With how quickly the rain was falling and how saturated the ground was, eventually, everything would be covered in water.

      “We don’t have a lot of choices,” Robby said making eye contact with each of us individually.  “If anyone has any better ideas, I’m all ears.”

      Robby waited as if one of us were just going to suggest something that would solve all our problems.  He didn’t wait long before turning and continuing forward.

      “What the hell?” Robby stopped abruptly.

      I placed my hand out in front of me to stop myself from slamming into his back.  Robby’s arms shot up at his sides to stop anyone from continuing forward.

      “Stop,” Robby said sharply.

      “What’s going on?” Caleb asked.  He looked around… his face scrunched up with confusion.

      Robby pointed at the ground as he tapped his long stick in the mud.  It took a second but then I saw what had caught Robby’s attention.

      They were small but the outline was well defined.  Animal tracks.  And they were fresh because had they not been, the rain would have washed them away.

      “Do we need to worry?” Jenna asked.

      “Well, we always need to worry,” Robby said.  “But I think this is from a deer… maybe?”

      Caleb’s eyes brightened.  “Food!”

      “Yeah, let’s hope,” Robby said keeping his eyes glued to the ground as he moved forward.

      I kept my eyes on the horizon, looking in every direction to make sure we weren’t walking into some kind of trap.  Or to make sure no one was approaching.

      There were no sounds other than the sloshing and smacking of our feet through the mud and water.  And of course, there was also the rain falling around us but I had become so used to the sound, that I barely even noticed it anymore.  The constant pecking on my body was enough of a reminder that it was still falling.

      Robby picked up his pace.  He was determined to find whatever beast had made the tracks.  Maybe to fill our belly’s or maybe to see proof animals still existed.

      The tracks led up a big hill.  It wasn’t until we were at the top, we saw the fences.

      “Holy crap!” Caleb said slapping his hands together before he jogged toward the wire fence that held several chickens.  There was a little red coop in the middle of the fenced-in area.

      To the right of the chickens, were two more fences.  One had three pigs, one of which was rather plump and the other fenced-in area was much larger.  There were two thin cows, both wearing miserable expressions.

      “What is this place?” Jenna asked hugging herself.

      “Looks like it’s all that’s left of a small farm,” Robby said.  “Poor animals must be here all alone.”

      “Who’s feeding them?” Jenna asked.

      Robby shook his head.

      “Doesn’t seem like anyone is,” I said.  Left of the fences was the spot where it seemed as though the house had once stood.  There wasn’t much of anything left except for some cement blocks, odd rubble and several soggy, wooden boards.

      “Too bad it’s raining,” Caleb said.  “Can’t start a fire and I don’t want to eat a live chicken.  At least I don’t think I do.”

      “Maybe we can find something we can prop up to block out the rain,” Robby said jerking his chin toward the wooden boards.  “Help me look through the rubble.”

      There wasn’t much to dig through.  Robby and Caleb tossed a long board to the side and stared at something in the ground.  I carried Clover over to them and looked at the strange square metal door.

      I looked up and met Robby’s eyes.  The muscles in the sides of my neck twitched.

      “What is this?” I asked.

      “Looks like a door,” Robby said.

      “Well, that’s obvious,” I replied.  I swallowed hard.  “But where does it go?”

      Robby exhaled.  “No idea.  Let’s find out.”
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      I held the gun Leah had given me after our mad escape from the group that had been chasing her.  It bothered me how comfortable it felt in my hand.

      There was a time I wouldn’t have knowingly been in the same room with a gun but that was a different time… a different world.

      My nerves made my finger twitch.  I sucked in slow deep breaths as if I were breathing through a straw to keep myself calm.

      The house was in awful condition.  Paint peeled from the siding and all of the windows were shattered.  I could see inside most rooms without too much trouble.

      Of course, though, there were always shadows and that’s what kept me holding the gun.  I couldn’t have a repeat of what happened when I’d been locked in the garage by the crazy guy.  Oddly, that had felt like a dream and that it hadn’t happened to me.

      It wasn’t a dream because we’d met Jack, the guy Eva decided to run off with due to the fact she hated me.  She would do anything to get away from me.  I hated that I was even thinking of her.

      I blinked several times, focusing on the house.  Eva was gone.  She didn’t matter.

      The house had likely been ransacked long ago.  That is if there was anything worth taking from inside.

      “What do you think?” Leah asked from behind me.  I hadn’t noticed at first but she had her hand on my back.

      “Not sure,” I said softly.  “I think we can check inside.”

      “You’ll really use that thing if someone’s in there?” Leah asked.  “It’s harder than you think.”

      My mouth felt like a desert.  “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”

      Leah still didn’t know what I’d done.  She didn’t realize just how alike we were.  I’d killed too.  Even though I didn’t want to think about it, when it mattered, I could act.

      Each step on the floorboards was like walking on overcooked marshmallows.  The putrid smell, however, was like something else completely.  My stomach clenched.

      “What is that smell?” Leah asked her fingers pinched her nostrils together.

      I shook my head, pressing the back of my hand to my nose.  “Rot”

      “Rotting people?” Leah asked.

      “Maybe,” I replied gesturing toward the kitchen.  “Let’s not stay longer than we have to.”

      We went to opposite sides and looked through each cabinet one by one.  As expected, there wasn’t much left behind.

      “Think we can boil this up?” Leah asked holding up a box of spaghetti.  “Found sauce too but it’s expired.”

      “I’m not entirely sure how to cook that,” I said looking around.

      The roof managed to keep most of the rain out but not all of it.  There were several places where water was dripping into the house.  But even though it was mostly dry, there was no fireplace.

      “Let’s keep looking,” I said opening a door that opened into the garage.

      Shiny tools hung on the wall near a workbench.  There was a tall, red chest next to it but what caught my eye was the small black grill next to the tool chest.

      “Leah!” I called.  “Bring the spaghetti and a pot.”

      She popped into the doorway looked as though she’d ran a mile.  “What did you find?”

      “A grill,” I said with the excitement of a child on Christmas morning.

      “That’s awesome,” Leah said clapping her hands together.  “But I found more food.”

      I cocked my head to the side.  “Where?”

      “There were two plastic tubs in the closet packed with all kinds of stuff,” Leah said.  “Rice, beans, water, potatoes flakes, even cans of meat.”

      “Yum,” I said.

      “Are you being sarcastic?” she asked with a half-grin.

      I shook my head.

      “Sounded like it.  Sorry that I couldn’t find lobster and escargot.”  Leah huffed before walking back into the house.

      “I don’t eat insects,” I called after her.

      “Snails are mollusks,” she shouted back.

      I exhaled.  She wouldn’t hear me but I responded anyway.  “I don’t eat those either.”

      It didn’t take her long to come out with an arm full of items.  She looked at me and then at the grill.

      “Did you find charcoal?” she asked.

      “Um—”

      “Have you ever grilled before?”

      I scratched the side of my neck.  “I’ve had grilled food before.”

      “We need charcoal and lighter fluid… matches,” Leah said touching her fingers as she counted the items.  “And we need to figure out how to open the garage door.”

      “Right,” I said placing my hands on my hips as I looked around the garage.

      Leah bent down and picked up a white and blue bag.  “This is the charcoal.”  She blinked twice.  “It was like a foot away from you.  Maybe you should try to figure out how to open the garage door.”

      “You got it,” I said.

      I couldn’t stop myself from thinking that Leah was judging me because of the family I came from.  More specifically, because my family had money.

      She thought I was useless because I didn’t know how to grill food.  How hard could it be?

      I grabbed the small handle on the garage door and grunted as I pulled up.  It didn’t budge.

      “I think you need to pull the release cord first,” Leah said.

      “Oh,” I said.  It only took me a few seconds to get the garage open.

      “Well done,” Leah said slapping me on the back.

      I sighed.  “I’m not an idiot.”

      “I never said you were,” Leah said.

      “You’re kind of acting like it.”

      She placed her hand on her hip and shifted her weight to the side.  “I am not!”  She swallowed hard.  “It’s just that you probably never had to do anything like this.  Your parents probably paid for people to come and do things for you.  That’s not your fault.”

      “It’s just that grilling wasn’t something my family did,” I said.

      “Did your mom cook?”

      “Sometimes my dad did,” I said.  I already knew where she was going with her line of questioning.  “Should I apologize because my family could afford things?”

      “No, of course not,” Leah said.  “I’m sorry.”  Leah looked down at her feet.  “My situation was so much different from yours.  I know it’s not your fault.  I just can’t help but think about how my life could have been different.  Instead, well, you remember, the whole drug ordeal with my friend.”

      I chuckled.  “If you think drug problems weren’t rampant in my world, you’re kidding yourself.  It’s just not something I ever got mixed up in.  It didn’t have anything to do with the fact my family had money.  If anything, that would have made it easier for me.”

      “I know.”  Leah placed her hand on my shoulder.  “I’m really sorry.  Maybe everything is just getting to me.”

      “It’s okay.”

      “No, it’s not okay,” she said.  “And you’re right.  None of it even matters anymore.  We’re all on common ground now.”

      I offered her a smile.  “Actually, I don’t think we are.  I don’t know the first thing about survival.  Maybe Eva was right.”

      “Right about what?”

      “She thought I was useless.”  I met Leah’s eyes.  “I don’t know what the hell I’m doing out here.”

      “We’ll get through this together,” Leah said.  “That is if you forgive me.”

      I grabbed her hand and squeezed.  “Nothing to forgive you for.”

      “Oh, okay.  Good,” she said glancing down at our hands nervously.  She pulled away gently.  “We should get going on this.  What should we start with beans, rice, or potatoes?”

      “How about that spaghetti?”

      “Yes!  I almost forgot.”

      We got the fire started with a long lighter we found hanging on the garage wall.  It felt like it was taking for the pasta to cook and my stomach rumbled the entire time.

      Leah handed me a plate of pasta with extra red sauce.  It was too bad I didn’t have a huge slice of buttery garlic bread to dip into the tomatoey goodness.

      We sat next to each other on old lawn chairs as we looked out of the garage.  My stomach was so full I wasn’t sure I could get out of the chair, not even when the rain picked up.

      Lightning cracked like a whip, striking less than a mile away.  Leah’s body shook before she leaned forward and laughed.

      “Guess there is a storm heading this way,” she said.

      “Guess so.”  I smiled at her.

      “I guess the sky does look a bit darker than usual.”

      I nodded as the thunder rumbled under the earth, shaking the house.  If there had been windows, they would have rattled.

      The wind threw Leah’s hair around her face.  “Guess we should go inside,” she said with a shrug.  “Not sure what good it’ll do with all the broken windows.”

      “Maybe we can find a way to board them up,” I suggested.

      “Good idea.”

      I walked over to the garage door and pulled it down.  Leah’s blonde hair instantly settled.  She combed the wild pieces back, tucking the sides behind her ears.

      She was one of the most beautiful women I’d ever seen, yet I forced myself to look away.  I wasn’t the kind of guy she’d be interested in any way.  She’d made that pretty clear.

      I followed her inside the house.  The leaks in the ceiling were more obvious since the rain was pouring in steady streams, puddling on top of the carpeting.

      “Shit,” I muttered.

      “Find buckets,” Leah said.

      I cocked my head to the side.  How useless did she think I was?

      She looked at me as if she had read my mind.  Leah rolled her eyes.  “I know you know that I was just trying to be helpful.”

      “Sure,” I said trying to keep my voice steady.

      “I really was,” she said puffing out her lower lip.

      “All right,” I said walking away to find something we could use to contain the rain leaking in.

      In the kitchen, there were large bowls, plastic food storage containers, and two pails.  I handed each item to Leah as I found it and she placed it under the leak.

      There were more leaks then we had containers for but they were in the other rooms.  We were staying in the living room because it was the largest room and it felt like we had plenty of space.

      There were some sheets of particle board next to the workbench in the garage that I used to nail to the window frames.  While I worked, Leah found a blue tarp which she placed on the pull-out sofa.

      I glanced over my shoulder as she opened a closet door and pulled out a stack of blankets and pillows.  It all looked dry but my clothing still was not.

      The wind whistled against my wooden boards, testing their strength.  I grinned when they stayed in place even when the wind and rain increased.

      “Well done,” Leah said crossing her arms over her chest.

      “Help me with the last one?” I asked.

      Leah smiled and nodded.

      The wind blew hard, fighting us as we tried to put up the board.  Pebble sized hail started tapping against the house and roof.

      “Wow,” Leah said after another crack of lightning.  “Quite a storm.”

      She turned back toward the window and grunted as she held the board in place.  I hammered the first nail in place but a gust of wind popped the board back.

      “Dammit,” I growled.

      Leah dropped the board.  The corner poked my foot through my shoe.

      “Ow!”

      “Sorry,” Leah said.  Her eyes weren’t on me, they were focused on something outside.  “I really am.”

      Leah started to back away.  I narrowed my eyes at her.

      “Are you going to help?” I asked.

      She swallowed before biting her lip.  “Yeah… I will… but in a minute.  I’ll be right back.”

      She dashed toward the back door and ran outside.
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      I stood there staring out at the water where the last lightning strike had landed.  It had only been maybe thirty feet away.

      The sky had grown even darker and the air no longer smelled of dead fish and rot.  It smelled of over-salted raw meat.  It was impossible to hide the terror that filled my body.

      No one could be at the edge of the boat and scoop out the water, at least not without risking their life.  I worried about Gage being so close to the back of the boat with nothing to hold him in place.

      “What are we going to do?” Brooklyn shouted over the sounds of rushing water that were coming from every direction.

      I couldn’t see far but I could see that some of the waves crashing around us were at least ten feet tall.  If one of them landed on the boat, there was a chance it could sink us.  Luckily, for now, the boat stayed on top of the waves.

      “We’re not safe, are we?” Teddy asked looking at Brooklyn.

      “No,” Brooklyn said honestly.  She squeezed him closer.  “But I’m going to do everything I can to keep you safe.”

      Water splashed down on us.  It was impossible to tell if it came from a wave or the sky.  I’d put my money, if I had any, that it came from both.

      I wiped the drops of water from my face and narrowed my eyes.  The mist and rain had greatly diminished my visibility.  I couldn’t see more than a foot or two beyond the side of the boat.

      “Jesus,” Shawn whispered.

      “Should we drop the anchor and ride it out?” I asked.

      “I have no idea,” Shawn replied.

      We didn’t have any control over the boat.  Even though Gage tried to keep us going in the same direction, the wind and the waves were just too strong.

      My fingertips were cold and numb from digging into the seat.  The pounding in my chest echoed inside my head, making it hard to distinguish where the sounds were coming from.

      A massive wave raised the boat toward the sky and Brooklyn squeaked.  It felt like my stomach had moved into the back of my throat.  As we crashed back down, it felt as though my body had separated from the seat below me as the front of the boat sliced into the water, spraying droplets in my face.

      I glanced over my shoulder to make sure Gage was still on the boat.  Relief didn’t wash over me when I saw that he was.  Relief wouldn’t find me until we were out of the storm… if we made it out of the storm.

      The boat was pushed and pulled as if we were stuck inside a washing machine.  I felt as though I had very little control over my body.  In fact, I was surprised any of us were still on the boat.

      “Is there a rope?” Brooklyn asked.

      “Why?” I asked.

      “We could tie ourselves together.  If one of us falls off, maybe, we could pull each other back up?” Brooklyn said.

      Teddy was the only one with a life jacket.  When we found the only life preserver, there wasn’t any debate about who would get it.

      “Might be a rope in the chest,” Shawn shouted over the crashing waves.

      The boat had a little chest that had various items in most of which had been useless.  It was like the boat owner had used the storage area as a junk drawer.

      “I’ll check,” Shawn said.  He got up but crouched down, holding on to anything he could as he made his way to the front of the boat.

      Shawn pulled out a piece of white and blue rope.  He ducked down as if he saw the wave before it pummeled us from above.

      My hair was pressed against my face, blocking my view.  I gasped for air as if I’d been drowning as I swiped the hair out of my face.

      Shawn was lying on the deck, stretched out like a starfish as if pinning himself in place.  He looked up before getting to his feet.

      “Rope,” he said.

      “It’s not long enough,” Brooklyn shouted.

      “It’s all I could find,” Shawn said tying it around his waist.

      He reached over and looped the next bit around me, leaving only a couple feet of slack between us.  Shawn tossed the rest of the rope to Brooklyn.

      She tied it to herself and frowned when it didn’t stretch over to Gage.

      “What about me?” Teddy asked.

      “No, sweetie.  Your vest will keep you safe,” Brooklyn said.  “If I tied you to us, it wouldn’t work.  The vest is made only for one.”

      He frowned but it seemed as though he understood.

      “We need to figure out something for Gage,” Brooklyn said.

      “I’m fine,” he called.

      “Just come over here,” I said.  “It’s not like what you’re doing is making any real difference.”

      Gage grimaced at the water splashing into his face.  “I’m keeping us straight as best as I can.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked.

      It felt like I’d been spun repeatedly, like I child holding onto their parent's hands while they turned and turned.  Except the spinning wasn’t fun and I wasn’t even close to giggling.

      Shawn slid closer and grabbed my hand.  I almost pulled away before realizing it made me feel a little better.  I knew it wasn’t like he’d be able to hold on to me if I was thrown from the boat but it was comforting.

      Lightning bolts shot down around us as the storm raged.  The rumble of thunder was nearly constant.  It was like being in the middle of the grand finale of a fireworks display.

      As the boat zipped downward, the front end was hit by another wave, throwing the boat nearly on its side.  Suddenly my hand was empty.

      Shawn was gone.

      “Shawn!” I cried peering through the mist and rain.

      He was flopped over the side of the boat, his arms hanging out into the water.    It looked like he was sliding away from me.  If he got into the water, he’d probably pull both Brooklyn and me in with him.

      “Shawn!” I shouted as I reached out and grabbed his foot.  I pressed my heels against the side of the boat bracing myself.

      He said something but I couldn’t understand a word of it.  It didn’t matter… I had to get him fully back into the boat.  A rogue wave could knock us both off.

      I was pulling with all my strength but it felt like he was slipping away from me.  He was heavy and the rocking boat was making it impossible.

      Gage appeared at my side.  “Pull!”

      I pulled with every ounce of my being because I didn’t want Gage to fall in.  He wasn’t tied to anything.  The wrong movement of the boat and Gage could be catapulted into the water.  We needed to get Shawn back into the boat.

      “Pull, Stevie!” Gage shouted.

      “I am!” I screamed back.  There wasn’t any anger in my voice, I just wanted him to know that I was pulling Shawn with everything I had.  I wanted him to know that in case something bad happened.

      I cried out as I leaned back.  Gage grabbed Shawn’s arm and pulled him back in the boat.

      Shawn’s eyes were wide.  His breaths were coming at him faster than he could handle.

      “It’s okay,” I repeated over and over again, trying to calm him.  I didn’t want him to hyperventilate, which he seemed awfully close to doing.  “You’re safe now.”

      “Are we?” Shawn roared, panic saturating his voice.

      Lightning struck so close the hair on my arms stood on end.  I covered Gage’s eyes as if I was afraid the light would do more damage.

      Gage placed his hands over mine.  “I’m fine, Stevie.  I need to get back.”

      I let go even though I didn’t want to.  Instead of getting back on the seat, I laid down next to Shawn and wrapped my arms around him.

      Thunder vibrated the water and shook the boat.  My body was shaking.  I was exhausted.

      I knew I couldn’t take much more.  It was like I’d been in a fight with ten other people… all of them against me.

      And then it happened.  It wasn’t quick but I knew it was happening.  The sky brightened to a light gray.  It wasn’t going to last forever.  The storm was gradually rolling away.
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      I reached out and grabbed Robby’s arm.  My eyes were wide.

      “I don’t think we should do that,” I said.

      “What?  Why not?” Caleb asked.

      Robby just stared at me, his nose scrunching.  It was like he was running every possible scenario through his head.

      “We should go,” I said nervously.  The paranoia surging through my veins was like a giant millipede crawling across my shoulder blades.  “I’m getting a bad feeling about this place.”

      “Joss,” Caleb said flashing me his perfect smile.  “It’ll be okay.”

      “You don’t know that,” I said my eyebrows squishing together.

      Caleb huffed.  “You’re overreacting.  If there was someone here, don’t you think the animals would be better fed?”

      “No,” I said.  “I mean, I don’t know.”

      “Robby’s armed,” Caleb said placing his hands on my shoulders as he crouched slightly to look into my eyes.  “We’re okay.”

      “What if there are fifty people down there all armed,” I said.

      Caleb laughed.  “There aren’t fifty people down there.  There probably isn’t anyone down there.”

      “Then why is there this weird hatch here?” I asked.

      “Um, well,” Caleb stammered.

      “Exactly,” I said as if I had managed to make my point.

      Jenna ran her fingers through her wet, stringy hair.  “It’s not raining down there.  I’m really not used to this.  A break would be nice.”

      “Robby?” I said turning to him with my hands on my hips.  I was desperately searching for some support.

      “I am armed,” he said.

      “Oh, not you too,” I said.

      Robby took my hand into his.  “We’re on a hill.  There are animals here.  A dry break will do us good.  We can come up with a plan.”

      “I can’t wait to say I told you so.”  I sighed heavily, letting out my defeat.

      “That sounds like an okay to me,” Robby said with a wink.

      I rolled my eyes but he was already bent in half, twisting the handle to open the door.  It made a loud thunk sound and popped open a quarter of an inch.

      “Anyone down there?” Robby called.  He waited several seconds before placing his foot on the first rung of a metal ladder.

      “Careful,” I said wincing at the dryness of my throat.

      “He’ll be fine,” Caleb said keeping his eyes on Robby.

      Robby’s voice sounded distant.  “All clear.”

      “See,” Caleb said placing his hand on my back.  He gave me a gentle push to encourage me.  “You’re next.”

      “Fine,” I said before placing my muddy shoe on the first rung.

      I was more than halfway down before the thought of someone locking us in popped into my head.  My heart thudded in my chest and if Jenna wasn’t already making her way down, I would have started climbing back up.

      Robby pulled me away from the ladder.  He was smiling from ear to ear.

      He was holding a battery-powered lantern that dimly lit the area.  There were more lanterns scattered throughout the room.

      “This is what you were afraid of,” he said almost laughing.

      I spun in a slow circle as I took in our new surroundings.  It was like a house underground.  There was a kitchen, a dining room, and a living room with short hallways with several more doors.

      “An abandoned bunker,” Robby said.

      “Surely it belongs to someone,” I said.

      “Maybe not to someone that survived,” Robby said.

      I didn’t know what to say.  My body shook when Caleb shut the hatch door, closing us inside.

      I didn’t like the constant rain harassing me but I also didn’t like the feeling of being trapped below ground.

      “Look at this place,” Caleb said.  “This is freaking amazing!”

      Jenna plopped down on the sofa and let her head fall back as she kicked up her legs.  Robby squeezed my hand and smiled before he made his way into the kitchen.

      He clicked on another lantern that brightened everything even more.  There were lamps in the living room and even several lights in the ceiling but they weren’t working.

      Robby opened each cupboard one by one, revealing the boxes and jars of food.  There was a small refrigerator and an oven.

      “Why are there lights and a fridge?” I asked.

      “I wonder if there is a generator or something,” Robby said.

      “There must be something,” Caleb said joining Robby in his search.

      Jenna groaned but didn’t move from her spot.  “Hope this place isn’t supposed to be solar-powered.”

      “Nah,” Robby said opening the first door in the hallway.  “Here we go.”

      Both him and Caleb went inside the room.  I peeked around the corner.

      “Air filtration system,” Robby said pointing at some plastic tubing.  “And a generator.”

      “This is awesome,” Caleb said.

      “Gas will run out,” I said with a grimace.

      Caleb clicked his tongue.  “You never look on the bright side.”

      I ignored him because of the strong scent that was stinging my nose.  It wasn’t like anything I’d ever smelled before.  The putrid smell made me feel lightheaded.

      “Do you smell that?” I asked.

      Robby and Caleb both froze as if not moving would somehow let them smell better.  Caleb shook his head and I waved my hand at him.

      I turned away from them, following the scent down the short hallway.  My feet carried me to the last door where the rotten odor had increased.

      I reached out for the doorknob and slowly turned it.  Robby grabbed my hand and moved me to the side before I had a chance to open the door.  His gun was in hand.

      “Stay back,” Robby said pushing the door open aggressively.  The door smacked against the wall with a bang.  “Oh, dear God!”

      I covered both my nose and mouth at the strong smell that hit me so hard it made me take a step backward.  It was like getting slapped across the face.

      There was a woman, maybe in her early sixties, lying lifelessly on a bed in a white nightgown with pink and red flower pattern from top to bottom.  The top was soaked in blood.  Her eyes were wide and filled with dread as she stared up at the ceiling.

      “Jesus,” Caleb gasped.

      On the floor, there was a man slumped to the side.  His white T-shirt was also stained with blood that had poured out of the hole in his forehead.  He held a gun loosely in his hand.

      “Get out,” Robby said.  He raised his voice.  “Back out!”

      Robby slammed the door closed and pushed us toward the living room.  Jenna barely moved as we noisily stomped into the room, trying to find air that wasn’t contaminated with the stench of the dead.

      “What the hell was that?” Caleb asked.

      “Murder-suicide?” Robby said walking toward the ladder.

      “What are you guys talking about?” Jenna asked suddenly more alert.

      Caleb sat next to her waving his hand in the air.  “Don’t you smell that?”

      “Smells like someone forgot to take out the trash,” Jenna said.

      “Yeah, for like a month,” I muttered but even that wouldn’t have been as bad as the stench in the bedroom.

      Caleb shook his head.  “There are two bodies in the bedroom.  They’ve been down here awhile, it seems.”

      “Eww,” Jenna said scrunching up her nose as if suddenly more offended by the smell.  “Are you guys going to take them outside?”

      I was about to tell her to take them out herself but Robby and Caleb both shot me a look as if they had read my mind.  I blew out my cheeks before biting my tongue.

      “No one is going to touch them,” Robby said.  “Staying here isn’t a permanent solution.”

      “So, we’re just going to stay here and breathe in that horrible smell?” Jenna asked.

      Ten seconds ago, she thought it was trash.  I pretended my lips were glued shut.

      “We’re just taking a break, then we’re back on our way,” Robby said.  “Do your best to ignore it.”

      “Maybe they have some air freshener or something,” Caleb said as he looked inside what looked like a gym locker near the ladder.  “Or if we start cooking up one of those chickens, the smell of something good might be strong enough to overpower it.”

      Robby nodded along as Caleb spoke.  “Or if we get that generator going, maybe the air will circulate.”

      “Is that a good thing?” Jenna asked.

      “Let’s hope so,” Robby said before stepping through the door where they found the generator.

      I tried not to think about what I’d seen in the bedroom.  It seemed like the bank of images in my head were only getting worse… more traumatic… more horrific.

      If it bothered anyone else, they didn’t let it show.  The life we were stuck in wasn’t for everyone and I was pretty sure that I was somehow in the wrong group.

      After the light flashed and the storm started, I should have been pulled away in the car with my friends.  Or maybe I should have stayed home and been taken along with my family.

      It had to have been better than struggling like we were.  Not knowing when food would run out or where we’d sleep.

      A sound at the hatch door drew my attention.  I backed up until my back was against the wall.

      Caleb was on his feet, standing in front of me.  “Robby,” he called.  “Bring the gun.”
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      I sat down the hammer and chased after her.  “Leah!” I called out.  “What are you doing?”

      The hail felt like little stones were being thrown at me by an angry toddler.

      Leah didn’t turn back to me.  She didn’t bother to acknowledge I was even there.  Maybe she couldn’t hear me over the loud storm.

      “Hey!” I shouted louder.

      She stopped abruptly but not because I had called to her.  Something had her attention and as I stepped up beside her, I saw what it was.

      Leah’s hand rested on a metal handle.  The green paint had mostly chipped off but I knew what I was looking at even though I hadn’t seen many of them.  It was a pump that would bring up water from a well.

      Leah’s head was angled downward.  Slowly she looked up at me.

      “I want to take a bath,” she said.

      “Couldn’t you do that after the storm?” I asked.

      “I saw bleach in the house… I could add a little just to be sure the water is safe,” Leah said.

      I grabbed her hand.  “There will be time for that after the storm.”

      “Feel free to go inside,” Leah snapped as she pulled her hand free.

      “Come with me,” I said.

      She shook her head.  “It won’t take that long if you stop wasting my time.”

      “Go inside,” I said firmly.  “I’ll bring the water in for you.”

      “Seriously?” she asked.  Little beads of rainwater fell from her eyelashes.

      “Very serious,” I said.

      Leah jumped once and clapped her hands.  “I’ll make sure the tub is clean.”

      She wrapped her arms around my neck and gave me a quick hug.  Leah ran back to the house as I took the pail from the pump and placed it under the spout.

      It took a bit to get the water flowing.  The first spurts of water were rusty but then it came out clear.

      I walked with the first full bucket toward the house and tried to calculate how many trips it was going to take to fill a tub.  Too many.  The answer was too many.

      But it had made her so happy that I knew it would be worth it.  Not to mention, it would feel good to get clean.  Rainwater was not necessarily clean water.  My skin felt heavy and tight, like the outside of beef jerky.

      I brought the first pail full of water into the bathroom.  Leah had already lined up body wash, shampoo, and she’d even managed to find a scented candle she’d set on the edge of the tub.

      “Maybe there’s some wine in the kitchen,” I teased.

      “Do I look like a wine drinker?” she asked.  She pointed at the white faux marble counter next to the sink.  “But I did find a bottle.”

      “I could down the whole thing,” I said.  “For what it’s worth, I’m not a wine drinker either.  But at this point, I’d drink shitty watered-down beer if that was my only choice.”

      Leah grinned.  “I found some of that too.”

      “Something to look forward to when I finish bringing in the water,” I said.

      Leah picked a bottle of bubble bath.  She popped open the top and inhaled the floral-scented deeply.  “I can’t wait.”

      If I had to guess, it took me at least thirty minutes to get the tub more than half full.  Leah had poured in the bubble bath, splashing it around with her hand constantly until she built up a mound of white, foamy bubbles.

      Entering the room was intoxicating.  The scent was like lavender, or maybe it was jasmine.  It was floral and herbal all at the same time and it was enough that when I entered the room, I could pretend things hadn’t ever changed.

      I came into the room with another bucket full of water.  Leah was in the tub wearing nothing but a bubble shirt.

      “This feels so good,” she said squeezing her legs to her chest.

      At first, I didn’t know what to do with my eyes.  I was shocked she was in the tub with nothing on.  I was sure I looked at her for far too long before peeling my drooling eyes away.

      “Oh, sorry,” I said looking at my feet.  “I guess there was some miscommunication.  I thought you wanted more water.”

      “I did but I think this should be good enough,” Leah said.  “There wasn’t any miscommunication.”

      “Oh, um, well, enjoy your bath,” I said carefully pouring the water into the tub.  I kept my eyes diverted away from her as best as I could.  “I’ll just get out of your hair.”

      Leah huffed.  “Don’t be silly.  There is plenty of room for both of us.”

      “Um,” I stammered.

      “I’ll look away,” she said rolling her eyes.

      It was a big tub.  And there were lots of bubbles.  But still, it felt awkward… and tempting.  Very tempting.

      “Come on,” she urged.  “It’s cold but it’s still somehow quite relaxing.”

      “I don’t know,” I said.  “What if someone comes along and—”

      “Who’s going to be out and about in a storm,” Leah said.  “Not to mention, there aren’t many survivors.  At least not that we’ve seen.”  She tapped the side of the white over-sized tub.  “You can set the gun right here if it makes you feel better.”

      I bit down on the inside of my cheek.  “Fine,” I said waving my finger in a circle.  “Turn around.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Completely.”

      “Fine,” she said covering her face with both hands.

      I blinked twice.  “No peeking.”

      “Please,” she said punctuating with a groan.

      I knew her eyes were rolling even though I couldn’t see them.  Somehow the thought made me smile.

      I undressed and slipped into the tub in record time.   Usually, I wouldn’t have cared about getting into a tub naked but somehow, with Leah, it was different.  My cocky confidence was nowhere to be found.

      “You know,” Leah said sliding back slightly.  “I kind of like it here.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Yeah.  I mean, there’s enough to eat for a while and clean water.”  Leah shrugged and the water splashed around her.  “Why not take a little break?”

      I rubbed my chin.  “My dad’s waiting.”

      “He’s already been waiting,” Leah chewed her lip.  “What’s a little longer.  We’ll both travel quicker after a bit of rest, don’t you think?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Please?” she begged like a child wanting a toy in a store.  “Just a little longer?  A day.  No, two days.  Three at the most.”

      I exhaled.  “I guess a day or two would be all right.”

      “Oh!  Thank you, Adam!” she started to lean forward as if she were going to hug me but stopped when she remembered where we were.  And what she wasn’t wearing.

      “Yeah, but that’s it.  We can’t stay longer than that.”  I ran my wet fingers through my hair.

      “I know,” Leah said.  “This will be good for us.  You’ll see.”  Leah inhaled deeply and released the breath slowly between her lips.  Her eyes closed.  “I wish I had a book.”

      I chuckled.  “I wish I had a lot of things.”

      “You said it,” she said looking at me through narrowed slits.  “Like a foot rub.  That would be amazing right now.”

      “Is that a hint?”

      “Maybe,” she said raising a brow.

      It felt like the blood pumping through my veins was so hot it warmed the water.  One minute Leah was ice cold and the next, she was asking for a foot massage.

      I could have called her out on it but I didn’t.  I grabbed her foot and started digging my thumbs into her soft skin.

      “That feels sooooo good,” Leah purred as she sank deeper into the tub.  The bubbles moved off her revealing much more than I’m sure she intended.  I tried not to look but it was impossible.

      Damn.  Why did she have to be so impossibly beautiful?

      I stood and grabbed a towel, almost instantly wrapping it around my waist.

      Leah popped up, covering herself with her arms.  “Is everything okay?  Did something happen?”

      “Thought I heard something,” I lied.  “I should go check it out.”

      “Okay,” Leah said nervously.  “Shouldn’t you take the gun with you?”

      I grabbed it and walked out of the room, closing the door behind me, hoping she hadn’t noticed just what being close to her did to me.

      I needed to get back on the road so that I was distracted.  Being in this house with Leah wasn’t good for us.  It wasn’t good for me.
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      “Holy sh-crap,” Shawn said getting to his feet.  He was unsteady and breathing heavily.  It looked like his legs were about to give out.

      I grabbed his arm and pulled him over to the seat.  “Sit down.”

      “You don’t have to tell me twice,” Shawn said.  He looked at me and grinned.  “You saved my life.”

      “It was all Gage,” I said.

      Shawn shook his head and leaned close.  “He helped but you got me first.”

      I cleared my throat and leaned back, wiping the excess water from my face.  The rain was still falling but it had lessened substantially.  Visibility was back even though all we could see was more water.

      “Who knew a person could be wetter than wet?” I asked looking down at myself.

      My clothes clung to me and my hair was plastered to my face.  I stood abruptly, noticing there was a difference on the deck.  My mouth dropped as I moved carefully, looking in every possible corner.

      “Oh, no.  No, no, no!” I said.

      “What’s wrong?” Brooklyn asked fear thickly coating her words.

      “It’s gone.  It’s all gone,” I said pressing my palms to my forehead.

      She shook her head.

      “All our supplies are gone,” I clarified.

      After what we’d just been through, I couldn’t believe it.  No one had even thought to attempt to secure our supplies.  Not that I could blame anyone since I hadn’t thought of it either.  The storm had just kind of happened.

      None of it would have mattered, considering the lid of the storage chest was popped open and one of the hinges appeared to have broken.  Still, everything was gone, even Gage’s spear.

      “I’ll make a new one,” Gage said when his eyes caught mine.

      He would need more materials to make a new one.  It wasn’t like he was going to fish up exactly what he needed.

      Food and water were more important than finding a weapon.  Especially while we were stuck at sea.  It wasn’t like he was going to find food or safe drinking water while we were floating on the water.

      “I kind of hoped the storm would carry us to land,” Shawn said.

      “Me too,” Brooklyn said.

      “I’m sick of being on this boat,” Teddy said puffing out his lower lip.

      I groaned.  “Me too.”

      I’d never been much of a boat person.  Or plane.  I had always liked to keep my two feet on the ground.

      Being stuck on the boat made me feel a bit claustrophobic.  But I couldn’t let it get to me.  What choice did I have?  I was stuck.  We all were.

      “Do you think we’re going the right way?” Brooklyn asked meeting Gage’s eyes.

      She didn’t care what anyone else thought.  She wanted to hear from Gage and Gage alone.  I didn’t know how he didn’t find her more annoying.

      “I think so,” Gage said.

      The storm was gone and the sky was still gray but there was a brightness that pushed through the clouds.  It wasn’t much, but Gage was likely making a guess which direction was east and which direction was west.

      “Hey, Stevie,” Gage called.  “Can I talk to you for a minute?”

      “Sure,” I said fighting off the sinking feeling that was trying to pull my stomach to my feet.  I could tell by the sound of his voice, something was troubling him.

      I held on to a metal pole, not trusting my feet to keep me on the boat.  Gage didn’t look at me.

      “We’re running on fumes,” he said softly.

      “What does that mean for us?” I asked.

      “We’ll be at the mercy of the waves, I guess,” Gage said.

      I shook my head and snorted.  “Is there even anything else that can go wrong?”  I held up my hand.  “Don’t answer that.”

      “Do we tell them?” Gage asked.

      “Yeah,” I said keeping my eyes on the horizon.  I could still feel every eye on the boat on us.  “I guess so.”

      “I’ll do it,” Gage offered.

      I placed my hand on his arm.  “It’s fine.  Just keep us going.”

      I swung myself around over toward the others.  I sat down and turned so I could see everyone.

      “So, I’ve got news,” I said.

      “Good or bad?” Shawn asked.

      “Not great,” I said.  I pinched my lip between my thumb and fingers before exhaling.  “We’re almost out of fuel.”

      Brooklyn groaned.  “Jesus!  You have to be kidding me.”

      “I wish that I were,” I said.

      Brooklyn scooted forward so that she was blocking my view of Teddy.  She clasped her hands together.

      “It’s not going to matter though, right?” she asked keeping her voice low.  “Without food and water, we won’t make it long.”

      I gave her a nod.  “There’s always a chance the waves will bring us to land.”

      “There’s always a chance they’ll carry us away from it too,” she said.  Her shoulders dropped with her exhale.  “What am I supposed to tell Teddy?”

      “I don’t know,” I said offering a frown.

      Brooklyn groaned.  “Maybe we should just jump in.  What’s the point of dragging this out?  It was probably foolish to think we ever had a chance.”

      Her voice had gotten louder.  I was sure Teddy had heard what she said but thankfully he didn’t say anything.  I wouldn’t have known what to say to ease his mind.  If there was even anything that could be said.

      “Can we drink this water?” Shawn asked jerking his thumb toward the surrounding water.

      “I don’t think it would be safe,” I said.

      “It’s not saltwater like the ocean is it?” he asked.

      I shrugged.  “I’d guess it’s a mix but we have no way to boil it.”

      “But if it’s drink it or drink nothing…,” Shawn’s voice faded away.

      “We’re not at that point yet,” I said.

      “Let me know when we get to that point,” Shawn said.

      I pressed my lips into an awkward smile.  “Will do.  I think we just all need to rest.  Take it easy.  After what we’ve been through, I’m sure we’re all exhausted.”

      “How could anyone sleep after that?” Brooklyn snorted.

      “There isn’t going to be time for that anyway,” Gage shouted.

      We all turned to him at nearly the same time.  He was standing with his hand over his eyes as if the sun were too bright.  Of course, there wasn’t sun and he was just blocking out the rain.

      Gage stretched out his arm and pointed at something in the distance.  I turned but all I could see was water and mist where the rain met the surface.

      His lips curled into a smile.  “I see land.”
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      It felt like the air had been sucked right out of the room when the hatch door opened.  I struggled to take in a full breath as the pair of boots descended the ladder.

      A person dressed entirely in black muttered to themselves as they made their way down.  They had no idea what they were walking into.

      The person who wasn’t much taller than I was placed his feet down on the floor and shook off rainwater like a wet dog.  He shivered and turned, setting down a plastic bag on the floor.

      He made another quarter turn and looked up and shouted as he placed his hand on his chest.  The guy took a step forward but quickly turned, hitting the side of his face on the ladder.

      “Dang it,” he said bringing his hand to his temple.  “Please!  Don’t shoot.”

      “What are you doing down here?” Robby asked.

      “What are you doing down here?” the guy asked.  “I live here.  I think I’m allowed to come here whenever I like.”

      Robby relaxed his shoulders but only slightly.  “Sorry,” Robby said.  “We just wanted to get out of the rain.”

      “I don’t blame you,” the guy said his eyes nervously focused on the gun.  “Any chance you could put that down.  It’s kind of freaking me out.  I’m not really a gun person.”

      “Who are those people in the back room?” Robby asked.

      His eyebrows squeezed together, wrinkling his forehead.  The anger dissipated and he dropped his head.  He quickly covered his sobs with both hands.

      “My parents,” the guy said.  “They left me here alone.  Seventeen and alone.”

      “Looks like you’re doing okay,” Caleb said.

      “I’m alive if that’s what you mean,” he said.  “But I’m not sure for how much longer.”

      Robby cocked his head to the side.  “Lots of food here.  I don’t think you have anything to worry about unless the water starts climbing up the side of your hill.”

      “I just meant I don’t think I can do this alone,” the guy said.

      “I’m Jenna.  What’s your name?” Jenna said stepping up beside Caleb.  She was wearing a kind smile I didn’t even know she’d been capable of creating.

      He swallowed hard.  “Max.”

      “You have a really nice place here, Max,” Jenna said.

      “Uh, thanks,” Max said.

      “We didn’t know anyone was living here,” Jenna explained.  “We just wanted to take a break.”

      Max looked at each one of us in turn.  “I guess that’s okay.”

      “Are we the first people you’ve seen?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” Max said picking at a fingernail.  “You know I’m not armed.”

      Robby sighed but lowered the gun.

      “Thanks,” Max said crossing his arms.  “Are you guys going to stay long?”

      “No,” Robby said.

      “Oh,” Max replied.  “Where are you going?”

      Robby looked at me.  I chewed my lip briefly.

      “We’re trying to find higher ground,” I said.

      Max’s head bobbed.  “The rain isn’t stopping.”

      “No, it doesn’t seem to be,” I said.  I gestured toward the bag.  “What’s in there?”

      “There’s a house north of here,” Max said shifting his weight.  “It’s been looted though.  Not much left.”

      “What are you going to do with those animals?” Caleb asked.

      Max snorted.  “I have no idea.  My dad had taken care of them.  He fed them.  He knew how to kill and prepare them but I don’t know where to start.  Not to mention it makes my stomach turn to even think about butchering any of them.”

      “It’s been a long time since I had chicken,” Caleb said.

      “Oh,” Max said.  “You guys can have one.”

      Caleb exchanged a look with Robby.  Caleb grinned and took a step toward Max.  “For real?”

      “Yeah, I don’t see why not?”  Max shrugged.  “They’re just going to die otherwise.”  Max met my eyes.  “There isn’t much food left for them.  I think one of the cows is sick.”

      We stood there in silence.  Robby and Caleb were contemplating their options and poor Max still looked as though he was terrified.

      “It’s nice to have some company,” Max said.  “I was getting pretty lonely.”

      “Well, let’s sit down and talk,” Jenna said clapping her hands together.

      “Can I change first?” Max asked.

      Robby scratched the back of his neck.  “It’s your place.”

      “Okay,” Max said keeping his eyes on the gun as he took several cautious steps toward the hallway.  “I’ll be back.”

      The four of us huddled together while Max was out of the room.  Jenna placed her hands on her hips.

      “We should stay here with him,” she said.  “He needs someone to take care of him and we need somewhere safe to stay.”

      Robby’s head was shaking before she finished talking.  “We can’t stay here.  It’s not going to be safe forever unless it stops raining soon.”

      “Maybe it will,” Jenna said.

      “Maybe it won’t,” I replied instantly.

      Jenna sighed.  “You’re hopeless.”

      “Yes,” I said.

      “Whatever.  Maybe we should take him with us then,” Jenna said.

      “We could,” Robby said.  “Then maybe he’d let us take some of this with us.”

      Jenna clicked her tongue.  “I was worried about him but nice to see all you care about is supplies.”

      “Supplies are what will keep us alive,” Robby retorted.

      “Well, I know but we should care about each other too,” Jenna said.  “Or you’ll end up like Joss and afraid of everyone.”

      I groaned and walked away from the huddle.  I didn’t feel even a little bad for not trusting anyone.  If Max hadn’t looked afraid, I wouldn’t have trusted him either.  Not that I trusted him but I wasn’t worried he was going to steal our stuff or kill us.

      We were the ones contemplating how to take some of his stuff.  Max probably thought we were the bad guys.

      It wasn’t long before he came back into the room.  He was wearing a T-shirt and a dry pair of dark jeans.

      “Hey, there,” Robby said.  “We talked about it and wondered if you would be interested in joining us.”

      “No thanks,” Max said.

      Robby’s eyes narrowed.  “What?  Are you sure?”

      “Yeah,” Max said.  “This is my home.  I’ll take my chances.”

      “I don’t think you’re safe here,” Robby said.

      He’d probably wanted to say that if he stayed, he’d die here.  But for Max’s sake, he worded it better.

      “It’s a risk to stay and it’s a risk to go,” Max said.  “But this is the place I know.  This is my home.”

      “Max,” Robby said.

      Max shook his head.  “Save it.  I’m not leaving.  If I had it in me, I’d take my dad’s gun and join them.”

      Jenna lowered her gaze.  She placed her hand on her round stomach.

      “I’m not cut out for this,” Max explained.

      “None of us are,” I said.  “Especially me.”

      “I appreciate the offer,” Max said.  “But I’m not leaving.  You can stay as long as you want to rest up.  Feel free to eat a chicken, some rice and beans, whatever.  But then you’ll go on your way.”

      Jenna looked up.  “Aren’t you lonely here?  Don’t you want to be with people?”

      “I don’t have anyone left.  No friends.  No family,” Max said.

      “Neither do we,” I said.

      “You all have each other,” Max said.

      Jenna forced a smile.  “You’d have us too.”

      “I’m not leaving,” Max shouted.  His hands were balled into tight fists.  “Now, please, drop it, okay?”

      Caleb cleared his throat after several seconds.  “So, about that chicken?”
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      It had been nearly twenty-four hours since we found the house.  My stomach was full and had been since we arrived.

      I filled myself more than ever before because my body demanded it.  I needed to refuel.  My body needed to build back up to where it had been.

      I was clean and dry and that eased my mind.  We’d found dry clothes and while the clothes were a little tight on me, I didn’t care because they were dry.  They were soft and didn’t scratch my skin the way the always wet clothes had.

      The storm had ended but the rain on the other hand, well, I long ago accepted that it wouldn’t stop.  I didn’t think I’d ever know what that flash of light had done to our world to cause all of the devastation.

      Leah and I enjoyed our time together.  We did a lot of sitting and talking and a lot of much-needed naps.  We smiled and laughed with one another.  Being with her was so easy.

      “I think I’m going to go through everything in the house and pack up anything we might need for when we head back out,” I said stretching my arms over my head.  If I spent any more time on the pullout couch, I would have fallen asleep again myself.

      “Okay,” Leah said flipping a page in her book.  She barely bothered to flick me a glance.  “Need help?”

      “I don’t think so,” I said.

      “Let me know if you do,” she said.

      I pressed my lips together into a smile.  “Will do.”

      I slowly worked my way through the house, tossing anything into a pile that I thought might be useful on the road.  A mode of transportation would have been nice but that didn’t seem like it was going to be an option… that was until I saw the bikes hanging on the garage wall.

      I’d seen them before and it surprised me that the idea of actually using them hadn’t popped into my head sooner.  Anyone else would have realized immediately… but not me.

      Traveling on them wouldn’t be as fast as if I had found a motorcycle but it was better than walking.

      “Hey, Leah,” I called as I skipped out of the garage and made my way through the kitchen toward the living room.  The drips of water plopping into the containers around me created a peaceful, relaxing sound.

      Her eyelids were ninety percent closed.  “Yes?”

      “Good news,” I said.  “I found an alternate mode of transportation.”

      “Oh?” she asked blinking her eyes without allowing them to fully open.

      “Bikes!” I said excitedly as if I’d been the one to invent them.

      Leah grinned but there wasn’t any excitement behind it.  Zero.  Zilch.  Nada.  It was confusing but she was probably just too tired.

      “That’s great, Adam,” Leah said resting her head down on her pillow.  “I need more rest.  I’m just still so exhausted from everything.”

      “Okay, sure,” I said.  “I have lots to do anyway.  Just a few more hours and we need to get back on the road.”

      Leah didn’t say anything.  She turned on her side with her back toward me.

      I watched her body rise up with a deep inhale and then sink into the flat mattress with her long exhale.  It would have been easy to lie down next to her but if I did that, we might not be ready to leave in the morning.

      We needed to get out there.  I needed to get to my dad.

      I spent several hours going through everything.  We’d have a fairly decent amount of items that we could carry in backpacks.  I wondered how many miles we could ride in a day on the bikes.

      I woke Leah after I finished making dinner.  She smiled and tried to pull me down into the bed next to her.

      “Ugh,” she groaned.  The lazy smile didn’t fade.  “Don’t you get tired?”

      “Dinner’s ready,” I said raising a brow.  “Don’t you get hungry?”

      “Let’s eat in bed,” she said.

      I regained my balance and sat on the edge of the bed.  “We could.”

      “We should!”

      “I’ll close the garage and bring everything in here,” I said.

      “You are the best,” she said glancing at the packed bags on the floor.  “We’re all packed up?”

      I nodded.  “We can talk about it when I get back in, okay?”

      “Sure,” she said pushing herself into a seated position.  Leah hugged her knees to her chest.

      I set the plates down on the bed and crawled next to her.  “Too bad we don’t have a TV.”

      “Yeah,” she said somberly.

      We ate in near silence.  I was nearly finished when she set her plate down on the end table and turned to me.

      “Adam,” she said taking my hand.

      “Yes?”

      “I really need another day,” Leah said.  “I’m not ready.”

      I looked down and pulled in a breath.  “We can’t.”

      Leah took my plate from me and inched closer.  She touched my cheek and looked in my eyes.

      “Adam,” she said gazing in my eyes.  My pulse pounded.  “What’s one more day?”

      “We could cover twenty miles in a day,” I said.

      “We are so much safer staying here,” Leah said sliding her hand down my chin and grabbing my shirt.  “Don’t you see that?”

      I swallowed.  I could feel her breath against my skin.

      “I need to get there,” I said stumbling over most of my words.  “It’s my dad and my mom is probably scared.”

      “I understand that but just a little more time.”  Leah inched her lips closer.  “What if your parents aren’t even there and we go all that way for nothing?”

      I shrugged.  “Well, I need to at least find out.  If there isn’t anything there for us, we can just find another place.  We can live like this again.”

      “You don’t know that,” she said softly.  Her eyes were on my lips.  “This might be it for us.  I want us to stay together.”

      “We will,” I said.  “I don’t have plans to separate.”

      Leah frowned.  “If you leave, we’ll be separated.  I don’t want that but I’m staying here.”
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      Brooklyn cheered and hugged Teddy.  Shawn clapped his hands together so hard I’m sure it had stung.

      “Wait,” I said holding the railing as I stood.

      I squinted to be sure about what I was seeing.  I wanted to be positive before I worried the others.  It didn’t take more than a few seconds to verify what I saw.

      “There are people over there,” I said.

      “Dammit,” Gage said shaking his head.  “We don’t have a choice.”

      It was true.  We didn’t.  And worst of all, we didn’t have anything to protect ourselves with if necessary.

      Gage dropped the anchor about twenty feet away from the shore.  It wasn’t difficult to make our way to the land, although it did feel weird leaving the boat.

      I was happy to have my feet on the earth again but I was also worried.  Gage and I had survived in the rushing water twice, I couldn’t shake the feeling that it could happen again.

      The mud at the shore was thick like chocolate pudding.  It sucked my feet down, threatening to pull my shoe off with each step.

      There weren’t many trees and all the grasses and plant life was nearly entirely mashed down.  I didn’t see any buildings but my eyes were glued to the small group of three that kept glancing nervously at us.

      It was clear to me that the group was also struggling.  They were thin, their skin gray, and their cheeks sunken.  They probably looked at us and thought the same thing.

      “They look scared,” Teddy said taking Brooklyn’s hand.

      “They sure do,” Brooklyn said.

      “I’m kind of scared too,” Teddy said taking a step back to hide halfway behind Brooklyn.

      She gave his hand a squeeze.  “You don’t need to be afraid of anything as long as you’re with me, okay?”

      “Okay,” Teddy said giving her a little smile that warmed my heart.

      He was crazy about Brooklyn but what worried me was that while she obviously cared about him, would she always be there for him?  It wasn’t that I didn’t trust Brooklyn, it was that I didn’t know her well.  I would have to keep an eye on him, just in case.

      “Please!” the man with the group said over his shoulder.  He put his arms around the two women with him.  “We don’t have anything.  Just leave us alone.”

      “We’re friendly,” Gage called back.  “You don’t have anything to worry about.”

      “We’ve heard that before,” an older woman, maybe in her early thirties shot back.

      The girl who was probably only a few years younger than I was looked back at us.  Her eyes settled on Teddy.  She tugged on her mom’s arm.

      First, the woman looked back, then the man.  The man gestured forward and the women kept walking but he turned back and came toward us.

      The older woman frequently turned around to check on the man.  He drew nearer and the terror in his eyes turned my insides to ice.

      “We don’t want any trouble,” the man hissed.  “We don’t have food, water, or anything to give you.  Just please leave us alone.”

      “Sir,” I said.  “We don’t have anything either.  Look at us, I said holding out my hands.  We barely survived a storm on the water.  We’ve lost everything.  More importantly, we have no intention of doing anything to any of you.”

      “That’s not what we’re about,” Gage said.  “Do you know where we are?”

      The man shook his head.  “Not entirely sure.  Somewhere in Texas, I think.  Where are you from?”

      “Florida,” I replied.

      “That’s a long way,” the man said.  He looked us all up and down.  “You’re not armed?”

      Gage shook his head.  “We’re not but I wish we were.”

      “Who are you?” the man asked.

      “I’m Gage,” he said stretching out his hand.  The man cautiously took it and Gage introduced the rest of us.  “And you are?”

      “Josh,” he said swallowing as if he were worried he was giving away something he shouldn’t have.

      “Is that your family?” Teddy asked.

      Josh stared at the boy for a moment.  “They are.  Is this your family?”

      “No,” Teddy said with a frown.  “My mom got sick.  They’re taking care of me, though.”

      “Are they doing a good job?” Josh asked.

      Teddy smiled.  “Yes.”  His smile slowly flipped.  “But I miss my mom.”

      “Sorry to hear that,” Josh said.  “I miss my mom too.”

      “Did she get sick?” Teddy asked.

      “In fact, she did,” Josh said.  “But before all this.”

      It was nice to talk to someone who seemed perfectly normal but I was getting nervous.  We needed to get moving.  I couldn’t stop thinking about the water coming back again.

      The water was calm.  Gentle wish-wash sounds mixed in with the pit-pats of the falling rain.  It was an orchestra of different sounds but they were soft and gentle… nothing like the sounds of the storm.

      “We’re heading inland.  Would you and your family like to join us?” I asked.

      Brooklyn shot me a piercing look.  It was easy enough to ignore.

      “I’m not sure,” Josh said.  “We’ve had a few bad encounters.  It’s one of the reasons we don’t have anything.”

      “What happened?” Shawn asked.

      “Armed men took our stuff,” Josh said swallowing hard.  His eyes turned dark and something made me think there was more to it but I didn’t press the issue.

      Gage crossed his arms.  “Well, maybe together, we’ll be able to find more stuff.”

      “I guess maybe…,” Josh said his words fading.  He hesitated a moment and nodded.  “Yeah, okay.”

      “We’re heading west,” Gage said.

      “Northwest, if this is really Texas,” I added.

      “Do you have a specific destination in mind?” Josh asked.

      I shook my head.  “Higher ground.  Somewhere safe.  Maybe find other survivors.”

      “We haven’t seen many,” Josh said.  “And both times they weren’t survivors you’d want to run into.  It almost seemed like a cult of some kind.  They were all dressed the same.  Wanted us to follow them and essentially do whatever they wanted.”  Josh frowned.  “My wife and daughter… it… it wasn’t a safe place for them.  We managed to escape but we’re always looking over our shoulder.”

      “That sounds awful,” I said.

      Josh nodded.  “It was.  Lucky you haven’t run into them.”

      “Hopefully, we can keep it that way,” I said.  “Let’s catch up to your family and get moving.  Being this close to the water makes me nervous.”

      “What happened out there?” Josh asked.

      Gage chuckled.  “I’m not sure you’d believe it if I told you.”

      I tuned out most of the story as Gage told Josh everything we’d been through.  He started with the moment where he saw me sitting on the beach.

      I kept my eyes moving.  After what Josh had told us about the other people, I was even more apprehensive about running into others, especially without something to protect ourselves.  It also didn’t help that we were beyond exhausted.

      We weren’t more than twenty feet away when the younger woman started hitting her fist against her thighs.  Her brows were squeezed together and her cheeks turned a bright shade of red.

      “No!” she shouted.  “No, dad!  No more people!  This can’t happen.”

      “Shh!” he said trying to calm her.  “It’s okay.”

      She tried to turn and run but her mother caught her before she could get away.

      “Joshua,” the woman hissed.  “What are you thinking?”

      “Calm down, Kieran,” Josh said.  “It’s okay.  They’re okay.”

      The girl howled.  “No!”
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      There wasn’t enough room around the dining room table for all of us.  Robby and Caleb stood while they stuffed their faces with chicken and pasta that Caleb and Jenna had prepared.

      “This is much better than the chicken from the cans I was using,” Max said.

      “It sure is good,” Caleb said.  “But then again, any hot meal would be good.”

      “You haven’t eaten hot meals?” Max asked.

      Caleb took a large bite from a chicken leg and shook his head.  “Well, we did get hot food when we were in the store.  There were lots of supplies there.  But Joss and I were out on our own for a while and now we’re out on our own again.  We eat what comes out of a box, bag, or package.”

      “Oh,” Max said.  “Well, you can stay here for a few days and build up your strength.  I don’t mind.”

      “That would be lovely,” Jenna said.

      “We appreciate that,” Robby said swallowing down a bite of pasta.  “But we’ll need to be on our way after some rest.  Long road ahead of us.”

      Jenna dropped her fork.  “What road?  More like a river.”

      “Any chance your parents have a boat down here?” Robby asked Max with a half-smile.

      “Sorry, no,” Max said.

      Not much was said throughout the rest of our dinner.  I kept my head down and ate until it felt like I was going to explode.  It was a bit surprising I hadn’t been able to pack in more but I guess I had somehow adjusted to the smaller portions of food we’d had over the last several days.

      Jenna and I cleaned up while the guys sat in the living room.  I listened while Caleb and Robby discussed what they thought we should do.  Max seemed content with his decision to stay here since he hadn’t told anyone he changed his mind.  And really, it would have been difficult to leave all this behind to travel in the rain to the unknown.

      We hadn’t been in the bunker long and it was going to be hard to make myself leave.  Not only because of the food and comfort but also because I liked dryness.  I liked not being pelted by the constantly falling rain.

      I wanted to be clean but a shower would be torture.  A warm bath, on the other hand, maybe with a floral-scented bubble bath, sounded divine.

      After putting everything away, Jenna and I joined the others.  Caleb kept yawning and Max noticed.

      “There aren’t enough bedrooms for everyone but if you guys want to get some sleep, there is a bedroom across the hall from…,” Max said swallowing hard.  He exhaled and forced an awkward smile.  “There are blankets and pillows in the closet, and the couch,” Max said.  He stood and stretched his hands over his head.  “I’m going to go to my room now.”

      “Okay,” Robby said dragging out the word as if searching for something else to say.

      “You guys should just make yourself at home or whatever,” Max said.  “If you leave, just let me know so I can lock the hatch.”

      I gave him my own weird smile.  “Thanks for everything.”

      “Yeah, no problem,” Max said.

      Max gave a little wave and turned to leave the room.  I was still surprised he was so trusting.  But I guess, since he was staying, he didn’t really care all that much what happened to himself.  I hated to even think it but maybe he was just waiting for his day to come to an end because he couldn’t do it himself.

      The second Max was gone, Jenna stood.  “I think I should probably have the other bedroom because my feet are like swollen and I just really need sleep.”

      She didn’t mention the pregnancy but I knew it was why she wanted the bed.  Jenna wasn’t that far along but I didn’t know the first thing about being pregnant, maybe she really did need the bed.  It didn’t matter.  The floor with blankets and pillows would be comfortable enough for me.  It just annoyed me that she staked claim instead of asking.

      Jenna cleared her throat and curled her finger at Caleb.  “Can you help me with something?”

      “What do you want him to help you with?” I asked, grinning at Caleb.

      “Shut up,” Caleb said scrunching up his nose at me.  “Good night, love birds.”

      “Is it even night?” I asked playfully.

      Caleb shrugged and Jenna grabbed his hand.  He stumbled as she pulled him out of the room.

      Robby and I were alone in the strange living room.  The living room wasn’t really all that strange.  It was rather normal but it was strange that it was underground and the world above had fallen apart.

      If none of this happened, I couldn’t help but think that Robby wouldn’t have ever looked at me.  He was out of my league.

      “I guess it’s just you and me,” Robby said wrapping his arms around my waist from behind.  He pulled me against his body and groaned.  “I thought it would be a lot longer before we were alone together again.”

      “We’re not really alone,” I said but I couldn’t stop the smile from stretching across my face.  “They’re less than ten feet away.”

      Robby turned me by the shoulders and looked into my eyes.  “No one’s going to come out here.”

      He inched closer, smiling seconds before pressing his lips to mine.  A warm shiver ran down my spine.

      My body relaxed as I exhaled.  “I think I want to take a bath.”

      “That is a great idea,” Robby said.  “Need someone to help you with your shampoo?”

      “Oh,” I said waving him away.  “Wait, are you serious?”

      Robby squeezed me tighter.  “I couldn’t be more serious.”

      “Um,” I stammered.

      “The door locks,” Robby said.

      “I guess that would be nice.”  I wrapped my arms around his neck.  He kissed me before I could kiss him.

      Robby’s thumb stroked my cheek.  “It’ll be really nice.”  He jerked his chin toward the hallway.  “Ready?”

      “Yeah, definitely.”

      I turned and pulled Robby along behind me.  We stopped abruptly.

      “Oh, shit.  One sec,” Robby said.  He took a step away and grabbed the gun.  His eyes flicked toward mine.  “Just in case.”

      I nodded and the smile grew back on his face.  My next breath filled my lungs completely, making me feel like a helium balloon.

      “Now, where were we?” Robby asked.  He kissed the side of my neck as he moved me toward the bathroom.

      I closed the door once we were inside the small square bathroom.  Everything inside the room was white, even the tiled floor.

      The setting wasn’t even the slightest bit romantic but the second Robby peeled off his shirt, I didn’t care.  I locked the door and charged toward him.

      His touch ignited every nerve-ending in my body.  Being close to him erased the outside world and I was addicted to the feeling that came along with it.

      Robby placed his hands on my hips and dragged upward, pulling my shirt up until it was over my head.  He practically growled as he looked at me.

      My hand slipped between us and I popped open the button of his pants.  His eyes were down and his lips were curled as he helped me out of the rest of my clothing.

      Our damp, dirty clothes looked out of place in the pristine room.  Robby turned on the water and his eyes flicked toward mine as he crawled into the tub.

      He gestured for me to join him.  The tub was rather small but we managed to both fit inside without much trouble.

      I was between his legs, leaning toward him.  Robby grabbed the soap from the little dish at the side of the tub.  He built up a lather and placed his soapy hands on my shoulders.

      His hands slipped down to my breasts and my head fell back.  All the tension in my body disappeared.  I wanted to melt into the hot water like marshmallows in hot chocolate but instead, I straddled him and twisted my fingers into his hair.

      “Joss,” he whispered.

      I bit my lip.  The back of my head felt numb as we became one.

      The water splashed around us, making small wave-like sounds.  With my eyes closed, I could pretend we were on a tropical beach during low-tide.

      “Oh, Robby,” I said as his hands slid over my body.

      “Shh,” he said with a smile.  “The walls are thin.”

      I nodded but I felt as though I was moving in slow motion.  A dream.  The best dream.

      I also didn’t feel as though I had much control over anything, let alone my body or my volume.  My fingers dug into Robby’s tight, muscular arm.

      “Robby,” I squeaked.

      He held me tighter.  His thighs tensed and he rolled his hips.

      I wanted to hold on to the dream longer but I couldn’t.  My body was protesting.  My body needed to release and it couldn’t wait.  It didn’t wait.

      I pressed my mouth down against his shoulder and my body exploded in delight.  Robby grunted and his movements slowed.

      Our rapid breaths came at the same time.  We both worked to float back down and regain control of our breathing and our bodies.

      “Maybe we should stay here,” Robby said brushing my hair away from my face.  “We’d get to do this way more often.”

      “I don’t think we were invited to stay forever,” I said staring at Robby’s mouth as I climbed off him, resting backward in what remained of the tub water.  “Besides, you know we’re probably not safe here.”

      Robby sighed as he leaned back, folding his hands behind his head.  “I know but I like having alone time with you.”

      “I like it too,” I said.  “But, we can’t.”

      There was soft padding at the bottom of the bathroom door.  Clover didn’t want us to have time alone, it seemed.

      Robby grabbed the shampoo and squeezed some into his hands.  He built up a thick lather and ran his fingers through his hair.

      He handed me the bottle and glanced over at our clothing.  “I don’t want to put that back on.”

      “Neither do I,” I said with a small frown.  “But we don’t have anything else and besides, we’re just going to get soaked the second we leave this place.”

      Robby slid back and dunked his head to rinse out the shampoo.  His hair curled up around the sides of his face and along the back of his neck.

      I watched as he stood, grabbed a towel off the rack and dried himself off.  He stepped out of the tub onto the tiled floor leaving behind wet footprints as he walked over to the sink.

      Robby combed his fingers through his hair.  He glanced over at me, blinking several times before smiling.

      “Wash up,” he said opening the door a crack to allow Clover inside.  She looked up at him and stared for a long second before turning and walking away.

      Robby closed the door again walked back to the tub.  He grabbed a towel and waited for me to finish washing my hair.

      I stood and took it from him.  The towel was soft against my clean skin.

      Robby wrapped his arms around me.  “Let’s go get some rest.  We both need it.”

      Sleeping on the couch with several blankets and several pillows was like heaven.  In my dream, I was back at home in my bedroom.

      I didn’t know how long I’d been out but when my eyes fluttered open, the others were in the kitchen.  Clover was on my chest.

      There was a pile of clothes on the floor next to me.  A T-shirt that likely had belonged to Max and a pair of pants that might have been a size or two too big.  I didn’t care.

      No one said much after I’d changed and ate breakfast.  Max was in his room with the door cracked open.

      It felt like we’d intruded in his space and he was anxious for us to go.  There was a plastic bag next to our supplies.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “Max gave us a going away gift,” Caleb said.

      “That was nice of him,” I said.

      Caleb nodded.  “Are you ready for this?”

      “I guess so,” I said.

      “I know it’s hard,” Caleb said.  “We’ll get there.  Tell yourself it won’t be like this forever.”

      I forced a smile that pulled the muscles in my jaw tight.

      Robby placed his hand on my back and kissed my cheek.  “Ready?”
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      I stared at her for a long moment.  “Leah,” I said taking her hand into mine.  “No, you can’t do that.  I can’t let you do that.”

      “I’m not going,” Leah said pulling away from me.  She crossed her arms and leaned back.

      “Leah, please,” I said.

      She got off the mattress and paced back and forth in front of the boarded-up window.  Her head started shaking back and forth.

      “This is hard for me, Adam but this is where we part ways,” Leah said frowning.  “You can always come back here.”

      “Jesus,” I said running my hands through my hair.  “I’m not even sure I’d ever be able to find this place again.  I don’t even know where I am.”

      The pull-out bed creaked as she flopped back down.  Leah buried her face in her hands.

      After a long moment, she turned to me.  “I wish you would stay with me.  I hate asking but I have to.  I have to ask because I like being with you.  I feel better.  Safer.”

      “I like being with you too,” I said swallowing down the sourness at the back of my throat.  “But it’s my family.  I don’t have a choice.”

      “No, I get it,” Leah said.  “It’s why I didn’t let myself get close to you.  I knew the day would come when we would part ways.”

      My head moved slowly side to side.  I walked around the bed and sat next to her.  “We don’t have to part ways.”

      “I’m just so tired.”

      Her eyes met mine.  I could see the exhaustion even though she’d slept at least half of the time we’d been inside the house.

      “I’m tired too,” I said pleading with my eyes.  “There will be time to rest when I get there.  I have to believe that.”

      “I don’t have family waiting for me,” Leah said.  “There isn’t anything I believe other than I have to take care of myself.  Which is why I’m staying here.”

      “Stay with me,” I said.  I clenched my fist, hating how much my words sounded like begging.  “I’ll watch your back.”

      Leah sighed.  “I know you would.  You’re the only one I can trust but I can’t go.  I’m sorry.”

      “I have to go,” I replied.

      “I know.”  Leah smiled and flicked me a quick look before kissing my cheek.  She pulled back, only slightly.  She looked into my eyes.  “I’m going to miss the hell out of you.”

      “Same,” I said.

      To hell with my lack of confidence when it came to Leah.  Eva had knocked me down but I wasn’t going to allow her to win.

      I slid my hands around Leah’s silky, slender neck.  My pulse was racing.  I could smell the floral scent of the body wash still on her skin.

      Leah didn’t pull away as I expected.  She leaned closer.  I didn’t hesitate.  I kissed her.

      Her lips were petal-soft.  It was hard to keep myself under control.

      She wrapped her arms around my neck, kissing me deeper.  There was passion and desire in her touch.

      It felt like everything outside the room had disappeared.  I couldn’t even hear the rain… that was until the moment she pulled back.

      “Sorry,” she said looking down.  “This is exactly what I didn’t want to happen.”

      I cleared my throat, unable to figure out what I wanted to say.  Really… what could I say?  In a few hours, I’d be leaving her behind and I wasn’t even entirely sure how I would be able to do that.

      It wasn’t like I knew Leah all that well.  In the short time we’d been together, we’d grown close.  I felt like I’d known her much longer.

      “It’s not you,” Leah said.  “I just don’t want to think about you when you’re gone.”

      “Yeah,” I said afraid to meet her eyes.  “I get it.”

      “I do hope you come back for me,” Leah said.  “If you find a place… your parents… safety.  Don’t forget about me, okay?”

      I wrapped my arm around her shoulders.  “I’ll do my best.”  A long sigh escaped from between my lips.  “Are you sure this is what you want?”

      “I am,” Leah said.  “I wish it could be different but it just can’t.  The thought of getting on a bike and riding in the rain for miles and miles makes me want to throw up.”

      “Me too,” I said with a laugh.

      “Then stay.”  Leah turned to me again.  Her eyes were wide and bright.  Filled with some kind of hope that she’d be able to change my mind.

      I stood and walked away from her.  If I looked into her pleading eyes for too long, maybe I’d change my mind and I couldn’t let that happen.

      “Pretend I didn’t say that,” she said.  “You should go.  You need to go.  It’s not good bye, it’s see you later.”

      Even though my back was to her, I could feel her eyes on me.  I crossed my arms and nodded.

      “I’ll clean up the dishes,” Leah said as the forks rattled on the plates behind me.  “Think I’ll take another bath.”

      “Need help filling the tub?” I asked.

      “That’s not necessary,” Leah said.  “You should get some sleep.”

      I ran my fingers through my dry hair.  “Are you sure?”

      “Positive.”  She smiled as she poured some water over the plates in the sink.  “So, you have everything you need?”

      “I sure hope so,” I answered.  “I’ll only take one bag and leave you the other.  What are you going to do with the food here runs out?”

      Leah shrugged.  “I’ll start rationing.  I think I should be able to stretch it out for a while.”

      “I’ll write down the address for you,” I said lowering my gaze.  “Except it might not be accurate.  There’s a chance I’m not even remembering it correctly myself.”

      “Yeah, write it down,” Leah said glancing at me over her shoulder.  “Don’t worry about me, I’ll be fine.”

      My lips formed a thin smile that stretched my cheeks.  I would worry.  I would think about her every day after we parted ways.

      Even now, I couldn’t help but think it was a mistake to leave her.  But I knew my parents my entire life and for the most part, they’d been great parents.  I’d only known Leah for a few days.

      “Go on,” she said jerking her chin toward the mattress.  “Get some rest.  You’re going to need it.”

      “Umm,” I stammered.

      “Need me to tuck you in?” she asked.

      I let out a short breath.  “That would be nice but I think I can manage.”

      “Good,” Leah said.  “Because if you couldn’t, I’d be worried.”

      The mattress squeaked and creaked as I laid down.  I closed my eyes and exhaled a long breath filled with stress, anxiety, and worry.

      My body felt lighter and sleep found me almost instantly.  I don’t think I’d been out for too long when I heard the floorboards creaking.

      Candlelight flickered on the walls.  Leah was trying to be silent as she walked from the bathroom toward her side of the bed in a towel.

      I closed my eyes and tried to go back to sleep.  My eyes, however, wouldn’t stay closed.

      Leah let the towel drop to the floor.  The light from the candle gave her naked backside a beautiful orange glow.

      She reached over, grabbing a T-shirt from the bottom of the bed.  The gentle curve of her breast in the dim light made my heart pound like a bass drum inside my chest.

      The shifting of my weight made the mattress squeak.  She let the shirt fall and turned.  Our eyes met.

      “Sorry!” she whispered.  “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

      “It’s okay,” I said.

      Leah crawled into the bed and rested her head on the pillow.  Her blue eyes glowed as she looked over at me.

      “I don’t think there is anything better than a bath,” she whispered.  “Being clean makes me feel like a whole new person.  Maybe you should take another before you leave.”

      Leah inched closer.  Her breath danced against my cheek.  “I could help.”

      “That sounds nice,” I said.

      “Which part?  The bath or the me helping?” she teased.  Leah placed her fingertips on my chest.  “I was thinking… maybe I was wrong about all this.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      She blinked several times.  “I hadn’t wanted to get close but now I think maybe that was really stupid.  If you leave and I never know what it was like to be with you, I would regret it.”

      “Well, wow.  That’s a lot for me to process,” I said.

      “We need to stop processing and start living,” Leah said.

      If I was being honest with myself, I liked what she was saying.  It made sense.  But also, it would make it harder to leave and it would probably make it harder for her to let me leave.

      Leah’s hand slowly moved down my chest and over my stomach.  There was a split second I considered grabbing her hand and stopping her.  That second came and went faster than any other second in my life.

      She popped open the button of my pants.  The sounds of the zipper bounced off the walls.

      Her hand slipped down.  My body jerked at the feel of her hand grabbing me.

      “Leah,” I said.

      “Shh,” she whispered.  “It’s what I want.”

      There was no doubt she could feel it was what I wanted too.  At least it was everything my heart and body wanted.  My mind had questions but I shoved them to the back of my mind.

      I tore off my shirt and leaned over and kissed her.  My insides were on fire.  There were probably a handful of reasons to stop things but I was weak.

      Leah was right.  We needed to start living.

      I kissed down the side of her neck as my hand slid down her shoulder and over her breast.  I wanted her to feel just as amazing as she was making me feel.

      She tightened her hold on me and I groaned with pleasure.  My thumb teased her through the fabric of the T-shirt.

      Leah sat up and yanked off her T-shirt.  My breaths quickened at the sight of her in the flickering light.

      “You’re amazingly beautiful,” I said.

      “You’re just saying that because I’m naked,” she said playfully.

      I shook my head.  There was nothing but seriousness to my expression.  “I thought so since the moment I saw you.”

      “With the mud all over me?”

      “The second moment,” I said smiling back at her.

      “I thought you weren’t too bad yourself,” Leah said.

      I grabbed her hand and pulled her toward me.  Our lips were inches apart.  “That’s the sweetest thing anyone has ever said to me.”

      Leah laughed and I pulled her in for a kiss.  The heat between us reignited.

      Our eyes locked as she straddled me.  I placed my hands on her hips, watching her as she slowly rolled her body on mine.

      “Mmm,” she cooed.

      My body tensed with each rotation.  Leah bit her lip and let her head fall back.

      Soft noises repeated escaped from between her lips.  I held her tighter, as if I was afraid she would float away.

      “Adam,” she moaned.

      It was just my name but it felt like more.  She cried out my name three more times, each one louder than the last.

      I hadn’t needed more to send me rocketing into my own burst of pleasure.  Her fingertips dug into my stomach.  I leaned forward and wrapped my arms around her.

      We held onto each other tightly while our bodies relaxed.  We breathed to the same beat.

      I slid my hand into her hair and pulled her to me.  My body shivered as I placed my lips to hers.

      “That was awesome,” Leah said.

      “Beyond awesome,” I replied.

      She rolled off of me and sighed as she closed her eyes.  “I needed that.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      Leah smiled.  “I bet that will help you stay asleep.”

      “Definitely.”

      And it did.

      Leah fell asleep first but I hadn’t been far behind.  She was in my arms and that was where she belonged.  Too bad I was leaving her.

      Maybe that was a mistake.  It wasn’t like my dad was waiting.  He probably already thought I was dead.

      What were a few more days?

      I was weak.  Dammit.  Eva had been right.
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      Teddy stepped behind Brooklyn and peeked out around her at the girl.  He looked frightened.

      Josh grabbed his daughter and wrapped his arms around her.  She squirmed and wiggled, trying to get herself free.

      “It’s okay, Lucy.  I promise,” Josh said stroking her hair.  Her mom was rubbing her shoulder calmly but gave Josh a look of displeasure.  “Shh.”

      “Stop it!” Brooklyn shouted throwing a hand in the air.  “Get her to stop.  She’s scaring Teddy.”  She turned to me, pleading with her eyes for me to listen.  “We can’t stay here.  This isn’t safe.”

      Kieran turned sharply.  “Don’t you dare yell at my daughter like that.  You have no idea what she’s been through.”

      “And you have no idea what we’ve been through,” Brooklyn said.  “If she keeps hollering like that, she’s going to let anyone within a few miles know where we are.”

      Kieran and Josh were trying to calm their daughter but it was proving to be difficult.  Lucy was nearly hyperventilating.

      “You’re okay,” Kieran said soothingly as she stared into her daughter’s eyes.  “They aren’t going to hurt us.”

      “You… don’t… know… that,” Lucy said between breaths.

      “We have no desire to do anything but help,” I said.

      Lucy turned and glared at me.  Her shoulders rising and falling rapidly.  “We… don’t… need… your… help!”

      “Looks to me like you do,” I said.  “When was the last time any of you had food?  Or something to drink.”

      “When was the last time you had anything?” Lucy snapped, her breathing slowly returning to normal.

      “It’s been a bit but we’re going to find more,” I said confidently even though I had no idea if that was true.  We found food before, I had to believe we could do it again.

      Brooklyn huffed.  “No one is keeping you here.  Go off on your own if you want.”

      The family stared at her.  It looked like they were all trying to determine if she were telling the truth.

      “You are free to go,” I said.  “But maybe if we stay together, we’ll have a better chance.”

      “Let’s give this a shot,” Josh said turning to his wife.  “We’re not doing good on our own.  You both know that.”

      “Good,” I said.

      We started on our way.  Josh, Kieran, and Lucy stayed a solid ten feet away at all times.

      Shawn and I led the way but Gage, Brooklyn, and Teddy weren’t far behind.  Brooklyn didn’t realize I could hear her but I could.

      “We should go our own way,” she whispered to Gage.  “We’ll go faster and it’ll be safer.”

      “Brooklyn,” Gage said keeping his voice low.  I didn’t turn to look their way but I was sure he didn’t want me to overhear what they were discussing.

      “I know but I’m just thinking about what would be best for like Teddy and stuff,” Brooklyn said.

      Gage sighed.  “You know it’s not going to happen.”

      “Just give it some thought,” Brooklyn said.  “Think about Teddy and me.”

      I was tempted to turn on my heel and smack her.  Who the hell did she think she was?  Why on earth did she think she would be able to take care of Gage and Teddy without us?

      I kept my shoulders pressed back and my spine zippered straight.  Gage had all my trust.  He wouldn’t leave me and if he wanted to, well, I had to hope that he didn’t.

      But Gage was his own person.  Even though he was like family to me, he could make his own choices.

      Maybe the best place for him was far away from me.  Things hadn’t gone well for him while he’s been at my side.

      I had no idea what I was doing.  It was crazy anyone at all was with me.

      Gage had kept looking to me for answers… to guide him but I haven’t done anything to earn that.  The only reason we were still alive was because of pure luck.  And yet, the group kept growing.

      “Hey, Stevie,” Shawn said.  I jumped at the sound of his voice.  “Sorry.”

      “It’s fine,” I said.  “Guess I’m a little distracted.”

      “Of course, you are,” Shawn said.  “In fact, that’s what I was just thinking about.  How this must all be so hard for you.”

      I looked at him and blinked several times.  “What do you mean?”

      “You’re dedicated to taking care of everyone,” Shawn said.  “These people are all strangers.  I’m a stranger.”

      “Gage isn’t a stranger,” I said.

      “The rest of us are,” Shawn said.  “Why do you care?”

      Shawn was giving me far too much credit.  I hadn’t done anything special for Brooklyn, Teddy, Shawn, or the new family.  It just worked out that we were all together.

      “I don’t know,” I said with a shrug.  “No one wants to see someone else struggle.”

      “We’re all struggling.  Even together, we’re struggling,” Shawn said.

      “My whole life has been a struggle,” I said.  “Maybe I somehow I just attract it.”

      “Well, that wouldn’t surprise me,” Shawn said.

      I sucked in a breath.  “What’s that supposed to mean.”

      “You’re quite attractive, so I guess that makes sense,” Shawn said looking down at his feet.

      “Oh,” I said.

      “That was super awkward, sorry,” Shawn said.

      I waved away his words because I didn’t know how to respond.  I was desperate to change the subject.

      Over the course of my life, I hadn’t received many compliments and I didn’t know how to handle them.  They made my skin feel itchy and like I should turn and run.

      “Well, just know that I’m here to help.  You’re not alone,” Shawn said.

      “I appreciate that,” I said finally finding my words.

      “We’re all here to help,” Shawn quickly added.

      I couldn’t hold back the small laugh that bubbled up from deep inside me.  He gave me a quick glance but I pretended as though I hadn’t made a peep.

      “What’s so funny?” Shawn asked.

      “Nothing,” I replied.

      “You can tell me,” Shawn urged.

      I shook my head.  “It’s nothing.”

      “Oh, I bet it’s not.  I bet it has something to do with the secret conversation that was just happening,” Shawn said jerking his chin toward Brooklyn.

      Shawn leaned in close.  I could feel his warm breath on my cool cheek.

      “He won’t leave, you know that, right?” Shawn said.

      “Maybe he should,” I said.  “Maybe you all should.”

      “Never,” Shawn said smiling when I caught his eye.

      I shook my head.  “But why?  I have no idea what the hell I’m doing.”

      “Because you care,” Shawn said.

      “I don’t know what gave you that impression,” I said cocking a brow.

      “I can tell,” Shawn said.  “I just can.”  He exhaled and didn’t back away.  “What I’m worried about is her lack of loyalty.”

      I stepped away slightly, desperate to regain some of my space.  “I never asked for loyalty from anyone.”

      “That doesn’t mean you shouldn’t have it,” Shawn said.  “How can you trust her?  Not to mention she doesn’t appreciate anything you’ve done for her.  I know you rescued her, fed her, kept her safe and warm, and this is how she’s trying to repay you.”

      “It was really Gage that did all that,” I said.

      “Bullshit,” Shawn said.  “I’ve only been with you for a short time now and I appreciate what you’ve done a million times more.  If I would have been on my own, I’d be dead right now.”

      I looked into his sparkling blue eyes.  They were like sapphire gems in the grayness of our world.

      “I didn’t ask for anyone’s appreciation,” I said.

      “Again, that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t have it,” Shawn said sharply.  “And it isn’t about all that so much as it is that she’s conspiring.  She’s trying to persuade Gage to leave with her.  And the fool is infatuated with her for some crazy reason.  I see right through her bullshit.”

      I instantly understood what he meant.  Brooklyn had been a big question mark to me since we met her.  She never really seemed trustworthy.  Or honest.

      In fact, the men that had been holding her captive had said as much.  They’d known her.  They believed she was a thief and a murderer.  Of course, she’d claimed they were lying but what if they hadn’t been?

      “What can we really do about it?” I asked.

      “She needs to be put in her place,” Shawn said.  “Give her an ultimatum.”

      I shook my head.  “That’s not going to work for so many reasons.  It’s just not in me to do that.”

      “You need to stand up to her,” Shawn said.

      “We all just need to work together.  That doesn’t mean we’re going to always get along,” I explained.

      “If you say so,” Shawn said.  “I just don’t like how she treats you.  If we’re a team, we need team players, right?  Well, I don’t feel like she is one.”

      I crossed my arms as I exhaled.  “She’s taking care of Teddy.  She is helping.”

      “Okay,” Shawn said offering me a gentle smile.  “I can tell you want me to drop it, am I right?”

      “Maybe,” I said giving him a smile back.

      I didn’t know him well but Shawn seemed like one of the good ones.  Even though I pretended not to notice, he was quite attractive.  His hair was a little shaggy but it wasn’t like he could keep up with his regular haircuts.

      It wasn’t like I could talk.  I’d never done much with my hair beyond brushing it and sometimes pulling it back into a ponytail.  With how things are now, a finger-combing was about the best I could get.

      I wasn’t someone that looked good no matter what.  I took work but Shawn was one of those people that could be covered in mud and still look gorgeous.

      “What?” he asked raising a single brow at me.

      “Hm?” I said.

      “You’re staring at me.”

      I quickly looked away.  “Sorry, I didn’t realize.  My mind was elsewhere.”  I cleared my throat.  “We need to find food and water soon.”

      Shawn nodded.  He also looked slightly disappointed in the quick turn of our conversation.

      I sighed and looked toward what I thought was the west.  “If we don’t find something soon, we’ll all be in trouble.”

      “We’re moving slow.  A bigger group means slower travels,” Shawn said.

      The wind picked up and my nerves twitched in my forearms.  Raindrops pelted my face, slicing into my raw skin like razor blades.

      “Oww!” Teddy whined.

      “Another storm?” Brooklyn asked.

      I shielded my face.  It was like a fistful of nails were being thrown into our faces.

      I didn’t think it was another storm, it was just the wind picking up but it was aggressive.  It wasn’t something we’d be able to stay in for long.

      My skin couldn’t handle it.  And mentally I wasn’t sure anyone else would be able to either.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            16

          

          

      

    

    







            Joss

          

        

      

    

    
      My clothes were soaked before we’d even left Max’s property.  The cows let out painful moos as if they were begging us for help.  Maybe to be put out of their misery.  The chickens let out anxious bawks telling us good riddance.

      “You have a pet cat,” Caleb said glancing back over his shoulder.  “I probably should have a pet chicken.”

      “We don’t eat pets,” I said scratching the soft fur at the side of Clover’s neck.

      Jenna dragged her feet through the mud as if she was tied to the bunker with elastic.  Every two minutes, like clockwork, she sighed.

      Caleb dropped back and walked with her.  He whispered something to her that I couldn’t make out… it didn’t seem to make much of a difference.

      Because I’d rested it was a bit easier for me to walk over the slick, muddy ground.  I could speak for the others but Jenna hadn’t complained about her blister again.

      Every time a negative thought about how it wouldn’t last or how far we had to go popped into my head, I pushed it away.  I had to stay focused.

      “She’s mad we didn’t stay longer,” Robby said softly.

      “I figured as much,” I said.  “Did she tell you that?”

      Robby’s head bobbed once.  “She told us while you were still sleeping.  She practically begged us to stay another day.”

      “Why didn’t we?” I asked.

      Robby flicked me a half-smile.  “It would have been nice, trust me, it was hard to make the decision but I was worried about the water.  The rain hasn’t let up in the slightest.  We walk through more puddles than we don’t.  I worry that this is all going to wash out from under us if we don’t get out of here fast enough.”

      “That’s a terrifying thought,” I said.  “Like a sinkhole?”

      “Yeah, maybe,” Robby said.  “We really need to find a boat.  We’ll travel faster and we’ll be safer.”

      Robby looked over his shoulder.  There was a good thirty feet between us and Caleb and Jenna.

      “Come on,” Robby shouted.  “Move your feet.”

      I heard Jenna sigh.  With how quickly the rain was falling, Jenna needed to pick up her feet.  We all did.

      “Oh, shit,” Robby said hitting his thigh with his fist.

      I didn’t have to ask because I saw what had caught his attention.  It would have been impossible to miss it.

      There was a river raging between us and the other side of muddy land.  Random debris floated rapidly away downstream.

      “We have to find a way around,” I said looking in both directions.

      “What if there is no way around?” Robby asked.  “I think this probably drains into that big lake to the south.  And going north will take us too far off course.”

      Caleb stepped up beside me.  “How wide do you think that is?”

      “Forty feet?” Robby guessed.  “Maybe fifty?”

      “Oh, no, no, no,” Jenna said waving her hands in the air.  “Not going to happen.  We can’t.”

      “What choice do we have?” Robby asked.  “Maybe it’s not even that deep.  If we hold on to each other.”

      Jenna snorted.  “It’ll pull us away.  Let’s just go back and stay with Max.  I’m sure he’ll be okay with it.”

      “Max isn’t going to survive,” Robby said.  “The second the water gets up his hill, it’s going to pour into his bunker.”

      “You don’t know that,” Jenna huffed.  “It could stop.”

      “It hasn’t stopped yet,” I said placing my hands on my hips.

      Jenna sighed again.  It was different from her other sigh, this one indicated that she was annoyed with me.

      “Come on,” Robby said walking toward the river.  “Let’s check it out.”

      “Let’s just see if there is a better location to cross,” Jenna said.

      “Maybe,” Robby said.  “But we don’t have a lot of time.  It seems like it’s getting bigger by the minute.”

      Jenna crossed her arms.  “That’s why this is a terrible idea.”

      “We can’t just stay here and die,” Robby said turning to her.

      I could see the urgency in his eyes as they darted around us.  Robby adjusted his backpack and tightened the grip on his gun.

      “Can you carry the rest of the supplies, Caleb?” Robby asked.

      “Yeah, no problem,” Caleb said grabbing the plastic bag from my hand.

      Robby grabbed my arm.  “Link your arms like this.

      He twisted his arm with mine and grabbed tightly above my wrist.  Jenna grabbed my arm but I pulled back to tuck Clover into my shirt.

      “This isn’t going to work,” I said.  “She’ll slide out.  I need to hold her.”

      “She’ll hold on to you,” Robby said.

      I shook my head.  “I need to hold on to her.  I’ll have to go last.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Robby said shaking his head.

      “It’ll be okay,” Caleb said.  “I’ll hold her tightly.”

      Robby stared at Caleb for a long moment.

      “She’ll be in good hands,” Caleb said confidently.

      Robby let out a heavy breath and grabbed onto Jenna.  She then held Caleb’s arm in the same way Robby had gripped hers.

      Caleb looked into my eyes as he linked his arm with mine.  “You good?”

      I clutched Clover tightly against my body.  Her eyes were wide.  She looked frightened but I wasn’t afraid she’d try to push herself away from me, if anything, she’d try to dig her claws in deeper.

      “I’m good,” I said.

      “Ready?” Robby called back.

      “Ready,” I shouted back.

      The closer we got to the raging river, the louder it was.  The rushing sounds increased my heart rate.

      “Oh, God!” Jenna cried out as she stepped into the water.

      The current pulled at her but Robby and Caleb were able to hold her in place.

      “It’s so cold,” I’d barely heard her voice as the wind from the rushing water carried her voice away.

      I was only calf-high in the water when my pulse slowed from the coldness.  It was like shards of ice trying to cut through my pants.

      Robby cursed several times as he dug his feet into the bottom.  He stepped back toward Jenna, dodging a log that zipped by him like a driver with road rage.

      Driving was a funny thought.  Something that had been so common was something I wasn’t sure I’d ever see again.

      “Shit!” Robby shouted.

      The bottom had dropped out from under me.  Clover dug her claws into my chest and I ignored the stinging pain as the water pushed us aggressively.

      I caught a glimpse of Robby struggling to keep his gun above water while paddling toward the river bank.

      “Kick your feet!” he shouted repeatedly.

      I kicked but I didn’t feel as though it was making any difference.  The current was too strong.

      “Keep kicking,” Caleb grunted before his head bobbed halfway under the rushing water.  He sucked in a breath the second he was above the surface again.  “Dammit.”

      “I… am,” I said between breaths.

      I couldn’t see around Caleb and the splashing water to see how close we were to the river bank.  It felt like I was vibrating like a cell phone as my body shivered uncontrollably even though I kept moving my limbs.

      “He’s almost there,” Caleb informed me, which I appreciated.

      I dug my fingertips deeper into Caleb’s arm as the water pushed me harder.  It was like someone was pushing me from behind with both hands.

      “Caleb,” I said as water splashed into my face.  My words disappeared into the water.

      My fingers slipped as the water pushed me harder.  I dug my nails into Caleb’s flesh.

      Something heavy slammed into the back of my head and my arm slid out of Caleb’s grip.  I felt disoriented as I looked around, trying to find Caleb’s hand.

      But I couldn’t find it.  I was alone in the cold, rushing water.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            17

          

          

      

    

    







            Adam

          

        

      

    

    
      At some point, I woke again.  My body was more tired than my mind.

      The sounds of another storm passing must have been what had caused my eyes to open.  The quick drops of water falling into the nearby, nearly full containers were like the chirps of an annoying baby bird.  The kind that sat outside your bedroom window, calling for food just before the sun was about to come up.

      There wouldn’t be sunlight… only rain.  And I accepted the rain would go on forever.

      The lightning strikes and thunder were gentler than the last time.  It was the kind of thunderstorm that usually helped people fall asleep.

      There was too much on my mind.  I glanced over my shoulder at Leah’s naked body.   She was sound asleep with a hint of a smile on her lips.

      How was I going to leave her?  I would just have to do it.  I didn’t have a choice.  Did I?

      Eva had left me with nothing.  I didn’t have anything to offer Leah.  No doubt that even if she joined me, she’d leave me too.

      I ran my fingers through my hair roughly.  It pissed me off that I even though for a second, Leah would do that.  She wasn’t like Eva.

      I shouldn’t have even been thinking about Eva.  What Eva had done to me was unforgivable.

      “Hey,” Leah said softly.  She wrapped the blanket around her shoulders.  “Come back to bed?”

      “Getting a drink,” I whispered.

      “I thought maybe you were sneaking out without saying good bye,” Leah said.

      My head moved side to side.  “I wouldn’t do that.”

      “I know,” Leah said.  “At least I would hope so.  I’ve been having bad dreams.  Is it day?”

      “Can’t tell,” I replied.

      “Don’t you want to know?” she asked.

      I walked over to the bed.  I sat down on the edge without looking at her.  “I’m not sure I can leave you.”

      “Dammit, Adam,” she said clenching her hands into tight fists.  “I don’t want to be the reason you don’t go to your family.”

      “You’re not,” I lied.  “It’s me.  I don’t want to be out there on my own.  I don’t know what the hell I’m doing.”

      “Bull shit.”  She sat up and pulled on a shirt.  The same one not that long ago she pulled off.  “I’m making breakfast and then you’re leaving.”

      I rolled my eyes.  “I’m not beneath begging you to come with me.”

      “Yes, you are,” Leah said.  She walked over to me and grabbed my chin.  I didn’t want to look into her eyes but I felt as though she was forcing me.  “It’s going to be okay.  We’ll find each other again.”

      “You know just as well as I do, how incredibly unlikely that is.”  I tilted my head to the side.  “I kind of feel like you can’t wait to get rid of me.”

      Leah exhaled.  “Right.  That’s what I do.  I sleep with someone then send them packing.”  She placed her hand on her hip.  “Maybe I should be offended by that comment.”

      “I didn’t mean anything by it,” I said frustration making the words spill out of my mouth.

      She hit me lightly in the side of the arm.  “I know you didn’t.”

      I wrapped my arms around her and held her close.  I inhaled her new floral scent, trying to commit it to memory.

      Her breath on my skin set my insides on fire.  I pressed my lips to her, not wanting to forget how it felt to have her lips on mine… her body against mine.

      “If you keep doing that, I won’t let you leave,” Leah said breathlessly.

      I opened my mouth but she quickly pressed her index finger over my lips.  She shook her head.

      “Shh, don’t say anything,” she said pulling in a deep breath.  “Rice?”

      It took a second for the word to make sense.  “Eggs and bacon?”

      “Sorry, fresh out.”

      “Bummer,” I said.  “Anything will be great.”

      Leah kissed me and squeezed my hand as she pulled away.  She glanced at me over her shoulder as she walked toward the garage.

      I picked up one of the bags and went through what was inside.  There were food and water, extra clothes… the gun… where was the gun?

      My hand reached around my waist but I already knew it wasn’t there.  I couldn’t remember if I’d set it somewhere or if maybe it fell out when I’d undressed?

      “Shit!” I said dashing over to the bed.

      How could I have been so careless?  How in the hell was I ever going to make it to Colorado on my own?

      “Adam!” Leah shouted.

      The garaged slammed closed in the other room.  I could hear Leah’s bare feet tapping against the floor as she made her way toward me.

      She stopped and narrowed her eyes.  “Why are you on the floor?  Never mind.  We have a problem.”
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      The one good thing about the wind picking up was that it forced us to move faster.  It didn’t, however, help us find shelter any quicker.  But it wasn’t just shelter we needed.

      “What is your plan here, Stevie?” Brooklyn asked sharply.  “We can’t keep walking through this.”

      “I’m open to any suggestions you might have,” I snapped back.

      Brooklyn snapped her mouth closed.  She acted as if she hadn’t heard me as she turned protectively toward Teddy to shield his face from the painful, annoying rain.

      “Mom, mom, mom, mom, mom,” Lucy said repeatedly.  She spoke each word louder than the last and with less of a pause between.

      She was shaking her hands as if they were coated in ants.  Her eyes bulged as her panic levels rose.

      “Oh, God,” Brooklyn groaned.  “Not this again.”

      Josh shot her a look that appeared as though it would have hurt more than the rain.  He wrapped his arm around his daughter, whispered something before turning and stomping through the wet mud toward me.

      “You people need to understand something,” he said pointing his finger at Brooklyn even though he was looking at me.  “My daughter has severe anxiety.  It was bad before all this but now, it’s uncontrolled.  She doesn’t have her medication and what your friend is doing… that… that isn’t helping.”

      His cheeks were red both from anger and from the rain slamming relentlessly into his face.

      “She’s going to get us all killed.  All of us,” Brooklyn said raindrops flicking off of her lips as she spoke.

      “You don’t know what it’s like to have been tortured, beaten, nearly killed…,” Josh said swallowing hard.  “Among other wretched things, I don’t care to mention.”

      “Don’t talk to me like you know me.  I’ve had my share of hell both before and after the stupid flash of light,” Brooklyn said.  “I’ve been through all that and more.  Is this like some kind of competition or something?  Because if so, I’m fairly certain I will win.”

      Josh threw his hands in the air.  He didn’t seem to think that Brooklyn would ever be able to understand.

      Lucy, however, had stopped her noises.  Her eyes were glued to Brooklyn as if she’d suddenly become a glowing star and soon would float into the sky and dry up all the rain.

      “Thank you,” Brooklyn said rolling her eyes before barely giving Lucy a glance.  “Now, we just need to find some shelter.”

      “And food,” Shawn added.

      We walked in silence except for the sucking and slurping sounds of the mud below our feet.  And of course, the harsh whooshing sounds of the blowing rain.

      Gage grabbed my arm and pulled me ahead of the others.  His head was down and his eyebrows were squeezed together.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “I need to talk to you,” Gage sputtered his words nearly blending into one long word.

      “What is it?” I asked feeling my pulse quicken.  Even with water everywhere, my mouth dried.

      Gage let out a quick breath.  “I just wanted to let you know that Brooklyn asked me to leave the group with her and Teddy.”

      I couldn’t speak.  He didn’t know I’d heard her ask him to leave.

      “Don’t hold it against her.  She’s just really worried about Teddy,” Gage explained looking right into my eyes.  He squinted slightly as he tried to read my expression, which, as far as I knew, was completely blank.  “I wanted you to know.  Of course, I told her that I wouldn’t leave you.”

      “Gage—”

      “No.  Don’t even.  I’m not leaving you.  Ever,” Gage said.

      I shook my head.  “I wouldn’t blame you if you left.  It might be better for you if you did.”

      “Stevie!” Gage said taking my hand into his.  “I will never leave you.  Never.  We are in this together.  I need you, okay?”

      “You are the one that took care of me,” I said fighting back tears.  “You built the fires, found supplies, created the spears, it’s because of you that we’re alive.  I need you!”

      “Are you kidding?  That first wave would have pulled me away if you hadn’t gotten me to a safe location,” Gage said.  “I owe you my life.”

      I shook my head.  “No, you don’t.”

      Gage reached out and pulled me close.  He squeezed me tightly, not caring even a little that everyone was staring at us.

      “We need each other,” Gage said pulling back to look into my eyes again.  “That isn’t going to change.”

      “I just don’t want you to feel like I’m forcing you to stay here,” I said.  “You could be safer on your own.  It might be easier for you to travel just the three of you.”

      Gage placed his finger on my lips.  “Stop.  Just stop.  You’re not going to get rid of me that easily.”

      “I don’t want to get rid of you.  I’d never want that,” I said hugging him again.  “You’re the most important person in my life.”

      “And you are the most important person in mine,” Gage said.  He shot a quick look over my shoulder where Shawn would have been.  “Anyone else that comes along will just have to understand that, right?”

      I pulled away and noticed Brooklyn looking at me through the corners of her eyes.  There was a darkness that made me feel uneasy.

      Could I really blame her for disliking me?  It wasn’t like I was easy to get along with.  I hadn’t been that nice to her or even really talked to her much since the day we rescued her.

      But what she really didn’t like was that I had something she wanted… Gage.

      Shawn hooted and I turned around.  He was jumping up and down as he pointed to something in the distance.  “Shelter!”
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      Water splashed around me.  I clutched Clover tight as if she were my life preserver.  My other arm flailed around as I struggled to keep my head above water.

      I opened my mouth to call out for help but the water seeping in my mouth and my chattering teeth made it impossible to form a word.  My body twisted and turned with the current.  I was pulled under the water so frequently I didn’t even know which way to look for the others.

      I popped up above the surface and sucked in a frantic breath.  It wouldn’t be enough but I held it in as if it might be the last I would get to take.

      I was moving so quickly I didn’t think it would be long before I spilled out into the massive lake we’d tried to avoid.  If I even survived that long on what little air I was able to take in.

      My head sank down deeper as if something was pushing down on my scalp.  Clover’s claws dug deeper into my chest.  I had to get air not only for myself but for Clover too.

      If it wasn’t for Clover… maybe… maybe I would give up.  It would be easy to stop fighting… to stop trying to get my head above water.

      But I did have Clover.

      A strong current pushed me above water and I gasped.  It felt like I’d sucked in a handful of tacks.

      My wide eyes took in everything around me.  I saw Robby at the side of the river holding a long branch.  He was shouting something but I couldn’t understand it.

      I somehow knew what he wanted me to do.  He wanted me to try to grab the branch.

      I reached out and felt the rough bark against my palm.  It felt like it was slipping away from me.

      “Help!” I cried out even though I already knew he was trying to help.  It was the only thing I could think to say.

      “Grab on!” Robby shouted.

      His voice was clear.  He couldn’t have been much more than ten feet away from me.  I had to fight to get back to him.

      My grip tightened.  The end of the branch twisted into my shirt and scratched into the side of my stomach.  But I held on hard and it felt like it was holding on to me too.

      “I got it!” I shouted.

      The veins in Robby’s forearms popped up under his skin, spider-webbing from the back of his hands to his biceps.  His teeth were clenched as he pulled me to the side of the river.

      I crawled out of the water and onto the muddy ground.  Each breath hit me like a fist to the stomach.

      Clover was next to me on all fours looking as though she was fighting hard for each breath.  My eyes flicked up but they didn’t land on anyone.

      “Pick her up.  Warm her,” I ordered seconds before my head flopped down in the mud.

      I wasn’t on the ground long before I was picked up.  Sadly, it didn’t help me feel any warmer.

      “I’m sorry,” I said.  “Something hit me… I let go.  I tried to hold on.”

      “Shh,” Robby said softly.  “It’s okay.  You’re safe now.”

      “I can walk,” I said even though my body was shaking and I still wasn’t breathing normally.

      Robby didn’t seem to be having any difficulties carrying me and the backpack.  But I didn’t see the gun.

      “Robby,” I said.  “Where is the gun?”

      “I have it,” Caleb said.

      I looked over at him and noticed he wasn’t holding Clover.  My heart skipped an anxious beat.

      “Where’s Clover?”

      “She’s okay,” Jenna said cuddling the kitten.   “I’ve got her.”

      “Oh,” I said.  “Okay.”

      The rain suddenly stopped.  We were in some kind of wooden structure.

      Robby lowered me to the ground and sat down next to me.  I rested my head on his shoulder as my eyes focused on the walls.

      We were in some kind of sizeable dilapidated shed.  Caleb and Jenna sat down in the other corner, taking turns petting Clover.

      “Don’t ever do that to me again,” Robby said wrapping his arms around me tightly.  “I’m never letting go of you again.”

      “Don’t blame Caleb,” I whispered.

      “He shouldn’t have let you go.”

      I shook my head.  “It wasn’t his fault.  He tried to hold on.  Something in the water hit me… it knocked me away from him.”

      “He could have tried harder,” Robby said.  “He was too worried about Jenna.”

      “Don’t do that,” I said.  “Don’t make him into a bad guy.  I’ve known Caleb for a long time.  He wouldn’t have just let go of me.  I know he didn’t.”

      Robby threw his hand into the air.  “I wouldn’t have let you go.  I would have gone down the river with you if that was what I had to do.”

      “That wouldn’t have helped.  Then we’d both just float away,” I said.  “Everything worked out.  I don’t know why you’re so upset.”

      “I’m upset because I love you, Joss,” Robby said pressing his fingertips into his thigh.  “I can’t let anything happen to you.”

      I swallowed hard.  “I love you, too.”

      Robby cupped my face.  “Then, don’t ever do that to me again, okay?”

      “I’ll try not to,” I said.

      “No,” Robby said.  “You can’t.  It’s not a matter of trying, it’s a matter of doing.”

      Robby kissed the top of my head and I shivered.  He sighed and rubbed his hands up and down my arms.

      “We need to warm you up,” Robby said.

      “We need to get back out there.  We need to keep moving.”  I gazed into his eyes as if they were crystal balls.  “You and I both know we don’t have time to waste sitting around.”

      I tried to get up but Robby pulled me back down.  He laced his fingers with mine.

      “We have time for a short rest,” Robby said.  “You need to regain your strength.”

      Caleb cleared his throat.  He was standing there looking down at us.

      “You okay, Joss?” Caleb asked.

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” I said with a smile.

      “I’m sorry I failed you,” Caleb said.

      I shook my head.  “You didn’t.  It wasn’t your fault.”

      “I feel like it was,” Caleb said.

      “It wasn’t,” I said.  “The water was too strong and something hit me.  There wasn’t anything you could do about it.”

      Caleb looked down at his feet.  “I hate to make matters worse but since we lost the bag of supplies from Max, things are running low.  We’re going to need to restock soon.”

      “We’ll just ration what we have,” Robby said.  “And find a way to clean the water.  Right now, let’s just worry about getting some rest while we can.”

      Caleb nodded and walked back over to Jenna.  Clover climbed onto my lap and spun in a circle before sitting down.

      Sleep found me easily.  My body was exhausted enough to let my mind take a break.

      It wasn’t long before we were back on the road.  I didn’t feel much better.  It felt like I’d been in a ring boxing for my life and had come close to losing.

      I had to push through the soreness, the tiredness, the complete and utter exhaustion.

      We’d put in a few miles but each one was harder than the last.  Our energy was at an all-time low even after getting to spend time in the safety of Max’s bunker.  We were eating less, we were tired, and it was seemingly and endless, impossible journey.

      Why did we ever think it would be possible to walk to Colorado?  The rain was relentless.  The terrain was treacherous.  Hell, I’d almost drowned.  It was a foolish adventure but really, what choice did we have?

      Jenna doubled over and groaned as she held her stomach.  Her eyes were rounded and filled with something I didn’t understand.

      She was pale… something was wrong.

      Jenna caught Caleb’s eye.  “It hurts.  It hurts so bad.”
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      Leah was sprinting across the room.  She grabbed a pair of pants and pulled them on, hopping from one foot to the other.

      Her eyes were wide and filled with panic.  I watched as she grabbed the gun off the nightstand on her side of the bed.

      “Here,” she said handing it to me.  “I think you’re looking for this.”

      “Yeah, thanks.”  My eyes were glued to her as she pulled on her shoes quicker than what seemed possible.  “You’re going to want to make sure you have that.  Is everything packed?”

      “Well, everything I’m taking is packed.  Leah,” I said grabbing her arms as she headed back toward the garage.  “What’s going on?”

      She winced as she swallowed hard.  “There are people out there.”

      “What?  How many?  Are they close?”

      “I’m not sure,” Leah said.  “They are about a quarter of a mile to our south.  There is no doubt in my mind they are coming this way.  We have to go.”

      “Right,” I said.  “We’ll take the bikes.”

      Leah gave me a nod.  “That’s right.  That will really help.  Good work.”

      “Thanks,” I said even though I hadn’t really done anything at all.

      “Dammit.”  Leah’s face pinched.  “I really don’t want to go back out there.  Besides you, I haven’t met a single good person since everything happened.  Actually, I hadn’t met many before that either.”

      “It’ll be okay,” I said.

      Leah huffed.  “Maybe.  But either way, I’m not excited to go back out into the never-ending rain.  It’s like torture to me.”

      “We’ll go as fast as we can,” I said squeezing her hand.  “I promise, I’ll do what I can to make sure you won’t have to be in it long.”

      “I appreciate that but I don’t think that’s a promise you can make,” Leah said.  “Grab the bikes, we’re going out the front door, so they won’t see us leaving.”

      I moved quickly into the garage, taking the first bike down, rolling it into the kitchen next to our bags.  Leah was trying to look out the small window in the front door but she was too short, even on her tiptoes.

      The second bike got stuck on the hooks as I tried to take it down.  I shook it repeatedly, trying to get it free.

      Leah stood in the doorway.  “Quiet down!”

      “It’s stuck,” I said.

      Leah came over and helped me lift the bike off the hook, bending one of the spokes in the process.  We brought the bike into the kitchen but we didn’t stop moving.  Leah slipped a pack over her back and grabbed the other bike.

      She rested it against the wall and reached over to open the front door.  The squeaked that leaked out between her lips caused every muscle in my body to tense.

      “Oh, that’s awkward,” the guy on the other side of the door said.  His fist was up as if he were just about to knock.  “Going somewhere?”

      “Um,” I said looking over the guy's shoulders.  He appeared to be alone.

      “I came to see if the place was empty,” he said.  “I’m Scott.  My friends and I were looking for a place to rest.”

      Leah’s shoulders were rising and falling.  “Your friends?”

      “Yeah, my buddies are a bit behind,” Scott said jerking his thumb to the side.  “I ran ahead to check the place out, you know, make sure it’s safe.”

      “It’s all yours,” Leah said.  “We were just heading out.”

      “Where you going?” Scott asked.  “Not a very good day for a bike ride.”

      Leah took a step back and forced a smile.  “We only stopped here for a rest.  The place is all yours.”

      “Oh, great,” Scott said.  “Was it just the two of you here?”

      “Yeah,” Leah replied with a tinge of question to her voice.  The question made her visibly nervous.

      I wanted to take her hand to stop it from shaking but I didn’t want Scott to see.  Maybe I was worried he would take it as some kind of sign of weakness on our part.

      “Great,” he said with a slow smile that grew on his face, making little wrinkles at the corners of his eyes.  “Maybe you two wouldn’t mind staying a bit?  Just to talk.  Sharing our experiences will help us both with our travels.”

      “We really should get moving,” I said.

      “Aw, just a few minutes of your time?” Scott asked still smiling.  “We won’t take up much of your time.  I’d really like you to meet my friends.  It won’t be much longer.”

      Leah looked up at me.  I gave her a small nod that was barely noticeable and she changed her expression.  She was suddenly a happy hostess.

      “I guess that would be all right,” I said knowing we didn’t have much of a choice.

      There was a pistol on Scott’s hip and a long nightstick on the other.  The puffiness under his jacket indicated that he might be wearing a bulletproof vest.

      “Can I offer you something to drink?” Leah asked.  “There is a well out back with clean water.”

      “That sounds wonderful,” Scott said entering the house as Leah stepped to the side.

      She looked nervously at the bikes as if she were trying to figure out a way to hide them.  Leah bobbed her head before leaving to get his drink.

      I crossed my arms and pointed at his gun with my chin.  “Military?”

      “Nah,” Scott said.  “LAPD.”

      “What brings you out this way?” I asked.

      “Probably the same thing that brings everyone out here,” Scott said.  “Looking for others and higher ground.  Was with my buddies when shit hit the fan.  We’re lucky to even be alive.”

      Scott looked too young to be on any police force but I didn’t mention it.  He couldn’t have been a day over twenty.

      “How many of you are out there?” I asked.

      “Four not counting me.”  Scott smiled.  “Here they come now.”

      Scott’s buddies all approached with a gun in their hand.  They were all dressed similarly but they were more apprehensive than Scott was.

      “Put down your weapons,” Scott ordered.  “We have new friends.  I didn’t catch your name.”

      “Adam,” I said automatically sticking out my hand.

      “And your friend?”

      I hesitated.  “Leah.”

      “Adam and Leah,” he repeated as if simply saying the names out loud would help him commit them to memory.  Scott pointed to his friends one by one.  “This is Lewis, Mark, Philip, and Leslie.”

      “Hello,” I said.

      They didn’t give so much as a nod of acknowledgment.  Their expressions were empty.

      “Come on in,” Scott ordered and they all entered the house.  They looked around as if they expected enemies were hiding in the corners.  Scott cleared his throat.  “Where is that woman of yours?”

      My brow squeezed together.  “My friend had to go outside to get the water.  She’ll be back soon.”

      “Why are the windows boarded up?” Scott asked.

      “All the windows were broken when we arrived and there was a storm,” I said.

      “I see.  I thought maybe you all were hiding from someone,” Scott said chuckling.

      My head moved side to side.  “We haven’t seen much of anyone.  Have you?”

      “Not many,” Scott said.  “A few.  But they all went their own ways.  Everyone has their own plans.  What are yours exactly?”

      Scott placed his hands behind his back.  He paced three steps in one direction and three in the other.  His eyes darted to the bed and then back at me.

      “Looking for others and just trying to get to higher ground,” I said.

      “We seem to want the same things.  Perhaps you should stick with us,” Scott said.  He stepped over to me and slapped me on the shoulder.  “Wouldn’t that be great?  We help you.  You help us.”

      “I’d have to talk it over with Leah,” I said.

      Scott laughed.  “You’re the man here.  You can make the call.”

      “She’s just my friend,” I said swallowing down the bitterness accumulating at the back of my throat.

      “Doesn’t look that way to me.”  Scott’s eyes darted toward the bed.

      “That’s all it is,” I said doing my best to push my anger back down into my stomach.  Scott was making me quite uncomfortable and to be honest, he had since the moment I saw him outside the door.

      Scott’s hair was buzzed short.  He had a tattoo that stretched up to the lower part of his neck.  His eyes were a chilly blue that felt like pins piercing my skin when he looked at me.

      “Here she comes,” Scott said gesturing at the door.  “Why not go talk to her right now?”

      “Talk to me about what?” Leah asked.

      Every eye in the room was on her.  I put a smile on my face that pulled the muscles in my neck uncomfortably tight.

      “Let me help you with that,” I said stepping around Scott to make my way into the kitchen.

      “Thank God,” Leah said handing me the pail of water.  “I hope we have enough cups for everyone.”

      “If not, we don’t mind sharing,” Scott said.  “We’re all in this together after all.  I see you’re all packed up.”

      Leah shrugged.  “Like we told you, we were on our way out.  We’d be happy to show you where everything is here.”

      “I’m sure we could figure it out,” Scott replied grinning at her.  “Anyway, talk to your friend.  He’ll tell you about my proposal.”

      Leah cocked her head to the side.  Her head turned and she met my quick gaze.  I looked into the cabinet and pulled out the cups.

      She stepped up next to me, her voice feather-soft.  “What’s he talking about?”

      “They want us to join them,” I whispered.

      “We can’t do that,” She replied.

      “It feels like we don’t have a choice,” I said.

      Leah swallowed, forcing a smile as she picked up two of the cups.  She turned so her back was toward Scott and the others.

      “Of course, we do,” Leah said.  “You know as well as I do this can’t happen.”

      “I know,” I said.  “But I don’t know what we can do.  They’re armed.”

      “They’re all freaking me out,” Leah said under her breath.  She turned on a smile and walked over to Scott and handed him a cup.

      “So?” Scott asked.  “What do you think?  If we join forces, we’ll be better off.  Safer and stronger.”

      Leah puffed out her cheeks and frowned.  “Sorry,” she said.  “I think we’re just going to risk things on our own.”

      “That sounds silly,” Scott said.  “Stupid even.”

      His words visibly angered Leah.  I awkwardly grabbed three more cups and brought them to the others.

      “You should talk some sense into your woman,” Scott shouted as I handed the cups to the others.  “I should tell you that the others we’d ran into decided to go their own way too.  Things didn’t go so well for them.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?” Leah asked.

      “It means what it means,” Scott said.

      Leah placed her hands on her hips.  “I don’t understand.  We’re giving you everything here.”

      “Not everything,” Scott said gesturing at the bags.  “This looks like an okay shelter but you know as well as we do that we can’t stay here forever.  I have to keep my men fed and to do that, we must keep moving.”

      “Same as anyone else that survived,” Leah snapped.

      I could see that Scott was getting irritated.  His jaw tensed every time Leah opened her mouth… even before a single word was spoken.

      “Maybe we should give their kind offer more consideration,” I said.

      Leah shot me a look that almost made me take a step back.  Scott grinned.

      “That’s right.  Listen to your man,” Scott said puffing out his non-impressive chest.  He pointed at me.  “I knew you were smarter than those other guys.”

      Leah blew out a puff of air.

      “Are you folks hungry,” I asked.

      “Famished,” Scott replied.

      His group didn’t speak.  I was able to see the hunger in their wide, desperate eyes.

      “Leah,” I said.  “Heat something up for our guests.”

      Leah stormed off, throwing her hands into the air.  Scott smiled at me and nodded.

      His chest deflated with a strong exhale.  “I think we’ll call this our base.”

      Dammit.  They were crazier than I could have ever imagined.
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      Everyone attempted to run but it was more of a quick march.  It felt like we couldn’t move fast enough.  Shawn was the first to arrive at the trailer.

      The front door was open and the hinges squeaked as the door flapped around noisily slamming into the side of the trailer.  Shawn was in the quaint kitchen looking through the cabinets before I even entered.

      I wiped the rain off my face and shivered.  It was fast, but a quick wave of relief washed over me.  I was happy to not being slapped with rain and to be inside four walls again.

      I sat down on a lopsided wooden chair at the dining room table.  A sigh escaped as I leaned forward and rested my face in my palms.

      “You okay?” Shawn asked.

      “I’m fine,” I said.  “Just enjoying not being in the rain.”

      “Feels good, doesn’t it?” Shawn asked with a half-smile.

      I nodded.  “If only I had some dry clothes.”

      “Maybe there will be something in the bedroom closet you could use,” Shawn said.  “Want me to go check for you?”

      “That’s not necessary,” I said holding up my hand.  “I’ll check after I catch my breath.”

      Josh, Kieran, and Lucy stood in the living room in a small circle.  Kieran had her hands on their shoulders as she whispered something.  It felt like watching them was intruding on their private moment.

      Shawn started placing items on the counter.  He smiled at me when he caught me watching him.

      “Some food,” he said.

      “Any water?”

      “Unfortunately, no,” Shawn said.

      Gage was next to the front door with his arms crossed.  He suddenly became interested.

      “Maybe I can rig something up.  Get a fire going.  Boil some water,” Gage said tapping his finger on his chin.

      “Fire?” Josh asked breaking from his family circle.

      I stood and smacked Gage on the shoulder.  “That’s right.  This guy can get a fire going almost anywhere.”

      “Not with that wind,” Josh said.

      “It’ll be a challenge,” Gage said with a cocky grin.  “But we’ll see what I can do.”

      “Anything I can do to help?” Josh asked.

      “Dad, no,” Lucy said.

      Kieran squeezed her daughter’s shoulder.  “He’ll be okay, dear.”

      “Ugh!” Lucy shouted slamming her fists into her thighs.  “Why won’t anyone listen to me?”

      “How can we not?” Brooklyn muttered from the other side of Gage.

      Lucy placed her hand on her hip.  “I don’t know why you’re so mean to me.”

      My mouth dropped open.  I didn’t know Lucy had it in her to throw words back at Brooklyn.  I was mildly impressed and based on the expression Brooklyn wore, she was too.

      Instead of sticking around to see where things went between them, I walked down the narrow hall.  The house smelled of mold and mildew.  It felt like I was walking through a sponge that had sat on the kitchen counter for far too long.

      I walked by the bathroom, spotting various bottles of skincare, shampoos and perfumes sitting on the counter.  It would be amazing to get a chance to even use just one of them but I knew that wasn’t going to happen.

      There were three more doors in the hallway.  One led to a medium-sized closet packed with coats, robes, and boots.  The other two were bedrooms.

      I entered the one on the right.  The bed was covered in a thick flannel bedspread.  The walls were covered with a tan wallpaper with forest green stripes that was peeling slightly in the corners of the room.

      I could hear the others talking faintly in the other room.  The floorboards creaked as I walked across the floor to the dresser near the window.

      Inside the first drawer of the flimsy faux-wood dresser were unfolded underwear.  On the left were men’s dull white briefs on the right were women’s underwear of varying colors.

      The next drawer was divided in a similar way but this time, it was shirts.  I grabbed one from the right side and held it up.

      It was an eggshell-white button-down blouse with tiny purple flowers.  The shirt was definitely not my style.

      “That would look good on you.”

      I turned sharply.  Shawn was standing there, smiling and gesturing at the shirt.

      “Find anything in there for me?” Shawn asked.

      “I’m sure there’s something,” I said waving my hand in front of the drawer as though he’d won first prize in a contest.  “Help yourself.”

      Shawn walked over and started pulling shirts out of the drawer, tossing them carelessly on the bed.  He peeled off his wet shirt and tossed it in the corner.

      I tried not to look at him as he pulled on the dry shirt but not before I noticed how muscles pushed against his skin.

      He buttoned the light blue shirt and held out his arms.  “How do I look?”

      The shirt was a tad small.  It hugged him distractingly perfectly.

      “Looks dry,” I said.

      “Now, I just need a pair of pants,” Shawn said.

      “Oh, let me give you a little privacy,” I said turning.  He grabbed my arm.

      Shawn’s lips curled into a loose smile.  “Flustered?  I was just going to look for something.  I can change in the bathroom.”

      “Right,” I said.

      “I like that the idea made you a little nervous, though,” Shawn said.

      It hadn’t made me a little nervous it made me a lot nervous.  To the point, I didn’t even realize who I was.

      I wasn’t the person who had time for nonsense.  I also didn’t have time to devote any amount of time to Shawn’s abs.

      “Here,” Shawn said holding out a shirt.  “This one suits you more.”

      It was a men’s plain black T-shirt. I grabbed it from him and turned around.  I ripped off my wet shirt and bra and tossed it away from me.

      It felt almost magical to pull on the dry shirt.  I adjusted the hem and turned.

      “Looks perfect,” Shawn said.

      I pulled open the next drawer which was filled with men’s sweatpants and women’s skirts.  Shawn chuckled.

      “Guess I’m stuck with the wet pants,” I said.

      “Sorry,” he said grabbing a pair of sweatpants.  “I’ll be changing into these.”  Shawn leaned in close.  His breath warmed my skin.  “Want me to go into the other room?”

      I held up my hand.  “No need.  I’m going to go check on Gage.  See if he needs help.”

      “He doesn’t need help,” Shawn said.  “He’s got Brooklyn.  She’s practically glued to him.  It’s like he had four arms.  Stay with me.”

      “You can change all by yourself,” I said.

      “I don’t need help changing.  I just want to spend time with you,” Shawn said.  His blue eyes twinkled in the dimly lit room.  “Get to know you.”

      I let out a breath.  “You already know everything.  I’m not a very complicated person.  What about you?”

      “I’m not complicated either,” Shawn said looking down at the floor.  “I have something I want to confess to you, though.”

      I blinked twice before staring at him.  “What?”

      “Before all this, I was in a little bit of trouble,” Shawn said.

      “For?”

      “I was trying to find a way to make ends meet.  College funds were low, I was deeply in debt.  I was just trying to find a way to survive,” Shawn said.  “I really don’t want you to think less of me.  We do things we wouldn’t normally do when things start to really fall apart.”

      I folded my hands together.  “Just spit it out.  I know that people do stupid stuff.”

      “In my spare time, I conned people,” Shawn said barely daring a glance in my direction.

      “Stealing isn’t a hobby,” I said.

      “It’s not like that.  Well, it kind of was like that,” Shawn said.  “I didn’t take anything from anyone that couldn’t afford to lose money.”

      I twisted my fingers together.  “How much did you take?”

      “Hundreds of thousands,” Shawn said.

      “Holy crap,” I said.  “Definitely not a hobby.”

      “I needed money really badly at first.  I didn’t have enough to pay for cheap noodles.  Tuition was ridiculous, I had racked up debt I’d be paying off until I was fifty,” Shawn said.  “And the credit card I had was maxed.  The problem was it turned out I was really good at convincing people to give me their money.  Invest their money.”

      “Invest?” I asked.

      Shawn nodded.  “I had great start-up ideas… just none of them were real.”

      “How did you find your targets?” I asked.

      “It really wasn’t that hard to find people.  Just look at what they drive or how they dress,” Shawn explained.  “Look, I’m not proud about any of this.  I just wanted to tell you.  To be straight with you.”

      I didn’t know what to say.  Did it even matter anymore?  No one was perfect.  In fact, I was far from it myself.  Could I judge him?

      Yes.  I could.  It spoke of his character.  Could he be trusted?  Then again, Brooklyn had a shady history, yet here she was.

      “Shit,” Shawn said.  “I knew it would change how you saw me.  I’m a terrible person.  It doesn’t matter but I donated too.  There were all kinds of charities, cancer research, even local dog shelters.  Sometimes I’d just drop a ton of money on one of those sites where people ask for money for various things.”

      “So, you felt guilty?” I asked.

      “Yeah, of course, I did,” Shawn said.  “It started with needing to get myself out of debt.  I told myself I’d stop but then I couldn’t.  It was like an addiction.  I was good at something and it was just so damn easy.  Until it wasn’t.”

      I cocked my head to the side.  “What happened?”

      “The day our world fell apart was the day I was headed for jail.  The FBI had busted into my dorm.  Thankfully, I wasn’t there,” Shawn said looking toward the window as if he was watching a movie play on the glass pane.  “My roommate was.  He gave me a heads-up.  I bolted and then the light flashed.”

      “That’s insane,” I said.

      “I wouldn’t have survived jail,” Shawn said.  After a long hesitation, he turned to me.  “I’m not a bad person.  I just did a bad, really stupid thing.”

      My shoulders softened.  I felt bad but it didn’t last long.

      “How do I know you’re not conning me right now?” I asked.

      Shawn gave me what appeared to be an authentic frown.  “I screwed everything up.  I prayed that if God let me live, I’d never tell another lie.  I realize you can’t believe that either.”

      My mouth wouldn’t move.  My body wouldn’t move.  I just stood there… speechless.

      “I’ll earn your trust,” Shawn said.  “You’ll see.  I’m not a bad guy.”

      “Well, I hope so.”  I shrugged.  “It’s not like I have any money for you to con me out of anyway.”

      Shawn’s lip barely curled.  He didn’t find the humor in my comment.

      Footsteps pounded down the hallway.  Gage grabbed the door frame, his eyes locking on mine.

      My eyes narrowed at the sounds of his heavy breathing.  His bulging eyes caused my pulse to race.

      Gage swallowed.  “Brooklyn and Teddy are gone.”
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      Robby kneeled down beside her, like a football coach at the sidelines.  “What is it?”

      “Cramps,” she said.  “I don’t think this is supposed to happen.”

      “Owww!” she moaned dropping her head forward, clenching her teeth.

      “Do we have anything we can give her?” I asked opening the bag strapped to Robby’s back.

      Jenna looked at me and frowned.  “I don’t even know if I can take anything.”

      “Oh,” I said zipping up the pack.

      Jenna dropped to the mud, curling into the fetal position.  She writhed as if she were trying to make half of a snow angel in the mud.

      Caleb looked at her helplessly.  He tried to take her hand but she pulled it away from him.

      “We have to do something for her,” Caleb said.

      Jenna held up her hand.  “I’m okay.  It’s passing.  I think… no, no, it’s not.”

      She growled as she held her stomach.  The pinched expression on Caleb’s face made it look like he was experiencing just as much pain.

      “We can’t keep going like this,” Caleb said between his teeth.

      “What choice do we have?” Robby asked.

      “I don’t know,” Caleb said throwing his hands in the air.  “Prioritize finding a boat.”

      Jenna’s groans eased.  “I’m okay but Caleb is right.  I can’t keep going like this or I’m going to lose my baby.  Who knows?  Maybe I already have.”

      Jenna burst into tears.  This time when Caleb comforted her, she didn’t push him away.

      Robby’s eyes flicked toward mine.  I could tell he didn’t know how to fix the problem because we had to keep moving.  Staying where we were wasn’t an option.

      Jenna sat up.  She looked up toward the sky and closed her eyes, letting the rain wash the mud away from the side of her face.

      “I’m feeling better,” she announced as she began to get to her feet.

      Caleb and Robby both grabbed an arm and helped her get steady on her feet.

      “Thank you,” she said brushing her mud-covered hands on the back of her pants.  “I’m fine.”

      “Are you sure?” Caleb asked looking into her eyes.

      “As sure as I can be without a visit to a doctor,” Jenna said.  She swallowed hard.  “And we all know that isn’t going to happen.”

      We started walking again but it was at a snail’s pace.  Time was running out and the tick-tock of the clock was so loud I could hear it through the rain.

      Caleb was giving Jenna extra food and water every six seconds.  I didn’t blame him for giving her what we had.  He just didn’t know what else to do for her.

      None of us did.

      And none of us wanted anything to happen to Jenna or her baby.

      “I have an idea,” Robby said.

      I looked at him, waiting for him to continue.  He hesitated.  His shoulders rising with his deep inhale.

      “We’ll find somewhere for them to wait,” Robby said taking my hand into his.  “And then you and I will go out and find a boat.”

      I started shaking my head.  There was no way I could leave Caleb behind.  That wasn’t something that was possible.

      “That won’t work,” I said without explaining why.  I was sure Robby would already know why I would refuse such an idea.

      “I had a feeling you’d say that,” Robby said.  “So, I’ll go out and find a boat.”

      It tasted as though I’d swallowed a handful of coins.  “I don’t want you to do that either.  We’ll just keep going slowly.”

      “I don’t think this is going to work,” Robby said jerking his thumb toward the river.  “It’s nearly twice as big and we’re nowhere near far enough away.”  He turned forward and squinted.  “And I’m pretty sure that is the lake we were trying to go around.”

      “That’s it then,” I said my stomach clenching.  “Time’s up.”

      “We need a boat,” Robby said.  “It looks like there is a house about a quarter of a mile to the south.  If I just go ahead—”

      “Please,” I begged.  “Don’t go without us.  We need to stick together.”

      Caleb cleared his throat.  “Go ahead.  It’s okay, Joss, we’ll be right behind you.”

      “Caleb, no,” I said.  “We’re in this together, right?”

      “I know we are,” he said.  “That’s how I know you’ll come back for us.  And really, we won’t be that far behind.  It could be our only chance.”

      A tear leaked out of the corner of my eye but I ignored it.  It rolled down my cheek and I pretended it was just another raindrop.

      “There probably isn’t a boat there,” I said.

      Robby wiped his brow.  “No, I think I see something… parked out front.”  He grabbed my arm.  “Joss, we have to go.  We have to go now.  Look!”

      I tried to look through the rain but it was hard to see much of anything that wasn’t blurry.  But with each step, we had a new angle and it did seem as though something was bobbing in the water.

      “Go,” Caleb said placing his hand on my shoulder.  “We’re right behind you, okay.”

      I frowned.  “I don’t know.”

      “Hurry,” Caleb said with a tight-lipped smile.  “If that is a boat, it could save us.”

      I wrapped my arms around him and squeezed him tightly.  “We’ll be back, okay.”

      “Yeah,” Caleb said. “I know you will.  Love ya.”

      “Love you too,” I said.

      “Go!” Caleb said with an encouraging wave of his hand.

      I sucked in a breath and turned away.  It felt like I could actually feel my heart breaking inside my chest as I walked away from Caleb.

      It didn’t feel right and it pained me physically.  I was surprised I was able to keep my feet moving.

      “I’m almost positive that’s a boat.”  Robby grinned.  He grabbed my hand and pulled me along.

      The puddles got deeper the closer we got to the house.  I wasn’t sure we were going to make it.

      “Robby!” I shouted.  “Let’s go back!”

      “No,” he said sharply.  “We can do this.  We have to do this.”

      “I’m sinking!”  The muddy earth at the bottom of the puddles sucked me downward as though it were a giant hungry beast.

      Robby met my eyes for a second.  “I got you.  I won’t let you go.”

      The terrain changed and the depth of the puddle was lessening.  It was only slightly easier to move.  I wished I could call back and tell Caleb to be careful.  But of course, he would be careful.

      I worried that I wouldn’t ever see him again.

      Robby started laughing.  “Check it out, Joss!  We’re saved!”

      He waved his arms over his head as he jumped up and down.  Robby was smiling as he hooted and cheered but I wasn’t ready to celebrate.  We could celebrate when we were all on the boat.   Actually, I’d celebrate when we actually arrived somewhere safe.

      “Let me help you up,” Robby said.

      “Should we check the house for supplies?” I asked.

      “Yeah, maybe,” Robby said.  “I’m just anxious to get out of here.”

      A loud banging noise erupted from inside the house.  It was followed by several different voices laughing.

      Robby and I were next to the boat when a group of guys poured out of the house.  There were four guys and two girls.  All of them stopped laughing when they saw us.

      I looked at the boat, trying to determine if it was the same one we had seen not long ago.  The one we’d run off course trying to avoid.  But I couldn’t remember.  I couldn’t remember what it had looked like.

      “Hey!” the guy in front shouted.  He wore a maroon T-shirt with a yellow M on it.  It looked like it was something from a college.

      Robby held up his gun.  “Stop right there.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?  You’re the ones standing by our boat,” the guy with the maroon shirt said.  “You guys stop where you are.”

      He pulled out a pistol and aimed it at Robby.  The guy snickered and shook his head.

      “We don’t have room for them, John,” a tall guy with glasses whispered loudly to the guy in the maroon shirt.

      “Of course, we do, Mike,” John said keeping the gun aimed at us.  He placed his free hand on Mike’s shoulder.  “Well, at the very least, we have room for that bag of stuff they have.  And I’m certain we have room for her.”

      Robby laughed.  “That’s not going to happen.”

      “Which one?” John asked curiosity loudening his words.  “That we won’t take your stuff or that she won’t come with us.”

      “Neither,” Robby said boldly.

      “What are you going to do about it?” John asked.  “Kill us all?”

      Five of the six pulled out their guns as if they’d been cued.

      I scanned them, quickly studying each one as fast as I could.  Only one had been wearing the shirt from a University but something told me they all knew each other.  Maybe they all had attended the same college.

      If my assumption was right, that would likely mean that none of them would be very good with a gun.  That could be a good thing or a bad thing.

      Maybe they’d be afraid to actually shoot.  Maybe their aim would be terrible.  Or maybe I pegged them all completely wrong.

      I wasn’t sure why it mattered.  Either way, we were in trouble.

      “Why don’t you put that thing down?” John said.

      Robby shook his head.  “I can’t do that.”

      “You’re not going to shoot us,” John said.  “My guess is that you don’t even have enough ammo.  Sammy, take their bag.”

      Sammy grinned and smacked her gum as she approached.  “My pleasure.”

      She kept her gun on me, winking as she walked behind me.  I wanted to shove her away.  Protect our supplies but I worried how they would respond.

      I didn’t want anyone to get killed… accidentally or purposefully.

      “Take this off,” Sammy said.

      “I’m sorry,” Robby said.  “I can’t do that.  It’s all we have.”

      “John!” Sammy whined.  “He’s not listening.”

      John rolled his blue eyes.  “It doesn’t matter.  They’re coming with us.”

      My heart raced as they started to approach.  We couldn’t go with them… I couldn’t leave Caleb behind even though he would be safer.

      A hand on my back made me jump.

      “Don’t touch her!” Robby snarled.

      “You’re not in charge here,” a guy with a baseball cap said.  “I’ll touch her all I want.  Now get on board.”

      Robby stood firm when John tried to turn him around.  His shoulders were pushed back and his spine was pin straight.

      “That’s not going to happen,” Robby said.  “I’ll tell you what’s going to happen.”

      “You’re going to tell us?” John laughed.  “You really don’t understand this situation, do you?”  John leaned close to Robby’s face.  “I don’t care what happens to you or your pretty girlfriend.  We want your stuff.  It’s that simple.”

      Sammy laughed.  “You should really just give us your stuff.  Maybe you won’t die right away.”

      The water had already risen several inches.  Getting in the boat was quite possibly our only chance at survival.

      They probably only wanted us on the boat as some kind of trick.  There would have been room for all of us and they definitely weren’t going to share their supplies with us.

      “These are crazy times,” the guy with the baseball hat said.  “The strong will survive.”

      “Or the armed,” Mike said with a chuckle.

      “I’m armed,” Robby said.

      Mike rolled his eyes.  “But you’re outnumbered.  Look, man, just give us the stuff.  I honestly don’t enjoy killing people.”

      “It’s easier than I thought it would be,” Sammy said with a shrug.  “I mean, it’s them or us, right?”

      John looked down.  “All right, we need to get moving.  You have three choices, get on the boat.  Two, give us the stuff or three,” John said his lips curling at one end as he held up three fingers.  “We end this.  What’s it going to be?

      “Neither,” Robby said raising his gun and smacking the guy next to him across the side of the head.

      Each of them turned to Robby and aimed their gun at him.  All of their grins were gone.

      John shook his head.  “That was stupid.  Really stupid.”
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      Scott was standing at the front door, his hands linked together behind his back.  Occasionally, he’d look out the small window.

      “Leslie!”  His voice was like a whip cracking.  “Go out the back door.  Patrol the area.”

      “Yes, sir,” she stood, tapping her heels together once before marching to the back door.

      When I’d first seen Leslie, I thought she was one of the guys.  Maybe she was.  But her voice was higher-pitched.  She was young and while she acted tough, there was fear in her eyes.  I wasn’t entirely sure if I could place the fear… was she afraid of the world outside or was she afraid of Scott?

      Lewis sat in a chair near a boarded-up window.  He had broad shoulders and a round belly but his spine was pin-straight.  I wondered if there was anything on his mind other than sitting and waiting for his orders.

      Mark was short… small, very boyish.  Definitely younger than I was.  There was no way he had been a police officer for the LAPD.

      None of them were probably from Los Angeles.  There probably hadn’t been a single thing that Scott had told us that was true.  Why would he be honest with us?  I wouldn’t have been honest with him.

      Lastly, there was Philip.  There wasn’t anything remarkable about him other than his jet-black hair and that he was older than the others.  His hair was odd.  Like it was dyed black or maybe it was a toupee.

      I turned and started to walk toward the garage.  There was a part of me that wondered if I would even find Leah there.  Maybe she had run off.  If she had, I wouldn’t blame her.

      “Where are you going?” Scott asked.

      “Check on the food.  See what’s taking my woman so long,” I replied.

      Half of his face curled into a smile.  The other half was skeptical.  Scott didn’t trust me.

      “Okay,” he said reluctantly.  “Hurry her along.”

      “Will do,” I replied.

      I stepped into the kitchen, leaving the door open behind me.  If I had closed it, there was no doubt in my mind that Scott would have charged in after me.

      “What’s taking so long?” I said when I saw her standing by the grill near the open garage.

      She grimaced.  “It takes as long as it takes.  What has gotten into you?”

      “I’m trying to keep us alive,” I said in a hushed voice as my eyes darted over my shoulder.

      I sucked in a breath as Leslie strolled in front of the garage.  Her eyes shifted toward us and she kept them on us.

      “Scott’s getting hungry,” I said loudly.  “You need to speed this up.”

      Leah didn’t respond.  At least not until Leslie was out of sight.

      “These people are so incredibly creepy,” Leah said.

      “Beyond creepy,” I said.

      “We need to make a run for it,” Leah said.

      I rubbed the back of my neck, wiping away the beads of sweat.  “Leave everything behind?”

      “We’ll find more,” Leah said.  “Let’s just run.  They won’t see us.  The windows are—”

      Leah snapped her mouth shut as Leslie made another pass.  My breaths were coming at me too quickly.

      “What if this is our only chance?” Leah whispered.

      “What if we get shot in the back?” I asked.

      “She won’t do it,” Leah said.

      I thought the same thing.  “She’ll alert the others.  They will shoot.”  Leah looked down at the grill.  “You’re still armed.  That’s an option.”

      “I think you forgot who I am,” I said.

      “It could save our lives,” Leah hissed.

      “Doesn’t matter, I don’t even know how to check if I have five bullets,” I said frustration shaking my words.  “Trust me, I wish I did but taking them all out isn’t an option.”

      Leah breathed heavily.  “That’s why we have to make a run for it.”

      “How’s the food coming along?” Scott asked.  “It smells great.  So wonderful we’ll have a good cook with us!”

      Leah forced a smile.  She barely looked up at him but that seemed to please him.

      “It’ll be ready soon,” I said.

      “Delightful,” Scott said.  “Anything I can do to help?”

      Leah kept her eyes down.  “You could get the pla—”

      “I was asking, Adam,” Scott interrupted.  He cleared his throat and turned to me, steepling his fingers.

      “Would you mind getting the plates?” I asked.

      “Sure,” Scott said.  “Glad I can be of some help.”

      He left the garage after quickly studying us.  Leah growled from deep inside her.

      “We have to get out of here,” Leah said.  “I don’t feel safe around him.  He’s evil.  I’m not one of those people that are sensitive to that kind of stuff but still, I can feel it.”

      I knew exactly what she meant.  There was something about him and it wasn’t that he smelled like cedar and dog food.

      “Okay,” I said.  My body was rested.  I could run fast, although I wasn’t sure how fast I’d run on the wet sponge-like ground.

      “We could do that thing… get far enough away and hide in the mud,” Leah said.

      “What are the odds we’ll be able to pull that off?” I asked.

      Leah shrugged.

      “Scott!” Leslie shouted from just outside the corner of the garage.

      Scott instantly appeared in the doorway.  His gun was in his hand.

      “They’re conspiring,” Leslie said aiming the gun at the spot between Leah’s eyes.

      “Lower your weapon,” Scott said holding out his hand.  He turned to us.  “Is this true, my friends?”

      My fingers twitched.  I wanted to grab the gun in my waistband but I was afraid to move at all.

      “No,” I said.  “We weren’t conspiring.”

      “If Leslie says you were conspiring, I believe her,” Scott said.  “She is one of my most dedicated soldiers.”

      I cleared my throat, trying to find a voice full of strength and confidence.  There wasn’t anything there but my normal voice.

      “You caught us at a really bad time,” I said.  “We were on our way out when you came here.  It’s just that we really had our minds set on covering some major ground today.”

      Scott tilted his head.  “You don’t think this is a good place to set up our base?”

      “No,” I said.  “I don’t.”

      “This should suffice for several weeks,” Scott said.  “At least, I would think so.  Not to mention, there is enough inside that probably could keep us fed for a month if we ration.”

      “This was just a stop for us,” I said.

      Scott shrugged.  “Seems like a good place to me.  Better than most out there.”

      “Come inside,” Scott said curling his finger toward me.  “Let her finish up.”

      “I’m done,” Leah said.

      He clenched his teeth at the sound of her voice.  “Lewis!  Get it in here.”

      Lewis appeared as if summoned by a magic spell.  His heels were pressed together and his back straight.

      “Bring her inside,” Scott ordered.  “Leslie will plate up the food.”

      Lewis marched over to Leah and grabbed her arm.  The tips of his fingers turned white.  My insides twisted and the blood racing through me seared my veins.

      Leah didn’t complain.  She was a lit fuse, sizzling closer and closer to the end.  It wasn’t going to take much for her to explode.

      Scott stood behind me and waited for me to follow behind Lewis.  There was nowhere for me to go.  Scott held out his hand toward the door.

      “Come,” he said.  “Let us go inside and break bread together.”

      I didn’t have a choice.  I had to go inside.  Not because I was hungry but because that’s where Leah was.

      Inside the house, Scott’s army men were standing side by side.  Leah was on her knees in front of Lewis facing us.  Her eyes were glued to Scott.  The anger bubbling inside her gave them a red glow.

      Leslie started to bring the plates of rice and canned meat inside, setting them on the counter.

      “This is wonderful,” Scott said.  “Thank you, Leah.  Men eat first.”  His eyes shifted to Leah.  “Men always eat first.”

      Leah sneered.  She looked like a wild animal.

      “You’ll learn our ways,” Scott said.

      “I don’t want to learn your ways,” Leah snapped.

      Scott glared at her.  The tension in the room was as thick as a block of cheese.

      He stepped up to her and smacked her across the face with his open palm.

      “Hey!” I said.

      Scott snapped his fingers and before I could charge toward him, Leslie grabbed me from behind.  Something thin was wrapped around my wrists before I could pull away.

      “We thought you guys would be cool,” Scott said.

      Leslie hauled me next to Leah.  She tried to stand but Lewis pushed her back down.

      Scott clicked his tongue.  “This puts us in a bad position.  We can’t trust either of you now.  You’ve left us with no choice.  The only question now is how.”

      “How?” Leah questioned baring her teeth.

      A smile snaked his mouth.  “How we’re going to kill you.”
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      “What do you mean they’re gone?” I asked with narrowed eyes.

      I’d barely finished speaking before Gage took off back down the hallway.  His feet banged against the thin floor like someone was pounding bongo drums.

      I turned and raced after him, not fully understanding what was happening.  I shot a quick glance toward the family huddled together once again.  Their eyes were wide as they stared out of the doorway toward the mist outside.

      “What’s going on?” I demanded.

      “She was talking to Lucy,” Josh said.  “Then, she just turned and grabbed the boy, running out of here without saying anything.”

      “What were they talking about?” I asked.

      Josh’s head moved side to side.  “They were quietly discussing their horror stories while the boy sat at the table, eating a granola bar.  They were just bonding, at least that’s what I thought.”

      “Did something upset her?  Something they were talking about?” I asked studying Lucy for any kind of reaction.

      She bit her lip as her eyebrows pinched together.  “Nothing that I could tell.  She seemed fine.  It startled me when she got up.”

      “It was very unexpected,” Kieran added.

      “Brooklyn!” Gage screamed from outside.  His voice had been so loud the paper-thin walls of the trailer vibrated.

      Josh grabbed my arm as I turned.  “If there is anything I can do to help, let me know.”

      “Thanks.  I will,” I said before wiggling free and stepping out of the trailer into the rain.

      The shock of the rain hitting my dried skin tightened my muscles.  My new, dry shirt soaked in a matter of seconds.

      “Dammit,” I muttered.

      “I think they went that way,” Gage said pointing at the ground.  He turned, meeting my gaze.  “Why isn’t she answering me?”

      I shook my head.  “I don’t really even understand what’s happening.”

      “That’s because you were busy playing house in there,” Gage snapped.

      I took a step back as if I’d been punched in the stomach.  He’d been harsh but I couldn’t blame him.  He thought I’d been careless.  Lazy.  Too busy wasting time with Shawn when I should have been doing my job… keeping an eye on Brooklyn and Teddy while he worked to take care of us.

      Gage thought I had failed.  And really, I had.

      “Gage!” I shouted but he had already disappeared into the rain and thick mist.  “Wait!”

      I couldn’t see more than four or five feet in any direction.  At least not clearly.

      The sinking feeling in my gut was almost too much.  I wanted to bend over and throw up but there wasn’t anything inside of me to purge.  The only thing inside me was guilt.

      “Gage!  Please!” I screamed again.

      I tried to follow the footprints he was leaving in the wet mud but I quickly lost track of them.  Desperately, I peered through the dense fog and caught a glimpse of a shadow.

      I sucked in a breath and chased after the figure without a word to anyone inside the trailer.  The last thing I wanted was for anyone else to come out and get lost in the mist.

      I hadn’t taken more than a few steps before I heard someone behind me.  The fog was incredibly disorienting.  Did I somehow get ahead of Gage?  Maybe he hadn’t gone far.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” Shawn asked as he stepped into view.  He sounded frantic.  “I almost lost sight of you!”

      “I have to go after him,” I said.

      “He can take care of himself,” Shawn said.  “Let’s go back and wait for him.”

      My eyes and cheeks burned.  “I know he can.  But I’m not going back without him.  Nothing would stop him from going after me.”

      “Okay.  Fine,” Shawn said.  “Let’s go then.”

      “You should go back,” I said.  “I don’t want you getting lost out here.”

      Shawn huffed.  “And you think I want you getting lost out here?  We’ll do better together.

      There wasn’t time to argue.

      We ran as fast as our feet would move in the thick mud.  Every so often, I’d catch a footprint that hadn’t yet been washed away.  We were on the right track.

      I didn’t stop calling out for Gage even though I never received a response to my calls.  Maybe he couldn’t hear me through the rain.  Or maybe I was just telling myself that so I wouldn’t think he was ignoring me.

      “He can’t see well,” I said swallowing down the tears that were threatening to join the rain on my face.

      “We’ll find him,” Shawn said.  “This way.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked without slowing my pace.

      “Yes.  I saw someone.  Gage!  Wait up!  Let us help!” Shawn called.  He growled, shifting his eyes back to the ground.  “Dammit.”

      He’d lost the shadow.

      I looked back over my shoulder toward the trailer but all that was there was the same as what was all around us—a pale grayness that washed out everything.  The sky blended into the falling rain, which blended into the mist, bubbling up from the ground.  It was like being stuck inside a cloud.

      I knew it was unlikely we’d ever find our way back to the trailer.  We’d taken so many turns and changed directions that I was completely and utterly lost.

      I wished I would have had something to eat.  It would have helped my energy levels.  But no, I had to change into dry clothes first.  Why had I wasted so much time with Shawn in the bedroom?  How could I have been so careless?

      Gage, if I ever saw him again, wouldn’t ever forgive me.  I didn’t know if I would either.

      “Come on,” Shawn encouraged.

      “I’m trying.”

      “I don’t know what he’s doing,” Shawn said between quick breaths.

      My own breaths pinched at the back of my throat, making it feel as dry as a piece of coarse grit sandpaper.  “Maybe he sees them.  Maybe he’s chasing them.”

      “Maybe,” Shawn said letting a bit of hope seep into his tone.

      “Gage!” I shouted again.  “Wait up!”

      We turned to the right again.  I worried that we were running right back toward the water.

      Fear threatened to stop my feet.  But the thought of continuing on without Gage pushed me forward.

      He would do the same for me.  He wouldn’t give up.  I wanted him back.  It was all I wanted.

      “Gage!” I cried.  “Where are you?”

      Shawn grabbed my hand and held me tightly.  “Stay with me, okay?”

      “Okay,” I said.

      If I got lost out in the fog alone, there was no question, I would die.  There was no way I could find my way back to the trailer in the mist and I probably wouldn’t even have the energy to attempt it.

      I took a step to the side of Shawn and my foot slipped.  It felt like my leg was being swallowed as I sank down to the ground.

      Shawn tightened his grip and pulled me upward.  His mouth dropped open and he wrapped his arms around my waist.

      “Holy shit,” he said staring down at the ground.

      It was hard to see but we were at the top of what appeared to be a tall cliff.  I couldn’t see the bottom.

      “Oh, my God.”  My voice scratched the back of my throat.  Shawn had probably just saved my life.

      “Yeah,” Shawn said as if he had read my mind.  “I didn’t see it.  We’re lucky we didn’t… are you okay?”

      “I am thanks to you,” I said looking down at myself as if checking to make sure I was in one piece.

      My heart was still pounding aggressively even though we’d stopped running and both feet were firmly planted on the solid-ish ground.  It hesitated a beat when I saw a shoe stuck in the mud only a couple feet away from where we stood.

      It wasn’t just some random shoe.  It was Gage’s shoe.
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      The pop of the gun rattled my bones.  It had been so close that my body reacted, and instinctually, I ducked.

      Mike’s body dropped to the ground.  His lifeless eyes peered up at me as the water around my feet turned dark red.

      There was another shot and I sank even lower, covering my head with my arms.  Something pressed hard against the back of my head and I shook uncontrollably.

      “Please don’t, please don’t, please don’t,” I repeated over and over again.

      I couldn’t even hear my own voice in my head because of the loud ringing in my ears.  Instead of waiting for a bullet to rip through my skull, I turned and threw my fist into Sammy’s suddenly surprised face.

      Her eyes rolled back and she splashed into the blood-colored water.  I watched her hand hit the surface, sprouting open and releasing the gun she’d been holding.  The gun splashed into the water a few inches from her hand.

      I quickly picked it up and spun on my heel, facing what remained.

      Jenna was standing there holding a gun.  Her eyes were wide and her hands were shaking as her shoulder rose and fell with her quick breaths.

      She must have picked up the gun after Robby had smacked one of the guys.

      John held up his hands.  “Okay, okay!  You win!”

      He was the last one standing.  Besides Mike, who I assumed Jenna had shot, I didn’t know how many of them were dead.  I’d only knocked out Sammy and somehow, she was still out.

      “So,” Robby said without lowering his gun.  “Here’s what’s going to happen.  We’re going to take the boat.”

      “Let me come with you,” John pleaded desperately.

      Robby shook his head.  “That’s not going to happen.  You were going to kill us.  There is absolutely no way we’ll ever be able to trust you.”

      “Then you might as well just shoot me now,” John said.  “Because leaving me here is the same thing.”

      “I’m not going to shoot you,” Robby said.  “We didn’t want to do any of this but you threatened us.  You forced us to fight.  This is on your shoulders.”

      “We were just trying to scare you,” John stammered.  He forced an awkward smile but it was empty.

      “Bull shit,” I said my hands shaking.

      John stared at me.  His hand moved fast.  John pulled the gun out of my hand before I even realized what had happened.

      John laughed as he pressed the end of the gun against the side of his head.  “What’s the point?”

      “Get in the boat,” Robby said softly.

      Neither Caleb, Jenna, nor I moved.  It was as though we were afraid any movement might make John pull the trigger.

      “Get in the boat!” Robby repeated.

      Caleb grabbed the gun from Jenna and pushed her toward the boat.  He helped her in before helping me.

      “Robby!” Caleb called.

      Robby shook his head as he stared at John.  If John turned the gun on us, Robby wanted to be ready.

      “I’ll do it!” John shouted.  “Let me come with you!”

      Sammy groaned as she pushed herself up.  Her nose scrunched as she tried to make sense of her surroundings.

      “No!” she said as she got to her feet and splashed toward John.

      Robby started the boat and zipped away.  I didn’t turn around.  I kept my eyes on the horizon to the south as we left them behind.

      Jenna’s legs bounced as tears rolled down her cheeks.  She was mumbling something about having killed someone as Caleb tried to calm and comfort her.

      I could hear screams behind us.  I wasn’t the least bit surprised when I heard a gunshot cut through the air.

      “Get down!” Robby shouted.

      It wasn’t the only gunshot.  I peeked over the side of the boat and saw both John and Sammy with their guns aimed our way.

      A sharp ping vibrated the boat.  Both Caleb and Jenna looked terrified but thankfully, the boat didn’t stop.

      We were lucky it was sufficiently fueled and fast enough that it didn’t take long before we didn’t have to worry about getting shot.

      At least not by them.  And at least not at the moment.

      “All right,” Robby said.  “We’re good.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked.

      “As sure as I can be,” Robby said.

      Jenn sat on one of the seats with her arms wrapped around her middle.  “I don’t feel right about any of that.  I thought they were going to kill you.”

      “They were,” Robby said.  “You saved our lives.”

      “I feel like shit,” Jenna said.

      “Are you in pain?” Caleb asked dripping with concern.

      She shook her head.  “No.  I feel like shit because of what I did.”

      “Didn’t you hear him?  You saved their lives.  You probably saved all our lives,” Caleb said.

      Jenna waved her hand in the air.  “I don’t want to talk about it any longer.”

      “Good because every time it gets brought up, I’m going to thank you,” Caleb said.  “We all are, right guys.”

      “Of course,” I answered automatically.

      Robby nodded but he kept his eyes on the path in front of him.  “You shouldn’t give it a second thought.”

      “I’ve already given it a hundred thoughts,” Jenna muttered.

      “Well, don’t,” Robby said.

      “We should have taken them with us,” Jenna said.  “It was wrong to leave them to die.”

      I shook my head.  “We wouldn’t have been able to close our eyes with them around.  It would have put every single one of us in danger.  I don’t know why it has to be us against the world but that’s what it has come to.”

      “And if we have to pick, we need to pick us,” Caleb said.

      “Exactly,” I said feeling a new sense of strength.

      I’d fought off Sammy.  I had found it inside myself to survive.

      There had been times I’d felt like giving up but I guess deep down, I hadn’t really wanted to because I kept fighting.  I kept doing what was needed to stay alive.

      I had Robby.  I had Caleb, Jenna, and somehow Clover was still with me.  Thank God she stuck to me like glue.  I’d be afraid that if I looked at my skin, there would be copious claw marks call over my body.

      My hair whipped around my face as we rode in silence.  I would have thought the air would smell fresh, salty… clean, but it didn’t.  It smelled like dead fish and mildew.

      I knew we were incredibly lucky to be on a boat on our way to Colorado.  We were incredibly fortunate to even be alive.

      Caleb had found supplies hidden under the seats.  It would be more than enough for the four of us.

      Robby flicked me a look, jerking his chin in a way that indicated he wanted to talk.  I moved back carefully, finding it difficult to maintain my balance on the speeding boat.

      “You were pretty tough back there,” Robby said.

      “Thanks, I guess,” I said.

      “And I was pretty scared,” Robby said.

      I swallowed hard and forced a smile that felt sour inside my cheeks.  “I was too.”

      “We’re going to be okay now, though,” Robby said.

      “Yeah,” I said sucking in an awkward breath.  “I hope so.”

      “Nothing is going to stop us from getting there,” Robby said.  “Nearly a full tank, enough supplies, we’re going to be okay now.  I’m tired of this.  Tired of worrying about how I’m going to protect you.”

      I raised a brow.  “Or how I will protect you.”

      Robby chuckled.  He gave me a smile that warmed my icy insides for the first time in a long time.

      I placed my hand on his arm and let the tension in my body ease.  At the very least, we were okay for now.  There wasn’t another boat in sight.

      It was just us and the stinky open air.  All that lay in front of us was miles and miles of water.

      I wasn’t sure if I should enjoy the peacefulness or be anxious for the moment we arrive at our destination.

      After a few deep breaths, I decided to sink into the seat closest to Robby.  I was going to enjoy the peacefulness because I needed it.  We all needed it.
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      “Knife!” Philip said with wide eyes.

      “Maybe there is a chainsaw in the garage,” Lewis said his words bouncing like a ball.

      Scott held up his hands.  He was smiling, pleased with his followers.

      “Quiet down, quiet down.  All great ideas but these are all things we’ve done before.  I think we need something different for these two,” Scott said.

      “Are you serious?” Leah asked.

      Scott rolled his eyes.  “You really don’t know how to keep your mouth closed, do you?”

      “I don’t need to,” Leah said through her teeth.  “I’m not part of your gang and to be totally honest, I’d rather be dead than be stuck with you.”

      Scott laughed but there was no joy behind it.  “Your wish is my command.”  His voice echoed in the small kitchen.  “Who’s up for some target practice?”

      Scott’s army men cheered.  So many dead and they were excited at the idea of adding more to the already high numbers.

      “You guys are monsters,” Leah roared.  She turned to Leslie and glared at her through glassy eyes.  She was fighting off tears and succeeding.  “Why would you let them do this?”

      Leslie blinked but she didn’t respond.  They were loyal to Scott.

      “Wait,” Scott shouted.  “We don’t want to waste bullets.  We’ll target practice with knives.”

      He pointed to the woodblock on the counter with various shapes and sizes of knives sticking out of it.  I couldn’t let this happen.  I had to figure out a way to get Leah free but I wasn’t sure how that could happen with my hands tied together.

      “Take them outside,” Scott said.  He pointed at Mark and Philip.  “You both stay here with me.”

      Scott picked up a spoon and gestured at the plates.  Leslie pushed me forward.  My feet didn’t want to move and I didn’t want to take my eyes off Leah.

      “Move,” Leslie hissed softly.  It sounded more like begging than it did like she was giving me an order.  The fear in her voice was apparent.  She was afraid of what Scott would do to her if she didn’t manage to get me outside.

      I planted my feet firmly.  Leah was letting out little squeaks as she fought against Lewis behind me.  She was close, I could almost feel her beside me.

      I didn’t see her hand but I could feel it on my hip.  She removed the gun.

      There was no hesitation.  The gun popped and blood rained down on me.

      Leslie’s hands fell off me and her body thudded to the ground, falling into a heap.  I turned back at the same moment Leah twisted at her waist and shot again, hitting Lewis in the chest.

      She fired again… and again, screaming loudly with the fourth shot.

      Then nothing.  Empty clicks.  Her finger kept moving but the gun didn’t fire.

      Scott pulled out his gun and pulled the trigger.  Leah let out a scream as the poorly aimed bullet ripped open the side of her arm and whistled past me into the wall.

      I bent down and picked up Leslie’s gun and shot Scott in the head.  My aim had been perfect.  He turned to me as if he hadn’t yet realized what happened.

      Scott stared at me, as the life drained out of his body.  He tried to fire again, but the bullet went through the ceiling as Scott fell to the floor.

      Water dripped in through the new hole, smacking Scott on the forehead almost right where the bullet had entered.

      “Don’t shoot!” Philip begged pressing his palms together before raising his hands above his head.  “Please!  This is my son.”

      Lewis was twitching on the floor next to Leah, almost as if he were looking for his gun.  His angry eyes were set on Philip.

      Philip stared at Lewis as he tried to make his hand move.  Lewis wasn’t dead, thanks to the bulletproof vest.  Only one bullet had hit him… just above his armpit.  He would probably bleed to death if no one helped him.

      “I did what I had to in order to keep my son and me alive,” Philip explained.  “We don’t want to do you any harm.”

      “Traitor!” Lewis said.  Blood poured out of his mouth and dripped down his chin.

      “I’m going to take my gun,” Philip said.  “Unless you want to put him out of his misery.”

      I shook my head.

      Philip looked into his son’s eyes.  “Look away, Mark.  Look away, okay?”

      His head bobbed up and down rapidly.  Mark turned his back to us and covered his ears.

      I kept my gun on Philip as he walked over.  He looked down at Lewis, clenching his jaw.

      “Bastard,” Philip muttered and pulled the trigger.  He looked up at me.  The gun fell from his shaking hand.  A tear trickled out of the corner of his eye.  “It doesn’t get easier.  I hope I never have to do it again.”

      I didn’t know what to say.  Leah looked at me and I grabbed her hand, helping her to her feet.

      “I’m sorry,” Philip said.  “Take your things and go.  We aren’t going to stop you.  We aren’t going to follow you, at least not intentionally.”

      “My dad is a good guy,” Mark said.

      “I hope so,” I said.  It was like the words slipped out of my mouth on their own.  “But when you leave, take that gun with you. I don’t think Scott is the only bad guy out there.”

      Philip wiped at this cheek.  “Everyone we ran into seemed perfectly normal.  Struggling and just trying to survive like yourselves.  But Scott… he had problems.  He wanted to be the leader of the new world.  And he’s not the only one like that out there.”

      “We don’t need to worry about him anymore, dad,” Mark said placing his hand on Philip’s shoulder.

      Philip nodded but I could tell by the look in his eyes he was going to be haunted by Scott and the things they had done for a long time.  Probably forever.  Of course, I could relate.  And it wasn’t going to help that killing Scott was another yet another tally mark on the list of how many people I’ve killed.

      “We need to go,” Leah said looking into my eyes.

      “We’re not going to take your things,” Philip said.  “But please, go.  We aren’t going to stop you.”

      “There’s a grill in the garage,” Leah said.  “And more food we weren’t able to pack.”

      Philip gave her a nod.  “Thank you.  Safe travels.”

      “Safe travels,” I said following Leah to the bikes, which were still where we’d left them.

      I looked over my shoulder but neither Philip nor Mark were paying attention to us.  They were hugging each other, just happy to be alive and still have each other.

      Leah and I pulled on the backpacks and rolled the bikes out the front door.  Rain poured down on us but still, I felt relief putting space between us and the house.

      Riding on the pavement wasn’t too challenging.  We maneuvered around the puddles cautiously.

      “Are we going the right way?” Leah asked.

      “I sure hope so,” I said looking at the sky.

      There was no clue other than the compass attached to the handlebars on the bike.  I laughed.

      “What could possibly be funny right now?” Leah asked.

      “We’re going the right way,” I said.  “There’s a compass on my bike.”

      Leah looked down.  “Oh, mine too.”

      “If only it had GPS,” I said looking over at her.  The blood splatters had already washed off her face but the stains on her shirt still remained.  “Are you okay?”

      “I will be,” Leah said.  She glanced over at me for a second.  “You?”

      “I will be.”

      “I told you, it wouldn’t be easy,” Leah said.

      It would have been the perfect time to come clean but still, I couldn’t.  I didn’t want her to see me differently.  I didn’t want her to put me in the same category as someone like Scott.

      “Yeah, it’s not easy,” I said.  “But I’d do anything to protect you.  I want you to know that.”

      “I feel the same,” Leah said.  “I’m not good at this kind of stuff.  Never was.  I can’t say how I feel easily.”

      “You don’t need to say anything,” I said pressing my lips together into a smile.  “We’re a team and we’re going to stay a team.  If you want to stop for a break, we’ll stop.  I’m not going to leave your side.  We’re in this together until whatever end we face, deal?”

      Leah flashed me a smile.  “Deal.”

      Of course, I wanted to see my parents again, but if they were in Colorado, they were safe.  Leah and I were out in the middle of nowhere and we weren’t safe.  Taking care of her was my priority.

      I had hope that we’d make it to my parents.  It would be easier for us if we had others to be with.

      We wouldn’t stop trying.  As long as I told myself we would get there, I could keep going.  I could keep fighting.

      Eventually, we’d be done with all the traveling and Leah and I could just be together.  It was hard to believe that was what I wanted but it was the only thing I wanted.

      And I would fight like hell to get it.
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      It felt like my breath was stuck in the back of my throat.  The world around me got fuzzy like a TV station that wasn’t coming in clear.  I wasn’t able to get the oxygen I needed.

      Finally, I gasped.  I remembered how to breathe again, even though it was painful.  My hands were shaking… my entire body felt like it had gone numb.

      “No!” I screamed with every ounce of my being.

      Shawn’s eyes widened.  He looked at me, his face contorting with worry, fear, and confusion.

      I held out a shaking finger, pointing at the shoe.  “That’s Gage’s.”

      “Are you sure?” Shawn asked.

      Anger bubbled in my veins.  I wasn’t entirely sure why the question angered me but it did.  If anyone knew what Gage’s shoe looked like, it would be me.

      “Of course, I’m sure!” I spat.  “Gage!” I shouted.  “Where are you?  Answer me!”

      There was no response.

      Why had he chased after her?  How would I keep putting one foot in front of the other without Gage?  We may not have been that close before everything was destroyed but now, after we’d been through, he was my family.

      I dropped to my knees and leaned over the edge.  My lip quivered as I sucked in a breath.

      “Gage!” I screamed.

      “Stevie.”  Shawn’s voice was calm and gentle as if he was afraid anything too loud might startle me and cause me to fall.  “Please, be careful.”

      He tried to wrap his arms around my middle but I pushed him away.  Somehow, I was back on my feet, away from the edge.  It was like I didn’t have any control over my body.  I was weak.  Shawn was able to move me around like a doll.

      He held me tightly.  I wasn’t sure if he was holding me for comfort or if it was to stop me from jumping down after Gage.

      Probably both.

      I couldn’t see in either direction but we were at the top of a cliff.  It stretched in both directions and while I couldn’t see a way down, there had to be one.

      I wasn’t sure how long we stood there but I’d felt paralyzed.  The rain started to slow and the mist began to clear.  I turned and looked down into the valley below.

      I almost choked on air when I saw someone at the bottom.  The person was sitting in the mud at the edge of what appeared to be a massive pool of water.

      “Oh, my God!  Shawn!  Look!” I said pushing away from him.  “We have to find a way down.”

      “Oookay?”  Shawn didn’t seem to understand what I was saying.  He peered over the edge but it seemed as though he didn’t see what I saw.

      “There,” I said as I pointed.

      “That’s a rock,” Shawn said with narrowed eyes.

      I shook my head.  “No, it’s Gage with his head down.  I’m nearly a hundred percent sure.”

      I started running along the edge of the cliff.  Shawn caught me several times when the mud shifted and I lost my footing.  If I tumbled down the side, I wasn’t sure I would survive but all I could think about was getting to Gage.

      “Gage!” I shouted but the person sitting there didn’t even look up.

      The ground sloped downward but it felt like I wouldn’t ever make my way to him.  It seemed like the more I ran, the further away from him I got.  Gage became smaller and smaller every time I looked back to make sure he was still there.

      “Careful, Stevie!” Shawn warned.

      “I’m trying,” I said even though I wasn’t sure that I was.

      When the drop to the bottom was only about ten feet, I sat down and slid down, letting my feet lead the way.  I didn’t even bother to look behind me to see if Shawn was still following.

      “Gage!” I shouted and waved my hands, attempting to get his attention.

      He looked up.  And my heart leaped into my throat.  It was him.

      Gage tried to stand but it looked like he was struggling to get to his feet.  Was he injured?

      I ran as fast as my feet would go in the wet, sloppy mud.  It felt like there were miles between us when it couldn’t have been more than twenty feet.

      When I finally reached him, I didn’t hesitate.  I dropped down next to him and I threw my arms around him.  I pressed my face into his shoulder as tears filled my eyes.

      Gage hugged me back and the tears rolled down my cheeks.

      “Don’t ever do that again,” I said.

      Gage didn’t respond.  He just silently held me for several long minutes.  I was just happy to have him back and that he was alive.

      I pulled back, gazing into his eyes.  Sadness had a tight grip on every inch of his body.

      “Are you hurt?” I asked.  “Did you fall?”

      “No.”  Gage swallowed.  “I couldn’t save them.  I should have drowned with them.”

      “Don’t say that,” I snapped.  His words felt like a knife being thrust into the center of my stomach.  “Are you sure they drowned?  It was so misty… it was hard to see anything at all.”

      “I’m positive.  I had her hand,” Gage said.  “Something pulled her down.  She slipped away from me.  I tried to hold on but I couldn’t.”

      Silence sucked the air out of the valley.  Gage swallowed and looked back out over the body of water.

      “I think it drains into the ocean… or what is now the ocean,” Gage said.  “I went in and tried to find them but I couldn’t.  It was like she was sucked away from me.  Maybe I just didn’t try hard enough.”

      “I’m sure that’s not at all true,” I said.  “You came out here.  You went after her.”

      Shawn cleared his throat.  “The water seems to be rising.”

      I looked at the edge of the water.  Each little wave came quicker and slapped the mud closer and closer to where we stood.

      “Gage,” I said grabbing his arm.  “We need to go back.”

      “I can’t,” Gage said.

      “There isn’t anything more you can do,” I said.

      His eyebrows squeezed together.  “You don’t know that!”

      “Gage,” Shawn said holding up his hand.  “How long have they been gone?  I’m guessing it’s been too long, right?”

      Gage sniffed hard and wiped under his nose with the back of his hand.  He knew the answer.  They had been under for too long.

      “You tried harder than anyone else,” I said even though I knew he wasn’t going to be comforted by my words.  “It was my fault.”

      Gage softened slightly.  “It wasn’t your fault.  They shouldn’t have run off.  I don’t know why she did that.  Well, I think maybe I do.”

      “Why?” I asked wishing I wouldn’t have asked.  Maybe I wasn’t ready to hear the answer.

      “She wanted me to leave with her,” Gage said.  “She didn’t think we’d be safe with the group.”

      “Brooklyn didn’t think she was safe with me,” I corrected clasping my shaking hands.  “I guess she was right.”

      Shawn lightly touched my shoulder and I jerked at his touch.  Not for any reason other than for a brief moment, I’d forgotten he was there.

      “Stevie,” he said softly.  “We need to get out of here.”

      “I’m not leaving without Gage,” I said.  “If that means we sit here and let the water take us away, then so be it.”

      Gage shook his head as if I was being foolish, and maybe I was.  He put his arm around my shoulders and guided me back in the direction Shawn and I had just come from.

      I turned away from him, bending at the middle.  My stomach tried to release itself but all that came out was thick green bile.

      “I’m sorry,” I said straightening myself back up.  I wiped my bottom lip with the back of my hand.

      “We can’t let something like this happen again,” Gage said.  “We have to do better than this.”

      I nodded.

      “It was their choice to leave,” Shawn said.  “We can’t keep people against their will either.  Even if we know better.”

      “I just wish she would have told me what she was planning to do,” Gage said.  “It’s hard for me to admit but I really liked her.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I said leaning my head on his shoulder.

      Gage let his arm fall from my shoulder and crossed them in front of his chest.  “It’s that you didn’t like her.”

      “Well, I know I didn’t want this to happen,” I said.

      “I know you didn’t,” Gage said.  “Let’s get back to the trailer.”

      “If we can find our way back,” Shawn said.

      At the top of the cliff, I spotted Gage’s shoe.  I pulled it out of the mud and handed it to him.

      “Thanks,” Gage said but he didn’t put it back on.  He let the rain wash away the mud first, which didn’t make a lot of sense, considering his sock was coated in mud too.

      We didn’t talk much as we made our way back.  I was surprised when I saw the trailer but the somber mood didn’t allow for a proper reaction from any of us.

      The next two days, we refueled at the trailer.  We changed clothes, ate, drank, and rested.  Gage didn’t bother to get a fire going because we kept saying we wouldn’t stay long.

      None of us talked much.  The family that was with us didn’t ask what had happened to Brooklyn and Teddy.  They probably figured it out when they didn’t come back with us.

      It wasn’t until we headed out of the trailer, I overheard Shawn telling them what had happened.  He wanted to make sure they were all on the lookout for dangerous terrain.

      We walked for days.  I stopped counting… rather I never started.

      Eventually, we spotted a two-story house on what appeared to have once been a ranch.  There were fences and barns but everything seemed to be abandoned.

      “This place looks good,” Shawn said resting his hands on his hips.

      “Good for what exactly?” I asked.

      “A break,” Shawn said.  “Or maybe something more.  I think we could set up here.”

      I shook my head.  “I don’t think we’re far enough away from the water, ocean, whatever we’re going to call it.”

      “A break then,” Shawn said as he pointed at various things in the distance.  “But look, we’re pretty high elevation here.  And I can even see more houses not too far off.  Could be more supplies there.”

      “I think Shawn might be right.  This could be a place to start rebuilding.  Our sanctuary if you will,” Gage said.

      “Is that what we’re going to do?” I asked.  “What about finding help?”

      Gage frowned.  “Do you really think help is out there?  Wouldn’t they have found us by now?”

      “I guess not,” I said.

      “What do you think?” Gage asked turning to Josh and Kieran.

      Josh nodded.  “Think we’d be okay here.  We could keep an eye out for the water.  We know which direction it’ll come from.  Yeah… I think this is good.”

      “What about the mountains?  Colorado can’t be that far off, can it?” I asked.

      “It’s possible we’re in New Mexico,” Shawn shrugged.  “While we’re not in the mountains, we could be at a high enough elevation.”

      “All that really matters is that we’re at the highest elevation we can get to and still have a place to stay,” Gage said.  “It’s not like we’ll be able to build our own buildings with soggy wood and no tools.  This might be the best we’ll find.  But if you really want to keep going, we can.  It’s your call.”

      I bit my lip, wishing it wasn’t on my shoulders.  “I just wish I could know where we were.  Or if this will be safe.”

      “There really is no way to know,” Gage said.

      “Yeah, I know you’re right,” I said.  “Okay, let’s give it a shot.”

      Gage rested his hand on my shoulder.  “If help is out there, they’ll find us eventually.”

      “Ha,” I said.  I sucked in a deep breath and held out my palm toward the building.  “Well, let’s go check out our new home.”

      The others ran ahead but Gage stayed back with me.  He caught my eye and gave me the best smile he could muster, which, unfortunately, wasn’t much.  It was okay, though, because I was sure it was the best he could do considering what had happened.  Gage, maybe all of us, were still in mourning.

      “If you change your mind, you know I’ll go with you,” Gage said.  “Anywhere you want to go.”

      “Really?”  I stopped and turned to him.  “When you ran off at the trailer, I thought I’d lost you forever.  I was really scared.”

      Gage looked down.  “I just wanted to find them.  To save them.  You should have known I’d go back to you.  Nothing would stop me.”

      “You wanted to go in after them,” I reminded him as I fought back tears.  “I don’t know if I can do any of this without you.”

      “Of course, you can,” Gage said taking my hand.  “The only reason I’m even here is because of you.  I prefer we stick together, of course, but if something happens, you need to keep going.  We didn’t come this far to give up.”

      “Then you’ll do the same?” I asked.  “If something happens to me, you’ll take care of the others… even look out for Shawn?”

      Gage chuckled.  “You bet.  Even Shawn.  Although I think he can take care of himself.”

      “I don’t want to lose you,” I said.

      “And I don’t want to lose you either,” Gage said giving me a hug.  “We’re going to get through this together, you know that, right?”

      I shook my head.  “I wish I did.”

      “Guess I’ll just have to show you.”

      “Guess you will,” I said.

      Gage stepped back but kept his arm on my shoulders.  He guided me toward the house and exhaled.

      “You’ll see, this is going to be good for us,” Gage said.

      “I really hope so,” I said straightening my spine.

      I didn’t want to think about how I’d carry on if something did happen to Gage.  I was just glad I didn’t have to worry about it for now.

      We were in this together.  If I was going to keep everyone safe, I needed Gage at my side.  We were a team since day one.

      “Ready? Gage asked when I stopped at the first step of the small wooden staircase leading up to a very soggy looking front porch.

      I drew in a breath and wiped the rain from my brow.  “Yeah.”

      Gage cocked his head to the side.  “What are you thinking about?”

      “Nothing,” I replied.

      “Bull,” He said with a grin.

      “Just how far we’ve come,” I said “This is farther from home than I think I’ve ever been.  What if this is it?  What if this is the end?”

      Gage inhaled and took my hand.  “Then we’ll make it as good as possible.  Things won’t be the same as they were but that doesn’t mean we can’t figure out a way to be happy.”

      Happy.  There was a first time for everything.

      “What if I can’t keep doing this?” I asked.

      Gage narrowed his eyes.  “Doing what?”

      “Watching out for everyone.  I failed once.  I’m sure I’ll fail again.”

      Gage shook his head.  “You didn’t fail.  I’m here with you.  You aren’t doing any of this alone.  We’ll work together.”

      I nodded but still, it felt like there were weights on my shoulders.  Gage sighed as if he could read my mind.

      “Really,” he said grabbing my hand and pulling me toward the house.  “We’re going to be okay now.  Oh, hey, there was something I meant to tell you a day or two ago.”

      “Oh?”

      Gage’s smile grew.  “Think my vision is improving.”

      “Are you serious?” I asked.  “Or are you just telling me that to make me feel better?”

      “No, I’m totally serious.”

      “That’s awesome,” I said giving him a quick hug.

      “It really is,” Gage said.  “Now, what do you say we go inside and get out of this rain?”

      Nothing sounded better.

      A small amount of relief filled my body.  It made my shoulders soften and my hands relax out of the tight fists that had somehow become their usual position.

      Getting dry sounded perfect.  If there was one thing we could all agree on, it was that we were all sick of the rain.

      Inside the house, everyone was moving about already figuring out things.  Shawn and Lucy were in the kitchen, looking at the food supplies.  Josh and his wife were going through the closets, pulling out dry towels, blankets, and pillows.

      Everyone was working together.  Gage joined in, asking questions and directing them.

      I just stood there, smiling.  Because it was the first time since everything happened that I finally thought that maybe we did have a chance.

      We could survive this.

      I just had to remember who I was.  I had to do what it took to keep everyone safe.

      And I could do it.  I knew, deep down inside, that I could.  And I would.
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