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Desperate Measures

“TAYLOR, COME ON.”

I paused, then grabbed one last pair of shoes from the rack. The others were already at the doors and were climbing through the broken out pane of glass we’d used to get into the store. I really needed a new pair of sneakers, though. The bottom part of the sole on my right one had come unglued and was flapping every time I took a step. These weren’t my size, but they were close enough that they might do until I could find a better pair. If you’re being chased by zombies the last thing you want is for your shoes to fall apart.

“Taylor!”

The irritation in Ted’s voice snapped me upright, and with a guilty pang I realized that my delay was putting everyone else in danger. Each second they were out on the street in the open meant more time for a zombie to spot them.

With a sigh I dropped the shoes and scooped up my pack, making sure that my machete was still securely attached to the side. I’d never used it and hopefully I never would, but I felt better with it there. When I started towards the door the gunfire began.

The silence shattered into chaos as a seemingly endless crash of shots erupted from outside the front of the store, only slightly muffled by the glass doors and windows. Another burst followed, and I dropped to one knee with my heart pounding. A few of us had guns, but nothing that would shoot like that.

“The rest of you drop your weapons and freeze,” a stern voice commanded.

It wasn’t a voice I recognized. Someone else was out there. Someone who was shooting at the others in my group. Several shadowy figures appeared outside the doors—men in camouflage with guns. They looked like soldiers, but soldiers wouldn’t have shot at us, would they?

Terror overwhelmed me and I scooted back, keeping low until I was out of sight of the doors, then I ran as hard as I could for the shadowy back end of the store. I felt a pang of guilt at abandoning the others, but what was I going to do against guns like that with nothing but a machete? The guilt vanished as quickly as it had come, swept aside by the voice in my head screaming at me to get away, to find a way out before they came inside looking for me.

I searched along the rear wall until I found a door between the meat and dairy sections. Locked. In panic I ran along the long line of glass cases of spoiled milk and butter looking for another exit until I got to the racks of eggs, and then stopped so fast that my sneakers squeaked on the polished floor.

I flung open the door to one case—there was an opening behind it. Without stopping to consider whether there might be zombies back there I crammed my pack through then shoved aside Styrofoam cartons so I could wriggle through the lowest shelf.

It was pitch black in the room beyond, but I didn’t care. I felt my way along the walls until I found a partially open door that led to what I guessed was a storage area at the very back of the store. Carefully I edged around stacks of plastic crates until I hit another wall, and then tiptoed along for another couple of dozen feet. I didn’t dare trip and make any noise.

Finally my fingers landed on another door, this time one steel with a push bar. I took a deep breath and made sure that I had a firm grip on my pack before shoving against the bar as hard as I could.

The door sprang open and the sudden flood of summer sunlight almost blinded me. At the same time an alarm began to shriek in the darkness behind me. Terror of being discovered seized me again, and I took off running across the alley behind the store and squeezed through a gap in the fence. A minute later I pushed through a hedge and found myself in a subdivision with no end of places to hide. An army would have had trouble finding me in there.

I was safe—but totally alone for the first time since the outbreak.

For the next two days I crept from one hiding place to another, moving steadily away from the store where my friends had been killed or captured. I had no desire to run into the men who had ambushed them.

On the other hand, being alone sucked. With my group there had always been plenty of eyes to check in all directions for zombies. Now there was just me, and I was constantly terrified that I’d miss one until it was too late. However miserable my life was, I wasn’t ready for it to be over, yet.

I sprinted across a lawn and crouched behind the corner of a fence. I’d run out of food and had no choice but to go scavenging. The houses all around me offered no hope—I wasn’t about to risk breaking in and finding myself face to face with the zombie Brady Bunch. Instead I was skirting the edges of the subdivision on the lookout for a store that hadn’t been completely looted.

I hated the exposure of being on the open street. I felt like a mouse in a world full of hungry cats. Rabid, extremely hungry cats. Every step outside left me shaking with fear, but I had to have food. Not to mention I still needed another pair of shoes.

Late in the afternoon I hit the jackpot—a long strip mall with a shoe store and a convenience store on the corner across the street. Convenient. I decided to go after the shoes first. I could live without food for a few days if I had to, but if my shoes gave out I’d be in serious trouble.

Someone had already pried the door open. It was a pull rather than a push, so I figured it was probably safe inside. Zombies aren’t very bright, and pulling on a door doesn’t seem to be part of their highly limited repertoire.

In the men’s section empty boxes and tissue paper lay scattered among piles of shoes that had been dumped onto the floor. Whoever had done it had left the women’s shelves alone, though. I was bound to find something—another pair of sneakers or maybe some light boots.

I would have killed for the $400 Danner hiking boots I’d left sitting back in my dorm room when the National Guard evacuated Texas State University. They were leather, waterproof, light, and had extra ankle support. Exactly what you want in the middle of a zombie apocalypse, and they might as well have been on Mars.

I searched shelves, but there was nothing like that here. It had to be sneakers, then. Something in my size, sturdy, and not too hideous. I was already filthy, sweaty and my hair was disgusting. I owed myself a cute pair of shoes.

After a couple of minutes I found some Nikes—screw it, I didn’t have to watch my pennies these days. When I took off my shoes to try them on, though, I curled my lip in disgust. Ugh. I desperately needed new socks. I found a nice, thick pair on the display racks by the door and sat down on a bench to strip off the old ones. Before I could get the first new one over my toes, the shop door opened.

He was a very big, scary guy, I guessed thirty-ish, wearing black cargo pants and a faded gray t-shirt. My eyes skipped right over all that to settle on the giant fire axe gripped in his hands, and I squeaked despite myself.

He was looking right at me. Slowly he lowered the axe and leaned it against the sales counter, then raised his hands palms out.

“Hey. Sorry I scared you. I won’t hurt you.”

I was a teenage girl alone in a world with no friends, no police, no one to call for help, and a severe shortage of women. Somehow I couldn’t bring myself to believe him. I glanced down at the machete still attached to the side of my pack and wondered if I could get to it before he got to me. Probably not.

“I’m Zack. Are you by yourself?”

Oh, shit. He didn’t know I was alone. When he figured it out he’d know he could do anything he wanted. I scooted an inch closer towards my backpack.

Zack saw what I was doing and shrugged. “Get it if it will make you feel better, but I’m not going to hurt you. I just haven’t talked to anyone but my little sister in months.”

I blinked. His little sister? Where was she?

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

“I came out to find some bottled water and stopped for some shoelaces for Lily.”

“Lily?”

“My little sister,” he explained patiently. “She’s fourteen. The laces on her shoes are rotten so I figured I’d find some while I was out.”

A little of the tension tying me in knots eased. His explanation was so banal it was hard not to believe it. I studied him more closely and gulped a little. While I looked grungy and nasty, Zack just looked... Hot. Around six feet with a stocky build that told me he hadn’t been missing meals, tousled sandy-blond hair that the afternoon sun turned a reddish gold, darker stubble on a solid jaw and cheekbones. I couldn’t make out the color of his eyes in the dim light, but they watched me with an intensity that started a quiver deep inside that I hadn’t felt since before the zombies came. I shied away from the generous bulge in his jeans that was right at eye level and felt the heat of a blush creep into my cheeks.

“Hey, if you’re on your own maybe you’d like to hook up with us? At least you’d have someone else to talk to.”

I had a feeling that despite what he said, he had more on his mind than talking. The heat of his stare reminded me that I hadn’t had anything like a real bath in months. Despite our age difference, I had a sudden flash of myself snuggled up against his bare, broad chest with his arms around me and blushed again.

What was worse? Being alone and going slowly crazy, or going with this scary but smoking hot guy? Did he even really have a little sister, or was it just a ploy to get me to go to his post-apocalyptic sex dungeon?

At this point I wasn’t sure that even that would be worse than being out here on my own until eventually the zombies caught up with me. Them or the people who got my friends. Whatever this guy had planned, I was pretty sure that those guys were worse. And with him my life expectancy went up a little, at least. Probably.

I took a deep breath as I made up my mind.

“I’m Taylor,” I told him. “Where’s your sister?”

*     *     *

Apparently Santa had decided to come early this year, and I’d been a very, very good boy. My favorite color is redhead, and it took a zombie apocalypse to introduce me to celibacy. Even filthy Taylor looked good enough to take a bite out of. She had long red hair in a ponytail, big, light brown eyes, and delicate features smudged with here and there with grime that only accentuated the fine bones of her face.

And she was scared—very scared. Not that she needed to be. Hurting her was the farthest thing from my mind. I might make her scream, but it wasn’t going to be in pain.

My first thought was how the hell had this bit of a girl survived all this time on her own? She was in her late teens, young enough that I wouldn’t have given her a second thought in the old days, and might have weighed a hundred pounds soaking wet. Of course that latter part was most likely due to having to scrounge for food.

 My second thought followed quickly after the first. What would she look like washed up and wearing nothing but one of my t-shirts? In six months the only living female I’d set eyes on had been my kid sister. Well, Taylor wasn’t a kid and she definitely wasn’t my sister.

My sister. Lily. That led to the third thought—she could help me with Lily. I did my best, but girls just this side of being a teenager were not my area of expertise. Another female would understand what Lily needed a lot better than I did.

What I needed to do right now was defuse the tension, and not the tension stirring so insistently in my jeans. She’d blushed when she noticed my erection. That was cute, and I couldn’t wait to find out if it happened all over. Time enough for that later, though.

“Nice to meet you, Taylor. We’re in an apartment not far from here. We have food, but we’re running low on water. Lily insists on using more than her share to wash up.”

Her lips twitched in the ghost of a smile. “Would you be mad if I used some to wash up, myself?”

I fought to control an exultant grin. “As long as you help carry it.”

She worried at her lower lip as she considered, which was sexy as all hell. I couldn’t seem to take my eyes off of those lips. I couldn’t wait to taste them.

“Deal,” she sighed.

“Put your shoes on while I get Lily’s shoelaces.”

I searched the rack with my pulse thrumming. I’d finally found a woman, and it was only a matter of time before I got her very, very naked. And when I did, she was going to be mine. Even if she didn’t know it yet.

“Keep that machete handy,” I warned her as we stepped out into the open. “There are zombies around, even if not as many as a few blocks east.”

I gripped my axe, but the coast was clear as far as I could see.

“Come on.”

The convenience store across the street had been cleaned out of things like booze, cigarettes, and junk food during the early days, but there was still a stack of cases of bottled water in the back.

“I can’t carry one of those very far,” Taylor apologized in a soft voice.

I pointed to a rack of printed canvas tote bags for tourists.

“How about one of those? Put as many in there as you can carry.”

When we’d stocked up she got the door with her free hand. I led the way down a cross street, keeping one eye on her and one scanning for zombies.

Taylor was struggling. In the daylight I could see dark circles under her eyes, and the thinness of her face was even more apparent. She really hadn’t been eating well, and again I wondered how she’d survived on her own for so long. This wasn’t the time to ask questions, though. We’d get some food in her back at the apartment, and I’d find out all about her then.

Fortunately my place was only one street over. It was a new complex, with its gates left wide open so all the zombies had wandered out long ago. I’d found a spacious three bedroom so Lily and I could have separate rooms with one left for storage. Taylor could have that third room once we cleared it out. We’d just have to come up with a bed. Unless she preferred to share mine. I damned well intended to work on that.

We climbed up the broad stairs to the second floor landing, and I froze as I saw the door standing wide open. Cold fear washed over me like a December rain.

“Lily!”

*     *     *

I was about wiped after the walk. My blood sugar was in the toilet and I felt sick to my stomach, but I forgot all about that at Zack’s desperate shout.

He dropped his case of water and sprinted towards an open door, still calling his sister’s name. Warily I followed him inside. The door had been kicked in and the place ransacked. Zack frantically searched every room, but after less than a minute he realized the obvious and returned to me with a stricken expression.

“She’s not here. But none of her things are gone.”

He pointed to a stained, pink backpack beside the couch and shook his head.

“I have to find her.”

For a brief instant I’d been suspicious, but either he deserved a whole shelf full of Oscars, or his sister really was missing.

“Maybe it was the same guys who got my friends.”

“What? What friends?”

I was so tired and hungry that my knees started to wobble, but this was more important.

“The group I was with. Some men got them two days ago. They were waiting for us when we came out of a store a ways from here. I think it was to the west.”

“Who?” he demanded.

I shrugged. “I don’t know. There were about a dozen of them wearing some kind of camouflage.”

“Fuck,” he growled. “No, no, no. She left the window open. They must have seen her moving around. What the hell are they doing all the way down here? I thought we were safe.”

“Do you know who they are?”

“I’m not sure. About two months ago I saw them ambush another group. They tied them up and took them away in a truck, but that was a couple of miles north of here. It’s why we left my parents’ house and came down this way.”

“Why are they capturing people?”

“I don’t know and I don’t care. I just have to get Lily back.”

He disappeared into one of the rooms and came back with a deer rifle, then began shoving food and water into his pack along with a couple of boxes of bullets.

“What are you going to do?”

“Go after them and get her back,” he said with a deadly calmness.

I got scared all over again. The zombies were bad enough, but these men frightened me even more. And Zack was just one guy.

“How? There are too many of them. You’ll get yourself killed.”

“I have to, Taylor. She’s only fourteen.”

Suddenly I felt really sick again. In the refugee camps the men had outnumbered the women by two-to-one. It had to be even worse now, and Lily being underage didn’t mean squat these days.

“I need to sit down.”

Zack sucked in a deep breath. “Sorry. Help yourself to the food and water, and take as much as you can in your pack. You don’t have to come with me, but you don’t want to stay here in case they come back. They’ll know she wasn’t alone.”

What to do? It wasn’t my problem, and Zack was going to die if he went against those men alone. What other choice did I have, though? I really didn’t want to be on my own again. And my stomach curdled at the thought of what those men might do with a fourteen-year-old girl.

“I’m coming with you,” I told him. “I don’t know how much help I can be, but I’ll do whatever I can.”

“Eat fast, then. We’re going to have to hurry if we’re going to catch up with them.”

What would happen then? Thinking about it almost ruined my appetite, even though I was starving.

Zack set out towards the north at a fast pace that I struggled to keep up with, but I wasn’t about to complain. I understood his urgency and didn’t want to slow him down. I tried to keep watch for zombies but kept getting distracted by the scenery—Zack’s butt in front of me. In my defense it was a very nice one, and with the broad shoulders and trim waist added up to a yummy package in general.

The buildings around us were unfamiliar, and I had no idea where we were other than somewhere in southwest Austin. Always in the distance small knots of zombies stood or shambled about, but none came near us.

I gave an inner sigh of relief when Zack stopped, and I looked anxiously at the sinking sun. Staying out after dark was suicidal.

“We should be about half a mile from the highway,” he said. “Better find a place to stay for the night. We’re not going to do Lily any good if we run into a bunch of zombies in the dark.”

Unlike my group, Zack had no qualms about going into houses. He found a modern, single-story place, and I stayed close to his back while he knocked a pane out of a window close enough to the back door so that he could reach inside and unlock it.

“Hello,” he called out. Only silence answered, and he turned to me with a shrug. “Nobody’s home.”

The owners had fled sometime before the end, for the place had been stripped of any food. All Zack could find was a gallon of distilled water under a cabinet, and I used that to clean off the worst of my accumulated grime. We made a quiet meal of what we had in our packs then sat in the living room with the windows open to let in some air to relieve the stuffy heat. The windows faced onto the backyard so there was no danger of anyone seeing us. Sean stared off into the distance, his thoughts far away.

“Are you from Austin?” I asked him when the silence became too much for me.

“Hm? No. I lived in Midland, worked for the fire department. My parents lived here with Lily, but Dad had to go to MD Anderson in Houston for cancer treatments, so I took some time off to come stay with her.”

“She’s only fourteen?”

“Yeah. There’s fifteen years between us. Apparently Dad had a vasectomy failure.”

“Are you two close?”

“Not before, but after the last six months... She’s a good kid. And she’s all I’ve got left. My parents didn’t make it out of Houston.”

For long seconds the conversation lapsed, but then Zack roused himself with a visible effort. “What about you?” he asked.

“I’m from Beaumont. I was in my first semester in San Marcos when they evacuated us to the camp here on the other side of the interstate. I got out with a few others after it started falling apart.”

“They were the ones you were with when you were attacked?”

“Yeah.”

A wave of sadness crashed into me. I hadn’t had time for it to sink in that they were gone, yet. I didn’t even know who was still alive. Not that it mattered; I’d never see any of them again. We’d been through so much together the last few months. It was like losing my family all over again.

Zack saw my expression and gave me a commiserating look. “Sorry. Was there someone...?”

It took a moment before I realized what he meant. “No.”

Ted had wanted me, but when I wasn’t interested he’d gone after Katy instead. I hadn’t been interested in anyone. Well, not until now. For some reason Zack had brought all my hormones surging back to life. It was crazy and I didn’t understand it at all, but it was very, very real.

“What about your family?” he asked.

“They were trying to get to my grandparents’ place in Louisiana when the cell phones went down. I don’t know if they made it or not. I guess I’ll never know.”

He fell silent again, staring pensively out the window, and I could tell he was eaten up with worry.

“We’ll get her back.”

I didn’t believe it, but it seemed like the thing to say.

“Yeah,” he responded in a dull voice.

He was hurting and so was I, and I was so desperately lost and lonely in this terrible new world. I craved the touch of another living human being for solace. Could Zack be any different?

“Hey.”

When he looked up distractedly I moved to sit beside him on the other sofa and laid my hand on his.

“I mean it,” I said. “We’ll find her.”

His mossy green eyes locked on mine and the air between us crackled with electricity, and suddenly I became intensely aware of a tingling in my palm where our skin touched. We were far too close, his breath warm against my lips in a portentous instant that seemed to stretch out for hours. Every nerve I had came alive at once, so that my skin seemed to vibrate and I could feel the slightest sensation.

The look in Zack’s eyes turned wild and smoldering, and my body responded of its own accord with a flush of warmth. Without releasing my eyes, he bent in the last couple of inches until our lips touched. One hand slid around my neck to fist in my hair and tip my head back, while his mouth clamped onto mine as though he owned it. White heat flashed through my body, and I was suddenly ablaze with wanting of my own.

For a second my mind wailed in protest that this was a very bad idea. I didn’t know the guy at all. But that voice was swiftly drowned out by the need surging inside of me. My hands gripped the front of his t-shirt as I surrendered to wanting and let him take over.

His mouth pressed against mine, hot and demanding, and after a moment the tip of his tongue came out to trace the swell of my lips, teasing lightly until with a little moan I closed my eyes and parted my lips for him. When he pushed inside my mouth, the desire he felt for me broke through. The inferno blazing through our kiss was enough to rock me, and my body exploded in response.

I'd never been kissed like this before, with such need and passion, and it was both scary and exhilarating all at once. Heat pooled low in my belly as our tongues slid together, and my nipples puckered hard beneath my shirt while a desperate, gnawing ache awoke between my legs. A whimper formed deep in the back of my throat, my heartbeat a bass throb pulsing in my ears and fingertips. I clutched at Zack’s shirt in desperation even as his tongue twined against mine in a dance that left me breathless.

His free hand moved to roam over my body beneath my shirt, and I gave a low cry as his fingers brushed across one tender nipple. Pressure built inside my belly, burning and needing as his tongue explored every part of my mouth. I was soaking wet and loose inside, longing for something there to fill that space.

Doubts about what was going to happen if this continued crept into the back of my mind with little tendrils of terror. I couldn’t do this. Not with a guy I’d just met, no matter how hot he was, no matter how insistently my body demanded it. What if he bailed on me because I was slowing him down? What if he got his sister back and decided two girls were too much trouble? What if he died trying to get her back?

I broke away from him and sprang to my feet, chest heaving and body shrieking in frustration.

“I can’t,” I gasped.

Zack stared up at me in bemusement. “Taylor...”

“I’m sorry. I’m going to bed.”

His mouth quirked up in a lopsided smile. “You sure you wouldn’t rather join me in mine?”

The hell of it was that I very much did. “No. It’s a bad idea.”

“It only seems that way at first. It grows on you if you keep thinking about it.”

“Good night, Zack.”

I fled to an empty bedroom and shut the door before I could change my mind. Later, when I heard him get up and go to his own bed for the night, I heaved a sigh of relief. My body was still burning and I longed to follow him, but I just couldn’t do it.

As tired as I was it was a long time before I was able to finally fall asleep.

*     *     *

Between worrying about Lily and my unsatiated need for Taylor I didn’t sleep worth a damn. The latter was my own fault. I shouldn’t have kissed her. Not so soon, anyway. I’d scared her off, and now I was going to have to work twice as hard to finish what we’d started.

She’d looked so damned good when she cleaned herself up that I hadn’t been able to help myself, though. And it had totally been worth it. Taylor was everything I’d been imagining—soft, sexy, and incredibly responsive. She’d go off like Fourth of July fireworks when I got her naked. Which I was more determined than ever to do.

I pushed that thought firmly aside as I dug into my pack in the kitchen. Right now I had to focus on getting Lily back, however impossible that might seem. And in the cold light of day, after my initial anger-fueled determination had worn off, it looked pretty fucking impossible. Even if I could find where the men who took her were staying, how could I possibly get her back from them? Taylor said she had seen a dozen, and that was just a raiding party. There had to be at least twice that many, and I wasn’t some action movie hero. I wasn’t going to go in with guns blazing and accomplish anything except getting very dead very quickly.

The cold, calculating part of my brain suggested that there was another option. I had Taylor. They might just be willing to trade one girl for another.

As quickly as the thought came, I dismissed it. No fucking way was I giving up Taylor. Not for anything. There had to be another way.

With a growl I turned to look out the windows. One step at a time. The first job was to find Lily. After that some solution might present itself, but until then worrying about how to get her loose was nothing but an exercise in frustration.

I already had plenty of that with Taylor.

She picked that moment to come into the kitchen, looking deliciously disheveled.

“Hey,” she mumbled, not looking directly at me.

“Morning. Want some coffee?”

Her wide brown eyes stared at me like I’d just offered her the keys to a new Ferrari. “Coffee? Are you serious?”

I shrugged. “It’s instant, but not too horrible.”

I rinsed out one of the empty cans from last night’s dinner, filled it with water, then got a Sterno canister from my pack, lit it, and used a pair of kitchen tongs to hold the water over the flame. When it was hot enough I poured it into a mug, spooned in some coffee, and slid it over to Taylor, who sighed over it as though it was ambrosia.

“I think I love you,” she murmured between sips.

I grinned at her. “I should have made you coffee last night.”

She blushed but smiled anyway, the first real smile I’d seen from her, and left me feeling like I was the one in love. Or at least deeply in lust.

“Maybe you should have.”

The sparks as our eyes met were hotter than the coffee, and she looked away again, flustered. Damn it. It had been too long since I’d done young, sweet, and innocent. I was out of practice. With an inner sigh I retrieved a can of fruit cocktail from my pack and handed it to her.

“Breakfast.”

“You really go all-out to impress a girl.”

“Oh, you haven’t seen anything, yet.”

“So what’s the plan today?” she asked to change the subject.

“We go over to the highway—that’ll take us north towards Zilker Park and the river. I’m betting that they have a base somewhere along the river so they’ve got access to a water supply. With a little luck we ought to be able to spot it from a ways off.”

“That makes sense. How far is the river from here?”

“About five miles,” I guessed.

Five miles was nothing before—five minutes in a car on the highway, or a couple of hours to hike. Doing it through the middle of a city infested with zombies and a group of hostile marauders was a totally different story. If it only took us a day it would be a miracle.

We set out as soon as Taylor finished eating and made our way slowly towards the highway, taking advantage of every scrap of cover. The morning was already growing hot, and a cacophony of bird sounds arose from the ponderous oak trees in the yards around us. Other than that, though, the world was silent—not a single human voice, car, or distant jet engine to be heard. It lent an eerie, dreamlike quality to the day that was even creepier than the zombies.

How could it all just be gone, snuffed out in a few short weeks?

My first sight of the highway hammered that home in the worst possible way. As far as I could see the roads were packed solid with cars abandoned during the outbreak, some of them rusting wrecks and others showing the blackened scars of fires. Even the shoulders and dividers were choked where people fleeing in panic had tried to get around the traffic jam. God only knew how many had died here, trapped with zombies coming from everywhere at once.

“Holy crap,” Taylor murmured beside me.

“Yeah. But I bet the interstate is even worse.”

The longer I looked, the less I liked it. Although I couldn’t see any zombies, we’d be completely exposed following the highway. There would be nowhere to hide if anything unfriendly showed up, and while I could run at a good pace for a while I was less sure of Taylor. Even after some food and a night’s sleep she looked terribly frail.

“What do you think?” I asked her. “Can you make it?”

She set her mouth in a firm line and nodded. “I ran track and was in a hiking club. I can do this.”

“Then let’s go,” I said with a lot more confidence than I felt.

At first it wasn’t too bad. We kept to the edges of the road and were able to skirt the worst of the blockages. Before long, though, the rapidly climbing sun began to beat down and there was no shade anywhere. By the time we’d gone a couple of miles we were both drenched in sweat and had to break out our water bottles.

“Shit,” Taylor muttered behind me.

“What?”

“Zombies.”

I followed her pointing finger to the road ahead of us, where another highway crossed this one. A group of dark, human-like figures stood beneath the underpass like grisly sentinels.

“I guess they like the shade,” I sighed.

“What do we do?”

I looked around to see what our options were, and my eyes landed on the big shopping center to our left.

“We’ll go around behind there, cut across that highway, and then angle back to this one on the other side.”

Taylor shifted her pack and nodded. “Sounds good.”

It was—in theory. The parking lot was empty and we jogged across it as fast as we could. Behind the buildings was a narrow ally with dumpsters scattered haphazardly along the walls, but two delivery trucks had been parked to block off the far end. No cars could get through, but there was nothing stopping us from squeezing past.

A low moan as we neared the trucks was the only warning we got. Two zombies in faded and filthy denim coveralls emerged from the shadows behind a dumpster and staggered towards us with their grayish-brown hands outstretched as though beseeching us.

Taylor jumped backwards with a startled squawk and stumbled, going down hard on the pavement. I clenched my teeth and stepped between her and the zombies. I fucking hated this part. I’d always been a lover, not a fighter, but in the past six months I’d learned.

I let them get within a yard then popped one of them hard in the middle of the chest with the handle of my axe. The force of the blow sent it reeling back, which gave me a couple of seconds to deal with the other one. That was all it took to bury the heavy blade in its skull.

As I was jerking it free the other one shambled into reach again and I had to dance back a step to get room for another swing. This time I was off balance, though, and the axe sliced halfway through its shoulder instead of its head.

“Shit,” I muttered as I yanked at the axe and only succeeded in dragging the zombie closer towards me.

Cold, dead fingers clawed at my sleeve and I had to push the thing away using the axe. Before I could get the blade free Taylor darted around me and hacked through the back of the zombie’s head with her machete. The zombie slumped back, its weight dragging me along with it until it hit the ground.

“Thanks,” I said as I twisted the axe out of its wrecked shoulder.

By way of reply she bent over and threw up her breakfast.

“Sorry,” she gasped. “Oh my god that was fucking disgusting.”

“Yeah, but you did good. Just remind me not to piss you off.”

That got me a wan smile that warmed me more than she would have imagined. For the first time I considered her as an asset rather than someone else I’d have to take care of, and the future began to look a little less bleak.

*     *     *

Embarrassment at throwing up in front of Zack couldn’t dampen my feeling of pride at having killed the zombie he’d been struggling with. I’d finally done it—I’d killed my first zombie. Sure, there were millions (billions?) more out there, but for the first time since all of this started I didn’t feel completely helpless. Or worse, useless.

I swished my mouth out from a water bottle while Zack squeezed between the two trucks to check out the other side, then I clambered over the bumpers to join him. Another highway, just as jam-packed as the one we’d been following, lay before us. Zack put a finger to his lips then pointed to a spot a little off to our left, and without a word took off at a run, crouched over with his axe clutched to his chest. I kept at his heels, my machete still clenched in my hand. From now on I wasn’t letting it go unless I was inside someplace safe.

The cars were so close together that we had to climb over them again, and my heart rose to my mouth every time we made a noise. In the silence every sound seemed multiplied a thousand times and I was sure that it would bring zombies swarming on us from all over Austin, but to my relief we didn’t see any more. Fifteen minutes later we’d left the ones at the overpass far behind and were back on our highway, walking through low hills surrounded by a thick green belt. Only the upper floors of a few office buildings poking up through the greenery reminded us that we were still in the city.

Zack’s shoulders uncoiled and he motioned ahead. “We’ve got about three more miles before we get to Zilker Park and the river.”

“Easy peasy,” I replied.

It turned out to be anything but. We could no longer move along the edges of the road and were forced to either thread our way through the lines of cars or struggle past the dense thickets of vines and brush that had grown up over the summer in the edges of the green belt. By the time the green belt ended and we reached the next major highway intersection it was already mid-afternoon. After only a short break in the shade of the last of the trees for some water and jerky Zack had stashed in his pack, we were back on our way.

“Two more miles,” he announced.

He was trying to be encouraging, but I was sweaty and filthy again and just wanted it to be over. The going here was easier, for the way had opened back up and we were able to go along the access roads. The downside was that we were surrounded by apartment complexes and shopping centers that were probably infested with zombies.

We’d gotten about halfway to the river when we spotted the first ones—small groups of up to half a dozen wandering about aimlessly. After that we moved back up onto the highway where it was safer, even though we couldn’t move as fast. Finally we stopped, huddled in the shade of an RV and watching as a group of at least twenty crossed the road ahead of us headed north.

“Something got them all riled up,” Zack said.

I let my head tilt back to rest against the cool metal of the car behind us and froze.

“I wonder if that’s it?” I mused.

“What?”

I pointed past the RV to the northwest, where tall pillars of thick, black smoke rose against the clear sky.

“Shit,” Zack cursed. “That’s West Lake. Of course.”

“What’s that?”

“It’s full of mansions in the hills looking down on the river. I’ve never been up there before, but if I was a bandit warlord with my own little army it’s exactly the kind of place I’d pick.”

“So that’s where we go next.”

He frowned. “Yeah. But it isn’t going to be easy. There aren’t that many roads, and they’ll be keeping a close watch on the ones they’ve cleared. Damn. I was really hoping they were holed up near one of the bridges.”

“Now what fun would that be?”

Hours later I was ready to collapse. We’d reached the river and turned north with it, then struggled to make even half a mile because the zombies were so thick. I hadn’t seen so many in one area since the early days after the refugee camp fell. Again and again we’d had to detour around large groups of zombies, and twice Zack had killed solitary ones that were in our path. He was right—something had gotten them stirred up and drawn them this way. I had a nasty feeling we weren’t going to like it when we found out what it was.

There was still enough light to see by, but the sun had dipped below the hills in front of us and I was getting nervous. Rightfully so, it turned out. We’d pushed our luck too far. Taking a back road to get away from four zombies, we ran right up on a much larger group who had been trapped in a cul-de-sac.

Zack spun and took off towards the houses near the river. “This way!”

Chilling groans rose from all around us to spur us on. Zack didn’t slow down as we passed the first houses, but kept going right to the river bank. Across the water I could see a huge crowd gathered on the far bank, and for the second time that day I was so scared that my stomach tried to tie itself in knots.

If Zack was scared he didn’t let it bother him. He kept running until he came to a gate in a high fence. After a few heart-pounding moments of fumbling with the latch he yanked the gate open and we tumbled inside. As soon as we were both through he slammed the gate shut again and ran for the back of the house.

Someone had already smashed a pane in the elegant French doors and left them unlocked, and we wasted no time getting inside. We stood there panting and listening as the faint groans grew louder and louder.

“There must have been fifty of them,” Zack breathed.

From the sounds of it they were all around the house now, only kept at bay by the wooden privacy fence. All we could do was wait and hope that they wandered off again soon with no visible prey to pursue.

“Out of sight, out of mind,” I whispered back.

“Yeah, but with a group this big there’s no telling how long it will take to disperse.”

“Maybe we can find a deck of cards. Besides, it was time to find a place to hide for the night anyway.”

“True. Let’s check the place out and see if they left us anything.”

Whoever had broken in before us hadn’t been looking for food, because the pantry was still fully stocked and when Zack checked the garage he found four cases of expensive bottled water.

“Shall we dine upstairs?” Zack asked, holding up two large cans of stew.

“Okay, but I want to wash up first. We can’t carry that much water with us and I hate to let it go to waste.”

One of the upstairs bathrooms was full of women’s soaps and shampoos, and I took full advantage. I wet myself down with a couple of water bottles, lathered up, then rinsed off with a few more. As I started to towel dry I spotted a razor on the counter. It took a while, but by the time I’d finished with it I no longer felt like the Bride of Sasquatch. None of the clothes in the bedroom were my size, but I found a clean t-shirt and a pair of sweatpants that fit well enough along with a fresh pair of socks.

“Zack?” I called softly.

“In here.”

I followed his voice to a bedroom down the hall from the bathroom. He was sitting on the side of the bed spooning stew into his mouth while he peered out of the large windows.

“Won’t they see you?”

“Too dark inside. They’re breaking up already.”

“That’s good news.”

“Yeah. Hopefully they’ll be gone by morning and we can move on.” He turned his head sharply to look at me. “Is that perfume?”

“Just deodorant. I never imagined that something so simple as being clean would be such a big deal.”

“I like it.”

The heat from the night before crept back into his eyes, but this time I wasn’t so nervous. I was clean and freshly shaved, and I’d killed my first zombie. I felt ready for just about anything. Maybe even that.

Zack handed me an open can of stew. “My turn to wash up.”

I had finished my dinner by the time he came back. He’d found a clean shirt and pair of jeans, and he smelled so good that I wanted to bury my face in his neck when he sat back down beside me. For a long time we just sat there, looking out the window together and talking about our lives before.

I shifted on the bed and his bare arm brushed against mine. A jolt like an electric shock sang through me and left my whole body buzzing. When I looked over at Zack to see if he had felt it too, I froze. His face was coming towards me, and then his lips were on mine and an arm slipped around my waist and I was melting against the heat of his hard body.

His lips were even better than I’d remembered, warm and velvety and hungry on my mouth. Sharp teeth nipped playfully, and his tongue flicked greedily along my lips. Even after the wildfire rush of the night before, I wasn’t prepared for the intensity of my body’s reaction to him.

While his lips and tongue held my attention, his fingers wove through my still-damp hair and slowly tipped my head back so he could kiss his way down to my chin. When his lips nuzzled down the soft skin of my throat with little nibbles and licks, it made me shiver and burn at the same time.

I arched back to give him more room to continue kissing me while I wrapped an arm around his neck to hold myself more closely against him. It was so nice to feel something good for a change, so nice to feel sexy and desirable. Something in this life ought to feel good, shouldn’t it?

As his lips roved greedily against the hollow at the base of my throat, his hot breath down the front of my t-shirt steamed across the skin of my breasts. My pulse hammered as a sizzling wave of desire broke over me like a thunderclap, and my nipples stiffened and ached for the feel of his hot, wet mouth. I gave a little moan of frustration when Zack shifted up to seek out my lips again. As his mouth covered mine his tongue played against my lips, more insistent this time, and with another little moan I parted to let him past.

He’d found mouthwash, and it left a sharp, clean bite of mint as our tongues darted and rubbed together. I slid over on the bed, crushing myself up into him, my fingers twisting in the soft, thick mass of his hair.

All too soon Zack pulled away, drawing back to look at me. He grazed his fingertips along the side of my face in a feather-light touch like a butterfly’s kiss. A shivery thrill sang through me as his fingers left fine trails of heat along my skin. Then without a word he bent to brush his lips against mine again, gently at first, but when I kissed him back he allowed his need for me to bleed through. Both arms went around my waist and drew me into him until I was molded tightly against his powerful frame once more.

I let my eyes close and gave myself up to his lips and the heat of his body. As his kiss deepened, my body came fully to life with a ferocious hunger that threatened to leave me helpless in his arms. I whimpered as his tongue swept warm and velvety against mine, his hands running down my sides now to grip my hips and pull me even more firmly into him.

It had been so long, so very long since I had felt anything but fear, hunger, and loss. I wanted to feel this way forever, to feel fully alive again and luxuriate in it until I couldn’t take another second without exploding. I wanted him.

I couldn’t get enough of his lips, and his tongue dove and played against mine until my heart hammered and my hands clenched in the back of his shirt. My skin was on fire, and the ache inside grew more desperate with each passing moment. Every nerve in my body was alive and quivering for attention, reacting to every touch, every breath. Each touch of those powerful hands sent me a little higher and stoked the fires raging inside until I grew lightheaded from the sensory overload.

Finally he broke away again and gazed down at me, eyes alight with hunger. “I want you,” he whispered hoarsely. “I need you.”

I just nodded up at him, still breathless and shaking and not trusting myself to speak—unable to look away from those eyes and the desire in them for me.

He smiled and kissed me again with ravenous lips, and his hands slid from my hips until his fingers found the waistband of my sweats. He slid them inside slowly, letting his fingertips graze along the bare skin of my waist.

His touch left sizzling trails in its wake, and my whole body began to hum with the desire swelling between my thighs. Palms skated along the curve of my hips, then up under my shirt to my sides, sending shivers along my skin as he tickled against my ribs. I lifted my arms so he could pull the shirt over my head and he tossed it aside then pulled me in close, hands exploring and caressing my back. I hadn’t put my bra back on and my pebbled nipples brushed against the smooth fabric of Zack’s shirt. Heat burned through them until my breasts felt heavy and swollen, and then oozed down into my belly to add to the heat already sweltering between my legs.

Zack’s hands cupped my mounds, his thumbs swirling over my nipples until they were puckered tight and aching. For an instant his lips touched mine, and then he bent lower. His tongue flicked out to taste the skin of my neck and run along my collar bone, until finally his hot mouth fastened greedily on one hard, pink nipple.

While he sucked and licked, his thumbs hooked in my waistband and worked my sweats and panties down my hips. I lifted up just far enough for them to fall down my legs, so distracted by the waves of pleasure surging through my breasts that I barely realized what I was doing.

With feathery strokes his fingers wandered down the small of my back, and then he drew his fingernails lightly along the curve of her ass. By the time his clamped on my hips to draw me against the firm plane of his body I was ready to melt.

He held me in a tight embrace for a long moment before slowly letting me go and standing up. He didn’t waste any time, but flung off his own clothes before climbing back onto the bed. Shoving aside the thick comforter, he drew me down into the cool, crisp sheets with him. His body was hard and hot against mine, and I kissed him fiercely as my hands roamed, learning the shape and feel of him. While I explored, Zack stroked my nipples until they blazed white-hot. I was soaking, now, so wet that I could feel the moisture between my lips, and I throbbed with the need to have him inside of me.

“Touch me,” I moaned.

His fingers caressed the soft skin of my mound, and I shifted my legs to expose my glistening sex. I gasped as he discovered the hard knob of my clit, lightly teasing it until he coaxed it out so he could play his fingertips softly across it. My heart thundered in my ears when his mouth fastened onto me, and I found myself moaning against his tongue as I rocked my hips against his hand. While pleasure swirled and billowed through my lower body, I ran a hand down the tight muscles of Zack’s stomach until my fingers discovered his straining erection.

His breath caught when I touched it for the first time, and he let out a long, shuddering sigh as I ran my fingertips softly down his length. Wrapping my fingers lightly around his shaft, I began to stroke him in time with the dance of his fingers on my clit, putting us both into the same rhythm of pleasure. As I rubbed it, the hard rod pulsated in my hand and gave little twitches whenever I moved over an especially sensitive spot. I couldn’t decide what was making me hotter—Zack’s hand on my clit, or my hand on his cock.

As I ground my pelvis against his hand, his fingers abandoned my poor, aching nub and pressed deeper into the furrow between my legs. He pushed his fingers along my lips, puffy now and slick with my juices, and I spread my legs even wider in invitation until he encountered the entrance to my sodden tunnel. At the first probing touch of his fingertips a twinge of pleasure rang through my core, drawing all of my muscles taut for a second and wringing a delighted growl from my throat.

“Oh, yes. More.” I needed him to touch me—craved those fingers inside of me.

Zack used one finger, working it in slowly until it was slippery and then sliding it in and out of my tight, wet hole until I thrashed against him, wanting more and more. My skin was flushed, my pulse racing, and my breath came in ragged gasps. It felt good, so very good, but deep inside my walls trembled with a burning itch for something else. I wanted him—that thick cock—inside of me.

As though he sensed my need, Zack rolled on top of me and settled between my legs, his shaft a hot, iron rod against my mound. Gray-green eyes bored down into mine as he situated himself, making sure that his weight was on his arms and that he wasn’t squashing me. Carefully he slid forward until his shaft glided along my swollen lips, and then he pushed harder so that he sank into the moist valley between. Slick with the fluids leaking from my pussy, he ran his cock along that channel and glided over my hard, little clit, rubbing back and forth across that sensitive flesh until I could barely catch my breath.

My senses were reeling when he finally drew back and pressed his head up into the tight opening of my pussy. His face bent to mine, lips soft but urgent, his tongue pressing slowly into my mouth while his manhood pierced me below. My fingers dug hard into the flesh of his back as he thrust forward, stretching me, filling me, and bringing an end at last to that terrible, empty ache between my legs. Desperate with shared desire, our tongues thrashed together and I clamped my arms and legs around him until his body nestled tightly up against mine and I knew that he was buried fully inside of me.

For a couple of seconds he rested there, his tongue warm, slick velvet against mine, his cock a steel heat pulsating between my legs, and then with slow, short strokes he began to move. At first he withdrew perhaps an inch at a time, no more than that, before sliding his shaft home again, but as I became accustomed to having him inside of me, his lunges came faster and deeper.

A prickling warmth started in the very bottom of my pussy and began spreading out from there—into my belly and down through my ass and into my thighs, up through my center and into my hot, heavy breasts until I burned with it from head to toe. Unable to catch my breath, I broke our kiss and flung my head back against the bed, sucking in cool air so I would have something to feed the moans Zack’s cock kept dragging from me.

He was pounding me now, the bed rocking as he thrust into me again and again. A drop of sweat built between my breasts then slowly rolled down to where our stomachs pressed together. Another followed it, a slow tickle that vanished into the heat of our joined bodies. From somewhere far away it seemed as though I could hear myself moaning, but it didn’t really register. My entire world was the burning tension cresting inside of me, spreading from the wet heat between my legs.

When it happened it hit me fast, like a slap to the face. Every muscle in my body clenched at once and I cried out as pure ecstasy slammed through me. My back arched and I wrapped my limbs around Zack’s body to clamp his cock inside my quaking walls. For long seconds I moaned and shook, helpless in the throes of pleasure, and somewhere during my orgasm Zack found his own release.

His arms tightened around me until I couldn’t breathe, and finally his head sank down onto the bed next to mine. I heard him gasping my name over and over by my ear, until eventually his voice trailed off into a hoarse whisper, and then there was nothing left but the rough harmony of our ragged breathing.

I’d only ever done it before a couple of times with a boy I liked the summer after I graduated high school. Afterwards I’d been disappointed. This was what everyone got so worked up about? It didn’t seem worth the effort.

Now I understood. Of course Zack wasn’t a boy. He knew exactly what he was doing, and exactly how to do it. I wondered how many women he’d done it with to get so good at it and felt a flash of jealousy. It was silly; none of that mattered anymore, and all of those women were probably long dead at this point. Besides, it wasn’t like I owned him or anything. For all I knew he was going to leave me behind in the morning now that he’d gotten laid.

Ugh. I didn’t want to think about that at all.

Fingertips grazed along the soft skin of my belly and I shivered. I shivered again when they moved lower to tease against my clit, which thrummed instantly back to life as though I hadn’t just had the most amazing orgasm ever.

“Was that adequate?” Zack asked in a voice that was almost a purr.

Adequate? I’d just had the best orgasm of my life. I looked at him with a deliberately blank expression.

“Um, yeah. It was okay, I guess.”

One side of his mouth quirked up in that sexy smile he did so well. “I guess I’ll have to work harder next time.”

I gulped a little. “Next time?”

His fingers danced and sent fresh quivers running through my pussy. “It’s been a long time, beautiful. I’m nowhere near done with you, yet.”

Oh, god.

Much later, when I was about to doze off and only a hint of moonlight outlined the sleeping body next to me, a dark thought slipped into my sex-fogged mind. There was no way Zack could get his sister back by fighting those men. Somehow he’d have to bargain with them for her. And he only had one thing that they might want.

Me.

*     *     *

The next morning the zombies were gone. After a quick breakfast I set out again with a strangely silent Taylor. Something was bothering her, maybe what had happened last night? Whenever I asked she brushed it off, though, so I let it be for now. It was too dangerous to get distracted, even by the lovely redhead who trailed me like my shadow.

There was still a smudge of dark smoke in the sky to guide us, and we made as close to a beeline for it as we could. I needed to find out what was on top of that hill. During the night I’d woken up and heard scattered shots echoing through the hills in the distance, and I couldn’t shake the thought that something very bad had happened and that Lily was smack in the middle of it.

For about two miles we followed the curve of the river, slowly climbing into the hills. The far side of the river teemed with zombies, hundreds of them gathered near the water, undoubtedly drawn by the same thing that was drawing us. There were plenty on this side, too, though the groups were smaller, now—twos and threes instead of a dozen or more.

Stealthily we crept forward, darting from one bit of cover to the next until at last we got a direct view of the hill where the smoke was coming from. Even at a distance it was plain that several of the houses up there had burned recently, but I needed a closer look.

Making sure that Taylor was still behind me, I circled around to the far side of the adjacent hill where we wouldn’t be visible to anyone. It was a hard slog up a slope littered with loose rocks and scraggly mesquite and cedar, but from that vantage I could look straight across to our destination. When we got to the top I unslung the deer rifle from my shoulder and peered through the scope.

The hilltop was alive with zombies. Most of them wore street clothes, but here and there among them I spotted camouflage uniforms. Others in those same uniforms lay still on the ground, dead from head wounds that prevented them from rising. Around them was devastation—the burned out husks of mansions and outbuildings, the fire blackened wreckage of trucks and generators, debris from explosions, all surrounded by shredded chain link fence. It looked as though someone had fought a war on that hill.

And they’d taken Lily there.

“Is it as bad as it looks from here?” Taylor asked quietly.

“Worse.”

I sank back onto the ground with a sigh of despair. There was no way in hell I was going to get up there to look for Lily. A company of Marines might have done it, but a lone man with a bolt action rifle and a girl with a machete? Suicide was too mild a word for it.

“Maybe she wasn’t there.”

I clung to that thought. It was the only chance left at finding my sister again, unless it was as one of the dead wandering around that hill. The smart thing to do would have been to admit it was over, to take Taylor and get the hell out of there and find someplace safe to have whatever life we could manage together in this world gone to hell. But I hadn’t spent the last six months keeping Lily alive and getting to really know her as a person to just give up now.

Taylor patiently kept a lookout for zombies while I spent the next half hour examining every shambling corpse on the hill to see if it was Lily. Finally I lowered the rifle and shrugged.

“I can’t see her anywhere. Doesn’t mean she didn’t die in one of the fires or something, but she’s not walking around.”

“What do you want to do?”

I thought about it. Going up onto that hill to look for her was out of the question, but there was no chance of finding her alive up there anyway. To the west or south, the way we’d come, anyone trying to leave would have run straight into all the zombies swarming in from the city, attracted by the noise and fires. The river was to the east, and there was no way to cross nearby. The only reasonably safe way to run would have been to the north. Lily was smart; she would have figured that out.

I explained all that to Taylor, who nodded.

“Makes sense. It looks like there are more big houses that way, but that’s about all. Shouldn’t be a whole lot of zombies there. If she got out she could find a place to hide until things quieted down. But what would she do then?”

“She’d try to find her way back to the apartment.”

“So let’s take a day or two and check out those houses. If we don’t find her, we’ll go back to the apartment and wait to see if she shows up.”

Little as it was, it was all we could do. I was just grateful that Taylor wanted to help.

One by one we checked the houses on our hill. Despite my anxiousness to find Lily I was extra cautious, because others might have escaped whatever had happened as well and they weren’t likely to be friendly. Every place we checked was deserted and had been stripped of anything useful.

By the middle of the afternoon we’d searched the next two hills to the north with no better results and despair began to set it. Taylor did her best to keep my spirits up, but it wasn’t much help.

“We’ve got time for a couple more before it starts getting dark,” she said, reading my mood. “Don’t give up on her.”

The next hill nestled in the bend of a small creek, dry now at the height of the summer. Grass burned brown by the sun waved gently in the sultry afternoon breeze as we climbed towards the nearest house. It was a miracle that the whole area hadn’t been set alight by the fires on the other hill.

“Hold up,” Taylor whispered urgently.

I crouched down and froze where I was. “What is it?”

“Listen.”

As I strained my ears I caught it, too—the barest murmur of voices carried on the wind, too faint to make out any words but definitely voices. I stared up the slope and decided they had to be coming from somewhere around the curve of the hill. I pointed that way and Taylor nodded.

Together we inched along until the corner of a house emerged. It was a huge, rambling place with a hell of a view of the river and the sprawling subdivisions on the other side. We stopped just out of sight to listen again, and this time the voices were louder.

“Stay here,” I whispered.

I crawled up the slope a dozen more yards then eased over so I could look down onto the whole property. A dark green Hummer with a couple of bullet holes in the rear quarter panel was parked on the drive alongside the house, its doors wide open. Beside it someone had dumped open boxes of canned goods, bottled water, and camping gear.

“What’s left?” a voice called from inside the car.

“Two cases of five-five-six, the extra jerrycan of gas, and that box of chocolate.”

“All right. I can squeeze that in.”

“What about the girl?”

The man inside the Hummer laughed wickedly. “She can sit in my lap.”

“Screw that, Jones. We need her to trade with, and if you fuck her up we won’t get as much from the farmers.”

“Hell, it don’t wear out. She might walk funny for a while is all.”

“With that stubby pencil you call a dick? She probably wouldn’t even notice.”

“Fuck you.”

“She’s tied up nice and tight. We’ll just shove her in the back on top of the other stuff.”

Wasting no time, I scooted back far enough that Taylor could see me and motioned her forward. When she slid next to me on the hillside I leaned close to her ear.

“There are two of them,” I whispered. “Loading up the car. One’s in it, one’s in the house. I think Lily is inside. When they’re done loading they’re going to bring her out. Can you get to that corner closest to the car without them seeing you?”

She replied with a sober nod.

“All right. When they bring Lily out I’m going to shoot one. I don’t know if I can get the other one, though. I need you to distract him. As soon as you hear the shot, do something to get his attention. All I need is a couple of seconds.”

“Okay.”

She slid around a stand of dusty cedars and disappeared around the hillside. When she was gone I eased my rifle into position and made sure I had a round chambered. I was only going to get one shot at this. If I fucked it up I was probably going to get both her and Lily killed.

I watched through the scope as the man inside the house carried several more boxes to the open back of the Hummer, and then they both disappeared into the house. Seconds dragged on like hours before they emerged again, this time with one of them dragging Lily. Her hands were tied behind her back and they’d gagged her, but it was her and she was alive.

There was no time to feel relief that I’d found her. I waited until one of them split off to go towards the driver’s door, blew out a deep breath, and squeezed the trigger. The driver jerked and his body smacked hard into the open door. As he slid down the side of the car, the other man let go of Lily and spun in my direction, his hand going for the pistol in the holster at his hip.

Before I could get another round chambered Taylor was on him with her machete. With a curse he twisted aside, her blow missing him by inches. His pistol came free and started to rise towards her.

Just before he could get off a round, my second shot dropped him where he stood.

Even before his body hit the ground I was running down the slope towards them. By the time I got there Taylor was cutting Lily free of her restraints with her machete. The instant my sister saw me she flung herself into my arms.

“Zack! I never thought I’d see you again.”

“Are you okay?”

She nodded. “A little banged up, but that’s all.”

I turned to Taylor, who was looking a little green.

“How about you?”

“I’m fine,” she said weakly.

“Those are the only two?” I asked Lily.

“Yeah. I got out of the house they were keeping me in when it caught fire night before last, but these guys grabbed me while I was trying to get through the fence. They said this was their bug out spot and had all this stuff stashed here. They were going to trade me to some farmers for gas.”

I glanced around and then up at the sun. “Let’s get this stuff inside so we can stay here tonight. You can tell me all about what happened and we can figure out where to go from here.”

When the girls were inside with the first load of boxes, I took care of one last detail. I scooped up the pistol from the ground and carefully put a bullet in each of the dead men’s heads before dragging the bodies around the side of the house.

It took a while for it to sink in that I’d actually gotten Lily back. Even after I’d left her safely curled up asleep in a huge bed upstairs it felt surreal. But I’d done it, with Taylor’s help. Without her it never would have happened.

I found her sitting alone in the dark in what had been the upstairs game room, an untouched bottle of Gatorade on the table beside her. She was staring out of the broad windows into the night as though entranced.

“Hey.”

She gave a start and turned towards me. “I didn’t hear you come back.”

“Sorry. Are you okay?”

One shoulder lifted in a tiny shrug. “Yeah.”

“Thank you. For today. For everything.”

“I’m just glad you found her.”

“I’m glad I found both of you.”

Her head tilted up towards me. “Really?”

“Of course.”

“I was afraid...”

“That’s okay. I was afraid, too.”

“No.” She shook her head and drew in a breath. “I was afraid that you were going to trade me for Lily. To those men who had her.”

I stared back at her. That’s what she’d thought? And she’d come along to help me anyway? Jesus. Shaking my head, I sat down next to her on the love seat.

“No way,” I told her. “No way in Hell I’d give you up. You are mine.”

She gave a little huff of laughter. “That’s not very progressive of you.”

“Screw that. You’re mine, damn it, and no one else is ever going to touch you.”

For a second she hesitated, then she was in my arms. 

I held her there, clasping her closely to me, luxuriating in the soft warmth of her body cradled against mine and the exotic spice that was the smell of Taylor. Her mouth lifted up to mine and I took it, deep and wet and so sweet that she almost undid me right there. In seconds my erection was so hard that I thought it was going to punch right through my jeans. God, what the girl did to me.

Taylor twisted in my arms so that her breasts pressed into my chest, and I could feel her nipples against me, as hard as my cock. As my tongue slid against hers I imagined those pink cherries in my mouth. I wanted to suck on them while I held her warm, soft tits in my hands. Hell, I wanted to devour her. There was nothing I didn’t want to do to her, to do for her, until neither of us could so much as move until morning.

I drew her up and led her to one of the empty bedrooms. Without any urging, she grabbed the bottom of her t-shirt and pulled it over her head. A moment later her sports bra joined it, revealing her perfect breasts. They weren’t big, just round and firm, and her creamy skin made my mouth water.

With a groan I bent my head to suck on those luscious mounds, tonguing her nipples as I backed her slowly up against the wall. My hands slid around her to cup her ass while I slid one knee between her legs and leaned closer. She moaned as my tongue swirled around her sensitive flesh, and she let her head tip back and arched her back to lift her tits higher for me. When I sucked harder, Taylor began to rock her hips to grind herself against my thigh. Inside my jeans, my cock pulsed and swelled even bigger. Fuck, she was hot. I glanced up at her, her eyes closed in bliss, so fucking beautiful and mine, all mine.

Taylor whimpered, her hands tangling in my hair to draw me more tightly against her breast. I lifted her up and her legs wrapped around my waist, rubbing her center against me as I sucked a nipple deep into my mouth then grazed it with my teeth. I was getting impatient, needed to feel her bare skin against mine. There were still too many damned clothes in the way.

Carrying her over to the bed, I eased her down onto her back. She must have been just as anxious, because her legs released me and she unzipped her jeans and started wiggling them over her hips. I helped her slide them down her legs along with her panties, dropping them to the floor where they were immediately forgotten as I gazed down at her.

She was so absolutely perfect, everything I had wished for during the dark, lonely nights of the past six months. I gripped her ankles and lifted, spreading her legs to reveal the pinkness of her sex, and felt myself throb again. She had me rock hard and aching, and I’d barely even touched her.

Those innocent, brown eyes regarded me with a mixture of unease and curiosity as I bent and kissed the side of her knee, then slowly nibbled my way upward until my tongue flickered against her entrance and my mouth landed on her pussy. The taste of her exploded in my mouth, wild and tangy.

Gently licking and sucking I teased along her nether lips, creeping up until my tongue glided against her swollen clit. When I sucked her pearl between my lips she arched up off of the bed with a cry, and I had to let go of one ankle so I could press one hand against her hip to hold her steady.

Taylor bucked and writhed on the bed as I sucked and licked her, only settling a little when I released her other leg so I could slide a finger inside her soaking pussy. It took only seconds of that before she tipped over the edge and exploded against me.

I bent my head lower to lap up her juices, eager not to waste a single drop of that golden honey from my girl. By the time I’d licked away every bit, her moans had subsided and she lay there limp and sleepy-eyed.

It was my turn now. I yanked off my t-shirt and stripped off my jeans. Dark and sleepy with desire, Taylor’s eyes roamed over my naked body. She blinked at my rigid manhood, but her gaze lingered on my muscled arms and torso. My body was still toned and hard despite the past months. If anything, I was in better shape now than I’d been before the outbreak. I’d had lots more free time to work out, and a boatload of sexual frustration to vent.

Now that I had Lily back and nothing else on my mind but Taylor, I didn’t want to rush. I intended to take my time and savor every single, delicious second of this. Taylor was all curves and legs and creamy, pale skin, and that wealth of shining, red-gold hair spilling across the white sheets sent pulses of longing through my already-straining cock. Exquisite. That was what she was. Absolutely fucking exquisite.

I lowered myself onto the bed by her side and set about exploring that delectable body. My hands roamed the silky softness of her breasts, the swell of her hips, and the firm, rounded curves of her ass. I cupped one sweet breast and rubbed the nipple with my thumb until it pebbled hard again and Taylor sucked in a sharp gasp of air. Slowly I drew my fingers down her flat belly, grazed them along her mound, and slipped them into the slick folds of her sex. Wet now, I pressed deeper through her lips until my fingertips teased against her entrance.

Carefully I eased into her, testing to see whether she was ready. Her walls trembled, clenched down as I dipped inside. It seemed that her body was swiftly coming to life again, and she moaned as I pumped one finger slowly in and out of her. That was all I could take.

Withdrawing my finger from her slick tunnel, I placed a hand on her hip and nudged her over onto her back. As I lifted over her, she spread her legs wider so I could fit my body between them. Almost before I was ready, my rock-hard shaft bumped against her opening.

Taylor’s hands gripped my ass and urged me towards her. I entered her slowly, filling her bit by bit, shuddering with pleasure as her pussy stretched around my girth. As I sank against her, she lifted her legs to wrap them around my hips, holding me captive in the world’s sweetest prison. I was in Heaven—she was so tight and so hot, and despite her being so tiny we fit together like she was made just for me.

Taking a deep breath, I began to pump into her. Her breath scorched hot against my ear, gusting in little moans and gasps that somehow got me even harder. As I settled into a rhythm, her hands slid up my back and her fingers dug into my flesh.

“Harder,” she whimpered.

I bit my lip as waves of lust hammered at me and made sure my hands were firmly seated against the bed. When I was ready I rocked my hips faster, plunging again and again into Taylor’s clinging tunnel. She was growing wetter, slicker, and she began to pant as I pounded into her. I stared down into that angelic face—her eyes closed, lips slightly parted—in sheer awe at how fucking sexy she was.

After a few moments her hips began to move, lifting up to meet mine in a wet act of joining that allowed me to bury myself completely in her with each stroke. Inside, her tunnel walls squeezed down on me, and my balls prickled and slowly went tight. I was getting close—really close. Where was she, though? I was not going to finish before she did.

Shifting a bit further up, I changed our point of contact slightly until I was sure that I was pressing against her clit as I thrust into her. Beneath me, Taylor froze as though all of her muscles had locked up at once and remained there with her fingernails cutting into my back and her thighs clamped onto my hips. I pushed into her slowly, and once again, and then with a jerk she came apart against me.

Her slender body shook, and her soft cries were the sweetest sounds I’d ever heard. I gazed down on her face and the expression there as she shattered pushed me to heights I’d never reached before. Only a few more seconds passed before I threw my head back and erupted inside of her, her walls pulsating against me with the fading shocks of her own orgasm.

Above the roaring in my ears I heard the hoarse rasping of my breath, and felt my pulse pounding in every vein. Sweet fuck. I’d never felt anything that intense. I struggled for control of my trembling body and fought to clear the haze blanketing my mind. The force of it left me shaken and drained, and it was several seconds before I could roll off of her. Afterwards I lay there and waited for my breathing to slow and for my heart to either explode or return to normal.

I realized Taylor had turned onto her side as was regarding me with a smirk.

“That was definitely adequate,” she sighed.

“Oh, really?”

“Yeah. I guess I’ll let you keep me.”

“Let me?” I asked, raising my eyebrows. “I already told you, you’re mine.”

“I don’t get a say in it?”

“Nope.”

She giggled in the darkness. “When you first found me in the shoe store I was worried that you were going to drag me off to your sex dungeon or something.”

“I can still do that.”

She arched her back, stretching her sinuous body and sending a fresh thrill through my cock. “We’ll have to find a place that you can build one, then.”

“Later,” I said, reaching for her again. “Right now I have other plans.”

Neither of us got much sleep that night.

*     *    *

When we woke up the next morning there were some zombies hanging around, so we sat tight for a couple of days until they had all wandered off. We had plenty of supplies, after all, and there was no point risking a fight with them.

During the days we mostly sat around talking and I got to know Lily. Zack was right—she is a good kid. I couldn’t believe how well she’d kept it together after she was captured, and even almost managed to escape on her own. She’s going to be something when she grows up, and thanks to Zack she’s going to get that chance without being somebody’s sex slave.

At night, after she went to bed, I got to know Zack better. A whole lot better. There are lots worse ways to spend the zombie apocalypse than having a hot guy give you back-to-back orgasms every night. I figured that out in a hurry.

Once the zombies were gone we loaded up the Hummer and headed west. Zack used to go on summer vacations on the Guadalupe River out past Kerrville, and he thinks that will be a good place for us to settle down. There aren’t many people out there so there shouldn’t be many zombies, and with the river and all the game we ought to be able to survive even when our stored food and water runs out. I’ve never been out there, but from the way he describes it I’m sure that I’ll like it.

Wherever Zack wants to go, I’ll be fine. Because I’m his.

The End
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Sneak Peek: Dubious Mercies

I WAS SLOWLY COOKING in the heat rising from the asphalt highway. When I paused for a moment to wipe my face with the edge of my t-shirt I turned to look behind us. To my relief there was no sign of anyone else there, zombie or human. Taking a deep breath of the stifling air, I set off again, bone-weary from three days of walking and only fitful sleep.

Brad and Stacy were walking about ten yards ahead, arguing as usual. Well, Stacy was arguing while Brad stoically ignored her. I guess after being married for so long he’d developed the knack for it. I wish I could. To me her constant, shrill complaining was like nails on a chalkboard. I settled my backpack more firmly on my shoulders and did my best to block it out.

We’d spent all afternoon making our way along an undeveloped stretch of highway with nothing around us but empty, overgrown pastures and big patches of scrub brush. There was nowhere to run or hide if any zombies showed up, and I felt terribly exposed. Worse, the sun was already getting low in the west behind us and we needed to find shelter for the night. Camping out in the open was a horrible idea in a zombie apocalypse.

Brad stopped and pointed off to the right of the road ahead. “There. A building. We can stay there tonight.”

In the lengthening shadows it was impossible to make out what it was, some kind of big office building from the looks of it, but I still felt as though my pack suddenly weighed twenty pounds less from relief. I squared my shoulders and hurried to catch up with my two companions.

I couldn’t say they were friends. Brad and Stacy Helms had been our neighbors back in the Old Days before the zombies. When the world went to Hell in a bucket my parents had been in Vegas celebrating their anniversary. Vegas had been a deathtrap, with the zombie plague burning like wildfire through the masses of tourists so fast that no one had gotten out. I’d received one brief call from Dad early on telling me to go stay with the Helms until they could get home, and then the call dropped. I never heard from either of my parents again. I knew I never would.

Brad was in his late thirties, with sandy blonde hair and what was left of his gym rat physique. He’d been some kind of executive at a tech startup, and Stacy was his trophy wife. She was only about ten years older than me, but the past few months had taken their toll on her manicured, beauty salon looks. Her ash blonde hair had turned darker as the roots grew out, and her face was now thin and pinched. She’d always been a complainer, but as time wore on she’d grown worse until she did little else.

I don’t really know how we’d survived for so long. Luck, I guess. If I’d had anywhere else to go or anyone else to go with I would have walked away from them both. Unfortunately, I didn’t have a lot of choices. The only living people around were even more dangerous than the zombies, which was why we were on the road towards Round Rock right now.

“Get a move on,” Brad urged. “We need to get there before it’s too dark to check the place out.”

With a sigh I increased my pace to match his much longer stride. While Stacy was annoying, I’d come to despise Brad. Three or four times now he’d made a pass at me when Stacy was asleep or in another room, despite his being married and me being at least twenty years younger. He’d always given me a sleazy vibe, like one of those old guys who creeps on drunk coeds in the bars. If Stacy hadn’t been around I’m not sure what would have happened. But knowing what he wanted from me, even when we were someplace where there weren’t any zombies I never felt safe.

Slowly the building loomed up before us, a sturdy complex of white brick and glass. I was starting to get bad vibes about it. We still had a little food and water left, but not much since none of us were in any kind of shape to carry large loads and we hadn’t had a chance to forage since we’d left home two days before. I doubted we’d find much in the way of supplies there—maybe some bottled water if we were lucky. At least it was shelter, though.

But even that hope began to fade as we grew nearer and the sign out front became visible.

“It’s a hospital,” I said, my stomach sinking like a lead weight.

“Fuck it,” Brad muttered. “We’re trying it.”

I opened my mouth and then shut it again. He wouldn’t listen. Brad never listened to me because he thought I was just a kid and he’d been some kind of hotshot executive. If I argued it would only make him more stubborn, no matter how stupid his idea was. And anyone with half a brain would have known that hospitals were probably crammed to the rafters with zombies. The smart thing to do would have been to cross to the other side of the highway and give the place as wide a berth as possible.

I almost said fuck it myself and walked away from them then and there. I should have. I knew things were going to go bad, but I just couldn’t face the thought of being out all alone in a world full of zombies. And worse things. Instead I scurried along behind them and hoped that we weren’t going to die horribly in the next few minutes.

At least Brad was smart enough to approach the place cautiously. With the sun almost down it was dark inside, too dim to make out anything except vague, shadowy shapes through the windows. Nothing was moving, though, so we crept up on a door off to the side of the main lobby. I put my head close to the glass and peered inside. Still nothing.

With a shrug Brad tried the door, which opened with a click that was terrifyingly loud in the quiet evening. For a long heartbeat the silence continued, then a long, low groan echoed down the hallway before us, followed by another then another until a whole chorus shattered the tomb-like stillness. Faceless figures emerged from the inky shadows and lurched towards us.

“Run!” Brad shouted.

We all turned and sprinted back towards the highway. Behind us a wave of zombies crashed against the windows and door. The door hadn’t latched shut when Brad let go of it, so it only took a moment for one of them to knock it open and the undead to come spilling out into the open. At least a couple of dozen of them made it out before the door latched shut again, trapping the rest inside.

Normally we’d have been able to outrun them, but they were moving faster than we were used to and all three of us were already exhausted. Terror kept us moving, but it wouldn’t last. It was only a matter of time before we had to slow down, and then they’d be on us.

We ran, with Brad cursing breathlessly all the way, past a row of dark houses off to our right.

“What about those?” Stacy yelled.

“Zombies are too close,” Brad gasped. “No time to scout first. We might end up facing a nest inside while these fuckers cut us off outside.”

I cursed myself, though I kept it inside my head. Now he was worried about the danger. Why hadn’t I ditched them earlier?

We ran past more houses and a medical strip mall. By then we were all panting and our feet were starting to drag. Brad and Stacy shed their packs and let them fall to the ground. I knew I should do the same, but I couldn’t make myself do it. My pack held the very last memorabilia of my parents and my old life I’d ever have, and I wasn’t going to abandon it.

A lone figure appeared at the edge of the road before us, and we stuttered to a halt. I looked around wildly, searching for any means of escape. Was this it? Was I going to die here, after all these awful months, torn apart at the side of this stupid highway by zombies? My mouth went bone dry and I waited to see who would get to us first.

Then the figure stepped over the guardrail, and by the way it moved I realized it wasn’t a zombie. It was a man.

“Help us!” I screamed.

He turned to stare at us, then beyond us at the shambling horde beyond. With an exclamation of disgust he hopped back over the guardrail, and I could sense the hesitation in him. He wasn’t going to help us, wanted no part of that oncoming mass of zombies. He was going to leave us to die.

Continue reading Dubious Mercies…
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	window.device.finishedUpdateBookmark(anchorName);

}



function goBack()

{

	if (gCurrentPage > 1)

	{

		--gCurrentPage;

		gPosition -= window.innerWidth;

		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);

		window.device.pageChanged();

	} else {

		window.device.previousChapter();

	}

}



function goForward()

{

	if (gCurrentPage < gPageCount)

	{

		++gCurrentPage;

		gPosition += window.innerWidth;

		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);

		window.device.pageChanged();

	} else {

		window.device.nextChapter();

	}

}



function goPage(pageNumber, callPageReadyWhenDone)

{

	if (pageNumber > 0 && pageNumber <= gPageCount)

	{

		gCurrentPage = pageNumber;

		gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;

		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);

		if (callPageReadyWhenDone > 0) {

			window.device.pageReady();

		} else {

			window.device.pageChanged();

		}

	}

}



function goProgress(progress)

{

	progress += 0.0001;

	

	var progressPerPage = 1.0 / gPageCount;

	var newPage = 0;

	

	for (var page = 0; page < gPageCount; page++) {

		var low = page * progressPerPage;

		var high = low + progressPerPage;

		if (progress >= low && progress < high) {

			newPage = page;

			break;

		}

	}

		

	gCurrentPage = newPage + 1;

	gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;

	window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);

	updateProgress();		

}



/* BOOKMARKING CODE */



/**

 * Estimate the first anchor for the specified page number. This is used on the broken WebKit

 * where we do not know for sure if the specific anchor actually is on the page.

 */

 

  

function estimateFirstAnchorForPageNumber(page)

{

	var spans = document.getElementsByTagName('span');

	var lastKoboSpanId = "";

	for (var i = 0; i < spans.length; i++) {

		if (spans[i].id.substr(0, 5) == "kobo.") {

			lastKoboSpanId = spans[i].id;

			if (spans[i].offsetTop >= (page * window.innerHeight)) {

				return spans[i].id;

			}

		}

	}

	return lastKoboSpanId;

}



/**

 * Estimate the page number for the specified anchor. This is used on the broken WebKit where we

 * do not know for sure how things are columnized. The page number returned is zero based.

 */



function estimatePageNumberForAnchor(spanId)

{

	var span = document.getElementById(spanId);

	if (span) {

		return Math.floor(span.offsetTop / window.innerHeight);

	}

	return 0;

}
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