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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.

*     *     *

Jesus Christ, what had those idiots been doing? There had to be at least twenty zombies after them, and that edge of town had been quiet since most of the packs of roaming ones had been drawn west by the noise of gunfire over the past months. The only other thing down there was the hospital, and surely they couldn’t have been stupid enough to go in there. Could they?

My first instinct was to leave them to whatever shit they’d stirred up. If they’d gone into that hospital they were too stupid to live, anyway. You never went into hospitals. They’d all been overrun the first couple of days and had only gotten worse since. That was why I gathered all of my medical supplies from the doctors’ offices and quack shacks that had shut down almost immediately.

I glanced back at them with a snarled curse at my own idiocy. I couldn’t just abandon them. Hell, one of them was just a kid. Knowing I was going to regret this little act of charity later, I gestured towards the building behind me.

“Come on!” I shouted. “This way.”

As fast as they could run I led them back to the office I’d just come from. Fortunately, I’d left the door unlocked so I didn’t have to fumble around for a key.

“Go on,” I told them when they hesitated at the doorway. “It’s safe.”

They tumbled inside, but their hesitation cost us. The first couple of zombies caught up before I had a chance to get inside. I slammed my boot into the first one’s stomach, knocking it off its feet and taking it out of the action for a few seconds. The other lunged at me, so close I got a face full of the nauseating reek of rot from its gaping mouth. I batted aside one grasping hand and snagged its other wrist, then used that leverage to twist its body away from me. That gave me enough time to yank my Bowie knife from my belt so I could dispose of them.

When the first one came for me again I dodged, spun, and hacked through the back of its head. As that one fell the second managed to grab my arm and struck at me with grayish-yellow teeth. I winced at the sharp pressure, but although it gnawed like a rottweiler with a bone, it couldn’t bite through the thick leather. I grabbed its lank hair and dragged its head back, and then thrust the blade of my knife up under its chin and into its rotted brain. It fell, truly dead now, beside the other.

The rest of the pack was closing in fast, though, and I only just got inside and locked the door behind me before they were pounding on the glass. The three survivors stood looking at me with a mixture of awe and fear.

I got my first good look at my rescues, then—a man, a woman, and a girl. The man was probably around my age, tall and reasonably fit. The woman—his wife?—was a few years younger and had probably been a looker before, but the last six months had stripped most of that away. I turned my attention to the girl, who was staring at me wide-eyed while she tried to catch her breath.

She was older than I’d thought at first glance, just petite and thinner than she should have been. Pretty, too, under all the sweat and dust, and well worth a second look. But still very young. The right age to be their daughter, although she didn’t much resemble either of them. Right now there was no time to waste on introductions or pleasantries, though, because if we kept standing there the zombies would pound their way through the glass.

“Follow me,” I told them, and darted down a darkened corridor behind the receptionist’s desk.

I ran along a series of hallways and rooms that were almost pitch dark, but I’d been here often enough to know the way. The others stumbled along behind me like a pack of drunks. Apparently none of them had any kind of skills, or even the foresight to pack a flashlight. How in the fuck had these people survived this long?

At the back door I paused a few moments to make sure the zombies out front hadn’t attracted more, then pushed it open. The light was almost gone now, but there was enough to reveal an empty parking lot. I held one finger to my lips and pointed east. When they were all headed in the right direction I silently closed the door and went after them. If we could keep out of sight on the far side of the buildings for a while we could lose the zombies.

We moved fast, half-running through another parking lot behind a strip mall, then stopped as we got to the end. A large hotel speared skywards ahead, the landmark that pointed the way home.

“This way,” I whispered.

We turned back towards the highway, and at the edge of the building I stopped to look back at the medical office, which was now about a quarter of a mile away. The zombies were still gathered around the door but had stopped pounding on it after we disappeared and were now milling around aimlessly. At that distance and in the dim light they were unlikely to spot us when we crossed the parking lot to the highway.

The man shook his head dubiously when I started across. “We shouldn’t go out in the open again.”

“It’ll be fine,” I reassured them. “Once we get to the far side we’re home free.”

I made sure they stayed low and moved slow as we traveled the fifty yards to the road. The area had been clear when I’d passed through two hours ago, but no sense taking chances. Once we hit the highway we used abandoned cars as cover, and by the time we got across we were in the clear. I led them around the side of a huge two story Barnes and Noble building, following the sidewalk and then cutting around to the back. The fire door there was locked, but I pulled the key from its chain around my neck and opened it.

They ducked inside, and as soon as I closed the door the lights came on automatically.

“Welcome to my little hideaway.”

*     *     *

I hadn’t seen working lights since the power had gone out a week after the outbreak, and my jaw dropped in amazement. How had he done it?

We were standing in a large storeroom jammed with boxes and tall stacks of cases of bottled water. Our rescuer dumped his pack on a box by the door, but he still had that big, scary knife and he kept his hand close to a pistol at his hip.

“You’re safe now,” he told us in a low, rumbly voice that suggested he hadn’t had much practice using it lately. “This place is locked up tight.”

“Thanks,” Brad said. “We owe you.”

Surprisingly warm brown eyes studied us briefly, then the man shrugged. “Let’s get you something to eat. You look like you could use it.”

I wondered if I should leave my pack with his, but he set off deeper into the building and I followed along, instead. I had a knife in the pack, but I doubted that this guy would feel particularly threatened by a teenage girl. As we walked through the halls and empty rooms the lights would come on and then flicker out in the rooms we left.

“Motion sensors,” he said when Brad asked about them. “Saves power, and gives me warning in case someone does manage to get inside. There are alarms on the doors, too.”

That was smart. Had he done it all himself, or were there others here?

“You the only one here?” Brad asked as though reading my mind.

The man shot him a look. “Yeah. Just me.”

“Well, I’m Brad. This is my wife, Stacy, and this is Kinsley. We took her in when it started.”

Those unreadable brown eyes settled on me for a moment, questioning, then turned back to Brad.

“I’m Ethan.”

“Nice to meet you, Ethan.”

Stacy echoed him, but I kept quiet. He’d rescued us, but I still wasn’t convinced that it was nice to meet him. He wasn’t exactly putting out friendly vibes, and for all I knew he was going to kill Brad and keep me and Stacy as the star attractions of his sex dungeon. If he wanted to, who could stop him?

But rather than a BDSM torture chamber we found ourselves in an open area that looked like it had been an office. Ethan had converted it into an open living area with furniture and free standing cabinets along the walls. Some kind of stove sat on a counter across the room, and there was a recliner facing a huge flat screen TV and a DVD player on the far side. Ethan went to one of the cabinets and began pulling out cans of food.

“There’s sodas and bottled water and cups in the cabinet by the stove. Oh, and there’s ice in the mini fridge. Just go easy on it. It can only make a couple of trays at a time.”

I stared at him. “Ice?” I squeaked.

His face softened into something that was almost a smile. “Yeah. You probably haven’t had a cold drink or a hot meal in a while, huh?”

I shook my head. “Not since the power went out.”

“How did you do it?” Brad asked.

Ethan shrugged while he emptied cans into metal pots. “Solar panels on the roof. I scavenged them from a housing development. Everything else... We’re on the edge of a huge shopping center. Anything I needed was within half a mile of this place.”

The smell of cooking food took my breath away and made me dizzy with hunger. It had been so long since I’d smelled anything so good that I felt myself getting weepy. Food—real food, not gelid stuff scraped out of cans and eaten cold. Ethan must have caught something of that, because his mouth quirked up in a real smile.

“There’s plenty of crackers and chips and stuff in the other cabinets,” he said. “Help yourself.”

My stomach was growling, but there was something more important to do first. I snagged a glass and a Coke and two precious cubes of ice from his fridge, then took a slow sip. A shiver ran through me as the cold, crisp liquid floated across my tongue. I’d never believed I’d drink ice-cold Coke again.

When dinner was done Ethan cleared the books off of his long coffee table and we gathered around it to eat. There was steaming beef beef chow mein with rice, miso soup, and spicy Asian vegetables. Maybe it came from cans, but it was the most delicious thing I’d ever eaten in my life.

“So you’re really all alone here?” I ventured when the worst of my hunger had been satisfied. “What about your family?”

“My family all lives in Florida. I moved here a few years back with my girlfriend.”

“Girlfriend?”

“She died the first day.”

Suddenly the food didn’t taste so good. “I’m sorry.”

Brad cleared his throat. “We’re all sorry.”

Sadness settled over me like a cold blanket. At least I’d had Brad and Stacy, even if they weren’t ideal company. Ethan had been completely alone for months. I couldn’t even imagine it. How had he survived the loss of his girlfriend and then the crushing loneliness?

“So what brings you to my neck of the woods?” Ethan asked, breaking the uncomfortable silence.

“We lived in Jollyville before,” Brad replied. “Next door to Kinsley. Gated community so it wasn’t so bad, at least at first. Most everyone cleared out when the National Guard came to take everyone to the refugee camps. Stacy didn’t want to leave our home, though, so we stuck it out. We had plenty of food, and later we broke into the empty houses for more. But there’s a gang or something up by the lake. Bad people.”

“How bad?”

Brad sighed. “I was upstairs at a house I was searching and saw them drive past, once. There was smoke coming from where they’d been, and they had two women tied up and gagged in the back of their Jeep.”

“Military?”

“I don’t think so. Whoever they were, I didn’t want to run into them so we gathered up what we could and headed in the other direction.”

“Sensible thing to do. Well, you’re welcome to stay here for a while, until we can get you set up in your own place. Lots of good spots around here, or if you want more distance from those guys you can head to the other side of I-35. There’s a Walmart and Home Depot over there, along with a bunch of other stuff. Should be enough supplies within walking distance to last you for years.”

I blinked at him. He wanted us to leave? He wanted to be alone again?

“We’re grateful,” Brad told him. “Very grateful. I don’t know what we would have done if you hadn’t come along.”

I knew. We would have died out there. Died with no one left to even remember that we’d ever existed. And then gotten up again and joined the zombies that had killed us.

“I’ve got a gravity shower set up in the men’s room, and you’re welcome to use it. There’s plenty of water. Composting toilets in the ladies’ room. Don’t use the regular ones. They don’t work and it’s a bitch to clean them out. Also extra blankets and pillows in the room next door. You can bed down there for the night, and we’ll set up something more comfortable tomorrow.”

Stacy claimed the first shower, and I let Brad go next. It was a simple enough thing. Ethan had suspended a barrel from the ceiling, which you filled by carrying gallon jugs of water up a ladder. When you pulled a string a spray of water came out of the bottom. There wasn’t much pressure and the soap and shampoo were for men, but it sure beat trying to clean yourself up with wet naps. Afterwards I changed out of my filthy clothes into a pair of sweats I’d brought in my pack and almost felt human again.

I didn’t miss the way that Brad eyed me when I came out. My stomach tightened at the desire in his eyes, and I sat as far across the room from his as I could and tried to distract myself by leafing through Ethan’s books.

“Feel free to read any of them you want,” Ethan told me. “Just don’t go into the store at night looking for more. I don’t want anyone to spot the lights through the windows.”

When I looked up to thank him he was watching Brad, and all of the warmth had vanished from his eyes. I didn’t know what to think about that, but I knew there was no way in Hell I was going to sleep a wink in the same room as Brad.

Later, when we called it a night, I made a pallet on the floor as far away from the two of them as I could get and prepared for a long night sleeping lightly as a wild animal. But it turned out that Brad had something very different in mind tonight. He and Stacy sat down on their bed and faced me together.

“Kinsley, we need to talk to you.”

“What is it?” I asked warily.

“You’ve seen this place. How amazing it is.”

“Yeah?”

“We want to stay.”

I wanted to stay, too, but that didn’t mean that Ethan wanted us here. “So?”

They traded glances before turning back to me. “We think you could convince Ethan to let us.”

“Me? How?” Even as I asked, the answer to my question came to me. They wanted me to seduce him! I blushed and looked away. “I don’t think I can do that,” I mumbled.

“You have to try,” Stacy insisted. “Do you want to be back out there? This is the best chance we’ve got for something like a normal life.”

“We can make our own place.”

Brad frowned. “And how long will that take? How much work? All while we’re dodging zombies to get the supplies together. When we’re already in the perfect place. It isn’t like there’s not plenty of room here.”

“It’s Ethan’s place. He did all the work. It’s up to him.”

Stacy sighed like she was talking to a particularly stupid child. “Right. But you could try to persuade him to let us stay.”

I was never going to convince them to just give it up. “All right,” I agreed. “I’ll see what I can do.”

But even if I’d wanted to, I wasn’t sure that I could. Ethan was a lot older and far more experienced than I was. I’d only dated a couple of boys during my last two years of high school, and I’d been too shy to let them get very far. How was I supposed to seduce a man, especially one like Ethan, when I’d never done it before?

I waited until they were both asleep then gathered my blanket and pillow and went to the couch. It was a long time before I got to sleep.

The next morning I woke up to find a pot of coffee already brewed on the counter by the stove. Somehow Ethan had made it without waking me up. I poured a cup and took a cautious sip. Ambrosia! I wasn’t sure what kind it was, but it was brilliant. I padded around and called his name, but there was no sign of our benefactor.

Finally, I tried the doors to the store and got smacked in the face by a bright beam of morning sunlight. He’d said not to go out there at night, but since it was daytime I figured it would be okay.

“Ethan?” I called softly.

“Up here,” his voice came from the second floor.

The stairs were near the door, and I went up them to find him lounging on a couch near the windows. He was wearing a pair of gray sweatpants and a navy blue t-shirt that clung to his upper body like a second skin. His feet were bare, and I could see the tiny hairs on his toes glowing in the sunlight, while his hair was still sleep-tousled. Seeing him this way he looked surprisingly vulnerable—and extremely sexy.

I took a gulp of coffee as that last part hit me. Older guys had never done anything for me before. If they were past their mid-twenties I barely even noticed them, and Brad’s advances had made my stomach churn. But there was something about Ethan.

He was certainly hot for an older guy. He was grim, though, and rarely smiled and didn’t talk much. And those eyes, which could be warm on the rare occasions he did smile, didn’t seem to miss anything. How could someone be sexy and kind of scary at the same time?

I got shivery thinking about it, and my mind was a jumble of mixed feelings. I didn’t want to be out there again with Brad, and the world was full of zombies and bad men. While Ethan might be scary, I didn’t think he was bad. Could I convince him to let us stay? Would it really be so bad, even if the price for it was me?

*     *     *

If I’d thought Kinsley was pretty the night before, she was a knockout in the bright light of morning. Her features were delicate, the fingers clutching her coffee mug fine, and the sun caught the red in her dark auburn hair and set it on fire. She needed to put on some weight, but after months on the zombie apocalypse diet that wasn’t surprising. There were curves under her sweats that would grow softer as she filled out, and I couldn’t help myself from noticing her sweet little ass in in those clingy sweats.

I refused to even feel guilty about it, regardless of her being so young. I hadn’t seen another living woman in months aside from Stacy, who my gut told me was pure poison, and even with the end of the world my hormones were still alive and well.

“Pull up a chair,” I told her, gesturing towards the couch facing mine.

She sat down warily, as though she wasn’t quite sure of me even now. Good. In this world young women needed to be careful. Especially if they were hanging around guys like Brad. That man was a snake, and I had no doubt at all that he was the kind to take advantage of a girl like Kinsley and not lose a night’s sleep over it. For her sake I hoped he hadn’t already done so.

Thinking about that gave me a twinge that felt suspiciously like jealousy.

I didn’t trust them even a little bit. My gut told me that both members of that couple had all the morals of a starving coyote. I didn’t want them here or anywhere around. They had to go.

Well, not her. I was honest enough to admit that to myself. I’d happily keep the girl as a pet, just so she didn’t have to go out and face the world outside again with nothing but those two between her and the zombies.

And if I was really honest with myself, it wasn’t just that.

Bright green eyes regarded me over the rim of her coffee mug as though measuring me. She was something, and I began to feel the stirrings of desire. And why not? She was certainly a sexy little thing.

“Did you sleep well?” I asked.

“Better than in a long time. Thank you again.”

I waved it off, but was struck by an ugly thought. Those two weasels weren’t going to want to leave. Had they sent her as bait to convince me to let them stay?

The girl did make for particularly tantalizing bait.

She was gazing out of the window now, giving me a view of her profile and the soft swell of her tits beneath her sweatshirt. The sharp tug of desire I felt in my crotch was a warning that I was going to have to be a lot more careful around her, just in case my suspicions were right. This place I’d built was literally priceless in this post-apocalyptic world, and people would kill to get it for themselves. I couldn’t afford to be too trusting, either.

“I didn’t want to disturb you,” she said a little shyly. “I was just going to look for some books. Brad and Stacy aren’t big readers, so there wasn’t much at their place.”

I waved at the shelves around us. “Knock yourself out. There’s bound to be something here. If not, there’s a Half Price Books about a mile from here. Certified zombie free.”

Kinsley gave a little laugh. “I’m sure I can find something. Thanks.”

“You can read here if you want. The light is easier on the eyes than the fluorescents in the back rooms. Plus there’s actually a view. I keep thinking I need to run a line out here and hook up another coffeepot so I don’t have to keep climbing up and down the stairs.”

“So you spend a lot of time here?”

“Pretty much all the time that I’m not out picking up supplies or fixing up the place. I read a lot.”

It beat drinking myself to death, which was what I’d done for a couple of months after Amber died. I could lose myself in a book and not have to think about the world outside or what I’d lost for hours.

“I’m surprised you don’t have a computer or gaming console set up in your living room.”

“I was never a big gamer. You?”

“Some. My dad got me into it. What did you do before? Were you in construction or something?”

“Nah, I was a paramedic. I figured all this other stuff out as I went along. Just had to find the right books.”

“That’s impressive. Brad would never have done that.”

It was on the tip of my tongue to warn her about him. She was safe enough here with me around, but out there she’d be in danger from him again. I bit the words back, though. If she didn’t already know, she might think I was just trying to turn her against him to get her myself. That could lead to even worse trouble.

“I didn’t have to worry about taking care of two other people,” I said.

She gave an adorable little snort. “I don’t think worry was why he did it.” As soon as she said the words she dipped her head and hid her gaze in her mug. “That wasn’t very nice. He helped keep us alive, and it was his idea to get away before those men could find us. I don’t think I’d have made it alone.”

“You never know. You might surprise yourself, Kinsley.”

She looked up as I said her name and gave me a smile that made me want to pounce on her right there.

“Maybe. I’m going to go find some books. Be right back.”

Yeah, I watched her ass as she walked off. Sue me.

We spent a couple of hours reading in companionable silence before the others showed up, which added support to my theory that they were hoping to use Kinsley to get me to let them stay. If so, I had a hard time believing that she was actively involved in their scheme. There were far more effective ways to go about seducing me than sitting around reading books.

“There you are,” Brad said, a little too heartily. “We were wondering where you two had disappeared.”

Stacy gave me a coy look. “We were beginning to wonder if you’d run off with her.”

Yeah, they were running a game. “It’s my place,” I replied blandly. “Why would I need to run off?”

She tittered. “I know. It’s just that Kinz is so young. We worry.”

Another piece of the puzzle clicked into place. She was far more worried about her husband ditching her for a newer model than she was about Kinsley’s well-being. I needed to get rid of these people yesterday. But first I had to convince Kinsley to ditch them before she ended up in more trouble than she was going to be able to handle.

“I’m glad you’re up. I was thinking we could go check out some places you might like for yourself.”

They traded worried glances, then Stacy shook her head. “We were hoping to rest for a couple of days before we had to go out there again. Being on the road like that left us pretty ragged.”

“Yeah,” Brad added. “This is the first time we’ve felt safe in a long time.”

I refrained from grinding my teeth through sheer force of will. They weren’t going to make this easy.

“Well, I need to go out and pick up a few things. I wasn’t expecting company.”

There wasn’t really anything we needed, but I didn’t want to spend my day making small talk with those two. Far better to go out and face zombies.

“Can I come?” Kinsley asked.

I wanted to say no, wanted her here where she’d be safe, but the pleading in her eyes stripped away my resistance. Besides, I wasn’t sure she’d be any safer in here with Brad than outside fighting off hungry zombies.

“If you want.”

Brad started as though he’d expected me to say no. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

“It’s safe enough. I’ll be with her, and I’ve already cleared the stores I’m going to.”

“Well, all right, I guess.”

Kinsley bounced up off of the couch. “Great! I’ll go change!”

This time I wasn’t watching her ass when she left. I was watching Brad and the naked hunger in his face as he stared at her retreating form. Anger burned in my chest, and I promised myself I wasn’t going to let her out of my sight from now on. Not for a fucking minute.

*     *     *

I didn’t want to put my nasty road clothes on again, but zombies can chew straight through sweats and if it’s a choice between being grimy and smelly or being eaten alive I’ll go with stinky any day. Part of me didn’t want to go out at all—why do it if you don’t have to? I’d seen the way Ethan had taken out those two zombies yesterday, though, and I felt safer outside with him than I did inside with Brad. What’s more, I was pretty sure that was the entire reason he’d allowed me to come along.

Ethan didn’t trust us, and I got the feeling that extended to actual dislike for Brad and Stacy. He wasn’t sure about me, either, but seemed willing to give me the benefit of the doubt. Now I just had to figure out what I was going to do with it.

When I’d sat there in the sunlit bookstore with him, reading quietly before the enormous windows, it was the first real peace I’d felt since this whole thing had started. And I felt safe. With him there, a scant half dozen feet away, I knew that I didn’t have to worry about zombies or Brad or anyone else. I could stretch out and relax and get lost in a book and forget about the awfulness of the world beyond the walls.

I wanted to stay here with him. I wanted this life. Whatever it took. It didn’t hurt that every time I looked at Ethan he seemed to get a little sexier, either.

But it wasn’t going to happen with Brad and Stacy, and I wasn’t sure if I could just abandon them. For all their faults they’d taken me in, shared their food and water when they hadn’t had to, and kept me safe. Maybe Brad had ulterior motives, but he’d never pushed when I told him no and at the end of the day I was still alive because of them. I had no illusions that I would have survived on my own.

I had no clue what to do, but I hoped that being out with Ethan would give me some ideas. If nothing else, maybe I could pick up some clean clothes.

“You ready?” he asked from behind me.

I finished pulling on my boots and hopped to my feet. “Yes.”

“Got a weapon?”

He wasn’t impressed by the knife I pulled from my pack.

“Can you shoot?”

“Only in Call of Duty.”

“Let’s find you something with a little more heft, then.”

I followed him back to the storeroom, where he dug around until he came up with a machete. It felt good in my hand and I swung it a few times to get the hang of it.

“That’ll do. Hopefully, you won’t have to use it, but if you do it’ll work better than that toothpick you were carrying.”

We went out through the same door he’d brought us in by the day before. No zombies were in sight, and I let out a little sigh of relief. I might have a better weapon, but that didn’t make me any more anxious to get into a fight with zombies. Ethan led the way around the building and the whole shopping complex opened up before us across a sea of parking lots.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

He looked me up and down and wrinkled his nose. “You could use some new clothes. No offense, but those need to be burned.”

Laughter bubbled up and he grinned back. Even outside the safety of the bookstore I felt good—watchful, but for once not terrified. How did he do this? How did he take away the fear so easily, so quickly?

When we got to the clothing store Ethan pulled open the door with a flourish.

“Go nuts. It’s safe inside.”

He didn’t have to tell me twice. I made a beeline for the underwear section. Maybe it was a little weird having a strange man along while I stocked up on fresh undies, but I really didn’t care. I found panties and bras then headed for the jeans. I knew I couldn’t carry too much, so I settled on two pairs of those, half a dozen t-shirts, a new denim jacket, and a dozen pairs of socks.

Ethan watched in amusement as I crammed it all into my pack. “You can come back, you know.”

“Yeah, but what would I do with it? I can’t carry two packs.”

There was a long pause. “You could stay.”

My heart gave a little stutter in my chest. “I can’t.”

He walked towards me slowly, as though he was approaching a wild animal that might startle and run away. “You can if you want.”

“I won’t leave Brad and Stacy, and you won’t let them stay.”

“I can’t, Kinsley. They’re...”

“I know. I know what they are. But I’m only alive because of them. I can’t just walk away like that.”

When Ethan stopped I took the last couple of steps to him and looked up into his eyes. My heart was hammering and I was so scared my hands were trembling a little, but I stopped that by taking hold of the front of his leather jacket.

“I want to stay. I really do. I just can’t.”

Ethan’s head tilted and bent down towards mine. I could have backed away. I could have stopped him. But I didn’t.

The warm velvet of his lips teased against mine, testing. When I didn’t pull away he bent lower and covered my mouth with his kiss. I pulled myself closer and his arms went around my waist while his tongue glided along the crease of my mouth. With a little moan I opened to him, brushed my own against his. Ethan slanted his mouth a little and slipped his tongue in, tasting, exploring.

Heat sizzled across my skin and my body came tinglingly alive as our kiss deepened. Under my new bra my nipples crinkled hard, and a demanding ache swelled between my legs. I moaned again, unable to help myself. I’d never responded this strongly whenever I’d kissed my boyfriends.

Of course Ethan was no boy.

He kissed me until I was breathless, and at some point his hands had wandered lower to cup my ass and draw me into him. I shivered a little as I felt the rigid length of his maleness pressed against me through his jeans. He wanted me, wanted me as a woman. And I knew if I gave myself to him that he’d protect me to his last breath from anything. It was tempting, so very tempting, and the ache inside just made me want to do it that much more. I’d never felt so intensely aroused before and it was driving me crazy.

Just when I thought I couldn’t take any more Ethan pulled his mouth away. While I gasped for air his eyes peered intently down into mine like he was trying to read my soul or something.

“Did they put you up to this?” he asked quietly.

“Yes,” I admitted. “And no. They wanted me to try to convince you to let them stay. But I knew you wouldn’t do it so I wasn’t going to bring it up.”

“Then what was that?”

I sighed. “Just letting you know that I really wanted to stay. And wondering. What if?”

His arms tightened around me. “Just how young are you?”

“Eighteen. I graduated in May. Before the zombies.”

“Jesus,” he growled, and releasing me turned away to clutch at a counter top. “What the fuck am I doing?”

“It doesn’t matter anymore. What does? I think the drinking age is ten, now. The old rules are gone. Forever, probably. And there aren’t enough of us left to worry about those things.”

“Damn it, Kinsley. Stay with me.”

“I can’t. I want to, but I can’t.”

“Fuck it. Then I’ll let them stay, too.”

“No,” I said, taking his shoulder. “No, Ethan. You can’t trust them.”

“I offered to find them another place and help them set it up. Why can’t they just accept that?”

“Because Brad is lazy and Stacy is basically worthless for anything except looking pretty and bitching about things. They’d rather just leech off of you.”

He turned back to me. “Once I’ve got them set up do you think you might reconsider?”

“Yes.”

“All right. But you be careful. You know that Brad wants you.”

“Yeah. I know. I’m careful with him.”

His face took on a grim expression. “Not good enough. Before you go, you’re getting a gun and you’re going to learn how to use it.”

“I’m okay with that. He’s bigger than I am.”

“Good girl.” He blew out a deep breath. “Now, let’s see if we can find you some new boots that are a little more practical.”

*     *     *

“Well, how did it go?” Stacy asked when I got back.

She was watching me expectantly while Brad leaned in the doorway to keep an eye out for Ethan.

“It isn’t going to happen. He doesn’t trust you.”

Stacy had the nerve to look hurt. “Why not?”

“He doesn’t trust anyone, Stacy. Who the fuck does these days? He was a hair away from leaving us to die on the road.”

“Son of a bitch,” Brad snarled. “You didn’t try hard enough.”

“It wouldn’t have mattered how hard I tried,” I lied. “He wasn’t going to let you stay.”

“You stay?” Brad asked. “Does that mean he’d let you stay?”

“Yeah. And you know why.”

Stacy frowned. “Bastard.”

“No, no,” Brad said. “We can use this. Keep working on him. We’ll go along with his idea to find our own place, but in the meantime you keep working on him. If he really does want you, he’ll wear down.”

“Brad...”

He glared at me. “You owe us, Kinsley. We took you in when the world was falling apart. Kept you safe and fed. Now you owe us.”

“I do owe you,” I agreed. “But it won’t work.”

“Just try, damn it.”

“Fine. I’ll try.”

I was going to do no such thing.

What I was going to do was spend as much time with Ethan as I could. And learn how to shoot.

The next few days passed much like the first. When I woke up I’d get coffee and hang around in the bookstore with Ethan, and then we’d go out into the shops. Only now we weren’t scavenging. Ethan had rigged some lights in the back aisle of the Lowe’s which served him as a makeshift shooting range. He’d given me a little 9mm pistol that was perfect for my small hand and had me practicing every day. After that we’d go out looking for a good spot for a new home for his unwelcome guests.

He didn’t try to kiss me again, even though I wanted him to, and I was too nervous to make another move myself. I told myself that it was okay, but the truth was that I was getting addicted to his dry humor and lopsided smile. I had a good time when I was around him, no matter what we were doing. And his butt looked amazing in the jeans he wore.

None of that did anything to make me want to leave.

Then I woke up one morning and there were two game consoles sitting next to the TV along with a stack of games, still in their boxes. I didn’t even stop for coffee, but ran straight into the store and found Ethan in his usual spot.

“Where did those come from?” I demanded.

“You like them?”

“Of course! But where did you get them? I didn’t see you pick them up when we were out.”

“Oh, I made a run last night after you were asleep.”

Cold fingers of fear clutched at my heart. You didn’t go out after dark unless you had a death wish. It was too easy to walk up on zombies without realizing it.

“You didn’t. Ethan, my god, what if something had happened to you?”

“Nothing did. And it was worth a little risk to see you looking like a kid on Christmas morning.”

I shook my head. “It isn’t worth it. Promise me you won’t do it again.”

“Kinsley...” he sighed.

“Promise me.”

“All right, I promise.”

“Good. And thank you. It’s the best gift I’ve ever gotten.”

The pulse of heat that swept through me when he grinned at me was almost enough to make me forget the danger he’d put himself in. Almost.

The next day we found The Spot—a furniture store on the opposite side of Lowe’s from Ethan’s bookstore. Like the bookstore it was two stories high and had lots of windows in the front with spacious offices and storage space closed off from the main store area.

“It’s perfect,” I said.

“And we don’t have to lug a lot of furniture around.”

“Brad will be happy about that.”

To all appearances he was, and he spent the evening huddled with Ethan discussing how to get the new building set up with solar panels and the other things needed to make it as good—or better—than Ethan’s place. It would be a lot of work, but not so much as the bookstore since there was already more furniture there than we could ever use. Even Stacy perked up at that and started talking about the decorating she was going to do. For the first time since we’d started looking I began to hope that things might actually work out.

Some time in the middle of the night I woke up to the faint sound of voices. I lifted my head up from the couch to listen and realized they were coming from Brad and Stacy’s room. That wasn’t right. They never stayed up late. Something was going on. I started to call out to make sure nothing was wrong, but instead slipped off of the couch and tiptoed down the hall until I could hear them clearly.

“No, we can’t wait on her any more,” Brad said.

“But we’re so close. You’ve seen the stuff he’s gotten her and how much time they spend together. He’s hooked.”

“Damn it, I am not going to run around for weeks scavenging for crap in the middle of all the zombies waiting for the man to make up his mind!”

“It will just be for a little while,” Stacy told him.

“It’s my ass on the line here! All it takes is one bite—just one—and that’s it. I’m not risking that, not unless there’s no other choice.”

“How bad can it be? He takes Kinsley out all the time.”

“I don’t care! Every time I’d go out, there would be a chance I wouldn’t come back.” His voice took on a deeper, almost menacing tone. “Or is that what you want?”

“What?”

“Maybe you don’t want me to come back. Maybe you’d be happier here with Ethan, even if you had to share.”

“Don’t be stupid, Brad. You know as well as I do that he’s got eyes for no one but Kinsley. I might as well be part of the furniture.”

“So we’ve got to do something. Now.”

“Like what? If she can’t convince him, what do you think you’re going to do?”

Brad’s voice dropped even lower. “I lifted a gun from the ones he’s got stashed in the storeroom. I don’t think he’s missed it. Not yet.”

I went cold all over and my heart pounded in my throat. This couldn’t be happening. Even Brad wasn’t that bad. Was he? Was he really willing to kill Ethan over this?

“You don’t think that’s more dangerous than the zombies?” Stacy asked incredulously.

“Not if we do it right. We’ll have to be careful and do it while he’s asleep.”

“What about Kinsley?”

“What about her?”

“She’s not going to let us just get away with it. Even if you kill him, she’s never going to forgive us. We’d have to sleep in shifts from now on.”

“You leave her to me.”

“Oh, and you’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

“For now, we just need to get past her to get to his bedroom. She’s asleep—I checked. Once Ethan is gone we can figure out what to do with her.”

I turned and tiptoed back down the hallway, past the living room to the room where Ethan slept. I had to warn him—fast.

*     *     *

“Ethan. Ethan! Wake up!”

I only half heard the words in my sleep, but the touch on my arm sent me rolling over to snatch the pistol from under my pillow. When I sat up, Kinsley was standing over my bed staring worriedly at the door.

“I’m guessing you’re not here to climb into bed with me.”

“It’s Brad,” she whispered. “He’s got a gun.”

I jumped out of bed and checked the safety on my pistol.






“What the Hell? What’s going on, Kinsley?”

“I overheard them. They want to kill you so they can keep this place. Brad stole a gun from the storeroom.”

“God damn it,” I muttered. “It isn’t like we don’t have enough problems with the zombies, we have to do this shit to each other, too? What the fuck is wrong with these people?”

“I don’t know. But I had to warn you.”

“Thank you for that. Do they just have the one gun?”

She nodded. “I think so. Brad said he took one. That’s all.”

“You’re sure about this, Kinz? They weren’t just bitching?”

“I’m positive. They said they were going to do it while you were asleep. Then take care of me after. They may be coming right now.”

My jaw clenched as white hot anger boiled through my veins. I could just imagine how Brad intended to take care of her. Well, that shit wasn’t happening. She’d warned me in time, but I had to think fast. I didn’t want to get into a shootout that might endanger Kinsley. Keeping her safe was my first priority.

Quickly as I could, I shoved my clothes and a spare blanket under my comforter to make it look like there were two bodies sleeping together. It wasn’t a great job, but it should fool someone for the second or two that I needed. Brad was a coward—he wasn’t going to get too close. I guessed he’d stop in or just outside the doorway to take his shot, so I moved to the side of the door and flattened myself against the wall.

“Get down in the corner behind me and do not move,” I whispered to Kinsley.

The terrified girl did as I said, squatting in the corner and doing her best to be invisible. Satisfied that we were as hidden as we could be, I took a deep breath and waited. Minutes crept by and I began to wonder if they had chickened out, but then I heard low voices in the living room.

“She’s not here,” Stacy said.

“I bet the little slut is in bed with him. She was planning on selling us out the whole time,” Brad replied.

I said a silent prayer of gratitude that Kinsley hadn’t been in bed with me. As much as I wanted her there, if she had been she wouldn’t have overheard these assholes plotting and we both would’ve ended up dead.

I strained my ears, waiting for any sound announcing their approach. Finally, I caught the faint scuff of a footstep just outside the door. I tensed and slid my finger over the trigger of the gun in my hand.

The barrel of a pistol came into view, held high with one hand on the grip. Every instinct told me to move, but I held myself in place. Brad took another step forward, not quite coming into the room, and lowered the pistol a little to center on the mass under the blankets on the bed.

I swiveled around the corner and brought my gun down just as he pulled the trigger. The noise of the shot was deafening in the close confines of the room, but it jolted him more than it did me. Too late he saw me and tried to bring his gun around, but I was inside the reach of his arm with my pistol aimed directly at his face. He froze, his face a mask of shock and fear.

“Drop it, asshole,” I snarled.

He only hesitated for a second, and then the pistol slipped from his fingers to clatter on the floor. I took a step back and waved the barrel of my pistol towards the living room.

“Move. Slowly. Or you die right now.”

He backed away with his hands raised. Stacy stood by the couch in the living room and watched us come in. The blood drained from her face when she saw the gun in my hand.

I motioned towards the couch. “Both of you sit down. Kinsley?” I called over my shoulder.

She appeared beside me in a second, shaken and upset but with determination in her eyes. I nodded at her in approval.

“Get your gun,” I told her, and she quickly retrieved it from her pack. “Good. Keep it handy. There’s a pack of zip ties on the table in the storeroom. Get them for me, please.”

As she disappeared, Stacy finally dared to meet my eyes.

“What are you going to do with us?” she asked, her voice trembling.

“I don’t know, yet. I ought to take you both out back and shoot you. That’s what you deserve. But Kinsley feels like she owes you, so we’ll see what she thinks.”

When she came back I pointed my gun at Brad. “Stacy, stand up and put your face against the wall. If you so much as twitch I’m going to shoot your husband.”

“He’s going to shoot us anyway!” her husband shouted.

“Shut up, asshole. Do it, Stacy. I am not fucking around.”

She rose on wobbly legs and did as I’d ordered.

“Kinsley, zip tie her hands behind her back. Make it tight.”

The girl drew the restraint taut with a fierce tug that made the older woman gasp. Whatever loyalty she’d felt to these two was gone. She was all mine, now.

“Stacy, get down on your knees. Kinsley, do the same for her feet.”

When she was taken care of, I nodded towards Brad. “Your turn. Against the wall. Breathe wrong and I will end you.”

All the fight had gone out of him, and he submitted meekly as Kinsley trussed him up as she’d done Stacy. I left them facing the wall and turned my attention to Kinsley.

“You know what they were going to do. To both of us. What do you think we should do with them.”

She didn’t look happy, but she shrugged. “If you want to shoot them, I won’t argue.”

“But you’d rather I didn’t.”

“Is there another option?”

“Maybe.” I’d been thinking about it while she tied them up. “I could drive them a long way off, too far for them to get back, and leave them.”

Kinsley bit her lip. “It would be safer to shoot them.”

She was a sweet kid who still had a conscience, and I wasn’t about to screw that up for her. That she’d managed to hold onto it despite everything was a miracle.

“It would,” I agreed. “But you’d feel guilty about it.”

“If you think it will work, I’d rather not kill them. I know it’s dumb, but I still feel like I owe them that much.”

“Whatever you owed them they forfeited when they decided to get rid of us.”

“I know. But still...”

“All right. I’ve got a pickup stashed that I used to haul in the solar panels and furniture. I’ll bring it around to the back and we’ll load them up.” I had a bad feeling about leaving her alone with them, giving them a chance to work on her emotions. “Watch them. If either of them moves or even says a word, shoot.”

I hurried to the back and searched through the things I’d stashed there until I found what I needed. When I returned I gagged them both, then covered their heads with nylon drawstring sacks. They couldn’t fuck with her head if they couldn’t talk, and the sacks would keep them from seeing where they were going.

“I’ll be back in about twenty minutes,” I told her. “Don’t let them loose for anything.”

Spurred by worry about Kinsley, I was back in fifteen minutes with the truck. One at a time I took our two prisoners from the living room and shoved them into the bed of the truck. They’d bounce around in there and might get a little banged up, but too fucking bad for them. I didn’t care. They were lucky to still be breathing.

“You stay here,” I told Kinsley. “I’m going to be gone a while.”

“Where are you taking them?”

“Somewhere they’re going to have a hard time getting back from.”

I got in the truck and drove. The major highways were all choked with abandoned cars so I kept to the back roads. Even then I stayed below thirty miles per hour, because there was no telling when I was going to come up on something blocking the road ahead. Here and there I spotted a lone zombie, roused by the sound of the truck and its lights, but for the most part there was nothing but deserted roads and dark, empty buildings.

Eventually I got past the suburbs of Austin and into open country. It was even more lonely out there, and I wondered if there still might be a few families hanging on in their isolated farmhouses. If so, there was no sign of them. The whole world was black outside of the glare of my headlights.

After about an hour I passed through a small town. A handful of zombies emerged from the darkness to gather in the road behind me, but I was moving too fast for them to follow. I continued for another couple of miles until I reached a little gas station, and pulled into the parking lot. By then the sun had started showing to the east. I’d been gone even longer than I’d thought.

The door was open and I entered cautiously. Someone had shot the attendant and emptied out the cash register, but there was still food on the shelves. No one had been here in months. Satisfied, I returned to my truck and popped the tailgate.

“All right, we’re there.”

I grabbed Stacy by the ankles and dragged her out, then marched her into the store. None too gently, I shoved her down by the coolers at the back.

“Stay put.”

When I fetched Brad I dumped him next to her then tossed a pocketknife over by the counter.

“There’s a knife on the floor. When you find it you can cut yourselves loose. It will take a while, but this place is safe. There’s food and water here to last a while, and if you go west about two miles there’s a small town. You’ll have to clear out a few zombies, but you ought to be able to scavenge enough there to live. Do not come back. If I ever see either of you again I’ll kill you on sight, and I won’t lose a single night’s sleep over it.”

It was harsh, but a lot better than what they’d planned for us. I left without another word and went home. Home to Kinsley.

*     *     *

Ethan had been gone way too long. The sun had been up for a couple of hours already and I was getting frantic, too nervous to play games or even read. I paced nervously through the store without looking at the books on their shelves, only stopping to peer out the windows in hopes that I’d spot his truck.

It seemed like forever before I saw the gray pickup weave along the highway and pull into the parking lot at the front of the building. I wanted to run out to meet him, but I knew it was safer to stay inside and wait. Any zombies nearby would be heading towards the noise of the truck. But as soon as he came through the door I was in his arms, hugging him for all I was worth.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“I’m fine. You look worn out, though.”

“Are they...?”

“They’re alive,” I assured her, reveling in the feel of her warm, lithe body against mine, “and they’ll stay that way as long as they don’t do anything stupid. But we don’t have to worry about them anymore.”

I felt good about that. Brad and Stacy sucked as human beings, but I didn’t want their deaths on my conscience or on Ethan’s. We went back into the living room together, where Ethan collapsed on the couch then took off his jacket and kicked off his boots.

“Did you get any sleep at all?” he asked me.

“No. I was too nervous. I think I paced a hole in the carpet in the store waiting for you to get back.”

“Sorry. I went as fast as I could, but there are so many cars on the roads. I’m going to get us a couple of CB radios just in case I ever have to go off for a while again. I should have thought of it, but I never had to worry about it before.”

“It’s okay. You’re back, and that’s all that matters.”

I got caught by a jaw-splitting yawn, and Ethan laughed.

“Now that I’m home, why don’t you go take a nap. You can sleep in the bed.”

Sleep in his bed? A thrill sang through me. I’d been too preoccupied to realize it while Ethan was gone, but the whole situation had changed. I didn’t have to leave, and we were all alone here. Before, I hadn’t wanted to leave. Now, I had nowhere else to go.

I needed to make sure that Ethan wanted to keep me around.

“Not unless you come, too,” I told him.

He quirked an eyebrow. “We share a bed and we’re going to do more than sleep, Kinsley.”

I was having trouble with my voice, so I just nodded. Ethan stood up from the couch, took my hand, and led me to his bedroom. It had been my idea, but I was still scared. I’d never done this before. I didn’t know what to expect, or what to do. Would Ethan be rough, or gentle? Would he still want me afterwards?

He must have felt the light trembling in my fingers, because he pulled me close with my head resting against his chest. I closed my eyes while I tried to get my breathing under control. He held me closely, so that every breath I took was filled with him. Was I doing the right thing? Was there anything else I could do?

When soft lips brushed my cheek I slowly opened them again to find Ethan’s warm, brown eyes on me, simmering with desire. There was something else there, though, something that made my heart skip. It took a minute before I realized what it was—possessiveness.

His lips descended on mine in the first kiss we’d shared since that day in the clothing store. While my brain was still coming to terms with that possessiveness thing, my body knew exactly what to do. When my lips parted for him a moment later, my nipples hardened with the sudden fluttery ache that blossomed between my legs. Last time had been overwhelming, but this time Ethan set my body on fire before I knew what hit me.

I could feel myself growing moist, and as our tongue twisted and slid together my hands knotted in Ethan’s shirt. His brown eyes smoldered with the steam of our kiss, sending my pulse racing. The hollow ache inside me threatened to consume me with its implacable need.

Rough fingertips trailed from my cheek down the side of my neck then glided along my collarbone and down still further, until Ethan’s broad hand covered my breast. My whole body shuddered when his thumb found my stiff nipple and stroked it in slow swirls, sending bright pulses of heat shooting down into my quivering pussy.

A whimper crawled from my throat. How had he done this to me so easily? I was wet and aching and he had barely even touched me!

The breaths we shared turned to soft moans as his hands slid beneath my t-shirt and skimmed up my sides and back. It took only a moment for him to unfasten my bra, and then he was holding both of my firm, round breasts, their nipples swollen and rigid under his palms. As he began to rub and knead them my body stiffened, and then I was writhing against him in an agony of desire while my tongue went wild thrashing against his.

Flames of pleasure licked across my skin with each touch until I could barely catch my breath. I broke free from Ethan’s lips, gasping for air to fill my burning lungs while my mind frantically tried to catch up with what was happening to my body. Before I knew what was happening Ethan had tugged my t-shirt over my head and threw it aside with a grin that turned my legs to Jell-O.

“You looked like you needed to cool off a little.”

His lips fastened on one nipple, and my back arched and I let out a little gasp. The wet heat of his mouth on that sensitive flesh sent ripples of pleasure cascading through every nerve in my body. As he licked and sucked I forgot all about my fears, my arms sliding around his broad shoulders to clutch him more tightly to me, fingers unconsciously twining in his thick hair to hold his head in place. With each flick of his tongue my clit throbbed in the sympathy of shared need. I was so overcome by sensation that I hardly even noticed his other hand sliding into my sweatpants until his fingertips brushed across the damp crotch of my panties.

That got my attention. His fingers continued their advance and I found myself pressing my hips forward to meet him. When one questing fingertip nudged against my clit I let out a little squeak of shock.

Ethan never slowed down. That fingertip rubbed my swollen pearl in feather-light strokes that set off a tingling explosion inside of me, and I cried aloud as it surged through my pussy. My fingers tightened in his hair and my thighs spread apart to give him more room to explore. Another finger found its way to my pussy, and my muscles locked for a moment in bliss when it nudged into that tight opening.

“Ethan. Please.”

“Please?” The finger pressed deep into my clinging heat. “Please what? Stop? More? You’re so wet you’re dripping, babe.”

“More.”

God, I did want him. The quivering in my depths ached to have him inside of me, filling me for the first time. Fingers moved in time with his tongue, driving me to heights I’d never imagined in my wildest fantasies. It felt absolutely fucking amazing and I wanted him to keep doing it forever.

I was so close now, scorching billows of pleasure drawing every muscle tight. In only seconds it burst over me like a thunderclap, and juices gushed from me to spill onto Ethan’s hand and coat the inside of my thighs. I squeezed him hard as I bucked and cried out until it passed. Finally I sank limply against Ethan with his fingers still buried in my pussy.

For a minute I couldn’t do anything but hang onto him and gasp for air, bare breasts rocking as my chest heaved. When I finally raised my face to look at him, Ethan was watching me with an amused glint in his eyes.

“I take it that was okay?”

I nodded slowly, not trusting myself to speak. Okay? It had been the most intense, incredible experience of my admittedly brief life.

“Good. I’m pretty sure I can top that, though. Even if I am a little out of practice.”

I was shocked when he pulled his fingers out of me and licked them. Then his hands were on my sweats, tugging them over my hips and tossing them onto the floor beside my shirt. He gave me no time to protest before my panties followed.

I was naked now—completely bared to eyes burning with a lust that scared me and got me quivering again all at once. Long seconds passed while his eyes roamed by body from head to toe as though he was trying to burn an image of me into his mind.

“God, you’re even lovelier than I dreamed,” he said, his voice husky with desire.

He had dreamed about me? I’d known he wanted me, but I hadn’t realized the depths of it. I didn’t understand. I wasn’t anything special, even if I was the only girl around.

Then he pushed me back onto the bed and slid over to position himself between my knees. From there he could see everything—every secret part of me. I’d never imagined feeling so exposed, so vulnerable, but I didn’t try to cover myself. While it was discomforting it was also strangely exciting to be on display that way. It made me feel naughty and desirable all at once, and the look in Ethan’s eyes was making me extremely hot all over again. I’d never considered myself especially attractive, but there had to be something about me to make him want me so badly, didn’t there?

Slowly his hands pushed my thighs even further apart, and he sank between my legs. I shivered as his tongue flickered across my nether lips to taste me again, then his hands slid up my legs to grasp my hips and he settled himself. I stared down at him, eyes wide in disbelief.

“What are you doing? You can’t—”

His tongue on my clit shut me up more surely than a gag. I bucked on the bed as he licked me, but his hands on my hips held me steady so that he could continue. Using just the tip of his tongue he flicked and caressed my clit until it was hard and tight as a drum and I writhed against the bed with a stream of little moans.

I sucked in a shuddering breath as Ethan’s tongue tickled down my furrow and teased around the entrance to my pussy. Nothing that I’d ever felt came close to making me feel as good as that tongue. I bit my lip and clenched my fists in the bedclothes when the tip pushed inside of me, my hips rotating up, begging him go deeper.

The soft, wet heat penetrated me slowly, withdrew, and then plunged into me until it pressed up against the barrier of my hymen. Again and again he thrust his tongue into me to lap up the cream welling from my depths until the walls of my pussy trembled and my lower body sizzled with molten tingles like swarms of fireflies. Just when I thought I couldn’t take any more, he switched his attention back to my clit and left me gasping for breath.

As his finger replaced his tongue in my pussy, sliding slowly in and out while wet velvet stroked the taut skin of my nub, the room around me faded to gray and my brain shut down. Only sensation remained as I floated on a sea of ecstasy that overwhelmed everything else. Ethan pushed me further and further, ratcheting up the pleasure until it became so intense that it was almost painful.

He held me there in that limbo of bliss longer than I would have believed possible, and then finally ended it by sucking my clit between his lips and lashing it fiercely with the slick roughness of his tongue. All the tension inside me broke at once and I screamed from its sweet release, both fists clenched in Ethan’s hair to hold his face buried in my thrumming pussy until the last shreds of my orgasm dwindled to a warm glow.

Afterwards I lay there with my eyes closed, thighs trembling in reaction, and basked in warm contentment as my muscles slowly relaxed and my breathing returned to normal. The bed creaked as Ethan sat up, and I opened my eyes. Juices from my pussy smeared half of his face, and a self-satisfied grin gleamed down at me.

“Was that your first time?”

“Yes,” I admitted.

“I thought so. And now you get to have two firsts in one day.”

As he stood up and stripped out of his clothes my eyes went wide again. I’d never seen him without his shirt on before, and he had a mouth-watering body—rugged and powerful. Then I gulped when he pulled off his pants and underwear and his cock sprang free. It was the first one I’d seen in real life, and a tremor of doubt ran through me. I knew from guilt-ridden personal experience exactly how tight I was, and the thought of him trying to cram that thick shaft inside of me set my heart hammering in near-panic.

It pointed straight at me as Ethan walked to the side of the bed, and I unconsciously edged away from the implied threat of it.

“It’s too big,” I whispered.

Ethan only laughed. “Trust me, beautiful. It will fit just fine.”

He pulled me to my feet in front of him while he sat down on the bed, then drew me into his lap with my legs to either side of him so that his erection pressed hot and hard against my tummy. Strong arms wrapped snugly around me while his lips took mine, hungry with passion and need. The ardor of his kiss and his hands on my body sparked my own desires again, and a tremor shivered low within my belly in response. Fresh moisture seeped from me as our kiss deepened, my arms sliding around his neck, my nipples hard against the solid warmth of his chest.

Despite the two orgasms he’d already given me somehow I still wasn’t satisfied, and I knew that I wouldn’t be until I held his cock completely inside of me. Tentatively I rubbed myself against him, lips slick with my dew moving along his rigid pole, the friction turning my clit to a glowing ember of pleasure.

Ethan continued to kiss me until desire overcame my nervousness and he felt the last of my anxious tension drain away. His hands slid down to my hips and lifted me off of his lap to position my tight, steamy hole over his straining manhood. My arms tightened around his neck and I used that leverage to help hold myself up. From nowhere a thought struck me.

“Ethan?”

“Yeah?”

“Do you have a condom?”

He threw back his head in a deep laugh. “I am not going to fuck my lovely girl for the very first time with a condom on.”

“But what if I get pregnant?” I squeaked.

“Now wouldn’t that just be too bad? Are you ready?”

I wasn’t sure I was ready at all, and felt sure I had a deer-in-the-headlights look on my face, but I nodded anyway. Slowly he lowered me until I felt his cock press into the opening of my little tunnel. I gave a surprised squeak as his head pierced me, stretching me and pressing hard against my hymen. The stretching felt good, like it was supposed to be that way, and warmth spread out from there to my whole lower body.

Poised above Ethan’s cock, I couldn’t wait any longer. The aching need between my legs drove me to get it over with, to feel him hot and hard in my deepest places. I licked my lips nervously, then before he knew what I was going to do I loosened my arms around his neck and sank straight down onto his shaft.

For a brief instant I felt a burning sting as my hymen gave way, but then my pussy was spreading for him, slippery walls stretching to fit his thick manhood until I’d enveloped his whole length and finally ended up sitting on his lap once more. Stretched and stuffed, he touched me in places I’d never known I had, and I wrapped my legs around his waist to hold myself tightly against him. It was like nothing I’d ever imagined, could never have imagined, and I looked up at Ethan in wonder.

He smiled at me and kissed me gently, like I was made of spun glass or something and might break. Then he shifted his legs beneath me so that he moved inside of me, and I gasped and squeezed down on him.

“Oh, god,” I breathed.

“That’s my girl,” he gasped back. “See, I told you it would fit.”

I started to giggle, but then his hands began rocking my hips to fuck me up and down on his thick, iron rod and I didn’t have the breath for laughter any longer. It took everything I had to hold onto him, to hold onto reality as his cock filled me and waves of rapture crashed inside me in a spray of sparkling tingles. My eyes drifted shut and I was left with the creak of the bed, Ethan’s low grunts as he lifted me with his arms, and the squish of our bodies mashing wetly together when my bottom came to rest against his legs.

“You’re mine, Kinsley,” he rasped into my ear. “I am going to come inside of you and fill that tight pussy of yours with my cum and plant a baby in that sweet little belly. You belong to me, and I will never let you go.”

His words caused a flare of liquid heat to bloom inside me. A baby? I thought of Ethan’s big cock shooting his cum into me, and how it would feel to have a baby growing in my tummy, making me swell and feeling it kick and squirm inside me. Somehow that felt perfectly right, too. The world was full of death. I could give it life. My arms tightened around him and I squeezed down on him as hard as I could.

“Do it,” I gasped.

He thrust deep, burying himself in my depths.

“You want me to come in you and put a baby in you?”

“Yes,” I moaned. “Please. Do it.”

He thrust hard once, then twice, and then his cum jetted in thick gobs inside of me as his cock jerked and shook, flooding my innermost places with hot, syrupy cum. I shattered immediately, burying my cries against his chest while he stroked my hair and held my shaking body tightly.

When I got my breath back I could feel him slowly shrinking inside of me, and our mixed juices oozed from my twitching pussy to dribble in thick drops down our bodies.

“I think we’re going to need a shower,” I said

“That sounds like a great idea. Wait until I show you what we can do there.”

*     *     *

We came together easily. It was all easy with Kinsley. In the mornings we’d go into the bookstore and read in front of the big windows, and then after lunch we’d go raid the stores for things she wanted—clothes, makeup, girlie soaps and shampoos, more things for our home. Then when we were done with that we’d go to Lowe’s and she’d practice with her pistol. She was coming along, no longer afraid of it and getting better with her aim. In return, she talked me into playing video games with her and took an unholy glee in beating the shit out of me. And later we’d go to bed and fuck like bunnies on Viagra until we passed out from exhaustion.

Somehow, in this Hell I’d found my own personal angel.

It was perfect—too perfect. I should have known it wouldn’t last.

One night during August a massive thunderstorm rolled through from the east. It had been pouring for most of two days, and I guessed it was probably the remnants of a hurricane or big tropical storm. When it started hailing I got worried. There was no weather service to give us tornado warnings anymore so we stayed downstairs in my bedroom, which was as close to the middle of the building as we could get. 

“Remind me to get a barometer when this is all over,” I said.

“We should look for one of those electronic weather stations,” Kinsley suggested. “I used to see them advertised on television.”

“Good idea. Want to watch a movie?”

We’d stripped the local stores of every DVD we could find, so there was no lack of choices. I let her pick one out that she hadn’t seen before and we settled onto the bed. About half an hour into the movie the wind began to wail around the building, howling so loudly that we had no trouble hearing it even in my room with the sound turned up. I looked at Kinsley and for the first time in a very long time tasted fear.

“Kinz.”

She looked at me with her bright green eyes, and something clutched at my heart. It would kill me if anything happened to her.

“Get down on the floor by the bed, babe.”

“What’s wrong?” she asked, immediately sliding onto the floor.

“I think there’s a tornado.”

I yanked the blanket off of the bed and settled in beside her so she was sandwiched between me and the bed. We didn’t have long to wait before I felt a low tremor coming from the floor, just the faintest vibration. Seconds later the sound came, a train rumbling in the distance. But there weren’t anymore trains.

“Keep your head down.”

The sound slowly swelled while the wind shrieked in fury outside. I wrapped my arms around Kinsley and squeezed closer to the bed. Beneath us the floor vibrated, and I could feel her shaking.

“It’s going to be all right,” I whispered against her ear.

There was a loud crash outside, and then another, then something slammed into the side of the building with a noise that made us both jump. About the time we caught our breath the power went out. Kinsley whimpered in the darkness while I prayed to whatever gods might be listening that she get through this all right, no matter what happened to me. As quickly as it had come the noise faded, though, dwindling as it moved off to the east, and I allowed myself to relax.

“Is it gone?” Kensley whispered.

“Yeah,” I replied.

I got up and fished in my nightstand for the flashlight I kept there. In it’s light Kinsley’s eyes were enormous with fear. I hugged her again.

“We’re okay. The power is out, but I’ve got some lanterns from before I set up the solar panels. I’ll set some of those out and we’ll be good until the morning, then I can see what happened with the power.”

I was less worried about the power than whatever had slammed into the building. That might be something I couldn’t fix, or at least not easily, and having a gaping hole in an outside wall with zombies roaming around was not a good thing.

By the next morning the rain had stopped and I was able to go out and assess the damage. A branch had landed on the roof and torn a cable to the batteries loose, which was why the power had gone out. That was an easy fix, but when we went into the bookstore things weren’t nearly as pretty.

Something—a car as it turned out—had hit the far wall of the building on the lower floor and knocked a three foot hole straight through the bricks. The hole had let in enough wind and rain to turn several adjacent shelves into a royal mess. Upstairs a six foot length of rebar thicker than my thumb was sticking halfway through one of the big windows.

“Oh, no,” Kinsley breathed beside me, staring at the window. “Can you fix it?”

“I don’t think so.”

Those glass panes were huge and heavy. Even if I could find one the right size and get it to the building, it would take a crane to lift it up so I could set it. All I could do was get the rebar out and find a way to patch it.

“I’ll think of something,” I said, hating to disappoint her.

Outside the windows the parking lot was a mess. Cars had been shifted and flipped and lay in tangled piles. Was it even worth cleaning up? That I could do, but it would be noisy as hell. It probably wasn’t worth the risk, even if it did fuck up our view. I focused further out. A small restaurant to the east had been flattened, but none of the other buildings looked as though they had suffered any significant damage.

“I’ll get a tarp to cover the hole in the wall. That will at least keep the rain out until I can replace the bricks.”

“Do you know how to do that?”

“That’s what we have books for, beautiful. But I’ve got to find the bricks, first. I should probably go do that now in case there’s more to this storm.”

“Want me to come with you?”

“Why don’t you stay here and see if you can salvage any of those books. Some of them might be worth saving.”

“Okay. I’ll just dump the brick chunks and stuff out of the hole in the wall and we can clean that up later.”

I gave her a quick kiss. “Sounds like a plan. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

My pickup was about twenty feet from where I’d left it, but aside from some dents that hadn’t been there the day before it had made it through all right. As I drove through the wreckage in the parking lots I was glad that I’d told Kinsley to stay home, because the storm had stirred up the zombies. There weren’t a whole lot of them—nothing like the packs that had roamed through at the beginning—but more than I’d seen in quite a while and they turned to follow the sound of the truck. Kinsley was getting pretty good with her pistol, but she wasn’t ready to get up close and personal with her machete.

When I got to Lowe’s I parked the truck in front of the contractor doors and hurried inside before my fan club showed up. If I stayed inside and out of sight long enough they might wander off so I didn’t have to deal with them. I found big stacks of bricks in the outdoor section, including some that came close to matching those in the bookstore. I made a mental estimate of how many I’d need then doubled it to be sure, and started loading up a cart as quietly as I could.

It took a while to get them to the contractor entrance without making a lot of racket, and by then I’d been gone for a while. Since I still needed a couple of bags of cement and a heavy hammer and chisel, I decided I ought to check in on Kinsley. I’d put a CB radio in the truck and another in the living room the day after I’d ditched Brad and Stacy. If Kinsley was in the offices she ought to hear it.

Only a couple of zombies were standing around the truck, both the worse for wear after their encounter with the storm, and it didn’t take long to get rid of them. I slid into the seat and picked up the mike.

“You there, Kinz?” I gave it a minute and tried again. “Earth to Kinz. Come in Kinz.”

The voice that responded sent chills down my spine. “I’m sorry, she can’t come to the phone right now. Can I take a message?”

Fuck. I slammed my fist into the dash. Fuck-fuck-fuck. It was Brad, but how? I gripped the mike the same way I wanted to grip the bastard’s throat.

“If you hurt her, I swear to god you will beg me to kill you before I’m done.”

“She’s all right. So far. How long she stays that way depends on you.”

“What do you want?” I grated.

“I want you to come and get her.”

Be careful what you wish for, asshole. I didn’t bother responding. We both knew I wasn’t going to leave her there. But how the Hell was I going to get her out?

This wasn’t the time to panic or go racing off half-cocked. Brad was going to be armed with more than the pocket knife I’d left him with. Probably Stacy, too. And they’d be expecting me, waiting to strike. I had my pistol, my Bowie knife, and a bolt action hunting rifle with a scope. There were only two ways I could get inside, the front doors or the back door, and they’d be watching both of those.

Except there was a third way—the hole in the wall. That must have been how they’d gotten in and surprised Kinsley.

There were only two of them. How could they watch all three entrances? One person up on the second floor could keep an eye on the hole and the front doors while watching for me through the windows. The other would have to be in the back guarding the rear entrance.

I thought about it carefully. Brad would want to be out in the store. He wouldn’t trust Stacy to cover the windows and the two ways in there by herself. He’d leave her watching the back door. Unless they’d blocked that one off so I couldn’t get in. That’s what I would have done. So there still might be two guns waiting for me in the store, with no way for me to get in that they couldn’t see. The cargo door was padlocked, so I couldn’t get in that way. Was there another?

I couldn’t think of anything, and the seconds were ticking away. I was going to have to go in through either the front doors or the hole in the wall. The front doors would be suicide because they’d see me coming and pick me off the second I came in. It had to be the hole.

Not that it was much better. If I was going to get through there without getting my head blown off I was going to need a distraction. And I knew just what it was going to be.

Lowe’s was far enough away from the bookstore that Brad wasn’t going to be able to spot me moving on foot without a pair of binoculars, which I was willing to bet he didn’t have. Even if he spotted movement he wouldn’t be able to tell whether it was me or one of the zombies wandering around. I’d just have to circle around to the side until I got out of sight from the windows before I moved in on them. And then I’d need a little luck.

An hour later I was approaching the bookstore from the back where there weren’t any windows. It had taken longer than I wanted and I regretted every extra minute that kept me from Kinsley, but I was only going to have one shot at this and I didn’t dare fuck it up. We’d gotten lucky with the tornado, and my luck had held so far. I just needed it to last a little longer.

I came up on the hole slowly, hugging the wall. If I was going to pull off my surprise I needed to make sure I wasn’t spotted until the last possible second. Four feet away from the hole I stopped. Any further and someone might see me around the edges.

Using all my strength I swung the pole and collar I’d trapped the zombie with around me and towards the hole. It was fighting me, but I was stronger and I shoved it down onto its knees and got its head through the opening. The instant I heard Stacy scream I popped the collar open and tossed the handle behind me. I wouldn’t need it again.

I’d spent a precious twenty minutes crafting my zombie holder from a thick shovel handle and a leather belt. The belt attached to the shaft with a bolt, which was kept from falling out by a thick cotter pin. A wire through the end of the cotter pin let me pull it out, releasing the zombie from the handle so it could do its thing and provide the distraction I needed.

Stacy screamed again and Brad started shouting, then a dozen shots rang out, most of which hit the wall near the opening. Apparently she hadn’t done any damage to the zombie, because it kept right on crawling until it disappeared inside. It couldn’t groan because I’d tightened the belt until it couldn’t make a sound, but Stacy and Brad were making enough noise to let me know my plan was working. It also gave me a rough idea where they were.

I waited a few more seconds and then rolled in front of the hole with my hunting rifle ready. Brad was standing at the top of the stairs shooting at the zombie, which had risen to its feet and was shambling after Stacy. I took half a second to aim and squeezed the trigger.

Brad moved at the last second and the bullet I’d meant for his head smashed into his shoulder instead. He spun and dropped his pistol, which tumbled to the lower floor. In the time that took Stacy barreled past him and out of my line of sight. Cursing, I launched myself through the opening and ducked behind a bookcase.

“Ethan! I’ll kill her!”

I eased past the end of the shelves so I’d have a better view. At the top of the stairs Brad was clinging to the railing, one arm dangling uselessly as blood dripped from his fingers to the carpet. Below them, the zombie was dragging itself slowly but inexorably up the steps with its arms. One of their bullets must have clipped its spine. Kinsley sat gagged and tied to a chair about ten feet back from Brad with Stacy close behind her. Someone, undoubtedly Brad, had taken the time to strip her down to her bra and panties. My jaw clenched, but when she turned pleading eyes to me I relaxed slightly. She was alive.

When you’re working on somebody who’s dying and seconds count you can’t afford any distractions. You learn to block out everything extraneous so you can focus down on the shit you have to do. I’d established that Kensley was alive. Now she was a distraction and I had to block her out to focus on the problem at hand—Stacy.

She had her pistol pointed at Kinsley, and as I came into view she jabbed the gun towards the girl’s back. She was shaking in reaction to the unexpected violence, her eyes wide in panic.

“Drop your gun or I swear I’ll kill her!”

I laughed. “I drop my gun and you kill us both.”

“I mean it, Ethan!”

The woman was a shrill harpy, but I didn’t think she had it in her to be a cold-blooded killer. Shifting my gun a few degrees, I pulled the trigger. Brad screamed and toppled as one knee disintegrated, then slid down a couple of stairs closer towards the oncoming zombie.

Stacy screamed and took a step back, away from Kinsley, and started swinging her pistol towards me. Before she could take the shot I worked the bolt on my rifle and put a round through the center of her chest. She fell back without a sound.

I got to the zombie before it got to Brad, and killed it with a shot to the head. Ignoring Brad, who was out of the fight, I checked on Stacy next. She was very dead with a big hole where her heart had been. I’d have to shoot her in the head to keep her from coming back, but I still had a few minutes before then. That left me free to turn to Kinsley. Swiftly I cut her free from the chair and pulled the gag out of her mouth.

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah. They sneaked in through the hole while I was cleaning. Both of them had guns pointed at me before I knew they were there and there wasn’t anything I could do.”

“You survived, that’s what you did. It’s all that matters.”

She looked past me to where Stacy lay sprawled on the floor. “Is she...”

“Oh, yes.”

Brad groaned. “No. Stacy.”

“What are you going to do with him?” Kinsley asked.

“What do you think? I gave them every chance and told them if I saw them again I’d kill them.”

Her lips tightened, but she nodded.

“Go on,” I told her. “You don’t need to be here for this.”

I waited until she was gone before I killed Brad and put another bullet in Stacy. Once that was taken care of I dragged all three bodies out into the parking lot where Kinsley wouldn’t see them from the windows. I’d dispose of them properly later. I had no idea how the Hell we were going to get all the blood out of the carpets, though.

I made sure the front doors were locked, shoved a bookshelf in front of the hole in the wall to make sure no other zombies crawled in, and went after Kinsley.

She was sitting on the couch in the living room with a blanket pulled around her. Leaving my rifle at the door, I eased down beside her. When she realized I was there she reached over and gripped my hand with all her strength.

“You sure you’re okay?” I asked

She nodded. “Yeah, I’m fine. Just a little shaken up.”

“Brad didn’t do anything?”

“His hands wandered a bit while he was taking my clothes off and tying me up, but that’s all. He wouldn’t do anything else with Stacy watching.”

At least she wouldn’t have to deal with that. The rest had been bad enough. I got up and poured her a glass of orange juice.

“Drink it,” I said. “Your body is freaking out and it will help.”

She took it in a trembling hand and raised it to her lips, her eyes lost in the distance. With a sigh I draped the blanket back around her bare shoulders.

“I’m sorry I wasn’t here.”

Her eyes blinked and she turned her head to stare at me. “Don’t you dare.”

“What?”

“Don’t you dare blame yourself, Ethan. You let them live so I didn’t have to feel guilty. Neither of us expected them to come back, and no one could have guessed we’d get hit by a tornado and have a big hole in the wall. And then when they grabbed me you came back for me. With a freaking zombie.”

She started shaking again and it took me a second to realize that this time it was with laughter.

“That was brilliant,” she giggled. “Oh, my god. They both totally freaked out when it came in.”

“That was the idea. I wanted them looking at it and not at me.”

“And then you burst in like some kind of freaking superhero to rescue me. You could have been killed, but you came back for me.”

“I always will.” Better yet, I’d just never leave her alone again.

“I know. I was a little worried at first when it took you so long to get here, but deep down I knew better.”

“What say we go get a shower and wash the two of them off of us? For good, this time.”

“I’d love to. His touch made my skin crawl.”

“Well, I can make it do other things.”

*     *     *

Ethan filled the tank for the shower and I let the cool water pour over my skin. After having Brad’s hands on me earlier it felt wonderful. I’d hated his touch, the way he’d pawed at me. I never wanted anyone but Ethan to touch me again, and I needed him to do it now.

As though reading my mind, he found my favorite soap and began washing me, starting at my neck and slowly rubbing me down. I leaned forward with my hands splayed against the wall as he moved down my sides, his fingertips lightly brushing the edges of my tits until my nipples puckered and begged for attention. Strong fingers kneaded into my lower back and hips until the tension drained away along with the water and I was ready to melt into a puddle.

His fingers kept going, though, and I shivered at their touch against the ticklish skin of my bottom. He slid over my curves, down to the tops of my thighs, and then scratched lightly back up with his fingernails. The feel of his hands was a balm but set my body alight at the same time so that I was quivering all over, inside and out, by the time he finished rinsing us both off.

Before he could grab a towel I’d plastered myself against his dripping body and flung my arms around his neck. His arms circled around me, his hands running over the bare skin of my sides and down my hips to cup my ass and pull me tightly against him. When I looked into his eyes they were burning. For me.

I was his. I’d always be his.

“Ethan,” I whispered, then his mouth fell onto mine and there was no more talk, only a frenzy of tongues sliding and twisting together as our passions exploded.

I closed my eyes as my fingers twined into his dark, wet curls, losing myself in the kiss. A warmth spread through my belly and down into my pussy, and between us I could feel the hot steel of his erection growing against me. His fingers tightened in the soft flesh of my ass, and as his tongue thrust deep into my mouth I ground myself against his cock. I loved the smooth feel of that satiny skin rubbing against me, was out of my head with need, moaning and gasping against Ethan while his body set mine afire.

Without breaking our kiss he maneuvered me through the door and into his bedroom. Blankets and pillows were swept aside as we fell onto his bed in a tangle of limbs with Ethan underneath. He rolled over to put himself on top and slid down so he could reach my breasts. The caresses of his lips and tongue on my rock-hard nipple shot through my body like an electric current, and the hollow ache between my legs became a soundless cry of need. His hand found my other nipple and began to rub and knead it while his tongue swirled across the one still in his mouth until my breasts seemed to swell with prickling heat.

As he licked and sucked, the rock-hard shaft of his cock throbbed against my thigh. It amazed me how something so hard could feel so soft and delicate at the same time, and I got a sudden urge to put it in my mouth, to taste it and suck it the way Ethan had tasted me the last time. Just then I wanted that even more than I wanted him inside my frantically vibrating pussy.

Now it was my turn to push Ethan back down onto the bed. His eyes widened in surprise, but when he realized what I was doing he settled back against a pillow. I brushed my lips down along the tight muscles of his stomach and felt him shiver as I hit a ticklish spot. As I moved closer and closer to his erection with slow, wet kisses my eyes kept focusing on Ethan’s cock where it jutted rigidly before me, swaying slightly, bigger even than I remembered. And I wanted it, craved it inside of me.

Ethan shivered again as my warm breath steamed across his balls and I gently wrapped my fingers around his shaft. I slid the tip of my tongue over the tight skin of his sack, and then took one of his balls in my mouth to suck on it. His shaft quivered and pulsed in my grip and I began to slowly stroke it until Ethan gave a low moan of pleasure.

His hand moved to caress the curve of my ass, down to my upper thigh, then dipped into the cleft between my legs. Fingertips stroked along my damp folds, paused to tease at my entrance, dipping in and coming away wet with my juices. When his slick fingertips reached my clit I arched my back with a hiss of pleasure and let his ball slip from my mouth, then went after what I really wanted—his engorged cock.

The swollen head looked like a purple plum on top of a pink pole, slowly pulsing as though begging for the touch my lips. Starting at the base, I licked and sucked my way up, wrapping my lips around the satin hardness of his shaft. I took my time, building up his tension while also giving myself time to get used to this. I’d never gone down on either of the boys I’d dated, and I was making this up as I went along. 

While I worked on him, Ethan’s fingers massaged my swollen nub, rubbing light whorls over the sensitive skin that made my walls tremble. With a shudder of pleasure that ran through my core I bent my head back to his cock. A thick drop of pre-cum had oozed from the tip, and I rubbed it all over my lips before dipping my head to take him into my mouth.

His skin was velvety against my tongue, so slick and so soft. Still stroking him lightly with my fingers, I explored him with my tongue, sliding along his tip and down the ticklish bottom of his head then around the flared base where it met the shaft. Ethan gave a low, shuddering gasp as my mouth enveloped him.

“Oh, Kinz,” he moaned.

His hand moved to my thigh and gripped it firmly, pulling. I settled the leg across him, figuring that he was trying to give me better access to his cock. It wasn’t until I felt his breath burning against my slit that I realized what he was doing. Hot tingles raced through my center at the thought of his mouth between my legs again, and I almost came at the first touch of his tongue against my aching flesh. For a minute I lost myself—I couldn’t think, couldn’t move, just crouched there atop Ethan with his cock in my mouth as his tongue wove curtains of pleasure over my pussy and clit.

When the first shock wore off I went back to work on his manhood, pulling it deeper into my mouth and caressing his whole length with my tongue. My head sank further and further down the shaft, and my hand drifted lower to pump the base and massage his balls.

Behind me, Ethan’s hands spread my legs wider to allow him to explore even more of me with his tongue. From my clit he licked back along my furrow, teasing my lips until the soaking tunnel of my pussy opened before him. The soft tip of his tongue slowly wandered around the edges, lapping up every drop that squeezed from my tight hole.

Without warning he darted in, pressing his face into my softness as he pushed his tongue deep inside of me. I whimpered and ground my slit against him, overwhelmed once more by the sensations he awoke in me, wanting as much of his tongue as I could possibly get inside of me. Gradually he withdrew and left me aching and empty once more as he returned to my clit. His tongue danced nimbly over that hard little lump of flesh, its caress sending me closer by the second to the brink of ecstasy.

I stroked my fingernails lightly over the skin of his balls as I sucked hard on his shaft. As much as I wanted to, there was no way I could go all the way down on him. Whenever the head of his cock slid along the back of my tongue I choked and almost gagged. I promised myself to practice until I could, though. I wanted so much to be able to make him feel as good as he did me.

I gave a squeak as strong thumbs pressed against my ass, exposing my most private, intimate places. His tongue crept up along my slit to once again taste my drenched pussy, then slid up even higher until it tickled the pink rosebud there. My instinct was to squeeze my muscles against him, but it felt so good, so fucking dirty but good, that I couldn’t do it.

My hips bucked at the first touch of his tongue against that delicate, forbidden spot, and prickly heat swelled between my legs. I gasped against his cock as my pussy clenched and flooded from this new sensation. At the same time Ethan slipped two fingers into my sopping tunnel while his tongue continued circling that tiny pucker. I jerked backwards, my back arching at this dual onslaught of pleasure as my pussy squeezed down on his fingers and sent a gush of hot juices running over his hand.

I forgot all about his cock as my muscles froze and the room went dim around me. Falling forward, I cried out Ethan’s name with my face buried in the angle of his thigh and cock, my heaving breasts pressed into his stomach. He gave my hole one last playful lick then slid his fingers from my quivering pussy and pulled me up beside him.

I lay there nestled into his warmth for a minute, basking in the afterglow of my orgasm, but I still felt that need for his cock in that hollow, empty place. And Ethan’s erection pressing against my side was an insistent reminder that he hadn’t come, yet. I rolled over on my back and spread my legs wide in invitation.

Ethan moved on top of me and slid between my legs, his cock resting in the slippery groove of my slit, and dipped his head forward to kiss me. The hot, musky smell of my sex was strong on him, and I could taste myself when I licked his lips. The raw, tangy flavor of my own sex sent me wild, driving into his mouth to suck my taste from his tongue.

With a groan Ethan rocked his hips so that his shaft slid up and down the length of my slit. The friction against my clit intensified the trembling deep within my pussy,  that hollow need which wasn’t going to go away until it was satisfied by Ethan’s thick cock.

Juices gushed from my tunnel to coat Ethan’s shaft and balls, dripping down my ass and slicking my thighs. When he could take no more of that, he drew back and positioned his head at my opening. Already slippery with my cum, his cock squeezed through my entrance and glided into the liquid heat of my tunnel.

Even wet I was still tight, though, and Ethan pressed in slowly, a little at a time. There was none of the pain of our first time, only glorious warmth as his shaft stretched my walls and pushed ever deeper inside. I wrapped my arms around Ethan’s chest and clung to him.

“Oh, yes,” I breathed. “You feel so good inside of me.”

Driven by need, I thrust down against him, forcing his manhood further into me, arching my back to rub my nipples against his chest. As he sank fully inside, I wrapped my legs around him to hold him there so I could enjoy the sensation of him filling me, stuffing my quivering hole with his thick cock.

After a minute he started to move inside me, slowly at first, but then as my walls grew accustomed to his intrusion he rocked faster, thrusting harder into me. With each plunge inside, his pubic bone ground against my clit, until I was drowning in ecstasy. Intense bursts of pleasure snatched the air from my chest, and my hands clutched helplessly at Ethan’s comforter while I gasped sharp gulps of air with each thrust. I didn’t even try to fuck him back—I couldn’t. I was paralyzed by the sensations exploding through my body.

“That’s it, Kinz. Come for me. Come for me, beautiful.”

The tension between my legs swelled while the sizzling tingles scorching from my clit had my whole body tingling. I threw my head back and cried out again and again as I desperately tried to fill my burning lungs. My pussy clenched tightly on Ethan and I locked my arms and legs around him to hold him deep inside me.

“Fuck, you’re gorgeous when you come, babe.”

Breath hissed between his teeth and then with a harsh grunt Ethan followed me. His cock swelled inside me, and then shuddered against my inner walls as he flooded me with gouts of his hot, sticky cum.

Ethan held himself there buried inside of me until his erection started to shrink, then rolled over to lay beside me. His eyes were still simmering with desire as they devoured my sweaty, naked body.

“You’re mine, Kinz,” he whispered. “All mine.”

With a happy smile I draped an arm and leg possessively over him. If I was his, he was mine.

*     *     *

Two years later I sat on the balcony of our big, two-story Victorian house, soaking in the golden, morning sunshine while Ethan read on the deck chair next to mine. Around us an endless sea of lush, green pastures glistened with dew like something from a painting. Somewhere behind us a mockingbird scolded, probably at one of the cats prowling around near the barn looking for mischief.

With a contented sigh I rubbed the growing swell below my breasts. Our child will be born here in a few months, safe and with this wonderful place to explore and play in. That’s the best gift we can give it in this new, terrible world.

We’d moved out of the city after a blissful year in the bookstore. Something had happened that second summer to drive more survivors our way, desperate people searching for food and supplies, and it wasn’t safe for us to stay anymore. Ethan said we were too exposed, so we scouted the areas east of the city until we came across this old house at the edge of an abandoned small town.

When we found it the paint was gray and peeling, the shutters were falling off and the porch sagging, and shingles were missing from the roof, but something about it tugged at me and I knew this was it. It had a well and a huge barn out back, along with a well-equipped workshop that helped convince Ethan. More importantly, it was over an hour away from the city and off of the main highways so there was no reason for anyone to come here.

Over the next months we hauled in truckloads of food, furniture, and everything else we could think of that might be useful, and got to work fixing it up. It took an awful lot of work, but together we got it all done and it was worth it. Ethan set up solar panels in a nearby field, concealed from the road by a thick line of oaks, so we have power and hot water, and a propane stove so we can cook hot meals. And of course there’s a game room so I can beat him at Call of Duty.

The house and barn have enough food stocked to last us for years, and Ethan has promised to build a greenhouse so we can start growing fresh vegetables and herbs with the packets of seeds we scavenged. There are deer and wild pigs in the woods nearby, so we even have fresh meat.

Two years ago, when I was cowering in a dark house with Brad and Stacy, I never would have believed that life would turn out to be so good. I owed it all to Ethan. My Ethan. He’s studying medicine now, so he’ll be ready for anything when the baby comes. But I know everything is going to be fine, and despite everything that’s happened, I’m happier than I’ve ever been.

I have Ethan, and what’s a little thing like a zombie apocalypse compared to that?

The End

Keep reading for a sneak peek at the first story in my paranormal erotica series, Fall from Grace. If you would like to be notified whenever I have a new release or sale, sign up for my newsletter.
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Sneak Peek: Fall from Grace

AS SOON AS I STEPPED into the house I knew that something was wrong. Someone else had been inside while I was out shopping.

I reached out with my senses in a careful probe just in case they were still there. My warning spells, so meticulously prepared and hidden, had been tripped. The very first magic my mother had taught me, only someone far more powerful than myself could have made it past them without setting them off. Whoever had gotten in probably didn’t even realize that they were there.

After a few tense seconds I relaxed, unable to sense any other living thing in the house, and followed the trail of disturbed spells up the broad staircase to the second floor. The path led straight to the magically locked spare bedroom next door to my own. I cursed under my breath as I reached the age-darkened door. The magical lock I’d placed on it had been broken, the heavy wood smashed in with an axe. Frantic, now, I shoved the shattered remnants out of the way and rushed inside.

It took only seconds to discover that the intruders hadn’t found what they’d sought. The wall-to-wall bookshelves had been torn apart, but Mom’s spell books remained in the cedar chest at the foot of the bed, safe under the glamour I’d cast to disguise them as a jumbled pile of dusty old Victoria Holt novels.

Any number of people would happily have killed to get their hands on those books. Mom had been a powerful sorceress before she’d died three years ago. Her magic hadn’t been able to save her from the aneurysm that cut her down in an instant as she stepped out of the shower that morning, though. I’d taken the books and hidden them as soon as I found out, before anything else. Those books couldn’t fall into the wrong hands.

Personally, I had no desire at all to use them. I was happy being a simple white witch, and I’d never done more than dabble my toes in the gray edges of magic just for the forbidden thrill of it when I was younger. I’d seen enough of Mom’s work to know that I wasn’t cut out for it and wanted nothing to do with the Dark Arts.

Unfortunately, other people didn’t have my scruples.

Tempting as it was, I couldn’t just let it go. I had to find out who was responsible. Whoever it was had been foiled this time, but they might well try again. Next time they might be more thorough, or bring along a more powerful magician who could take apart my glamour. Worse, they might find a way to slip past my warning spells and wait for me to come home then force me to get the books for them. I had no illusions about being able to withstand the kind of torture people interested in the darkest types of magic would be willing to dish out. Or what my fate would be afterwards.

The wards on the basement were still intact, and I made my way to the shielded room where I worked my spells. It took a while to get the ingredients together, but after half an hour I had a remote viewing spell going. Most people can never manage more than seeing places at a distance, but a witch with my skills can run the spell backwards to see what happened in the past.

I studied the images which formed in the heavy smoke with a frown. There were two of them, a man and a woman, but one of them had possessed the forethought to cast a spell to fuzz their identities. Still frowning, I pulled a silver needle from the velvet case beside me and pricked the tip of my finger so that one large, dark red drop welled out.

People tended to underestimate me. I stayed in the white and never did anything that might reveal the true scope of the abilities I’d attained. It was far safer to have people think that the power in our blood had failed after my mother, and that I was nothing but a disappointment who dabbled in herbalism and basic, harmless spells.

These people had no clue who they were fucking with.

The blood sizzled and flared for an instant as it landed on the bright coals, and then the image cleared. As I stared at it my heart turned to a cold lump in my chest, but I forced myself to watch as the pair climbed the stairs and broke down the door then tore the room apart in their search, until they eventually gave up and fled the scene.

I let the flames die and slumped on my stool with my stomach churning. Sick despair gnawed at me. I couldn’t think straight, couldn’t get myself together. After a while I staggered upstairs to the kitchen and sloshed wine into a glass. With that to brace me I steadied a little. What was I going to do?

The two people I’d seen in the smoke were my boyfriend and my best friend.

A few glasses of wine mixed with self-pity later the despair faded, replaced by a growing white-hot anger. Both of them had betrayed me, and judging by the way they interacted there was more to it than just stealing Mom’s books. There was no way I could let this go. I was going to have to do something. Something to make sure that they were never able to try again. And something to pay them back, too.

Deep inside me a tendril of darkness stirred and coiled around my heart, birthed by betrayal and fear. Or maybe the potential had been in me all along, just waiting for the right circumstances to awaken. Did it really even matter? It was there, and I was going to use it.

With firm steps I went upstairs to retrieve Mom’s spellbooks.

It took a few days before I was ready to make my move. There were a lot of preparations to make first, and then I had to catch the two of them together. I spent hours with my remote viewing spells, staring into the smoke like a hawk scouring the fields for a mouse. It was apparent that they believed the spell they had used to disguise themselves was beyond my ability to penetrate, for they both acted completely normal when we talked on the phone.

I practiced my acting as well, both in how I treated them and how I discussed the break-in. I blew it off, pretending that I was too involved in my work to worry about it—the same excuse I used for not seeing either of them all week. I knew that I’d never be able to maintain the facade if I saw them in person.

At last the moment came. Satisfied that I was fully occupied for the evening, Andrea visited Steven at his apartment. They wasted no time in proving that my suspicions that their betrayal ran deeper than the desire for Mom’s spell books was true. I watched them for a while and let the cold fury burn through my veins, cementing my resolve to carry through my plans, and then I turned to my spells.

Two hours later I stood before the door to Steven’s apartment, which sprang open at a gesture. I closed it behind me and walked to the bedroom, placing my large canvas tote on the floor by Steven’s desk. The two of them were on the bed, frozen where I’d zapped them with a stasis spell right in the middle of Steven taking Andrea from behind. It was a tricky spell to do remotely, but I’d been extra motivated. They were unable to so much as twitch but were still fully aware of everything around them, and I could feel the fear radiating from them.

“I should have brought my phone,” I remarked as I walked by the bed. “This would look great on your social media pages.”

Continue reading Fall from Grace…
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	} 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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