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The Outpost Diaries 

Book One

This book contains adult content intended for mature readers only.


For my girl,

who insisted the world needed a zombie book with a stubborn lesbian lead —

and who was absolutely right.

Thank you for believing in me, even on the days I don’t.
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Content Warning

This story includes graphic violence, gore, injuries, strong language, horror elements, criminal activity, themes of grief, and explicit sexual content between consenting adult women.

Reader discretion is advised.


Chapter One: Still Breathing

The wind kicked up dust through the broken glass of what used to be a small-town grocery store—two aisles still standing, shelves warped and bare in places, others buckling under rusted cans and powdered food no one had risked coming back for.

Nicky crouched low near the gutted pet aisle, her fingers brushing along faded cans of cat food, reading by touch more than sight. Most were dented or bloated, but nine were still sealed. She slipped them into her sack without hesitation, then shifted aside a collapsed shelf of torn litter bags, the scent of dust and dry ammonia rising into the stale air.

From the next aisle over, John called out, “If we’re risking our necks so Princess gets her dinner, I want that cat on guard duty.”

Nicky didn’t look up. “She handles all the mousin'.”

“Yeah—and judges everyone who walks through the gate.”

“She’s never wrong.”

She stood, brushing the grit from her knees with a quick swipe. Nicky moved with the quiet precision of someone who knew how to listen before she acted. Her dark hair was pulled into a messy braid, fraying at the sides, a few strands stuck to her temple with sweat. Dust clung to her skin and the edges of her sun-bleached utility jacket, the sleeves rolled high from habit, not comfort.

Her features were sharp, shaped more by survival than softness—high cheekbones, a steady mouth, and eyes dark brown and unreadable, always scanning, always tracking. Even still, she held herself like someone who didn’t know how to relax—and wouldn’t if she did.

“I need water,” she muttered.

“We need rain,” John replied. “This dry spell’s gonna kill us before the gnashers do.”

A faint clink echoed through the store as a can rolled off a tilted shelf nearby, bumping into rusted metal.

“We’ve got some powdered formula here. Diapers too,” John said, voice lower now.

He came around the corner, arms loaded with canned beans, dry oats, and two boxes of off-brand crackers. His boots crunched faintly on glass as he walked.

Nicky glanced at the formula. “Load it. Kid camp’s running low.”

John dropped it into one of the saddle bags, dusting off his hands. “You’d think the end of the world would make people less picky about brands.”

“Do you ever stop complaining?” Nicky muttered, slipping a plastic jar of peanut butter into her pack.

They moved with quiet coordination, one bag each already near full—no fuel meant they had to load everything on horseback, and even their best horses had limits. Nicky had trained hers personally, before the outbreak. The mare stood just inside the store’s blown-out entrance, ears flicking at every noise, reins loosely tied to a support beam where the automatic doors used to be.

John wasn’t as good a rider, but he was better than most. And he was the only one she’d halfway trust to keep an eye on her blind side.

She nodded toward the back hallway, where the cooler doors gaped open and dark shadows clung to the edges of the floor.

“Anything worth checking back there?”

John lifted his rifle slightly, the way a man did when he didn’t trust the dark. “Just freezers. If there’s meat back there, it’s got teeth now.”

They swept the back rooms cautiously—no infected, just rot and the lingering smell of chemicals from broken cleaning supplies. Nicky found a case of canned dog food under a collapsed stock cart, still sealed, still good. She set it carefully on top of her saddle bag, strapping it down with practiced hands.

As they stepped outside, she looked up. The sky was flat and bruised, the wind dry and sharp. A sign creaked overhead: “Welcome to Sunny Market—Family Owned Since 1972.”

John adjusted his pack with a grunt, shifting the weight across his shoulders as he led his horse out of the store and into the sun. The gelding snorted once but followed with the slow obedience of something that had seen worse.

Nicky followed close behind, her mare silent and sure-footed, moving like she knew the drill.

They mounted up—Nicky with a fluid motion that barely shifted the saddle, a bow slung across her back. Her skin was sun-darkened, jaw set, eyes hidden behind the brim of her hat, but always scanning the road ahead.

John cursed softly as his pack shifted again. He threw one leg over the saddle and settled in, the leather creaking beneath his weight. Broad-shouldered and sturdy, his posture had that unmistakable military edge—back straight, rifle slung high, gear strapped with practiced symmetry. His sandy blond hair was cropped short, streaked lighter by the sun, and his face bore the permanent squint of a man who’d spent too many years outside the wire.

They said nothing as they started down the broken road leading back toward the Outpost, a half-day’s ride over cracked pavement and thorny brushland. The silence between them wasn’t awkward—it was earned.

That’s when Nicky pulled her bow from her back, notching an arrow without slowing her horse.

John saw it too.

Two gnashers shambled near the wreckage of a bus stop up ahead—sunken eyes, one with a snapped arm dragging bone against asphalt hanging by skin. They moved slowly now, in the heat, but they moved.

John raised his rifle.

“Let me,” Nicky said.

One arrow. Then another.

Both dropped without a sound.

She exhaled through her nose, already putting the bow away.

John shook his head. “Show-off.”

“You wasted two bullets on one that wasn’t dead.”

“It got up again.”

“It always does.”

They rode past the corpses in silence, eyes scanning the hills, packs creaking with the weight of found things.

***

The scent of woodsmoke hit them before they even crested the hill—someone had started a fire early, and it smelled like something decent was cooking for once. Nicky and John rode in with their horses trailing dust, their packs creaking under the weight of scavenged supplies.

A few men lounged near a circle of lean-tos and tarped-over structures, rough shelters arranged inside a jagged perimeter of sharpened tree trunks sunk deep into the earth—uneven, hand-cut, and deadly-looking. Watchers stood at the breaks in the wall, bows and rifles slung casual but ready. Smoke drifted from a half-barrel grill near the center, where someone was stirring beans in a dented pot.

This wasn’t the Outpost. But it wasn’t chaos either. It was its own kind of order—messy, makeshift, and self-policed.

Derrick stepped forward, arms spread wide like they’d come bearing gold. A sleeveless flannel hung loose on his frame, stained and sun-faded, like he’d been wearing it since before the outbreak three months ago. He had long, wind-tangled hair and a gaunt face that made him look half-starved and half-smirking. His grin was sharp, eyes quick—always half a joke from turning mean.

John slid off his horse with a grunt. “We brought dog food, canned beans, and Nicky’s winning personality.”

Derrick grinned. “Guess I’ll take the beans.”

Nicky stayed quiet, dismounting with a practiced swing, already unfastening her saddle bags. She didn’t trade barbs when she didn’t need to.

One of the women tending the fire looked up and gave Nicky a nod.

“We got real garlic in this one,” she said. “Don’t ask how.”

John sniffed the air. “Keep this up and you’ll have half the wall guards sneaking over.”

That got a few low chuckles. Someone muttered, “If they even know how to sneak anymore.”

Another man, younger, greasy hair tied back with a strip of cloth, grinned over a tin bowl.
“They know you two are out here?”

John smirked, glancing at Nicky. “We didn’t exactly ask permission.”

“That’s ‘cause you paid your dues,” the younger man said. “New folk there get it much worse.”

Nicky stepped over to the pot. The woman ladled out a bowl—beans, rice, corn, and something else savory beneath the surface. She took a seat by the fire in an old camping chair.

“They still post sleep rotations like it’s boot camp?” the young man asked. “I spent two nights in that place. Couldn’t fart without someone logging it.”

More laughter, a bit louder this time.

Nicky chewed slowly, eyes on the field as the sun sank lower. Her mare shuffled restlessly, and she turned slightly, scanning the treeline.

“It’s... quiet in there,” the woman said, stirring the pot. “Too quiet. Like they’re always listening.”

Nicky didn’t answer. She brought the bowl to her lips and sipped the broth, letting the heat settle in her chest.

“They are listenin’,” someone else said. An older man missing two fingers, hunched by the fire, sharpening a blade with long, rhythmic strokes. The steel caught firelight in lazy arcs. “You think those blood tests are just to check for bites? That’s a load of crap.”

A couple heads turned his way. No one interrupted.

“We had one here,” the older man went on, voice lowering. “Left the Outpost. Said he was sick of the rules—sick of the pricks with badges. Seemed fine. Quiet. Then one night…” He paused, flicked a bit of metal from his blade. “Started convulsing. Foamed at the mouth. Eyes rolled back. Turned in his sleep. No bites. No fever. Just… changed.”

“I think he got bit,” someone offered. “Or maybe blood got in his eyes during a fight.”

The older man shook his head. “This one wasn’t a fighter. He’d been runnin’.”

The laughter from earlier was long gone. All that remained was the fire’s crackle and the sound of wind threading through dry grass. Someone shifted in their seat. A cough. A mutter.

Nicky stared into the fire, silent. A flicker passed through her eyes.

Truth was, she knew something was off about the Outpost. Had for a while. It was fine at first but things grew complicated when more people moved in.

But she kept her head down.

“That bloodwork,” the man muttered, still dragging his knife across the whetstone. “They’re lookin’ for somethin’. Just not what they say.”

Wind rustled the grass beyond the camp.

“I heard about a camp west of here,” another voice offered. “Couple days out. They’re building some kind of panic room—underground, reinforced.”

John’s jaw clenched. “Sounds like the old military base. They haven’t let anyone in for months.”

The woman shrugged. “They’ll run out of food, same as anyone. I don’t get it—why can’t people just accept this is the world now?”

A quiet murmur of agreement moved through the group.

Then Nicky’s mare gave a sharp whinny.

She turned slightly in her seat, head tilting. The firelight caught the edge of her cheekbone, eyes narrowing toward the shadows behind them.

Another groan, low and guttural, from just beyond the circle of tents.

Someone stood, hand going to the hilt of a blade. “Shit. How close?”

Nicky didn’t answer. She was already on her feet, bow in hand before the rest had even fully turned.

The first figure lurched between two scraggly trees—a woman, or what used to be one. Skin paper-thin over bone, jaw slack and teeth wet with dark sludge dripping.

Behind her, three more.

Nicky loosed one arrow—then another. Both hit center skull, clean and fast.

A third stepped into view.

Thwip. Gone.

The last one let out a snarling rasp, breaking into a stuttering run toward the edge of camp.

Nicky’s fourth arrow took it down mid-step. It dropped face-first into the dirt with a sickening crunch.

Silence. A beat passed.

Then: “Jesus,” someone muttered. “You always that quiet?”

John sipped from his tin cup. “You should see her on a good day.”

Someone gave a low laugh, more awe than amusement. Another mumbled, “Glad she’s on our side.”

Nicky sat back down without a word, still watching the dark woods.

Someone tossed another branch into the fire. Sparks rose, the light flaring bright and then softening again.

Conversation resumed in pockets, quieter this time.

Nicky sat with her bowl again, but didn’t eat. She kept her bow across her lap, fingers idly brushing the fletching of what few arrows remained in her quiver.

Seven left. Maybe less.

She’d need to make more soon. When they got back.

Across the fire, John leaned back on one arm, sipping again. His eyes caught hers briefly over the rim of the tin, but he didn’t say anything.

She stood once the edge of her tension had faded—not gone, just dulled.

The railing her mare was tied to was just a few paces away. Her mare lifted her head as Nicky approached, ears flicking forward. John’s horse stood ears twitching.

“Easy,” Nicky murmured, setting the tin of water down and adjusting the feed bag. The mare shifted, hooves scuffing the packed dirt, then settled with a quiet huff. Nicky ran a hand down her neck—solid, warm muscle beneath a thin sheen of dust and sweat. The animal’s warmth grounded her.

River.

Her father had bought the mare six years ago, not long after Nicky graduated high school. Back then, she'd rolled her eyes at the purchase, knowing they couldn’t afford it. “We already have horses,” she’d said. But he’d just given her that look—the one that said he knew something she didn’t.

River had been barely trained then, too skittish for the ranch hands, but Nicky had taken to her anyway. Spent long hours in the back pasture with a handful of oats and a lot of quiet patience. They understood each other now—every tug of the reins, every shift of weight.

She pressed her forehead briefly to River’s mane. The horse smelled like sun-warmed fur and dried grass.

Nicky didn’t say it out loud, but River was one of the last pieces of her father she had left.

She glanced over to the second horse tethered nearby—John’s, a rougher-looking gelding with a jagged blaze down his nose. Not a ranch horse. She’d found him half-wild behind a crumbling fence at one of the outer farms. There’d been others, too—panicked, thin, snapping at the air. A few she managed to coax back. The rest got chewed up. Eaten.

Not this one.

She gave River’s shoulder a final pat and turned to go, pausing just long enough to scan the trees beyond the wall. Nothing but wind and shifting moonlight.

By the time she turned back to the fire, most were starting to settle in for the night. A few still murmured in low voices, trading rumors and half-memories like old cards.

She rolled out her bedroll near the fire’s edge, close to John but not too close. Her blade stayed tucked at her side, her hand resting just over the hilt.

John shifted once, as if to speak—but didn’t.

She felt his gaze for a second longer than necessary. Then it was gone.

She lay on her back, drifting off while watching the stars.

***

A scream woke her maybe an hour later—one of the young guys shouting and fumbling to drive a spike through a gnasher’s neck. The whole thing was loud. Sloppy.

She didn’t get up.

They were loud again before dawn. Another scuffle—another one of them handled with noise and brute panic.

Nicky didn’t sleep much. Not because she was afraid. Because it grated.

These people never hunted. Never gutted a deer. Never even sharpened a blade before the world ended.

She stared again up at the stars.

They don’t know how to move quiet. They'd all probably be dead soon. Their faces flashed in her head, turned and infected. She drifted back to dreamless sleep.

By early light, she and John were packed and mounted. Her fingers grazed over the remains arrows. She wouldn’t waste them.

They rode hard.

When the gnashers came—two at first, then five more stumbling out of the brush—Nicky didn’t reach for her bow.

John raised his rifle and took one clean shot.

She slipped a hand under her coat, pulling her backup handgun.

It felt heavier than she remembered.

She squinted, braced, and fired three rounds.

Then they kept riding.

The wind pressed against them in long, dusty sighs, rattling dry brush along the edge of the trail. Hoofbeats thudded steady beneath them, the only real rhythm left in a world without phones.

John broke the silence. “We need to go somewhere it snows. Canada maybe. Freeze these fuckers. Slow ‘em down.”

Nicky didn’t answer.

“I spent two winters training in Norway,” he went on. “Marine Corps cold-weather unit. Snow up to your ass, boots stiff as boards. Mess up your laces, you lose toes. But the dead’d be at bay, at least.”

She let out a quiet breath through her nose. “You were in when it all started?”

Nicky already knew the answer. He talked about the military often—loudly, with the other guards—but never with her. She’d kept it that way. This was the longest run they’d done alone, just the two of them.

“Sure was,” John said. “Supposed to be joint ops with the Guard down in Austin. Keep order, secure the roads. Yeah, that lasted about a week. After that, it was just blood and chaos.”

Their horses moved in sync, hooves muffled by dust that curled around their legs like low mist.

Nicky stared ahead. The horizon stretched flat and endless in every direction—but she still felt it, like some invisible rope tethering her to the land.

“I’m not leavin’ Texas,” she said finally, not looking over. “Not really sure I can.”

John glanced sideways, brows knitting slightly. “Why? You got someone left out here?”

She didn’t respond. Just gave her mare a light nudge with her heel.

The silence that followed wasn’t awkward. It was heavier than that—settling between them like dust on a grave.

“Let’s speed up,” Nicky murmured, eyes sweeping the horizon. Something felt off. Last time she’d come down this stretch of road, raiders had been camped near the rusted shell of an old gas station. The roof had caved in years ago before all this, vines swallowing the signage, but the pump canopy still stood like crooked teeth in the brush.

John glanced over. “Spidey senses tinglin’?”

She didn’t answer—just tightened her grip on the reins. They kicked into a faster gait, hooves drumming against packed dirt and cracked asphalt. East Texas rolled out around them—dry summer grass, scattered pine, the skeletons of buildings long since gutted.

The wall came into view on the far rise, distant but familiar.

Nicky looked ahead, scanning the hill.

That’s when she saw it—movement, just north of the road. Not directly in their path, but too close for comfort. Shadows shifting where there shouldn’t be any. Then, figures—ten, maybe twenty—rising out of the brush and from behind the old drainage culvert, like they’d been waiting.

“We’ve got company!” Nicky called out.

The shapes came into focus—shambling, jerky. But closing in.

A horde.

John cursed. “We fightin’ or running?”

“No,” he answered himself a second later. “We’re close enough. Let’s just lose ’em!”

“Cut west,” Nicky shouted. “Tree line’ll slow them down.”

She kicked River into motion, angling toward a stretch of cottonwoods and old oaks, the trees swaying faintly in the late-afternoon heat. Behind them, the gnashers surged with unnatural speed.

Low growls rose, carried on the breeze.

“Fast fuckers,” John muttered.

Nicky’s heart hammered. These ones were different. Her pulse matched each hoofbeat as they curved through the brittle grass, ducking beneath branches and dodging sun-bleached fence posts.

The settlement wall loomed larger now—but still too far. The gnashers were gaining, maybe fifteen feet back. Too fast. She threw a glance over her shoulder.

John was lagging.

“Hey asshole!” she barked. “Ride harder!”

“Will do, sugar pop!” he yelled, snapping his reins.

Gunshots rang out.

Not his.

Nicky’s eyes darted up—movement in the trees. Hunting chairs. Camouflage. Rifles.

Familiar shapes. Relief hit, cold and bright.

“That’s new,” John shouted, nodding toward the shooters hidden in the branches.

Shots cracked again. One crawler dropped with a headshot just as it lunged.

They didn’t stop. Rode straight for the gate.

The Outpost wall creaked open as they approached, metal scraping on metal.

A redheaded man stood in front, machine gun across his chest, grinning.

“What took you two so long?” he called. “We thought you were dead. Then we remembered you were with her and thought twice.”

He and another guy laughed, stepping aside to let them through.

“We’re staffing the trees now, Remy?” John asked, panting. “You know I don’t do heights.”

“Optional,” the redhead replied. “Few of ’em chose to. Said it was better than bathroom detail.”

The gates groaned shut behind her, all welded metal and rattling chain. A couple guards waved her in, nodding toward the supply drop—a squat little house just off the main drag.
Nicky swung down from the saddle, unslung the gear, and handed over the supplies without ceremony. She kept a couple of cans and rubbed River’s neck before leading her down the road.

They cut through the rows of houses and old trailers, a patchwork neighborhood that had been here long before the Outpost wall. Her driveway was cracked and overgrown, but the mare followed without fuss.

The house wasn’t much—single-story, two bedrooms, one of them empty. The kitchen still worked, but barely got use. A ceramic angel was nailed above the porch light, left over from a life that wasn’t hers.

Nicky rolled up the garage door and led River inside. The space had been converted—half stable, half storage. Old saddles, water barrels, and bins of scavenged hardware lined the walls. She swapped out the mare’s feed and got her fresh water, then gave her one last pat.

Inside, the house was quiet. She slipped through the door that connected to the garage. The air was dry and still, circulating through a solar-powered fan system that wheezed more than it moved. Dust clung to the air and drifted in the evening light.

Nicky didn’t mind. It was safe. It was hers. She stripped off her outer layer and headed for the sink. The water ran warm. She scrubbed her hands, then her face, letting the grit of yesterday swirl down the drain. The mirror above the faucet had a crack in the corner, the silvering gone in patches, but it showed enough: tired eyes, streaks of dirt across her cheek, and a sunburned nose. She dried off and changed into soft cotton, the kind she didn’t wear outside the fence.

She lay on the couch for a while. Not asleep, but still. The cat jumped up eventually, curling at her hip like she always did when she made it back in one piece.

Around dinnertime, she walked across the road to the house with the solar rig on the roof, wires running like veins down the siding.

She knocked once, then again.

When the door opened, Artemis blinked out at her. He was five or so years younger than Nicky and probably still in high school before all this. His afro was flattened under the weight of noise-canceling headphones, one side askew, and his long fingers were smudged with graphite.

She didn’t say anything right away. Just held out a circuit board wrapped in cloth and a few cans of dog food.

“Found that at an old store,” she said.

He took it carefully. “You were gone a while. I wish you wouldn’t go out there.”

“I’m back now.”

That was all. She didn’t go inside. Didn’t have to. Artemis gave a small nod and disappeared back behind the door.

Nicky turned and walked home, the air already starting to cool as evening settled.

She spent the next hour at the kitchen table, working by lamplight. Her fingers moved on instinct—cutting, binding, smoothing fletching with the curve of her thumb. There was something steady in it, in the repetition. Make the shaft true. Bind the head tight. Check the notch. Again.

When she had a dozen new arrows lined up, she stood, stretched her back, and grabbed her bow. She'd need more of them but it could wait.

The neighborhood was mostly quiet now. A few kids ran between houses with the last of their daylight, chased half-heartedly by someone’s mutt. The wind turbine near the rec center spun just fast enough to hum.

She wandered without direction, passing homes she’d seen a hundred times—some boarded, some lived in, some repurposed for food storage. She paused near the old urgent care, now a shadow of what it had been. The sign out front still bore half the original name, the rest faded to nothing.

That old man’s voice came back to her.

Foamed at the mouth. No bites. Just changed.

She stood for a while, hand resting on the bow at her shoulder, watching the darkness around the houses ahead.

Eventually, she went home. Locked the door. Cuddled the cat.

She set the bow beside the couch and lay down fully clothed, eyes fixed on the ceiling until sleep crept in.

Tomorrow—or the next day—she’d head out again.

But tonight, she’d sleep the way the dead used to.


Chapter Two: What’s Left Standing

Nicky ate standing at the counter—jerky, half a stale biscuit with blueberry jam—then fed River in the garage.

The air was already warm when she walked through the Outpost gate on foot. Guards leaned on rifles, trading low conversation. She caught pieces of it—more undead walking in daylight, more patrols doubling up. No one stopped her.

Beyond the wall, the world smelled like dry grass and dust baked into the dirt. She moved quiet, circling away from the main road where sound carried too far. The bandana at her neck came up over her nose and mouth—not for the dust, but for when the blood started flying.

First kill came easy—a lone gnasher caught between two leaning fence posts. One arrow, in and out. Target practice.

She gutted a rabbit for sinew, the air thick with iron and fur, when the second came—faster, close enough for her to see black veins spreading under its skin. She shoved her bowie knife up beneath its jaw, felt the twitch, and pushed it off.

She found what she came for: a straight length of hardwood from an old porch railing, a cracked toolbox with nails, and two broadheads she could reuse. On the way back, three more came at her from the brush. Arrows dropped two; the last she met with the knife, the blade biting deep.

On the way back, the brush ahead went still. No wind, no insect hum—just the brittle rasp of something moving wrong. She caught the faint wet rattle of a throat, then the heavier drag of a foot catching on roots.

The smell hit next—sweet rot mixed with stagnant water. Old enough to have bloated in the summer heat, but not so far gone that the flesh had fully sloughed. A week, maybe ten days dead. The skin had turned to gray and split at the joints, the jaw muscles stiffened in that slack, hungry gape.

Three of them pushed through the brush, burrs and dead grass clinging to the tatters of their clothes.

She notched fast. First arrow through the eye of the lead one—collapsed like a puppet with its strings cut. Second caught another in the temple, dropping it sideways into the grass.

The last one lunged before she could draw again, breath a hot, foul wash on her cheek. She met it with a step forward, knife swinging. The blade bit into the skull with a sound like splitting green wood.

It slid to the dirt at her feet, the stink blooming hotter in the sun.

By the time the Outpost wall came into view, blood had dried on her sleeves and speckled her boots. One of the guards leaned off the rail as she passed, eyes flicking over the dried gore on her sleeves.

“Looks like you made friends,” he said.

She didn’t answer, just stepped inside. John was leaning on the rail near the supply drop, smirk ready. “You always bring back souvenirs?”

She passed him without slowing.

Back home, she stepped into the shower, swapped into a clean shirt, and set her finds on the table. The rest of the day passed in pieces—crafting, sharpening, waiting for morning.

At first light, she’d ride for the ranch.

***

Nicky walked River through the Outpost gate at first light, saddle bags packed with water, a few days’ rations, her fletching kit, a spare quiver of arrows—and a short-handled axe strapped to the saddle. She didn’t usually bring it, but it was better for swinging from horseback than her long knife.

The guards hardly glanced her way. Outside the wall, a set of fresh bootprints caught her eye—wide-set, heavy tread, not Outpost issue. She mounted without a word.

The air beyond smelled faintly of smoke. Riding alone, the world went quiet—just River’s hooves and the low creak of leather. Out here, Nicky set the pace, chose the route, spotted threats before they spotted her. She liked that kind of control.

Still, she knew there were blind spots she couldn’t cover alone. Not that it mattered—there wasn’t anyone she trusted to ride at her back. Not even John when it really came down to it. Especially not John. He filled the silence she needed, and the longer they rode together, the bolder his glances got.

She couldn’t understand how he let himself come apart so easily. Even if she met a woman worth slowing down for, she’d keep riding. That’s what she told herself, anyway. Out here, distraction got you killed.

A mile out, a lone gnasher staggered from a ditch, skin slack and gray. She guided River to a steady halt, drew, and put an arrow through its eye. As it dropped, she saw the cracked leather patch on its jacket—a gang emblem she’d spotted on a dead raider weeks ago.

She kept moving.

An hour later, she spotted a column of black vultures rising in the distance. When she closed the gap, she saw them lift from a cluster of gnashers crouched over a dead deer in the road, hands buried in the open cavity. The smell was thick and wet. She guided River into the grass, slow steps, watching their heads twitch toward her before she eased out of sight.

The road narrowed into a stretch of scrub and half-fallen pines. Branches scraped her sleeves, the air still and hot. A faint glint flashed through the trees to her right—low, deliberate. Human or not, she didn’t slow.

The ambush came fast—a blur tearing out of the brush, all teeth and rot. River danced sideways, hooves churning up dirt, but Nicky was already swinging the axe free. The first strike split its temple with a wet crack; the second drove it to the ground for good. Thick, black blood clung to the edge, slow and tar-like, until she scraped it off against the rough bark of a nearby tree.

Nicky angled west to avoid the smoke curling from somewhere ahead on the main road. Raiders made themselves visible as bait.

By the time the ranch fence came into view, her thighs ached from the saddle and the sun had burned a glare into her eyes.

The ranch fence sagged in the middle, one hinge of the gate hanging loose. River’s hooves crunched over the dry gravel drive as Nicky looked out over the empty land.

For a while, she’d thought she could hold it. In those first days, when the news was still calling it a “containment effort,” she’d hammered boards over windows, dragged scrap metal into place, and strung wire where the fence had gaps. It had worked—long enough for her to believe the ranch might stand.

She swung down and led River beneath the porch overhang, looping the reins loosely to a support beam. Close enough to hear her if she spooked. Her ears flicked, tracking the empty yard.

Her father had been bitten. She hadn’t known.

She still carried the same .44 Magnum revolver that had been in his desk for as long as she could remember, the walnut grip worn smooth by his hand. The morning she found him bent over her mother’s body, she’d pulled it from the counter without thinking. The shot had been deafening in the small kitchen, the recoil slamming through her wrist. One round to the head. That was all it took. It happened just two weeks in. She buried them side by side under the cottonwoods.

After that, the house had just been walls and air. She left when the silence felt heavier than the risk outside.

Now, she mounted the porch steps. The front door hung shut but unlocked.

Inside, the air was stale, dust thick in the corners, but someone had been here. Bootprints tracked through the grime. A chair sat pulled out from the table, its legs leaving clean streaks across the floor. The cabinets gaped open, shelves mostly bare.

She checked each room with slow, deliberate steps, fingers brushing the knife at her hip. The smell was wrong—not rot, not quite—but lived-in enough to make her uneasy.

In the back bedroom, she stopped. The old iron bedframe still stood, its quilt faded to the color of sun-bleached denim. She could almost see her parents there—her father sleeping in late after a long summer’s ride, her mother sitting up beside him, hair pinned back, balancing ledgers on her knees. City woman, her dad used to say, half teasing, half proud. Her mother had brought her own order to the place—numbers in neat columns, receipts clipped with care—while her father brought the dust in on his boots and guns.

Now there was just the stillness. A half-empty dresser. A cup ring on the nightstand, ghost of some morning long gone.

She let her hand rest on the doorframe, thumb brushing the grain of the wood. The hallway stretched quiet before her, dust swirling in the light. Each step made the floorboards sigh beneath her boots. Her old bedroom door hung half open, the paint around the knob chipped from years of slamming it shut as a teenager.

Inside, the air was cooler. Dust coated everything in a soft gray film, muting the color from what little she’d left behind. The bed was stripped bare except for the thin mattress.

On the wall, a handful of photographs still clung—thumbtacked at odd angles. One showed her and her father beside a downed black bear, his arm slung around her shoulders, both of them grinning, proud and sunburned. Another caught her with a few friends at the creek, all muddy knees and beer cans. And then there was the one of her sister, smiling wide, arm hooked tight around Nicky’s neck. Nicky looked younger there, softer around the eyes. It hurt to look at.

Her desk was still there too, cluttered in the way she used to keep it: a cracked mug full of pens, a stack of DVDs piled neatly by the old TV—Man vs. Wild, The Legend of Korra, Alone in the Wilderness, a couple of video game cases probably missing their disks. The Xbox sat beside them, a faint outline of clean wood around it where the dust hadn’t settled back then.

On the dresser, beneath a film of dust, lay the silver-and-turquoise pendant her grandmother used to wear. The chain was dull now, a little kinked from years of being forgotten. She picked it up, thumb brushing the familiar pattern.

It didn’t mean much to anyone else. Not a tribal emblem, not something she’d ever claim as heritage. Just something that was her grandmother’s. It was hers now—passed down, like the woman who wore it, tough and half-wild and hard to pin down.

She stood there for a long moment before setting it back down. Some things didn’t belong on the road. It was safer here, buried under dust, than out there with her.

She stepped down from the porch, stairs creaking, and crossed the yard toward the cottonwoods. The grass was waist-high in places, tugging at her legs as she made her way to the two simple markers. Weathered cedar boards, carved by hand.

She stood there for a while, thumb tracing the grooves of her mother’s name—Camille. The letters were rough but deep, the kind of work done slow, steady, over too many nights. She’d gone back three times to smooth the edges, to make sure the name would hold.

Beside it, the other marker leaned slightly in the dirt. The carving was shallow, hurried. Raylen. The sun and rain had already begun to wear it down. She hadn’t come back to fix it.

Couldn’t.

She’d dug the graves herself, laid the bodies inside, wrapped in sheets. The memory of her father’s undead face had long since overwritten the warm one she’d known in life.

Every day she tried to recall the good times, when their family was still four and still whole, but the harder she reached for them, the further they slipped away.

River snorted behind her. She turned back toward the storm stall her father had built into the slope beyond the barn. It was half-buried, cool even in summer, with a sliding wood door and reinforced frame. He’d always said it was for tornado season, but she’d known even before the outbreak it was built for more than that.

She led River inside, unstrapped the saddlebags, and found a barrel of feed and a metal trough still in place. Dust and spiderwebs coated everything, but the water pump groaned to life after a few stubborn cranks. She filled the trough until the water ran clear.

River lowered her head to drink, ears twitching. Nicky slid the heavy bolt into place on the door. If something came through, she didn’t want River bolting into the open.

She turned toward the barn, her boots tracing a faint path through the dust. The big double doors sagged on their hinges, but the loft ladder was still where she left it—tucked behind a sheet of weathered sheathing, waiting to be pulled free.

Her father had built the loft after Cheyenne went missing—said it was so Nicky would always have somewhere to hide if trouble came.

Cheyenne had been older by a year, softer, and quicker to laugh. She didn’t have Nicky’s stubborn streak.

She climbed the ladder, each rung groaning under her weight, and hauled herself into the narrow loft. Pulling the ladder up after her, she settled into the dim space. The boards smelled of dust and hay, and a single high window framed the yard below. From here, she could watch both the house and the road—just as her father had intended.

The late light slanted across the yard, maybe five o’clock by her guess. She stretched out, intending only to rest her eyes for a minute. Sleep caught her anyway.

The sound of voices pulled her back. She blinked, listening—low at first, then sharper, carried in on the crunch of footsteps.

She crawled to the window, careful to keep below the sill. Four riders were coming in from the road, dust curling behind them. Two in front moved with a familiarity that made her stomach tighten. Even before they got close enough for her to see their faces, she knew the set of their shoulders, the way they sat a saddle.

It was her cousins.

They reined in near the barn, joined by men she didn’t recognize. Mean laughter drifted up, along with the sharp jingle of spurs.

The barn doors creaked open.

Nicky slid a hand to her bow, fingers curling around the grip. Shadows crossed the lower level, dust stirring in the late sun.

“She here?” someone asked.

“Didn’t see her horse,” another voice said, skeptical.

One of them chuckled. “She wouldn’t leave that thing behind. Not her.”

“Tommy, you sure it was Nicky?” Nicky knew it was Carson.

“Without a doubt.”

They moved through the stalls, rattling tack hooks and peering into corners, the scrape of boots on wood sending faint vibrations up through the loft boards.

“Nothing,” a man muttered.

“Check the house again,” Tommy said.

Carson’s voice followed, lower, almost amused. “Boys don’t hesitate—she’ll fucking kill you. She will.”

“She will,” Tommy echoed. “Dad wants her alive. Take her down, but don’t take her out.”

Bootsteps retreated. Sunlight flared through the doorway before the doors swung shut, and the sound of hooves carried them away toward the gate.

Nicky stayed still, listening, the bow still in her hand. No one in her extended family had ever known about the storm stall. Still, she worried about River.

***

About half an hour later, Nicky eased the ladder down and climbed from the loft. The air in the barn felt hotter, thicker, the silence outside pressing in. She slipped through a side door, keeping low, and cut around the far side of the building toward the storm stall.

River was fine, ears flicking toward her as she unlatched the door. Still, her chest eased only when the mare stepped out into the light. She mounted quickly and turned in the direction she’d last heard the riders go.

She kept River moving hard, the land blurring past in dry grass and low cedar.

It happened fast—shapes breaking through the treeline, a dozen at least. Faces torn, teeth bared, the sound of their groaning swelling into a roar.

She yanked the reins, turning River hard away from them. The detour pulled her off the road entirely, weaving through uneven ground and sun-baked arroyos. The horizon was empty in all directions, the sky huge and hard, and she realized she’d lost her bearings.

A sharp whistle cut through the wind.

Then gunshots—clean, controlled. Two of the dead near her dropped in a spray of black, twitching in the dust.

Riders broke from the scrub in a loose circle, dust boiling up around them. Her cousins were there, grinning like they’d found exactly what they’d been looking for. Three of the unknown men flanked them.

Her uncle Matt sat at the center of it all—or Mato, as he called himself these days.

He was broad through the shoulders, neck thick as a fencepost, his dark hair tied back in a rough knot. His eyes were the same pale brown she remembered, but harder now, even more deadly. Sun had darkened his skin to leather, the deep lines around his mouth carved by years of scowling.

Their family’s blood was mixed—white and Native—but Mato carried that heritage like a scar. He’d been unwelcome in any tribe long before the outbreak, a wound he never stopped picking. Her father had tried to pull him out of the meth, the fights, the crawling hatred, but Mato had only grown worse.

Now there was something new—a raw, puckered burn curling up his forearm, the skin still shiny and angry. It looked no more than a few weeks old.

And here he was, the same hate in his eyes, riding toward her like the years between didn’t matter at all.

He brought his horse in close, the others forming a loose circle around her. “Well, if it isn’t my sweet niece. Where you been, Nicky?” His voice was low, but there was an edge under it.

Her jaw tightened.

“Survivin’. Day by day.”

“For three months? On your own?” He shook his head. “You ought to be with family. Can’t trust anyone else in a world like this. But finally—” his mouth twisted in something like a smile, “—finally there’s freedom. No one telling us how to live. Finally, justice can be served proper.”

She caught her cousin Carson easing a hand toward his gun.

“I’ll be moving on now,” she said flatly.

Mato followed her gaze, shot Carson a warning look, then turned back to her. He sighed.

“You were always a mean little bitch, even as a kid. I guess that’s why you’re here and your sister isn’t.”

Nicky’s face darkened at the mention of Cheyenne. Her pulse climbed, breath quickening, and for a moment she considered going ballistic and killing all of them.

“Easy,” Mato said, almost lightly, both hands lifting in a mock gesture of peace. “We could all use you back at base. I’d like you to come with us.” His gaze drifted over her—bow, axe, saddle—taking stock like he was inventorying supplies. “I need someone who can track and hunt like you. No one else out here’s got your edge.”

The words landed like a slow punch. She remembered nights lying awake, imagining ways to torture him. Whenever her father wasn’t looking, Mato had “disciplined” her the same way he did his own sons—with a fist, a switch, or the back of his hand. Her parents never believed in striking children, and she’d never told them about it. When one of his beatings finally left a mark on her face, her father refused to let him set foot in the house again.

Nicky’s eyes flicked to the burn on his arm. “What happened there?”

Mato glanced at it, then back at her. “Nothing worth talking about.”

Her cousins traded looks, eyes sharp, trying to stare her down. They’d never liked her—too many fights she’d won, too many times she’d beaten them at shooting, knife throwing, anything worth keeping score over.

The air between them hung heavy. She considered bolting—River could break the circle if she pushed hard enough—but the sun was already tilting low, and night would close in fast. Better to bide her time. She’d find a way to slip out before morning.

“Alright,” she said at last. “I’ll ride with you.”

Mato’s smile was small, but it showed teeth. “Good. Let’s all go home.”

***

They rode in a loose line through the dry grass. Nicky kept each man in her periphery, but they’d shifted just enough to keep her boxed in. The sun bled low toward the horizon, casting long shadows over the flat land, broken only by rusted fenceposts and half-collapsed sheds.

Mato kept his horse close enough that she could hear the jingle of his spurs. “How’d my brother die?” he asked, not looking at her.

Nicky kept her eyes forward. “He turned into one of ‘em. Was already on Mom when I got there. I did what I had to.”

Mato’s jaw flexed. “And you didn’t think to come to my place?”

She pictured the rundown trailer, the nightmare of it.

“No.”

He looked over at her for a while before facing the road again. The space between them stayed civil, but the air was full of everything left unsaid.

They kept on, the silence between them filled by the clink of tack and the wind combing the grass. Behind, her cousins traded lazy jokes with the strangers, voices dipping and rising in the warm air.

A few of the undead drifted into view, staggering from behind a leaning windmill. One of Mato’s men raised his rifle and dropped them both clean. Nicky didn’t so much as glance over. River’s ears flicked once, then forward again.

The air shifted before the sound reached her. A low, rolling moan rose on the wind, deep enough to hum in her chest.

“Horde,” someone barked.

They broke into a gallop, dust billowing in their wake, grass lashing at River’s legs. The dead poured over a low rise, too many to count. She pushed harder, driving to the front—away from the others.

Her bow was in her hand before she’d even turned. She loosed into the nearest skull without breaking pace, then another, then another—draw, release, draw, release—the rhythm matching River’s stride. A man screaming rang sharp through the wind. Nicky whipped around but there was no time to find where it came from. One came out of nowhere and lunged close. She leaned low, sent an arrow through its temple, then swung the bow to her back and reached for the axe. The weight settled into her palm like it belonged there.

She rose in the stirrups, bringing the blade down in a sharp arc that split bone. Another swing took the top off a skull, the body crumpling under River’s pounding hooves. The air filled with the wet thud of steel meeting flesh, the sound almost lost in the chaos.

Gunfire cracked from the others, but it was scattered and slow. Reloading cost them precious beats, their shots going wide. She didn’t look back to see who was falling behind.

The horde thinned, their moans stretching away into the distance until all that was left was the smell—hot, wet, and clinging.

Nicky eased River down to a walk, letting the adrenaline taper. Behind her, the men’s voices rose between ragged breaths.

“Holy shit… did you see—” one started, but another cut him off. “She dropped more of ’em than the three of us combined.”

“Hell, she didn’t even miss,” Tommy said, wiping his sleeve across his mouth before sneaking a look at Nicky.

Nicky met his glance with a glare sharp enough to cut the air between them.

“That’s why we’ve got her,” Mato said, his tone hard but edged with pride. “Now you all get it.” His gaze settled on Nicky. “Still got that psycho in you, huh? Good. You got that from my brother… and from our mother.”

The praise, if it was that, hung in the air a moment—then was swallowed by Carson’s voice.

“We lost Gunther. His horse went down.”

Mato didn’t blink and scowled. “We keep moving.”

No one argued.

***

The base wasn’t far from the ranch—maybe two miles east, tucked behind a stand of wind-bent cottonwoods. They rode up a rutted track until the trees broke open to a clearing where the land sank into an old fallout shelter. The brick structure jutted from the earth at an angle, part of its face blown away in jagged teeth, leaving the upper floor open to the sky. Half in, half out of that breach, a firepit smoldered, the smoke curling into the cooling evening air.

A wall of scavenged thornwood ringed the camp, bound tight with wire and hammered through with spikes and bent rebar. It looked less like a fence and more like something that wanted to hurt you if you got too close.

“Found it myself,” Mato said, sweeping a hand toward the building as they passed through the gate. “Pulled every good fighter in the area into one place. Now we got security, food, even entertainment. And people know—come here uninvited, you don’t leave.”

Nicky didn’t ask what entertainment meant. She could guess.

Inside, the base had the messy sprawl of a place that was both lived in and used hard. People lounged on stacked ammo crates, mended clothes by firelight, sharpened blades against bricks. Against the far wall where there was no roof left, she spotted a deep hole, ringed with scavenged bleachers.

She kept River close, refusing when one of the men offered to take the horse to their pen.

“She stays with me,” Nicky said, her tone flat enough to make him step back.

Mato let it pass with a shrug. “Fine. Sleep where you want. Don’t wander too far though.”

They showed her a lean-to at the edge of camp—three walls of weathered wood and a tarp roof, close enough to the thorn fence that she could hear it creak when the wind pushed through. The ground was packed dirt, but it would keep the rain off, and River could be tethered right beside her.

She was stripping the saddle when a voice drifted over.

“You’re Camille and Ray’s girl.”

Nicky glanced up. A woman stood a few feet away, cradling a dented metal washbasin against her hip. Early fifties, a little heavyset, her hair was dyed a brassy yellow that caught the firelight in sharp glints. She wore a blouse that had once been a bright sky blue, sleeves rolled to her elbows, faint smudges of soot and dirt blending into the fabric. Her hands were damp from laundry, the skin at her knuckles chapped.

“Name’s Candace,” she said. “You can call me Candy. I went to school with your parents.”

Nicky’s mouth twitched into something that might have been a smile, but a sad one.

“You got your mother’s smile, but you look so much like your daddy. I take it they’re no longer around?”

Nicky gave a short shake of her head. Candy set the basin down on the packed dirt with a muted thud and wiped her hands on her jean capris. Then she stepped closer, resting one warm, work-worn hand on Nicky’s arm. The grip was firm, like she meant it. She gave a small nod, her face folding into a sigh.

“Let’s sit,” Candy said. “These old knees are barkin’, and we ran out of ibuprofen weeks ago.”

They eased down on a low crate and chair by the lean-to. Smoke from the firepit drifted on the breeze, mixing with the sharper tang of oil and gunmetal.

“How are you holding up?” Candy asked.

“I’m fine,” Nicky said, though it landed more like a question than an answer.

“You’ve just been staying around here, or…?”

Nicky’s eyes drifted past her, toward the circle of people hunched close to the fire. “Just been around.”

Candy’s eyes softened. “Your uncle’s been kind. Keeps me here because I can fix the weapons—guns, crossbows, you name it. Not much else I’m good for these days.”

Nicky let out a sharp, humorless breath. “My uncle is anything but kind.”

They were far enough from the fire now that the noise of the camp dulled to a low murmur.

“Why’d you come here, Nicky?” Candy asked.

“I didn’t really have a choice.” She glanced around, her voice dropping. “I won’t be here long.”

Candy leaned in, her voice a whisper. “Then leave before they bring anyone into the pit. Last two they threw in there… it ended in a fire. Well—an explosion, really.”

Nicky’s brow furrowed. “What’s the pit?”

“Walk with me.” Candy gestured toward the shadows beyond the lean-to. “Your horse will be fine.”

Nicky hesitated, searching her face. There was something in Candy’s steady gaze—open, unflinching—that made her seem like someone worth trusting. She carried a quiet warmth, the kind that drew people in without trying. Maybe she’d been a teacher or a social worker once. Someone used to guiding others.

They moved quietly through the camp, skirting the glow of the firelight until the pit came into view. Even in the dim light, Nicky could make out the circle of rough bleachers and the blackened scorch marks climbing the brick walls.

Candy’s voice stayed low. “They make sport of it. Throw people in with the undead. Call it training sometimes, but it’s mostly just for their entertainment. That girl—she was different. Got her hands on something. Mato was burned, and several of them died. Her brother was going to fight blindfolded, and I guess she wasn’t having it. They love doing that—blindfolds, hands tied.”

She shook her head.

“A girl caused the fire?” Nicky asked.

“Yes. Don’t know how she pulled it off. She was tied up, going to fight after the brother was done. They vanished. Power to them, though. I’m just glad none of the kids were nearby.”

They kept walking, boots crunching softly over the dirt.

“Miss Candy? How’d you know my name?” Nicky asked.

Candy gave her a sidelong look. “Mato and his boys talk about you plenty—your skills, the way you fight. Said they knew you were out there somewhere. They’re desperate for real fighters.” Her mouth tightened. “I’m sorry they found you. Don’t let them use you, Nicky. They’ve been getting worse with their raids I hear.”

Nicky’s gaze drifted past her, over the dim sprawl of the camp. Shadows clung to the jagged brick of the fallout shelter, the firelight picking out shapes—men hunched over dice games, a woman scraping blood from a blade, the slow, lazy swing of a chain hanging from a post.

Laughter carried from a fire pit, sharp and ugly, riding the scent of smoke and something sour that wouldn’t wash away. The thorn fence creaked in the wind like it was alive. Every sound felt too loud, too close.

Candy leaned in, her kind eyes searching Nicky’s face. “I can help you leave… if you want to.”

“You should come with me when I go,” Nicky said, her voice low but certain. “I can bring you somewhere better. Safe.”

Candy’s smile was soft, though there was steel under it. “No, honey. I wouldn’t last a day out there. This is my cage, but at least the bars keep the wolves out.” Her gaze lingered on Nicky, steady and knowing. “You… you were built to run.”

***

Candy let her settle in for the night, making sure River had enough hay and water before giving Nicky a quick, reassuring squeeze on the shoulder. “Sleep. I’ll come get you before first light.”

Nicky curled beneath the lean-to, the tarp overhead snapping gently in the wind. She woke more than once to gunfire—sharp cracks echoing across the dark—but each time, exhaustion pulled her back under.

The next time she opened her eyes, the air was cool and gray. Candy crouched beside her.

“Up. Now. Mato never stirs before dawn, and we’re not wasting the chance.”

Nicky was on her feet in moments, cinching her pack. Candy pointed toward a gap in the thorn wall. “Head that way, past the old trucks. You’ll find a wash of dry creek bed. Follow it east.”

Nicky slipped into the shadows, River’s reins looped loosely in her hand. She passed a cluster of sleeping shapes near the embers of a fire—men sprawled with rifles across their chests. A little farther on, she saw something that made her slow.

A man sat on an old mattress, a young girl—couldn’t be more than ten—perched beside him. His hand moved slowly through her hair, untangling strands in the low light. There was nothing obvious in his touch, no overt sign of harm, but it prickled every nerve in Nicky’s body. She froze, the urge to grab the girl by the wrist and haul her along nearly overwhelming.

Then a gunshot cracked somewhere to the west, jolting the camp awake. The man looked up sharply, and Nicky kept walking, her jaw tight, forcing herself not to look back.

As she brushed past the corner of a half-collapsed shack, her arm caught on a twisted hook jutting from the doorway. Pain ripped through her forearm—hot, immediate. She hissed under her breath and yanked free, blood already running down to her wrist.

She didn’t stop. Couldn’t.

By the time she reached the outer fence, the cut had gone from sharp to throbbing, the sleeve of her shirt soaked through. She tore a strip from the hem, wrapped it tight, and tied it off with her teeth.

It would hold. For now.

She reached the break in the wall, slipping through the jagged tangle of thornwood and stepping into the pale light of early morning. That’s when she felt it—eyes on her.

“Going somewhere, cousin?”

She turned to see Tommy leaning against the wall, a crooked grin cutting across his face, his light blue eyes catching what little light there was. His skin was the same warm bronze as hers, his dark hair sun-faded at the edges and hanging in loose waves to his jaw. Dust streaked his shirt—an old work flannel rolled to the elbows, torn at the cuff—and a knife rested easy at his hip. He looked the same as he had when they were kids—only harder now, and with something darker settled behind his gaze.

“You’ve grown up fine, Nicky—my, how this new world suits you,” he said, closing the space between them. “Could be I make you my wife, once things settle.”

She met his eyes, letting the silence between them sharpen. “Not in this life.”

He chuckled, low and humorless. “We’ll see.” His gaze dragged over her one last time before he stepped aside. “Go on then. I’ll see you soon.”

Nicky didn’t answer. She mounted River in one smooth motion and headed east without looking back, the gate creaking shut behind her.


Chapter Three: Riders in the Wastes

She rode hard through the cool morning air, River’s hooves drumming like a pulse under her. The plains blurred past—pale grass, low heat mirages, the smell of dust and iron. Nicky kept checking her six, scanning the horizon for movement. Nothing followed.

By noon, the sky was a white furnace. The road shimmered like molten glass. The silence pressed in so deep it felt alive. When a small herd of gnashers wandered across the far flats—slow, sun-dazed, slack-jawed—she cut off the highway and dropped into a shallow draw, looping wide until they vanished behind the rise.

Her tongue stuck to her teeth. The last well she’d found had been choked with ash and bone. She needed water soon.

Then—smoke. A thin gray thread twisting up against the blue. Controlled, steady. Not wild.

Could be scouts from the Outpost. Could be Mato’s. Could be something worse.

She turned River toward it anyway.

As she closed the distance, the shape of the place formed—a half-collapsed gas station, a wide trailer behind it, one pickup slumped by the pumps with its hood open and blood dried on the door.

Two figures moved in the heat shimmer. One filled a jerrycan. The second—

Copper hair, braided down a firm back. Movements quick, efficient, quiet.

Not Mato’s. Too clean. Too disciplined.

Nicky slid from the saddle, tied River to a mesquite, and checked her weapons—knife, revolver, backup knife. Then she stepped out into the open.

The woman saw her first. No flinch, no alarm—just the faint tightening of muscle, the lift of her chin, like she’d felt Nicky’s presence before she’d seen her.

For a heartbeat, neither moved. The wind cut hot and iron-tinged, brushing against their skin like a living thing—sharp with threat, yet carrying a strange, undeniable pull, as if the chaos around them had conspired to bring them here.

Nicky stepped into the open, dust curling around her boots. The world seemed to narrow to the space between them—twenty feet of dry earth, heat, and something that hummed under the skin.

"Just passing through,” Nicky said, her voice rougher than she meant it to be. “Looking for water.”

The woman’s gaze caught hers—steady, assessing, and sharp enough to cut. The kind of look that stripped a person down bare.

Her dark blue eyes flicked toward the man near the pumps. They were both late 20's, a few years older than Nicky maybe. She looked back again, holding.

“Water’s inside,” she said, low and even. “We’re not looking for trouble.”

But her tone betrayed her: calm on the surface, trembling at the edges, as if trouble had already found them both.

She moved past her into the store.

The woman’s voice followed. “You’re bleeding.”

Nicky glanced down. The makeshift bandage on her forearm had loosened, the fabric dark and tacky with blood. She hadn’t even noticed it soaking through again.

The woman stepped closer, just enough for the light to catch the crimson streaks down Nicky’s wrist. “You get bit?”

Nicky barked a short laugh, low and dry. “No. Just metal. Nail, maybe. Or a hook. I’ll probably die of tetanus before anything else gets me.”

The woman’s mouth twitched—almost a smile, almost concern. “You should clean it.”

“I will,” Nicky said, though she hadn’t thought of it and probably wouldn’t.

The air between them hummed, full and close. The woman turned away first, and Nicky was left staring at the faint red smear on her own fingers, wondering why it suddenly felt like something more insidious than the wound itself.

Inside, the air was thick with rot and stale beer. Shelves kicked over, cans everywhere. A gnasher sprawled in the aisle, its skull split open, blood baked black in the heat.

She exhaled slow. Whoever they were, they knew how to survive.

A few plastic water bottles sat half-buried in the ice melt at the bottom of a broken cooler. She crouched, turning one over in her hand. The seal was unbroken, the label faded to nothing.

She cracked it open and drank. The water was warm and acrid, but it hit her throat like mercy. She capped the rest for River.

Outside, the low rumble of a motorcycle drifted through the open doorway, steady as a heartbeat.

And for the first time in months, Nicky felt something she didn’t recognize right away—

not fear,

not caution,

something hotter, deeper, more dangerous. Her stomach tangled into a tight knot.

She turned to leave, the low purr of a motorcycle outside masking the quiet of the room. The woman had moved, closer, half in shadow. Nicky hadn’t caught it—and that unsettled her.

The man—same reddish hair, same sharp jaw—walked in and leaned against the counter with an easy grin.

“Don’t suppose you’re with the cavalry?”

Nicky’s mouth twitched. “If I were, you’d be dead already.”

He laughed, quick and startled. Even the woman’s gaze flickered, not quite a smile, more an acknowledgment.

“Where you headed?” she asked. Her voice carried the heat of the day—low, rough, steady.

Nicky hesitated, thumb brushing the revolver at her hip. She could lie. She could walk out and never see them again. She settled on something vague.

“Outpost,” she said finally.

The woman’s chin lifted a fraction. “Then we’re going the same way.”

Outside, the air shimmered. The motorcycle idled near the pumps, dust-caked and coughing against the heat. The woman swung onto the back seat behind the man and looked over at Nicky.

“What’s your name?” she asked.

“Nicky.”

“I’m Jess,” the woman said. “This is my brother, Ben.”

Nicky nodded once and swung into the saddle, the leather creaking under her weight, hot from the sun. River pawed at the dirt, restless.

“Try not to run me off the road,” she called, voice dry.

Ben grinned over his shoulder. “No promises.”

Jess didn’t smile. She just watched Nicky for a beat too long, eyes unreadable beneath the glare, before tapping Ben’s shoulder. The engine growled to life, low and rough, falling in behind her as they rode out onto the heat-hazed road.

Nicky urged River forward, the bike falling in beside her. Dust rose around them, folding the three shapes into the horizon.

She told herself she could outrun them if she had to.

She told herself she could kill them if she must.

The motorcycle’s shadow slid alongside hers, close enough that she could feel its vibration through the air. Nicky glanced over, just once. The woman’s braid snapped in the wind, copper catching sunlight like fire.

Jess looked over—steady, level, unflinching. The kind of look that met strength with strength.

Nicky’s mouth curved, not quite a smile, more a reflex she didn’t understand. She clenched her jaw and turned forward again, the horizon rippling ahead, heat mirages dancing on the asphalt.

She told herself it didn’t mean anything.

After all, it wasn’t how the woman looked at her that caught Nicky off guard, but the whole of her—the sure grip, the quiet balance, the way she seemed to belong to the road. Something in that calm pulled at Nicky like a current, and she couldn’t tell if she was supposed to fight it or follow.

She told herself she’d lead them to the Outpost and never speak to Jess again. These feelings—hot, chaotic, distracting—had no place in this new world.

She turned forward again, jaw tight, eyes on the horizon. The heat shimmered, the earth humming under it all.

***

Nicky slowed as the road narrowed into a rutted dirt track cutting through scrub and half-collapsed fenceposts. The motorcycle rumbled behind her, a low vibration she could feel through the soles of her boots. She hated how aware she was of her—how she kept glancing back.

The two riders both wore heavy jackets, the kind that looked suffocating in this heat. Nicky couldn’t imagine riding in that kind of weight, sweat sticking under the layers, the air this thick and dry. The woman sat behind the man, her hands loose around his waist, her posture steady even as the bike bounced over the ruts. Nothing casual about it—more like she was braced for anything.

Nicky turned forward again, jaw tight. Some people just didn’t make sense.

The road cut through open scrub, heat rising off the dirt in waves. A sudden flicker of movement ahead—five shapes breaking from the grass, fast and wrong.

Before the bike behind her could even slow or speed up, Nicky was already moving. She rose slightly in the saddle, knees tightening against River’s sides, bow in hand. The reins hung loose.

The first arrow flew, slicing the air, punching clean through a skull. The second followed before the body hit the ground.

A bullet cut through the air—a sharp, cracking echo. Dust kicked up a few feet ahead of the gnashers. Missed.

Nicky ignored it. Drew again. The third arrow hit center. A fourth found the next. The last one fell halfway through its lunge, head splitting like rotten bark.

Then nothing but heat and silence.

River slowed only slightly. The bowstring hummed as Nicky lowered it.

She caught up the reins and turned in the saddle, guiding River back toward them. The mare pranced, hooves scattering dust, and Nicky’s voice cut sharp over the idle rumble of the motorcycle.

“Save your bullets! Holy fuck, I don’t want to get shot today.”

Ben barked a laugh. Jess didn’t smile, just clicked the safety back on and holstered the gun.

Nicky wiped a line of sweat from her temple with the back of her wrist as River trotted over to them. “Next time, let me handle it.”

Jess’s voice came even, cool through the heat.

“You’re quick, cowgirl. I’ll give you that.”

“And precissse,” Ben added, dragging out the “s” with a grin.

Jess nodded, lips quirking. “Yes. Oh, so precise. Mmm!”

A beat. Then, lighter, almost lazy:

“You got fast hands.”

She stuck her tongue out at Nicky, quick and teasing, before turning back toward the bike.

Ben barked a laugh.

She was glad for the dirt—it covered the heat she could feel creeping up her throat. The laugh that broke free was rough, caught halfway between disbelief and relief. Even before the world ended, she hadn’t laughed easy.

Nicky faced forward again and snapped the reins, signaling River to move. She took the lead, trying—and failing—to bite back a grin she didn’t mean to have.

They rode for another half hour. The heat only thickened, the air turning to glass around them. Nicky was glad when the fences finally came into view; she was nearly out of arrows.

Closer to the wall, a rider peeled away from the gate and came toward them. Red hair, sunburned nose—Remy.

He slowed his horse beside her, squinting through the heat shimmer. “Well, this is strange indeed. Since when do you bring back friends?”

Nicky rolled her shoulders, still not used to talking over the motorcycle’s growl. “Needed water. They seemed alright.”

Remy gave the newcomers a once-over as they dismounted. The bike idled down, leaving a brief ringing silence.

From the gate and trees, other guards appeared—John among them, leaning on his rifle, eyes curious but not hostile.

Remy raised his voice. “Names?”

Ben pulled off his helmet, sweat darkening his collar. “I’m Ben, this is Jess.”

“Where from?”

“South. Used to be a station near Tyler,” Ben said. “We’re—were—firefighters.”

That got a small shift in the group’s posture. John’s brows lifted. “Huh. Figured you for service.”

Nicky blinked, then glanced at their jackets again—the thick, scuffed material, the reflective striping dulled by dust and sun. What she’d thought was just stubbornness in the heat suddenly made sense. She felt a kind of regard settle in her chest.

Ben grinned, shaking his head. “Nah. Civil servants, not soldiers. City folk with hoses and an ax.”

Even Remy’s mouth twitched at that. He titled his head. “Well, we can use city folk, long as you pull your weight. Full disclosure—you come inside, you go to the clinic first. Physical for everyone new.”

Jess and Ben traded a quick look. “What kind of physical?” Jess asked.

“Nothing major,” Remy said. “Bloodwork, a few questions. Keeps the place safe.”

Ben hesitated, looking again to Jess, then nodded. “Alright. Fair enough.”

Remy gestured toward the gate. “Welcome to the Outpost, then.”

Nicky stayed where she was for a second, hand resting on River’s neck, watching as they followed the guards inside. The sound of the motorcycle faded, replaced by the buzz of flies and the low hum of generators beyond the wall.

She finally turned toward the gate, leading River through. John fell into step beside her, boots scuffing the packed dirt.

“You alright?” he asked, nodding toward her arm.

Nicky glanced down. The make-shift bandage was dark again, the fabric stiff with dried blood. She pulled it loose just enough for him to see.

“Ran into some bad company,” she said. “Caught a nail leaving.”

John’s eyes lingered on the wound, then on her face. “That’s one way to put it.”

She shrugged. “Could’ve been worse.”

He grunted, but didn’t press. “Clinic’s open if you change your mind.”

“I’ll live.”

He nodded once, then peeled off toward the wall, rifle slung over his shoulder.

Nicky exhaled, the quiet settling over her like dust. She led River through the gate. The Outpost was how she’d left it—rows of old ranch houses and double-wides ringed by patched fencing and rusted sheet metal. Someone had painted OUTPOST across the front of a garage in faded red, like it made things official.

The late-day heat carried the smell of smoke and meat. A few folks sat out front on lawn chairs, talking low, their laughter drifting. Kids kicked a soccer ball in an overgrown yard. Somewhere near the corner store, a radio murmured old country, thin and warbling.

Past that was the clinic—still standing, though its windows were boarded—and the food pantry beside it, door propped open with a cinder block. Life, or something like it, went on inside the walls.

Nicky adjusted River’s reins and kept moving. The Outpost was steady, familiar. But under the chatter and the smell of barbecue, she felt the same old tension thrumming through the place—like everyone was pretending not to hear the world outside still dying.

The clinic door swung shut—Jess and Ben disappearing inside. The sight sent a flutter through her chest but she bit back the urge to think on it.

She turned away and headed home.
In the garage, the air was still and warm, smelling of hay and dust. She led River in, changed the water, filled the trough. Then she brushed her down, slow and steady, the soft rasp of bristles filling the quiet.

The house was just as she’d left it—half-folded laundry on the couch, dishes drying by the sink, a pair of slides kicked off near the door. She stepped around them without thinking, shedding her gear piece by piece as she went.

The shower sputtered before it steadied, water coming out thin and lukewarm. She didn’t care. She stood under it until the dirt and sweat slid away, until the sound of running water drowned out everything else. The cut on her arm throbbed, a dull reminder she wasn’t untouchable after all.

When she finally turned the tap off, the air was cool and still again. She toweled off, wrapped the wound, pulled on a clean shirt—soft, thin, and a little too big. The smell of soap clung faintly to her skin.

Her cat padded out from the bedroom, blinking sleep from his eyes.

“Hey, trouble,” she said, crouching to scratch her chin. “Still alive, huh? Me too.”

She purred, curling against Nicky’s leg.

Nicky refilled the cat’s bowl—enough kibble to last a few days—and changed the water. She poured a bowl of stew from a can and ate standing by the counter, spoon scraping soft against the tin.

Outside, the generators droned, steady and low. Cicadas buzzed in the trees, their rhythm rising and falling with the heat that still clung to the air. It wasn’t quite night yet, but the light had that tired, amber look that meant it was close.

For the first time all day, she let herself breathe.

***

Night settled thick over the Outpost, the occasional chatter giving way to the steady chorus of insects. Nicky sat at her small kitchen table, reading by candlelight. The book was a weathered copy of Harry Potter et la Chambre des Secrets—she couldn’t read half the words, but the rhythm soothed her.

A soft tapping broke the stillness.

She ignored it.

Then it came again—two sharp knocks, a pause, one more.

Nicky sighed, set the book down, and opened the door.

Jess stood on the porch, cleaned up and out of her heavy gear. She wore a faded T-shirt and jeans, her hair pulled back, a canvas bag slung over one shoulder. Without the jacket, she looked like a different person—strong, sure of herself, full of curves. Beautiful, though Nicky wasn’t about to say it.

“Can I come in?” Jess asked.

Nicky stepped aside. “I guess. How'd you find me?”

“Wasn’t hard. Clinic said you skipped the checkup.” Jess glanced at her arm. “Can I take a look?”

“It’s fine,” Nicky said automatically.

Jess gave her a look that said she wasn’t buying it. “Humor me.”

Nicky sat at the table, rolling up her sleeve. Jess knelt beside her, flashlight between her teeth as she unwound the torn fabric. The air hit the wound and it began to throb harder, pulsing in time with her heartbeat.

“Sheesh. Did you clean it at all?” Jess asked, voice muffled by the light.

“Rinsed it with water,” Nicky said.

Jess took the flashlight from her mouth, setting it on the table. Her hands were steady, practiced. Too close. She smelled faintly of smoke and something clean beneath it.

Jess drew out a small bottle of saline and gauze from her bag, her voice softer now, almost to herself. “You must have a guardian angel,” she murmured. “I wonder all the time how people like you survive. That must be it.”

Her fingers brushed Nicky’s skin, cool against the heat of the wound. The saline stung like fire, but Nicky didn’t pull away.

“People like me?” she managed, keeping her tone flat, though her throat felt tight.

Jess looked up, eyes catching the candlelight. “Yeah,” she said quietly. “The kind that run toward trouble instead of around it.”

“Ah. Stubbornness,” Nicky said. “That’s my trick.”

Jess flushed the wound again, and the sting made Nicky bite down a curse. A few flecks of dirt and blood dripped down her arm, the throbbing was already dulling.

“Better?”

Nicky flexed her hand. “Yeah. Feels like I might live. How was the clinic?”

Jess smiled faintly. “It wasn’t bad. They took blood, asked questions. Didn’t even check for bites, which I thought was weird.”

“Hmm. Where are you staying?”

“They gave Ben and me a little house on the other side of the wall. He’s already made friends with the guards. He’ll talk to anyone who stands still long enough.”

Nicky smirked, her eyes flicking to Jess’s lips, then down to the curve of her neck as she worked. Her gaze traced the slope of Jess's throat, lingering where the pulse beat steady beneath her skin, before dropping to the soft vee of her collarbones visible above the neckline of her t-shirt. A knot of heat coiled low in Nicky's belly as she imagined tracing that path with her tongue. Jess caught the look but didn’t comment, a small smile ghosting across her mouth. the air between them thickened, crackling with unspoken things. When Jess resumed her work, her movements were slower, deliberate. Her knuckles brushed against the inside of Nicky’s arm—light, maddening—and a jolt of electricity shot straight up her skin, blooming warm in her chest.

They sat together at the table, the candle throwing restless light across the walls as Jess wound gauze around Nicky’s arm. Her fingers were gentle, yet confident. Nicky told herself she was only watching the work—but her heartbeat didn’t get the message.

“How’d you get so good with all this?” Nicky asked.

Jess shrugged, not looking up. “Part of the job. Firefighters get medical training. I was more on the ambulance than the truck.” She smirked slightly. “My secret? I don’t actually like fires. You ever been near a burning building? Way too hot.”

Nicky let out a low chuckle. “Guess that’s fair.”

Jess’s mouth quirked. “But I do love bandaging people up.”

“That’s good, I suppose. Useful.”

Jess paused mid-wrap, eyes flicking up. She considered Nicky for a beat too long before smiling faintly and finishing the bandage in silence. Nicky’s pulse skipped. She wasn’t sure if she’d said the wrong thing—or if Jess was just that disarming.

Jess glanced toward the book on the table. “You speak French?”

“Nope,” Nicky said flatly.

Jess tilted her head, brow raised. “Reading Harry Potter in French for fun, then?”

“I don’t know,” Nicky said—but the words barely formed. Something in the way the candlelight caught the edge of Jess’s smile—the slow curve of her mouth, the faint crinkle at the corners of her eyes—pulled the air right out of Nicky’s lungs.

Her brain went blank, a soft static rush behind her eyes. She didn’t know what to do with the warmth rising in her chest, or why her face felt hot. Her lips curved in response before she even realized she was smiling.

The world seemed to tilt a little, the room shrinking down to the sound of their breathing and the quiet thrum of her pulse in her ears. Jess’s gaze caught hers—steady, easy, like it wasn’t a big deal. But to Nicky, it was.

She couldn’t look away. Couldn’t think. Just sat there, caught in the gravitational pull of that smile, the terrifying, thrilling certainty that something inside her had just woken up after a long sleep.

Jess laughed, low and easy, the sound sliding under Nicky’s skin like a secret. “There you go,” she said, tying off the bandage. “Good as new.”

“Uh—thanks,” Nicky managed, her voice softer than she meant. She felt unmoored, like the floor had shifted under her. Still floating, still caught somewhere between the warmth of Jess’s smile and the sting of salt on her skin.

Jess’s hand lingered a moment too long on Nicky’s arm before pulling away, her thumb brushing lightly over the edge of the gauze. The touch was nothing. And somehow, everything.

For a moment neither of them moved, just looked into each other's eyes. Jess lingered, her hands still resting lightly against Nicky’s arm before she pulled away.

From the open window, Nicky’s cat leapt in, landing on the table with a soft thump. She sniffed Jess’s arm before curling into a patch of candlelight.

Jess smiled. “She’s cute. What’s her name?”

“Princess. Or that’s what John calls her.”

Jess arched an eyebrow. “John your boyfriend?”

Nicky cackled a laugh. “No. Just a guard I tolerate. Sometimes.”

Jess’s grin widened. “That’s a relief.”

Nicky looked down, her face growing warm.

Jess hesitated, then blurted, “Are you gay?”

Nicky blinked, mouthed a word, and stopped. “Is it that obvious?”

Jess shook her head. “Well, no. I was just hoping you’d say yes.”

Nicky didn’t know what to say. Every scrap of composure she might’ve had went right out the window.

“I’m sorry,” Jess said quickly, her voice softer now. “I just figured you don’t play games—you don’t seem like you do—and I wanted us to be up front. I’m drawn to you. That doesn’t happen to me anymore. And I see you looking at me.”

Nicky’s eyes glossed over; she pressed her lips together, pulse jumping. The room went quiet again, the air between them thick and warm. She thought about leaning forward, about closing the distance—but stayed still, the tension settling deep in her chest.

Jess reached across the table, fingertips brushing Nicky’s hand. “Maybe I’ll see you tomorrow,” she said softly. “We could go on… whatever counts as a date around here.”

Nicky met her gaze, the candlelight flickering between them. She could only nod, half-dazed.

Jess smiled, stood, and slung her bag over her shoulder. “I’ll see you tomorrow, cowgirl.”

When the door closed behind her, the house felt both emptier and heavier all at once.

Nicky sat for a long time before blowing out the candle and going to bed.

***

Nicky woke before the sun. The air was still and gray, the kind of hour that made her feel half-ghost herself. Sleep hadn’t come easy—not after last night. Every time she closed her eyes she saw Jess’s smile, felt that light brush of her fingers. It rattled her worse than gunfire.

So she did what she always did when she didn’t know what else to feel—she moved.

She threw her pack together, tied her hair back, and headed for the gate. Paul was already there—broad, steady, the kind of man who’d once welded steel for a living. The light caught on his dark skin as he checked his gear. Beside him, Seth, barely out of high school, worked a mouthful of sunflower seeds like he thought it made him tough.

“I’m coming with you,” Nicky said.

Paul looked up, adjusting his rifle strap. “You sure, kid?”

“Wasn’t asking.”

Seth grinned, spitting a seed shell into the dirt. “Ain’t gonna argue with that.”

They set out east as the sky shifted from pewter to pink. The pickup rattled along the cracked highway, dust rising in its wake. The land opened wide and flat, scrub grass catching the early light while cicadas began their morning racket.

Nicky rode shotgun, elbow propped against the open window, the wind tugging at loose strands of her hair. Paul drove one-handed, easy and steady, while Seth dozed in the backseat with his boots up on a crate of supplies.

After an hour, the road bent toward a run of old houses near a shallow, slow-moving river—the kind that looked like it used to flood every spring.

The air smelled of algae and rusted metal, the kind of scent that clung to river towns and old dreams. A rowboat lay half-sunk near the bank, its paint blistered and peeling, reeds threading through its ribs. Mosquitoes drifted above the water, the surface slick with pollen and scum.

Nicky stared at it a long time. Her father used to talk about boats. Said he wished he’d kept his old one—some aluminum thing with a motor that never quite worked right. He’d joke that if the world ever went to hell, he’d take her and her mom out on the water and wait for it all to blow over.

He’d said it with a laugh, but she remembered the way his eyes had gone distant, like he could already see the horizon he wanted to run to.

She tried to picture that now—drifting downstream, the boat rocking with the slow pull of the current. The air would smell of rain and river mud instead of gasoline, death, and smoke. Her hands would trail in the water, cool and clean, sunlight breaking across the surface in broken gold. Her father would be there, telling her mother the same joke he’d told fifty times, and her mother would still laugh like it was new. No walls. No gnashers. No outposts. Just current and quiet.

For a second, she let herself believe it. The sound of the water, the wind in the reeds, the hum of life without engines or orders. She almost smiled at the thought. Then the image broke—washed out by the dull rattle of the truck and the ache in her shoulders.

But then she imagined the gunfire that would follow. Boats were easy targets. Floating coffins.

“Place looks picked over,” Paul said, motioning to the houses. “Still worth a look.”

He eased the truck onto what had once been a driveway, weeds breaking through the cracked concrete. The engine ticked as it cooled. Too quiet. Her boots hit the mud, dread settling in like it always did—just another piece of her she couldn’t scrape off now.

They fanned out. The first few houses were hollow shells—walls burned through, closets stripped. In one, a family photo still hung crooked on the wall, the faces blurred with water damage. In another, a fridge door swung open, creaking softly with the breeze.

Seth whistled low. “Weird what people leave behind.”

Nicky found herself in a living room where a child’s drawing was pinned to the fridge: a stick-figure family holding hands beside a lopsided sun. The paper had browned at the edges, the tape brittle. She touched it.

Her thoughts kept drifting back to Jess. To the way she’d said I'm drawn to you like it hurt to admit it. To the gentleness of her hands. To the thought—impossible, stupid—that maybe Nicky didn’t have to stay numb forever.

She shoved it all down. She’d made it this far by not wanting things.

Paul's voice cut through the quiet from next door. "Found something!" A moment later, the metallic clink of cans hitting a container. "Food, still sealed."

From the backyard, the screech of metal on metal followed by a dull thud. Seth. "Got some tools," he hollered. "Nothing pretty, but they work."

Nicky stepped out of the house, blinking against the brightness that had settled over the landscape. The heat was already climbing, pressing down on her shoulders. The river winked through the trees, a sliver of promise in the distance. She pictured River's hooves breaking the surface, the current catching them, pulling them away from it all—the walls, the dead, people slashing at anything that moved. Just keep going until everything behind her was a speck, then nothing.

But her fingers found their way to the bandage on her arm—Jess’s work, neat and tight—and the thought of leaving felt wrong. Hollow—but easier.

She could picture Jess’s hands again, steady and sure. The way she’d called her cowgirl. The glint in her eyes when she’d asked about John.

That wasn’t something you just rode away from.

But she couldn’t handle it. The explosion inside her chest, the raw edge of it. Vulnerability. No time for that. Not here. Not now.

A bloodcurdling yelp ripped through the morning quiet. Seth.

"Shit!" Paul's roar, gravelly and rough, cut through the sudden silence that followed the scream.

Nicky moved without thinking, bow drawn and scanning as she rounded the side of the house. The sight that met her was a knot of motion and panic. Seth was down, one leg tangled in rusted chain-link that had once contained a backyard dog. Three dead were on him, their movements sluggish but relentless in the growing heat, their mouths working as they tore at his jeans.

Paul fired, but the shot went wide, ricocheting off a tree trunk. "Hold on!" he grunted, fumbling to reload.

Nicky didn’t hesitate. Her bow wasn’t for this—too close. She slung it over her shoulder and drew her knife, the worn handle a familiar weight in her palm.

She closed the distance in three long strides. The first gnasher lunged, and she drove the blade up beneath its chin, twisting hard. Hot blood sprayed her sleeve as it crumpled. She ripped the knife free and turned, slashing across the next one’s throat before it could grab her.

The third stumbled through the spray just as Paul finally got his shot off, the bullet snapping through its skull.

They stood panting, the only sounds Seth's ragged gasps and the drone of insects.

"Let’s get him up," Nicky commanded, her voice sharp.

They hauled Seth to his feet. His jeans were ripped at the calf, blood already soaking through, but the skin beneath looked mostly intact. No bites. Just terror and a bad fall.

"Was eating a can of peaches," Seth managed, a shaky laugh bubbling up. "Gonna smell like a fruit salad for a week."

Paul clapped Seth on the back—hard enough to make him stumble. “Well, ain’t that sweet. Walk it off, kid.”

They made it back to the truck without further incident, the sun beating down as they loaded their haul into the flatbed—blankets, canned food, a stash of meds, two bottles of whiskey found in a freezer, tools, even a box of toiletries and cleaning supplies from an overturned bathroom cabinet. It wasn’t gold, but it felt close.

The ride home was quiet, the kind of silence that came after long work and longer thoughts. The heat pressed through the cab, the air thick with the smell of sweat and dust.

Nicky stared out the window, the landscape sliding past in waves of brown and gray. She wasn’t really seeing it—the dead trees, the abandoned houses, the fences collapsing at the seams. What she saw instead were steady blue eyes. She heard the echo of a low laugh, felt the phantom press of fingers against her skin.

Jess.

Her mind lingered where it shouldn’t—on the heat of it, the quiet gasp, the sound Jess might make when she came undone. What Nicky might do to her. The thought pulled a small, unguarded hum from her throat.

She blinked hard and looked over. Paul kept his eyes on the road, steady hands on the wheel like he hadn’t heard. Seth was out cold in the back, arms folded tight, mouth hanging open.

This was the danger. Not the teeth. Not the bullets. The wanting. It made you careless.

The Outpost wall rose from the horizon, a rough spine of welded metal and scavenged panels, solid despite its patchwork seams. The gate groaned open at their approach, and they rolled through into the muted cool of the yard.

Nicky jumped down from the truck, boots sinking into the hard dirt. Her eyes swept the perimeter automatically—habit more than thought.

John stood near the wall, rifle slung lazy over one shoulder. “Gone out again?” he called.

“Do you have a life,” Nicky shot back, “or do you just stand at the wall waiting for me?”

“Can’t it be both?” John said, pushing off the wall and meeting her halfway. His smirk crooked, hair freshly cropped.

She wiped a sleeve across her forehead. “You been standing here all morning?”

“Someone’s got to keep an eye on things.” He nodded toward the truck. “Good haul.”

“Better than last time.”

John studied her for a beat. “Heard the new folks passed their checkup. Paramedic and her brother?”

Nicky’s pulse jumped, but her expression didn’t change. “Guess so.”

“Thinking I might go talk to her,” he said, casual as anything. “The sister. Jess, was it?”

Nicky shrugged. “You do that.”

John tilted his head, eyes narrowing just slightly, studying her like he was trying to read something beneath the surface. “You don’t sound too worried.”

“Why would I be?”

He grinned, slow and self-satisfied. “No reason.” He let the silence stretch, just long enough to make it awkward, then added, “Just figured I’d get to know the newcomers. Make ’em feel welcome.”

Nicky wiped a smudge of dirt from her arm, not looking at him. “You always were the charitable type.”

He laughed under his breath. “Don’t pretend you don’t care, Nick. I can tell when you’re jealous.”

She snorted, half turning away. “You’re seeing things.”

“Maybe.” He adjusted his rifle strap, that grin still playing at the corner of his mouth. “Guess I’ll find out.”

He walked off, boots crunching on the packed dirt, and Nicky stood there, pulse ticking too fast.

Was John aware of her feelings for Jess?

No. There was no way.

This—whatever it was—was just between him and her.

John thought she was playing hard to get, that she was stringing him along with her silence and half-smiles. Maybe she was just that good at not giving anything away. Or maybe she really hadn’t noticed the way he lingered when he talked to her, the way his eyes searched her face for something she didn’t have to give.

Either way, she didn’t have time to think about it. Not now.

The thought of him talking to Jess—flirting with her—sent something sharp curling low in her stomach. She didn’t understand it, didn’t want to. She only knew she had to find Jess first. But she wasn’t going to admit it.

She told herself she’d just take a walk. Clear her head. Maybe grab some cat food from the pantry before supplies got picked over. That was all.

The midday air pressed heavy as she crossed the yard, the hum of generators and the faint clatter of tools filling the silence. The Outpost felt smaller today, more alive, and that made her restless.

She was halfway to the pantry when she spotted Bethany standing by the water pump, filling a bucket. The morning light caught the wisps of her pale hair, turning them almost silver. Her eyes—wide, clear, a little distant—gave her that dreamy look Nicky never could read. Bethany looked up and smiled—a small, shy thing that reached her eyes and seemed to belong to a gentler world than this one.

“Hey, stranger,” Bethany said, brushing a strand of hair behind her ear.

“Hey.” Nicky slowed, hands in her pockets.

Bethany was soft-spoken, always a little nervous around her. There’d been a few moments between them once—teasing, half-flirted words—but nothing ever came of it.

“You heading to the pantry?” Bethany asked.

“Yeah. Cat’s out of food.”

Bethany nodded, lips twitching. “Priorities.”

“Someone’s got to keep her happy,” Nicky said.

“Must be nice,” Bethany murmured, eyes flicking up for just a second too long.

Nicky smiled faintly, but it didn’t quite land. Her mind was already elsewhere—wondering where Jess might be, if John had found her yet, if she was laughing at something he said.

Nicky tugged open the pantry door, the familiar smell of dust, cardboard, and bleach drifting out. A few people milled around inside, counting cans, scratching lists onto clipboards. The normal rhythm of the Outpost. Safe. Predictable.

It made her skin itch.

She grabbed a small sack of kibble, a tin of beans, and an old lighter she spotted on a shelf. The metal felt good in her hand—solid, simple, uncomplicated.

Bethany trailed behind her, humming under her breath. “Heard you went out on a supply run,” she said lightly.

Nicky nodded. “Yeah. Good run.”

“Bet you saw the newcomer out there. Jess, right?” Bethany’s tone was casual, but her curiosity flickered through it.

Nicky stiffened just slightly. “No. She must have stayed behind.”

Bethany smiled a little, not unkindly. “Seems nice. Everyone’s talking about her. She’s quite pretty, too. Guess it’s good having someone who knows what they’re doing if we get hurt.”

“Yeah,” Nicky said, and put the lighter in her pocket.

Bethany studied her for a second longer than felt comfortable, then said softly, “You ever think about staying still, Nicky? Just… being here?”

Nicky huffed out a breath, halfway between a laugh and a sigh. “What would I do with myself?”

Bethany shrugged. “Rest. Breathe. Let someone else worry for once.”

“Doesn’t sound too productive.”

“No,” Bethany said. “It doesn’t need to.”

They stepped out into the sunlight again. The heat rolled off the dirt like breath. Bethany peeled away toward the gardens, bucket swinging at her side.

Nicky watched her go, guilt pricking faintly at the edges of her chest. Bethany was kind—soft in a way the world rarely allowed anymore. The kind of person you didn’t want to hurt, but always ended up hurting anyway.

She shifted the sack of kibble in her arm and turned toward the row of houses.

Halfway across the yard, she caught sight of movement near the clinic—two figures, one tall and broad-shouldered, the other lean and flame-haired.

John. And Jess.

Nicky froze. The sun seemed to bear down harder.

She slowed as she drew closer, the gravel crunching under her boots.

John leaned against the clinic’s porch rail, that easy grin of his in place, saying something that made Jess tilt her head and smile. Sunlight caught in her hair, adding to her infinite shine.

It shouldn’t have hit Nicky like that—the sight of them together, casual and comfortable—but it did. A single, sharp ache bloomed under her ribs. They looked like people who belonged in the same room before all this. Like something steady and possible.

John said something else, laughter low and familiar. Jess shook her head, smiling again. From here it almost looked tender—too soft, too human. Nicky knew better than to trust how things looked from a distance. Still, it was hard to look away.

She took a step back. Then another. The sack of kibble shifted against her hip, its weight suddenly too much to carry.

She could go over. Say something easy. Pretend nothing was wrong.

Instead, she turned away.

The sun pressed down, hot and heavy, baking the air around her. Each step felt louder than it should have, crunching through the silence.

By the time she reached her house, her throat had gone tight. The air felt thick, syrupy with heat—or maybe it wasn’t the heat at all. Maybe it was Jess. The thought hit hard and unwanted, tightening something low in her chest. She told herself it was just the weather, just exhaustion, but her pulse hammered.

She grit her teeth down.

Inside the garage, River lifted her head from the bucket, ears flicking forward. The faint smell of hay and oil filled the air, familiar and grounding.

“Yeah,” Nicky murmured, setting the sack down and brushing dust from the mare’s neck. “I missed you too.”

She busied herself with the reins, checking knots that didn’t need checking, adjusting feed that didn’t need adjusting—anything to keep her hands moving. The horse’s calm steadied her; the soft rhythm of brushing and breathing filled the dim, cool space. River flicked an ear, patient as ever. By evening, she’d have to take her out for a run, let the tension shake loose.

But even here, surrounded by dust and hay, Jess wouldn’t leave her alone. Nicky could still see her laughing, hair catching the light, eyes bright and warm.

She leaned her head against River’s shoulder, eyes shut tight.

“This is stupid,” she muttered. “You don’t even know her.”

Her voice fell flat in the quiet. River shifted, exhaled, and Nicky’s chest ached anyway.

***

By the time Nicky got back from taking River out to the back field, dusk had settled like ash over the Outpost. She led the mare into the garage, uncinched the saddle, and closed the door behind her. The generators hummed, throwing a dull throb through the walls. She didn’t want to stay home—not with her thoughts loud and raw, not with Jess probably still out there somewhere near the clinic, maybe laughing with John. Or worse.

Artemis’s house was just across the street. Close enough to see his porch light flicker in the falling dark.

She crossed over, dust crunching beneath her boots. His windows glowed a dim amber. Before she could knock, the door opened.

“You look anxious,” he said plainly, like it was a simple weather report.

Nicky gave a small snort. “You always open with flattery?”

He stepped aside, unbothered. “You can come in.”

The inside of Artemis’s place was its usual mix of chaos and order—wires looped over furniture, notebooks full of circuit sketches stacked beside half-eaten food. The faint smell of solder and burnt metal hung in the air. His dog—a gray German Shepherd—lifted its head and thumped its tail once when it saw her, calm and watchful.

“You eaten?” Nicky asked.

He pointed at the counter, where half a frozen pizza sat next to a jar of peanut butter. “That’s dinner.”

“Healthy.”

“I’m still alive,” he said mildly.

“We’re going to the pantry tomorrow.”

He smiled at that—tiny, rare—and motioned toward the couch. “Want to watch something? I found an old DVD. Iron Man.”

Nicky shrugged. “Sure. Why not?”

They sat on the sofa together, the flickering light painting the room in gold and gray. Artemis’s dog lay stretched out on a thick mat beside him, breathing slow and even. Artemis watched the screen intently, murmuring lines under his breath. Nicky mostly watched the shifting glow and let her mind go quiet for a while.

Then Artemis straightened, head cocked toward the window. “Someone’s knocking at your door.”

Nicky tensed. “What?”

“I can hear it. Three knocks, then two. Repeated twice.”

She hesitated. “Yeah… that’s Jess.”

He looked at her, puzzled. “Aren’t you going to answer?”

“No,” she said too fast. “I’ll catch up with her later.”

He accepted that with a simple nod, then reached under the coffee table. “Chess?”

Nicky smiled weakly. “Sure.”

They played, the quiet between moves comfortable. Halfway through the game, Artemis said, “I heard something today. At the clinic. When I was fixing some wiring issue.”

Nicky looked up from her rook. “What kind of something?”

“They’re talking about a cure,” he said evenly. “Not in public, but I heard the word twice. They said ‘novel’ and ‘breakthrough.’ Then they stopped talking when they saw me.”

Nicky froze, a piece suspended between her fingers. “A cure? For the infection?”

Artemis nodded once. “Maybe. I didn’t stay to ask. It didn’t sound like they wanted me to hear.”

For a long moment, only the soft ticking of the wall clock filled the room.

Finally, Nicky set the piece down. “Well, if it’s true, guess we’re all out of excuses for being miserable.”

Artemis didn’t smile. “You don’t sound like you believe it.”

She looked out the window. Across the street, her house sat in shadow—porch light still faintly glowing.

“Belief’s a luxury,” she said softly.

The movie ended in the background, the credits rolling to faint music. They finished their game in silence, the hum of the night pressing gently against the walls.

After the second round, Nicky was sure she was tired enough to sleep straight through. She stood, stretched, joints popping in the quiet, and made for the door.

Artemis watched her at the threshold, fingers on his glasses. He hesitated, then said, plainly,

“Nicky?”

“Yes?”

“I’d like to go out with you sometime. Out there.” He nodded toward the wall as if indicating a place on a map.

Nicky blinked. “Why?”

Artemis looked away for a beat, then back, determined. “I’ve been growing a bit stir-crazy.”

“Okay,” she said. “But first I’ll have to teach you how to load a gun and shoot.”

He considered that, frowning in concentration. “I think I would prefer to use an arrow.”

Nicky laughed—short, surprised. “Sure, Artemis. We’ll start with arrows.”

He smiled, small and genuinely pleased. “Good. I will practice first.”

“Yup, I’ll show you how sometime.”

She closed the door behind her and crossed the street, the porch light at her own house winking like something unbearably ordinary and strange all at once.

She crossed the street, boots whispering over the dust, the night warm and still. Her porch light buzzed faintly, catching the edge of her shadow as she stepped up to the door.

Something white lay against the floorboards—a folded scrap of paper, pushed halfway beneath the threshold.

Nicky crouched, pulse already starting to pick up.

She unfolded it carefully, the handwriting hurried but strong.

Couldn’t sleep. Kept thinking about you. Hope your arm’s holding up. —Jess

For a long time, she just stood there, staring at the words as if they might rearrange themselves into something safer. The porch light hummed overhead, insects circling.

She tucked the note into her jacket pocket without reading it again.

Inside, the house felt smaller than ever. The walls pressed close, the air still and heavy. She drew a deep breath—didn’t even realize she’d been holding it until it shook its way out of her chest.


Chapter Four: This is Why You Don’t Go Outside

The air hung heavy with the cloying sweet smell of death in the wet earth beyond the wall. Morning light filtered through the trees in narrow bands, dust catching gold in the slant.

Nicky crouched, scooped up a handful of mud, and smeared it across her face. The cool grit clung to her skin, grounding her. She pulled her bandana up over her mouth, the fabric warm and damp against her breath.

She checked the string on her bow, gave it a sharp tug, then slung her quiver across her shoulder. The guard at the gate gave her a look but didn’t bother to ask where she was headed. She came and went enough that nobody questioned it anymore. That was the point—keep moving, keep clear.

“Going scavenging?”

The voice stopped her cold.

Nicky turned, pulse spiking before she even understood why.

Jess stood a few paces back, hair pulled into a loose braid, her jacket tied at her waist, sunlight turning the stray wisps around her face to bright orange. There was nothing extraordinary about her stance, nothing overtly bold—just a calm steadiness that made something in Nicky’s chest stumble. She pulled her bandana down.

“Yeah,” Nicky said carefully, the word scraping out of her. “Something like that.”

Jess smiled, a little uncertain but holding her ground. “Mind company?”

Nicky wanted to say no—to not entertain distraction—but her tongue wouldn’t obey. Something in Jess’s eyes caught her, clear and sure, and Nicky felt the air shift around them.

“Can if you want,” she said at last, voice lower than she meant.

Jess’s smile deepened, slow and quiet, and Nicky hated the way it hit her—like a second pulse under her skin she couldn’t ignore.

They walked. The woods pressed close around them, a humid cocoon of sweat, soil, and the constant drone of insects. Nicky moved like she always did out here—silent, measured, part of the landscape—but with Jess beside her, every step felt off-balance. She could feel her, somehow. The warmth of her body, the faint sound of her boots in the loam, the quiet that filled the space between their breaths.

“You always try to run off like this?” Jess’s voice drifted forward, soft but teasing, slipping under Nicky’s skin.

“Not running,” Nicky said. “Just… getting space.”

“From what?”

You.

She didn’t answer right away, eyes fixed on the faint trail ahead. “Everything.”

Jess hummed, low and thoughtful. It rolled through the air like a vibration, and Nicky’s chest went tight. Then came the lightest touch—fingers brushing her arm as Jess stepped closer. It was barely anything, skin to skin, but it cracked something open inside her.

Nicky glanced over, meaning to glare, but her eyes snagged on the curve of Jess's waist where it dipped into the worn denim of her jeans, on the swell of her breasts pushing against the thin cotton of her black t-shirt, on the line of her mouth curving into that infuriating smirk. The heat that had been coiling low in her belly flared into something sharper, more demanding. Jess's gaze met hers, dark and knowing, and Nicky's breath hitched. She felt the sudden, overwhelming urge to reach out, to trace that line with her thumb, to feel the soft give of Jess's skin beneath her fingers. She bit down hard on her lower lip, the sharp sting a welcome distraction from the ache building somewhere deep.

“Anyone ever told you you’ve got a staring problem?” Jess muttered, raising her brows—half challenge, half tease.

“No.” Nicky’s smile deepened, lazy and deliberate.

Her eyes caught on Jess’s mouth before she could stop herself. Jess’s grin tilted, the briefest purse of her lips in a kissy face—playful and gone too soon. Nicky stepped away.

Jess tilted her head, voice dropping lower, softer—dangerous in its calm. “You seem like the type who takes what she wants. So why are you holding back?”

Nicky felt her pulse hammer in her throat. “I don’t—” She looked away, licking her lips, trying to chase off the heat crawling up her neck. “You don’t know me.”

Jess’s tone turned teasing, almost gentle. “No. But I’d like to.”

The silence that followed was electric, sharp enough to sting. Nicky’s breath caught before she could hide it.

“I saw you and John talking yesterday,” Nicky said, trying to sound casual.

Nicky picked up her pace, but Jess matched it without effort. When Nicky glanced down, she noticed for the first time that she stood a few inches taller. Funny she’d not realized that before.

“Which one’s John?” she asked, voice light. “I can’t keep up with all the names.”

“Military guy.”

“There are a few of those.”

“The most military.”

Jess’s lips curved. “Oh—yeah. High-and-tight haircut. The one with the very strong thing for you. How could I forget.”

Nicky’s throat went dry. Her heart thudded once—hard—before she managed to keep walking. The words hit harder than they should have.

Nicky’s stomach gave a small, startled twist at the thought of her name passing between other people’s mouths. Of being seen when she’d worked so hard not to be.

She shifted her grip on the bow, masking it as a stretch. “What’d he want to know?”

Jess lifted a shoulder, casual. “Basic stuff—how we met, where. Mentioning how you come and go like it’s nothing. Your kill rate. He found any excuse to bring you up.”

Her gaze flicked toward Nicky, steady and open. “I didn’t mind, though. Gave me an excuse to talk about you.”

The words landed like a punch she hadn’t braced for.

She stared straight ahead, trying to sound neutral. “What did you tell him?”

“Just the truth,” Jess said softly. “That you make an impression.”

Nicky’s fingers tightened around her bowstring, the motion grounding her. Careful, she told herself. Don’t let her see it.

But it was already too late. She kept walking.

They reached a ridge overlooking a trickle of water below, and she crouched automatically, letting instinct take over where words had failed. She lifted a hand for Jess to stop, needing the distance—but Jess didn’t.

She stayed close enough that Nicky could feel her breath shift the air beside her ear, that faint mix of warmth and sweetness that made it hard to think.

A rabbit darted into the open, pausing among the roots. Nicky steadied her bow. The world narrowed to the line of the shot, her heartbeat, the quiet—

—and Jess’s presence right behind her, every ounce of focus pulling apart at the seams.

Then Jess whispered, right next to her, “You’re really gonna shoot Peter Cottontail?”

The arrow went wide. The rabbit bolted.

Nicky exhaled sharply, lowering her bow. “What the hell was that?”

Jess just smiled, apologetic. “Didn’t think you’d actually do it.”

“It’s food,” Nicky said flatly.

Jess shrugged. “Yeah, but I’m vegan.”

Nicky blinked and scoffed. “That’s not a real thing anymore.”

Jess smirked. “Guess I’m proof it is.”

Nicky lowered the bow, half-annoyed, half… something else entirely. “You need veggie burgers or something for that.”

“Got lentils, beans, rice,” Jess said with mock pride.

Nicky huffed a laugh despite herself, shaking her head. “You’re gonna die out here, you know that?”

Jess smiled, slow and infuriatingly calm. “You’ll protect me.”

That did something strange to Nicky’s heartbeat. “Oh, will I?”

Jess stepped closer, that quiet confidence radiating off her. “You already have.”

For a second, everything went still—the air, the light, her pulse. Nicky looked anywhere but at her.

Then the brush rustled behind them. Both turned, the moment put on hold.

Nicky raised her bow, scanning the trees. The sound came again—low, intentional. Not wind. She felt Jess shift beside her, hand finding the knife at her hip.

“I think we should go back,” Jess said quietly.

Nicky turned, scanning the trees. “Yeah,” she murmured. Someone’s out there.

They started back the way they came, footsteps soft, every sound amplified by the hush around them. The tension stretched between them—taut, invisible, alive.

“There’s barely any of ’em out here,” Jess said after a while.

“What? The gnashers? Or rabbits?”

Jess chuckled. “Gnashers?”

“The camps and the wall keep the numbers down,” Nicky said, eyes still moving.

Jess frowned faintly. “Gnashers, though? Is that really what you call them?”

Nicky shot her a look. “That’s what they’re called.”

Jess smiled. “What an odd thing to say.”

“What do you call them?”

Jess shrugged, the corner of her mouth twitching. “Zombies. Rotten beef. Fugly fucks?”

Nicky coughed out a laugh before she could stop herself.

Jess grinned. “See? I knew I could make you laugh.”

“This Outpost isn’t a bad place to be,” Jess added after a beat.

“I guess.”

“Most normal I’ve seen since it happened. Almost too normal.”

They reached a steep hill, the earth soft and shifting underfoot. Jess’s boot slipped on the incline, and she caught herself on a root, grunting.

Nicky turned instantly, hand out. “Here.”

Jess grabbed it—and Nicky wasn’t ready for how strong her grip was, how warm. She pulled, but the slope gave way beneath her boots, and suddenly they were both tumbling—Jess landing half on top of her, breathless laughter tangled with the sound of shifting dirt.

Nicky blinked up, stunned. Jess’s hair fell forward, brushing her cheek.

“We’ve gotta go,” Nicky said, her voice rough, eyes darting anywhere but Jess’s.

Jess’s smile was small, sly. Her gaze caught the light, steady and impossibly bright. She reached up, fingers trailing along Nicky’s cheek—slow and delicate.

Nicky’s breath hitched. Her eyes locked on Jess’s, helpless to look away.

“Why don’t you say what you really feel, Nicky?”

For a heartbeat, Nicky couldn’t move. The world seemed to collapse inward—Jess’s touch warm against her skin, her breath close enough to taste. Shock rolled through her, sharp and electric, followed by something far more risky: the pull to close that last inch of space between them.

A snarl split the silence.

The tension between them scattered.

Nicky was on her feet before she could think, bow forgotten, hand snapping to her knife. Jess moved just as fast, rolling clear, her own knife flashing out—a wide, brutal arc that caught the morning light.

Three gnashers burst through the undergrowth—raw, staggering shapes of rot and motion. Their skin hung in strips, slick with mud and old blood. One’s jaw swung loose on sinew, clicking wetly with each lurching step. Another crawled more than ran, fingers worn to bone, dragging furrows in the dirt. The air filled with their stench—tany, decayed, with something sour underneath.

The first came fast—Nicky met it halfway, steel cracking bone. Jess was beside her in the next breath, moving like she’d done this a thousand times. Her knife swung wide and clean, cutting through rot and sinew.

They worked in sync without meaning to, breath and movement aligned, instinct driving them both.

The third lunged—Jess kicked it back, and Nicky finished it, clean through the temple.

The forest went still again. The air reeked of rot and metal.

Jess wiped her blade on her pant leg. “We work well together.”

Nicky exhaled hard, chest still heaving. “Damn, I thought vegans were supposed to be gentle.”

Jess grinned. “Guess I make exceptions.”

“Well, you’re still here. I’m sure you’ve had to.”

Jess’s smile faltered, just slightly. She squinted, studying Nicky like she was trying to read something between the words. The wind shifted, carrying the smell of ash and damp leaves through the trees.

For a heartbeat, neither spoke.

Then Jess looked away first, sliding the knife back into its sheath. “Yeah,” she said quietly. “Guess I have.”

They started back toward the Outpost, side by side. The woods had gone still again—only the sound of boots in the dirt, the soft creak of leather, and the faint whisper of wind through branches. The air between them hummed with something that wasn’t quite tension and wasn’t quite peace, charged and fragile all the same.

Nicky didn’t look at her, but she could feel Jess beside her like heat off the sun. She told herself it was just adrenaline. But she knew better.

“So what were you, an athlete before all this?” Jess asked after a while, voice light but curious.

“No,” Nicky said. “Just worked my dad’s ranch. Why?”

Jess smiled, glancing over. “Because you move fast. You’ve got that competitive look in your eye.”

Nicky huffed a small laugh, shaking her head. “That’s just survival instinct.”

“Same difference.” Jess kicked at a rock, watching it bounce down the path. “You’d probably have kicked my ass at something before the world ended.”

“Maybe,” Nicky said, trying not to smile. “What about you?”

“Didn’t play sports. Nothing official.” Jess’s tone shifted, quieter. “Took some defense classes for work. Just in case.”

“Yeah?”

Jess shrugged. “Didn’t think I’d ever actually need them.”

For a moment, they just walked. The distance between them felt deliberate now, held by choice instead of circumstance. Nicky could still feel the warmth of Jess’s shoulder—close enough to touch, close enough to make her wonder what it’d be like if she did.

By the time the wall came into view, the sky had dulled to gray, wind stirring the tall grass. The guards waved them through, eyes flicking briefly over the blood and dirt but asking no questions. Inside, the world felt too quiet again—too normal.

At the fork where the path split, they both hesitated.

Jess shifted her pack higher on her shoulder. “Hungry? I could make you some real food.”

Nicky shook her head, keeping her voice even. “No. I gotta clean up.”

Jess grinned, that easy spark returning. “Wanna save water and shower together?”

Nicky froze. For half a second, she forgot how to breathe. Her mind scrambled for words, for anything resembling a response, but nothing came. Jess’s tone was teasing, but her eyes weren’t—not entirely.

Nicky managed a sound somewhere between a laugh and a choke. “You’re unbelievable.”

Jess’s grin widened just a little. “You’ll come around.”

Before Nicky could find her footing again, one of the guards called out to Jess. Something about a supply escort—medical aid. Jess turned toward him, already sliding into that calm, capable stance Nicky was starting to recognize.

Nicky stood there a moment longer, hands shoved deep in her pockets.

When Jess looked back, she gave a small wave, almost casual. Nicky returned it with a nod—barely. Then she turned toward her side of the wall, heart thudding, face still hot beneath the dirt and sweat.

She told herself space was good—time to think.

But she already knew she wouldn’t stop thinking about Jess.

***

She peeled off the bandage on her arm before stepping into the shower, the fabric stiff with dried antiseptic and blood. The cut along her forearm wasn’t fully scabbed yet, but the skin around it looked cleaner—no swelling, no heat. It didn’t throb anymore, just itched a little, which she took as a good sign.

The water sputtered before it steadied, coming out thin but warm. She stood under the spray until her thoughts stopped racing, until the sounds of generators and hammering outside blurred to a dull hum. When she finally shut the water off, steam clung to the cracked mirror. Her reflection looked tired but less haunted.

Her reflection looked tired but less haunted.

She dressed in soft cotton and padded barefoot through the quiet house. The cat followed her into the living room, winding around her ankles. Nicky sank onto the couch, meaning only to sit for a minute. Her eyes closed before her body hit stillness.

Sleep came in flashes—yellow skies thick with dust, the smell of copper and rot, the gnashers’ low growls bleeding into the hum of wind. She saw hands reaching, blood spreading across concrete, and her bow slipping from her grip.

When she jerked awake, her heart was still thudding. For a few breaths she lay there, caught between worlds, waiting for it all to dissolve. That same feeling came—the one that found her every time she woke—that maybe none of this was real. That maybe she’d open her eyes for real this time and find herself back before it all went wrong.

Then Jess flickered into her thoughts—just her name, the memory of her voice—and something inside Nicky eased. The thought warmed her chest before the ache followed right after.

The light through the blinds had gone soft—late afternoon, golden and slow. Her mouth was dry. The cat was gone. Somewhere outside, someone was repairing a fence; the rhythmic clang of a hammer echoed faintly through the quiet house. The clock on the wall read just past one.

She rose, pulled her boots back on, and stepped into the garage. River lifted her head from the hay, ears twitching. “Yeah, I know,” Nicky murmured. “You need out.”

She saddled up and led the mare through the side gate, the air warm and thick with dust. The Outpost moved around her in small, methodical ways—people hauling water, someone patching solar panels, a group of kids carrying scrap wood to the communal garden. The scent of earth and sweat mixed with the faint sweetness of drying herbs strung up along a porch rail.

She passed the cookfire where a guard was stirring a pot, waved once at him. A woman crouched nearby, scrubbing clothes in a bucket, humming under her breath. Across the square, a pair of men argued over a half-repaired bike, their voices tired but steady.

It wasn’t peace, not really—but it was something close enough to fool you for a few hours.

River’s hooves clopped softly over the packed dirt paths, the sound rhythmic, grounding. Nicky rode the perimeter, scanning the walls, the treeline, the empty road that led out toward the highway. The sky was cloudless—clear enough that she could almost imagine seeing the distant shimmer of the city if she looked hard enough.

She turned the horse back toward the garage. Tomorrow she’d ride farther—maybe as far as the fence line. Maybe past it. River needed the run. So did she.

Across the narrow road, Artemis sat on his front step with his German shepherd, stretched across his boots. The dog’s ears flicked toward every sound but never moved until Artemis did. A patch on his harness read Service Animal — Do Not Distract, the edges worn soft from use.

Artemis had his sketchbook balanced on his knees, tongue pressed to his teeth in concentration. His headphones rested around his neck, pencil tapping his thigh in a steady rhythm.

“Hey,” Nicky called, voice low so she wouldn’t startle him. “You been out here long?”

He looked up fast, then down again, blinking once before answering. “Eighty-seven minutes. Alexander needed air.”

“Good day for it,” she said, leaning against the porch post. “You eat yet?”

He shook his head. “Pantry opened. They got new stock. Cans with green labels—vegetables probably. Not corn. You don’t like corn.”

Nicky smirked. “No, not the canned stuff. Guess we better go get what’s left, then.”

Artemis closed the sketchbook carefully, stood, and gave Alexander a quiet hand signal. The shepherd rose at once, tail sweeping once before settling into perfect heel beside him.

The walk to the pantry was short, just a few cracked sidewalks lined with solar lights that would flicker come nightfall. The Outpost moved at its usual rhythm—kids playing near the rec center, guards pacing the wall, someone tuning a radio that only half-worked.

Inside the pantry, the air was cooler. Volunteers sorted cans into neat pyramids. Artemis hovered near the shelf edges, studying each label like a puzzle. “These expire in two years,” he murmured. “Or they would have, if years still mattered.”

“Still counts,” Nicky said. “Pick what you want.”

He selected two cans of peaches and one of beans, lining them up in the crook of his arm. “Peaches are for you,” he added after a beat. “You always like those.”

“Appreciate it.”

On the way back, Alexander trotted a few paces ahead, tail low, ears flicking toward the smallest sounds. The air smelled like woodsmoke and faint diesel; the day’s heat was beginning to fade.

Artemis walked beside her, quiet at first, his hands tucked into the sleeves of his hoodie. “You said you’d show me,” he said after a moment.

“Show you what?”

“How to shoot,” he reminded her. “With the bow.”

Nicky glanced over. “Right. I did say that.”

He nodded once. “When can we start?”

She adjusted the strap on her pack, thinking. “Soon as I make more arrows.”

“Okay.” His voice carried that careful steadiness of his—neither impatient nor doubtful. Just certain. “I’ll be ready.”

“I know you will,” she said softly.

They reached his porch. Alexander circled once and sat, the picture of patience.

“Tomorrow?” Artemis asked, though it sounded more like hope than question.

Nicky gave a small nod. “If I finish tonight, yeah. Tomorrow.”

That drew the faintest smile from him—barely there, but more than she’d ever seen from him. He gave Alexander a quiet signal and the shepherd rose to follow him inside.

Nicky lingered a moment on the porch, listening to the Outpost breathe—the soft clatter of dishes, a laugh drifting from somewhere down the road, the constant low hum of generators.

When she crossed back to her own house, the air inside carried a stillness. Loneliness crept up on her. She set the peaches on the counter, checked on River out in the garage, and topped off her cat’s kibble—the usual small routines that made the place feel alive.

But the silence settled heavy.

After a moment she grabbed her jacket and headed for the wall. She told herself she was going for supplies—to find shafts and scrap for new arrows—but part of her knew it was something else.

The closer she got, the quieter everything seemed. The towers that usually held a pair of guards were empty. The yard, normally full of movement and noise, lay still. Even the wind felt thin.

Her heart fluttered, unsteady. Maybe Jess was nearby. Maybe the convoy had returned and she just hadn’t heard. She scanned the road, but there was nothing—just sun glare off the rusted gate.

Remy came around one of the trucks, sleeves rolled up, radio at his belt.

“Hey,” he called. “Got a minute?”

“Yeah.”

“I need you on guard tonight with John. We’re spread thin—sent a group to the city.”

“The city?”

“Out to the big hospital.”

“What? That place is crawling.”

Remy’s mouth twitched, not quite a grimace. “We’re low on meds—bandages, antiseptic, everything. It’s the only place that might still have stock.”

Nicky’s fingers twitched. “I would’ve gone if you’d asked.”

He shook his head. “You know I need you here. You’re our straightest shooter. I trust you to hold the wall if anything goes sideways.”

Her jaw clenched. “Those firefighters go too?”

“Just the girl,” Remy said. “The brother is stayin’ here—which works for me. Can’t send all our muscle out at once.”

She nodded, but it didn’t feel steady. Something in her chest had gone taut, like a bowstring drawn too long.

Her throat tightened. “Yeah. Alright. Think they’ll be back soon?”

Remy shifted his weight, squinting toward the road. “Maybe. Maybe not ‘til tomorrow.”

Nicky followed his gaze, eyes tracing the distant line of trees where the highway started. The light shimmered there, heat bending the air. She imagined a truck rumbling back through that gap, headlights cutting the dusk—but it was only a thought.

“You headin’ out?” Remy asked.

“Need arrows,” she said, her voice low.

“Take your time. Just be back before dark.”

“Always am.”

Remy snorted. “That’s a blatant lie.”

She clicked her tongue, half a smile ghosting across her mouth. “Yeah, well. You keep sayin’ that and I might start believin’ you care.”

“Wouldn’t want that,” he said, but there was warmth under it.

She turned before he could say anything else, before her face gave too much away. Her boots crunched against the gravel, the sound sharp and solitary. The air had cooled some, but her chest still felt tight. Each step away from the gate made her pulse climb, though she didn’t know why—only that she couldn’t stay still.

The air smelled like metal and dust. Every few steps she caught herself glancing east, toward the direction of the city. The air there always looked different—thicker somehow, stained.

She told herself she wasn’t worried. But her hands wouldn’t stop shaking.

***

She’d left the wall at dusk and didn’t come back until the humidity dropped and the sun moved low in the sky. From two to five she’d hunted and scavenged—cutting shafts from busted porch rails, snapping straight splinters from old fence posts. Two rabbits hung from her bag by the time she turned back towards home. She’d clean them later, add the bones to the box she kept under her worktable—a growing collection she used for arrowheads. Nothing went to waste.

That evening she sat in her kitchen, fletching until her fingers ached. The lamp threw hard circles of light across the table, catching the pale curve of feathers and the dull gleam of stone. Outside, night pressed in slow and heavy. Inside, the cat hunted bugs that flew too close to the lamp, tail flicking in quiet triumph each time.

By nine Nicky was back on the wall, bow across her knees and a squat stack of newly made arrows at her feet. The night smelled like cooling dust and sun-warmed metal from the solar arrays. The Outpost below was a scatter of low lights and slow silhouettes—people moving in defined loops, a dog barking twice and then quiet. Crickets filled the gaps like a loose machine.

One of the other guards—Luis—kept her company until eleven. He paced the parapet with the bored, watchful energy of a man who’d been asked to hold still too many times. They traded small, safe talk: the dry joke about the pantry’s “pork-flavored” cans, the wry assessment of the latest fence repairs. He tossed her half a sandwich at some point and went back inside the Outpost, his shift over.

When his footsteps faded, it was only John and Nicky left on the wall. John settled in with his rifle across his knees like it was a second body, boots up on the rail, shoulders loose but never slack. He had the way of people who measure silence the way others measure time.

They watched the road together. The highway to the city was a dark seam in the horizon, nothing but a suggestion of trees and a faint wash of distant lights. Every so often a distant electric hum from the panels ticked—like a breathing thing—but otherwise the world held its breath.

After a long pull of air, Nicky broke the quiet. “You worried about your new girlfriend?” she asked, not looking at him.

John’s mouth tightened into a line. “She’s not my girlfriend yet.”

“Won’t be,” Nicky said, blunt as a blade. “Seems like she’s got standards.”

He snorted—soft, almost fond. “Good for her.”

There was a beat, a small twilight that held the shape of other things. Nicky shifted, fingers finding an arrow to smooth the bone head, just to keep her hands busy. The star-slick sky glinted off the blade of her knife.

“So,” he said, easier this time, “what’d you do those days you were gone? You never said.”

She looked away first, jaw working. For a moment, the shadow of Mato’s camp crossed her face. “Went to see family,” she said finally, her voice rough around the edges. “Unfortunately, I’ve got some very unsavory people out there. Every day I hope they’re dead. They’re not. They’re still out here.” She swallowed. “Meanwhile the people who mattered… they’re in the ground.”

Nicky’s shoulders dropped a fraction. She let the arrow spin between her fingers before laying it down.

“Yup,” he said, no heat in it, only the dry acceptance of hard things. “That’s how it goes.”

Nicky scoffed and sat back.

John glanced at her, then out toward the horizon. “Wonder where this is all headed.”

“Nothingness,” she said. “Same as before. Same as always”

He looked sorry. “You don’t believe in an afterlife, Nicky?”

“I’m indifferent to the idea. No use in wondering.”

He considered that for a second, then grinned faintly. “Fair enough.”

They sat longer after that, the two of them folded into their posts—the quiet between them not empty, but full of the things they didn’t say.

Echoes drifted from the edge of the trees: a low growl, then the dragging shuffle of feet through grass. Nicky was on her feet before the sound had finished carrying. She loosed an arrow and watched it drop the first gnasher cleanly, the shape folding into the dark without a sound.

She sat back down, unhurried. Pulled another arrow from her quiver. Ran her thumb along the bone edge, feeling for burrs.

“Clean shot,” John muttered.

“Wasn’t far.”

A while later another came—a limper, snagging itself on the wire. Nicky rose again, quiet and deliberate. The bowstring creaked, a small, familiar sound. The arrow struck just below the jaw. She watched it go still, then stepped back to her stool, drawing her knife to smooth a fletching while the night swallowed the noise.

When the next one came closer—too close—John stood, rifle raised. The gun cracked once, echoing through the trees, and the echo startled a cloud of birds that wheeled up and vanished.

“Overkill,” Nicky said.

“Boredom,” he replied.

She gave a low hum and went back to work, seating another arrow head and tying the cord tight. The lamp’s light trembled each time the wind brushed past, casting their shadows long across the boards.

Every hour or so she stood again, sent another arrow out into the dark. Each shot landed easy, practiced, until the pile at her feet barely depleted. Between them, the wall stayed quiet, the Outpost safe.

By the time the night began to thin into gray, the horizon had taken on that hollow pre-dawn color—soft, tired, and uncertain. The air felt different then, thinner, like the world was holding its breath.

John sat with his eyes closed, back against the wall, his rifle resting loosely across his knees.

Somewhere far beyond the trees, the highway waited, and maybe—just maybe—headlights would come crawling down it.

But for now, she picked up her knife again, smoothing the last fletching by the trembling light of the lamp.

***

“You two get some rest. You might be on guard again tonight,” Remy said as he came to relieve them, voice rough with fatigue.

“You got it,” John said, already stretching out his back.

Nicky gave a small nod but didn’t answer. She had no intention of standing guard again—not tonight. If the group didn’t make it back today, she’d be the one going out to find them. To find Jess.

All night the anxiety had built in her chest, layer on layer, until it felt like she was made of nothing but wires pulled too tight. Every sound—the creak of the fence, the sigh of wind through the pines—snapped her attention awake. She’d told herself the group would be back by dawn. Then by breakfast. Now, as the sun crawled over the wall, that promise felt hollow.

The walk home blurred. The Outpost was already stirring—voices low, footsteps soft, smoke from breakfast fires and chimneys catching the new light. It all felt distant, unreal, like she was watching from somewhere else.

Inside, her house was cool and dim. She set her bow down by the door, pulled off her jacket, and leaned against the counter for a moment, just breathing. The silence pressed against her ears.

She chewed a strip of jerky without tasting it, drank half a bottle of water, and stared at nothing. Her muscles wouldn’t unclench, but exhaustion won out anyway.

When she finally lay down, the bed felt too small, too creaky. The cat padded up and settled against her ribs, purring softly, a faint vibration under her arm. Nicky turned her face toward the wall, eyes open until the weight in her body pulled her under.


Chapter Five: Jailbreak

Two days passed.

The Outpost moved as if nothing had changed, but Nicky felt the absence everywhere. The trucks were still gone, fewer guards along the wall. It made her uneasy, being surrounded by people who couldn’t fight if it came to that. Each morning she woke to the same hollow quiet, the same thought—that maybe today she’d hear the engines, see the dust rising beyond the trees. But every day ended the same way: unnerving silence.

By midmorning she walked to the wall. The watchmen nodded, said nothing. The horizon stayed empty.

She filled her hours crafting arrows, walking by River, trying not to look toward the road. One afternoon she took Artemis to the back field behind the neighborhood, where weathered boards leaned against a fence for target practice. He shot for nearly an hour—slow, careful, deliberate. Completely missing the target for the most part.

“You should still learn how to handle a gun,” she told him finally. “Just so you know how.”

He hesitated. “You’d teach me?”

She pulled out her revolver, the same .44 with the worn walnut grip. “Start with loading and unloading. We won’t shoot today.”

They practiced until the light turned gold and long.

Later, she circled the block, restless. Ben sat on the porch of his house, elbows on his knees, eyes fixed somewhere that wasn’t here. When he saw her, he lifted a hand. She waved back. Neither spoke.

Artemis caught her again outside the pantry, Alexander sitting obediently at his heel.

“You’re here early,” he said.

“Couldn’t sleep,” she answered, hefting a sack of grain over her shoulder.

He studied her face, then said quietly, “They’ll come back.”

She didn’t reply. Just gave a small nod that wasn’t quite a lie and walked on.

By evening, she’d fletched and sharpened until her hands were raw. Arrows lined the kitchen table in neat rows—bone tips catching the lamplight like dull silver. She packed rope, dried meat, water, a blanket. Everything she’d need to make it to the city and back. Everything except permission.

Outside, the light had gone low, bleeding orange against the walls. River stood saddled as they approached the gate, stamping once, impatient. Nicky was double checking her supplies.

John’s voice cut through the quiet.

“Where are you going?”

Nicky tightened the strap on her pack. “River needs exercise.”

He frowned, glancing past her to the horse. “Some raiders were seen nearby. They looked hostile—scoping us out, maybe. You might not want to go out there.”

“When?”

“About an hour ago.”

She met his eyes. “I need to go find the group. Raiders don’t scare me. I’ll take care of them.”

John’s expression hardened. “Okay, this time I’m gonna have to stop you. You’re needed here.”

Her jaw tightened, anger pressing up through the fear. “They’re not coming back, John. Something happened.”

He shook his head. “You don’t know that.”

“Yeah,” she said quietly. “I do. The hospital’s an hour drive from here.”

“Look, I know that. It’s not looking great. But I need you to stay here. You’re not going out on your own. God, you need to stop doing this. And at night? Wait until tomorrow morning, and Remy will help us form a search and rescue. I’ve talked to the others—they want to go looking for them, same as you.”

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “I’m not waiting. Remy’s not gonna do that.”

“Fine. Then let me form a group. Just—Christ, don’t go out there alone. Can you wait an hour?”

Nicky hesitated. “No. I can’t.”

“Please,” he said.

She met his eyes. “Fine.”

John exhaled, shoulders sagging. “Thank you. Why don’t you go on then. Go home I’ll come get you.” He turned and started toward the east wall, already calling to another guard.

Nicky stood there a moment, watching him go. Then she turned back to River.

The horse shifted, ears flicking toward her like she already knew.

“Jailbreak,” Nicky murmured, tightening the saddle strap.

By the time John disappeared around the corner, she was moving.

She reached the gate door, heart pounding. The latch groaned as she pulled it free. For a moment, she hesitated—just long enough to glance back at the Outpost, at the faint glow of solar lights tracing the top of the wall.

Then she slammed the door shut behind her, swung into the saddle, and kicked River forward.

A single shout from the wall rang out behind her.

And Nicky disappeared.

***

The last of the daylight bled out behind her, the dusk pressed close, heavy as a held breath. The first few miles carried a wrong kind of quiet—the kind where Nicky’s own breath sounded too loud, where the absence of noise was a promise of violence to come.

But the farther she rode, the thicker the smell became. The air curdled, damp and rank, as if the earth itself were rotting from below. River’s ears twitched wildly, her hooves making wet, sucking sounds against the oil-slicked pavement. Nicky kept her bow drawn across her lap, an arrow notched, her knuckles white.

Every few yards, something shifted in the dark—not animal nor human-shaped and with movement that violated every natural law.

The first gnasher stepped out of a parking lot overgrown with skeletal weeds, its clothes hanging in tatters like dried flesh. Its head snapped toward her with impossible speed, eyes milky white. She guided River wide, sent an arrow punching through its skull with a wet crunch. The sound carried too far.

A hundred yards later, another staggered out of the ditch. Then two. Then five. They moved with the disjointed grace of broken puppets, limbs bent at angles that made her stomach clench.

“Not tonight,” she hissed, drawing and firing, each shot a prayer, each kill barely a pause in the approaching storm.

The bodies dropped but the noise built—a chorus of hunger that rose and fell like a terrible tide. She could hear them now—farther off, in the treeline—guttural clicks, the wet tearing of throats, the shuffle of feet through grass.

By the time she passed the rusted sign that once read WAL—MART, the moon had slipped from behind the clouds, silvering the letters just enough to read. Beyond it, the shapes thickened into a slow-moving tide of flesh and bone, pouring from the darkness like a wound that wouldn’t close.

River’s muscles bunched under the saddle, her sides slick with sweat. Nicky kept her breathing shallow, each inhalation bringing that cloying scent of decay. The bowstring hummed with tension, her fingers raw from the draw.

Then, in the distance, headlights—cold, broken beams still faintly glowing in the ditch. A pick-up truck, nose-down, seemingly abandoned. The smell coming off it was strong enough to make River gag.

The sound followed. From between the cars and the grass and the open storefronts they came—dozens at first, then more, the sound swelling until it filled everything, pressing against her eardrums like a physical force. Faces gray and bloated, hands reaching, the scrape of bone on pavement like fingernails down a chalkboard.

Nicky kicked River hard. The mare surged forward, hooves pounding the road. Arrows flew from her hand almost without thought—one, two, three—each finding a skull, each vanishing into the dark.

It wasn't enough.

The crowd kept forming, drawn by the sound of the horse, by the scent of sweat and life. They spilled from alleyways, from shattered windows, from beneath the shells of cars, their numbers multiplying with impossible speed.

“Go!” Nicky shouted, voice breaking.

River leapt a fallen streetlight, hooves skidding on landing. Nicky twisted in the saddle, loosed another arrow, then another. The bowstring sang; the dead fell; more kept coming.

One lunged close enough that she could smell it—wet rot and soil, the reek of ruptured organs. She dropped the bow, drew her hatchet, and swung low as they passed. The blade met bone, stuck, tore free. Blood sprayed her arm, hot and viscous.

The road turned. They galloped through a gas station lot, the pumps long melted down, the sign half collapsed. Beyond the reach of moonlight, everything was swallowed in black. Gnashers clawed at the air, tripping over each other as they followed, their fingers hooking at nothing.

For a moment she thought they’d made it clear—then the next wave came out of the dark, hundreds this time, filling the road ahead like a slow-moving wall of flesh.

River hesitated, screaming. Nicky pulled her to the side, into the narrow space between two buildings, low branches scraping her shoulders, tearing at her skin. The alley stank of rot and standing water, of things left to decay in the dark. Broken fencing blocked one end, and a half-collapsed dumpster wedged tight against the other.

She dragged River behind it, pressing them both into the narrow pocket of shadow. The horse trembled, hot breath bursting against her arm.

Outside, she could hear them—hands slapping against the walls, nails raking the siding, the moaning and hissing blending into a single awful drone that vibrated through her bones.

They couldn’t fit through the gap, not with the dumpster wedged there and the space too tight for more than one at a time. Still, their bodies pressed close, the air thick with their stench.

Minutes stretched into eternity before the noise began to thin.

When she finally urged River out the far end of the alley, the road ahead was open again, slick with moonlight. The gnashers had moved on, pulled by the memory of her passing.

Nicky swallowed hard, eyes on the horizon. The night around her was alive, moving.

She nudged River forward.

Somewhere out there, past the slow crawl of the dead and the ruins of the city, the hospital waited.

***

The road wound through a low valley, the air thicker there—dense with mist and the stink of wet rust. Water pooled in the ruts, glinting faintly under the low, swollen moon. Every sound seemed to carry farther in that hollow: the steady thud of River’s hooves, the creak of saddle leather, her own breath tight in her chest.

Nicky kept River at a steady lope, eyes cutting between the shadows and the pale ribbon of road. The dead had thinned out. No shapes staggering at the edge of the trees, no dragging feet behind her. Just silence—too deep, too watchful. The kind that made her skin prickle.

She slowed, listening.

At first she thought it was her heartbeat in her ears. Then came a sound that didn’t belong.

A click—clean, metallic.

A breath that wasn’t hers.

And then the night tore open with gunfire.

The valley lit up in muzzle flash. River screamed and bucked; Nicky barely registered the pain before she hit the ground hard enough to rattle her teeth. The reins tore from her hands. Hooves thundered off into the dark.

For a second she just lay there, ears ringing, grit in her mouth. The night stank of oil and gunpowder.

Goddamn it, River.

She rolled, dragging herself behind the twisted shell of a Jeep. Her shoulder burned — couldn’t tell if it was grazed or punctured. Didn’t matter. She checked the revolver. Two rounds.

Footsteps on gravel. Voices, too close.

“You see her?”

“Nah, she went down by the car—”

The world was pitch-black but for the faint spill of moonlight caught on twisted metal. Her eyes strained against it, seeing nothing but shifting shadow. The air was thick and damp.

Nicky’s pulse hammered through her teeth. She pressed lower to the ground, chest scraping against cold asphalt slick with oil. Every breath tasted like iron and dust.

Flashlight beams slashed through the dark, jerking wildly—thin, sickly cones of light that made everything worse. The glow skimmed over the broken car she hid behind, catching on the chrome, flaring across the shattered glass. For an instant the whole world glared white. Then black again.

Boots shuffled closer, slow, deliberate. Someone was whistling, tuneless and low. Another voice, nervous now:

“Man, it’s dark as hell—”

“Shut up and look. She’s gotta be right here somewhere.”

Nicky shifted, the gravel crackling under her hand. One of the beams snapped toward the sound, burning across her sleeve. She stilled. Her lungs burned from holding air.

A boot stepped into view beside the car door, inches from her head. The beam lifted, sliding down toward the ground.

She exhaled through her nose and pulled the trigger.

The flash lit everything in one savage burst—the man’s face, the spatter, the shock on the others’ expressions before darkness slammed back down like a lid.

He collapsed hard, rifle clattering against the pavement. The others shouted, light beams scattering in panic.

“Shit—she’s still—!”

“Light her up!”

Gunfire tore the night open. Sparks jumped from metal, glass exploded. The car shuddered with impact after impact. Nicky rolled under it, bits of gravel and glass slicing her palms. Her shoulder screamed; she didn’t know if it was grazed or worse.

The world became noise—bullets chewing through steel, the ricochet shriek, the ping of a casing near her ear. She could smell the gunpowder, rotten and dry, mixing with blood.

One flashlight rolled away, beam spinning useless circles across the asphalt. In its sweep she caught the outline of another man advancing.

She aimed low, shot again. The muzzle flare painted everything a pale, unreal orange. He dropped, flailing, light beam snapping upward as he went down.

For a heartbeat, silence.

Then engines.

Low and far off at first, a vibration through the ground. The raiders froze, every flashlight jerking toward the south. The rumble grew—thick, mechanical, unmistakable.

“You hear that?”

“Trucks?”

“Hell, that ain’t—”

Floodlights burst through the mist, bleaching the road in brutal white. Tires screamed. Engines howled.

“Move!” someone yelled—too late.

Gunfire erupted from the oncoming trucks, clean, rhythmic bursts that cracked the air open. Raiders scattered, firing wild into the glare. The floodlights burned their shapes down to silhouettes, jerking and falling.

Nicky stayed flat, dirt and heat washing over her. Every flash painted her world white and then ripped it away.

When it finally quieted, the night rushed back—black and thick as water. The only sounds were the clicking of cooling engines and her own heartbeat.

She pushed herself up, unsteady, gripping the revolver in a shaking hand. The light from the trucks cut a thin blade through the fog, catching her face, her arm slick with blood.

She turned her head toward it and whispered hoarsely, “Took you long enough.”

Boots splashed through puddles, the faint jingle of gear cutting through the ringing in her ears.

“Well, shit,” someone said. John. His voice came easy, smooth in that practiced way that tried to sand the edges off panic. “You never do anything halfway, do you?”

Nicky blinked against the flashlight beam as it dipped away from her face. Shapes resolved in the dark—three figures, guards from the outpost, rifles up, eyes scanning the treeline. The stench of gunpowder hung sharp in the mist.

Her throat burned. “My horse,” she managed through her teeth, the words catching rough in her chest.

“We saw,” John said, stepping forward. His rifle hung loose now. The faint tremor in his hand gave him away before his grin did. “That’s how we knew you were in trouble.”

He was dressed half military, half scavenger—faded camo pants, flak vest missing a plate, sleeves rolled high on sunburned forearms. His blond hair was still cut close, regulation tight, but there was a scruff along his jaw that spoke of long days and not enough sleep.

“Where?” Nicky asked, voice low.

He looked out toward the dark highway. “Probably half-way to Mexico by now, I’m sorry to say.”

She grit her teeth, jaw flexing, and moved past him a few steps, the revolver hanging loose at her side.

John followed, glancing at her shoulder. The beam of his flashlight brushed across the torn fabric, the blood dark and tacky.

“You’re bleeding.”

She didn’t look at him.

“Figure that out all by yourself?” she muttered.

John’s grin came quick, reflexive. “Just confirming my suspicions.”

They started back toward the truck. Eight of them in all—shadows moving through fog, faces drawn and hollow under the weak beam of their headlights. The air stank of gunpowder and wet metal. Boots squelched through mud.

Ben stood by the open door, leaning one arm against the frame. He looked a little like his sister—same freckles, same dark-blue eyes—but his hair was darker copper, the color of old pennies. The lean build of someone used to running toward fire still clung to him, his gear now just patched canvas instead of turnout pants. There was a kind gleam in his eyes that didn’t quite fit the world anymore.

He’d been watching them come in, eyes flicking from Nicky to John and back again, something wry in the set of his mouth.

“You two done flirting, or should I give you a minute?” he said, not quite smiling.

John rolled his eyes, brushing past him. “Shut it and get in.”

Ben’s gaze lingered on Nicky. In the harsh white light, the dark streak across her sleeve stood out starkly. He didn’t comment on it right away—just nodded once, a silent understanding.

“I can take a look at that once we’re rolling,” he said quietly, his tone shifting softer.

Nicky glanced over at her shoulder if seeing it for the first time. “It’s fine.”

“Uh-huh,” Ben said, shouldering the door open wider. “You can lie to John. Don’t waste it on me.”

Nicky hesitated, then climbed in. The cab smelled of sweat and gun oil. Ben slid into the backseat behind her as John started the engine. Two guards sat on either side of Ben, the rest packed into the bed behind them, weapons still ready though the night outside had gone still again.

The truck jolted onto the road. The hum of the tires and the soft rattle of shell casings in the floorboard filled the silence.

Ben clicked on a small light, careful not to blind anyone. “Hold still,” he said, already unscrewing the cap on a bottle of saline.

“It’s fine,” she muttered.

“Doesn’t look fine.” He soaked a cloth, pressed it gently against the wound. “Just cleaning. You’ll keep the arm.”

The saline stung. She hissed through her teeth but didn’t pull away.

“Deep?” John asked without turning.

“No,” Ben said. “Looks like a graze. Lucky shot.” He taped the edge of the gauze down.

Nicky nodded once, still staring out the window. The headlights carved a thin tunnel through the fog.

Half an hour passed in silence. The road narrowed, hemmed in by trees. Every few minutes, the light caught on broken glass or a rusted sign.

Then the first truck appeared ahead—spun halfway off the road, both doors yawning open. Bullet holes peppered the sides; the windshield was gone. The metal shimmered under the beams, pocked and scorched.

John slowed. Gravel crackled beneath the tires.

“Goddamn,” Remy muttered. “Tell me it’s not one of ours.”

Nicky’s breath hitched, the blood draining from her face.

They stopped. The engine ticked in the quiet. The night pressed close, thick and wet, fog swallowing the headlights until they looked like two dim eyes peering into the dark.

The doors opened. Flashlights cut pale cones through the mist. The smell came first—burned oil, old blood, the sour trace of something long dead.

Every small sound echoed: a collar tag jingling in the back, a boot shifting on gravel, the soft drag of breath through cloth.

Remy’s beam swept over the wreck. He crouched by the driver’s door and didn’t speak.

Nicky climbed down last. The cold air hit her throat like smoke. She pulled a small flashlight from her pants pocket and stepped closer. The cab was torn apart—streaks of blood smeared across the dash, a palm print on the glass, a dark crust at the base of the steering wheel. The passenger seat sagged inward like a collapsed lung.

Her stomach twisted.

“Over there,” she said suddenly, voice hoarse.

Across the road, a second truck lay flipped beyond the guardrail, its frame half buried in brush.

“Shit,” John muttered. “Must’ve gone over trying to turn around.”

Ben followed her with his light. “Careful—it’s not stable.”

She stepped closer, peering into the cab. Empty. No bodies. Her boots crunched on glass. The seats torn, the floor littered with casings and dark blood spatter. Relief flared for a heartbeat—then dread chased it away. Empty didn’t mean safe. Empty could mean anything.

Her flashlight swept over the glove box—wires yanked free, the radio torn out. She swallowed hard, bile rising at the back of her throat.

“Ben,” she said, her voice rough. “Was Jess in this truck or the other one?”

Ben cleared his throat, eyes flicking to the wreck before meeting hers. “Neither,” he said quietly. “She was riding solo on our bike.”

Nicky blinked, the words hitting somewhere between relief and disbelief. The fog seemed to shift, the space around her narrowing.

“Solo?” she repeated, scanning the road and treeline like Jess might just materialize from the mist. “You’re sure?”

“Positive,” Ben said. “She wouldn’t ride with anyone else.”

John’s voice came low. “Bodies?”

“No,” Ben said after a beat. “Not here. How about you?” His voice landed soft, and that softness hurt worse than a shout.

"Nada."

Everyone migrated back toward the truck.

They stood there in the headlights, faces pale and hollow, the fog coiling low around their legs. The trees leaned in from both sides of the road, dark shapes pressing close, their branches dripping with mist. No wind, no crickets—just the slow tick of cooling metal and the faint hiss of the idling engine.

Seth broke first. His voice cracked the quiet, too loud, like he was afraid of what might answer back.

“What the hell do we do now?”

Silence followed.

Nicky’s hand trembled faintly. She looked at each of them—the fear, the disbelief—and finally said, “Go to the hospital. What else is there to do?”

John turned toward her. “There’s no way they made it that far, Nick.”

She nodded once, jaw set. “Then where else should we look?”

Frank, one of the older guards, gave a dry, broken laugh. “Our crew could be dead, captured, or worse. We should head back while we still can.”

“Enough,” Remy said sharply. “We finish what they started. Either way.”

Ben spoke up, quiet but certain. “They could’ve survived.”

“That’s what I’m saying,” Nicky said. “It’s only a few hours on foot. They went east.”

John’s eyes were dark, unreadable. “Through this? Through a war zone?”

“Do you have a better guess?” she snapped.

Silence followed, long and unbearable.

Someone muttered a curse, then stopped halfway through, like the sound itself didn’t belong here—too human for a place that had forgotten people entirely.

Nicky’s flashlight found the ditch. Bootprints in the mud—some deep, some dragging. They trailed off toward the city.

Her chest went hollow. She saw it all in her mind: the gunfire, the panic, Jess shouting for cover, running into the brush.

She blinked hard. “They went to the hospital.” The word barely made it past her lips.

Remy studied her face, then the wreck. His eyes said what none of them wanted to voice—we’re too late.

“Ten minutes by truck,” John murmured, “I guess it wouldn’t hurt to just go and see.”

A guy near the back took a step away, eyes wide. “We should just go home. This is—”

“Then go,” Remy cut in. The words weren’t angry, only stripped bare.

Nicky turned toward the east. The city faintly visible on the dark horizon. Her fear hardened into something else—cold, bright, unmovable.

“I should have fucking been with her,” Ben muttered, turning away.

Remy looked them all over, jaw tight. “We go in light. No hero shit. Sweep, call, move fast.”

They climbed back in. Doors slammed, the engine turned over, the headlights cut one last line through the fog.

As they pulled away, the wrecked trucks disappeared into the dark behind them.

Ahead, the hospital waited.

And with every mile, Nicky felt the truth pressing closer: she had come too far to turn back, and far too late to save anyone.

***

The truck rolled slow through the night, tires whispering over asphalt. The world around them felt hollow—every tree stripped bare, every house sagging into itself. They passed driveways littered with debris: a child’s bike on its side, a door hanging open, a mailbox packed with mold.

As the road widened, the woods thinned, giving way to the outlines of distant fields. Fires glimmered on the horizon—small at first, then multiplying. Campfires, a dozen or more, dotting the dark hills like dying stars.

“Camps,” Seth murmured from the bed of the truck, tightening his grip on the rifle.

“Keep quiet,” Remy said. “No light, no noise.”

They coasted past the first cluster of tents, silent but for the soft churn of the engine. Figures moved near the flames—men, maybe, or something worse. Shapes huddled close together, faces turned away. The smell of cooking meat drifted faintly through the air, indistinguishable in its origin.

Nicky leaned out the passenger window, scanning the tree line, every nerve wired tight. Her shoulder throbbed where the bullet had grazed it. She kept her arm close, pretending it didn’t.

Another mile on, the road bent toward the highway. What remained of the city rose in the distance—just a faint smudge of glow under low clouds.

“That light,” Ben said. “Maybe the power is still up in places?”

“Could be,” Remy answered. “Could be fire.”

No one spoke after that.

The farther they went, the thicker the wrecks became. Cars sat bumper to bumper, a metallic graveyard glittering in the headlights. Doors hung open, glass shattered. Bones glinted in some of them—pale as paper.

“Hell of a lineup,” their mechanic, Trevor, said softly from the bed. “Half of these are brand new. Fuel tanks might still have some in ‘em. I could get a few running easy.”

Remy’s eyes didn’t leave the road. “We’ll worry about that on the way out.”

“Assuming there is one,” Trevor muttered.

They kept moving. The truck jolted its way past stalled cars, scraping mirrors as it snaked through the boneyard of vehicles—rush hour frozen in place, or maybe the final, terrified stampede of those trying to get away. Nicky caught sight of a billboard as they passed—TEXAS HEALTH—its blue paint scorched black, half of it hanging by rusted bolts.

“Keep your eyes sharp,” John said. “City limits start just ahead.”

The fog thinned as they entered the outskirts, revealing the outline of buildings: clinics, parking decks, and skeletal trees still wrapped in strings of dead Christmas lights. The air felt wrong here—denser, electric with decay.

Then came the first sound.

A moan—low, distant. Then another.

“Company,” Paul rumbled from the back.

Shapes emerged from between cars and storefronts. Dozens at first, then more. Gnashers, drawn by the rumble of the engine, their movements jerky and uncoordinated.

“Hold tight,” John muttered, pressing the gas.

The truck surged forward, metal grinding as they clipped a few bodies. Shots rang out from the bed of the truck—the sharp rhythm of practiced panic. The men fired in bursts, muzzle flashes lighting the dark like lightning.

“Left!” Remy shouted. “Left, get around them!”

John swung the wheel, the truck fishtailing across an intersection. A gnasher hit the front bumper and rolled beneath the tires. Another slammed into the window beside Nicky, face a mess of rot on the glass. She flinched but didn’t duck.

“Can’t get to the main entrance,” John barked. “Too many of ‘em!”

“Circle back!” Remy ordered. “There’s a lot behind us—block the road if you can!”

John drove hard toward a row of vehicles at the edge of a parking structure. The headlights swept across a dozen abandoned cars.

John killed the engine, breath sharp and loud in the sudden stillness.

Seth and Trevor swung down from the truck bed with dull thuds, while Paul and Frank pushed out of the backseat. Up front, John slid out the driver’s side, and Nicky slipped out the passenger door, cradling her injured shoulder. Beyond the few flashlight beams, the world was still pitch black.

“I should only need a few minutes,” Trevor said, his light brown mullet brushing his collar, eyes already on the lineup.

“Take a radio.” Remy tossed one over, then turned to the rest. “We drive back, then move in on foot.”

The four men fell in behind Trevor, heading toward a black SUV.

The remaining half loaded back into the truck. Ben checked his rifle in the backseat, jaw tight. “We should head for the ambulance entrance. There’s a service drive by the loading dock—that’s where Jess would’ve gone.”

They rolled back toward the hospital, keeping to the shadows of the overpass. The road curved uphill, the building looming larger with every turn—fifteen, maybe twenty stories of dark glass and concrete, the faint glow of emergency lights bleeding through the fog.

They coasted to a stop near a cracked helipad, the white H barely visible under grime. The lot held three cars, all long-dead, doors open and interiors gutted. Beyond them, a wall of trees pressed close, their branches whispering in the night breeze.

Nicky scanned the dark, bow raised, pulse hammering. Every shadow looked alive.

John swung out of the cab, shouldering his pack. “You’re stickin’ close to me, Nick,” he said.

She turned toward him, jaw tightening. “Not happening.”

“You’re still bleeding,” he said. “And limping.”

She scowled. “Yeah, I broke my ass falling off the horse, John, but I can still run.”

That drew half a smile from him, but his eyes stayed grim. “Don’t make me prove you can’t.”

“Then stop slowing me down,” she shot back, slinging her bow over her shoulder.

The argument hung between them, half tension, half camaraderie.

Remy cut them both off. “Enough. Stay focused. We move fast and quiet.”

They started up the hill toward the hospital, flashlights kept low, the road behind them crackling with distant gunfire as the others cleared their path. The faint light on the horizon grew brighter—steady, pale, artificial.

The hospital rose out of the dark ahead like a shipwreck, hulking and black against the horizon. What few windows weren’t shattered caught the moonlight in dull slivers, reflections warped by grime and streaks. A low wind pushed through the trees, carrying the far-off chorus of the dead—wet growls, the scrape of bone against pavement, an endless murmuring hunger.

Their boots sank into the wet grass as they crossed the hill. Flashlights trembled against the slope, their beams cutting narrow veins through the dark. The closer they got, the stronger the smell became—rot, burnt plastic, stagnant water. Wind carried the faint rattle of a loose sign swinging against its frame: EMERGENCY ENTRANCE.

The service road curled toward the ambulance bay. Empty stretchers lay overturned, IV poles tangled in weeds. A toppled oxygen tank gleamed like a silver carcass under the moon. The others fanned out, rifles raised.

Remy motioned them down the ramp. “Keep it tight,” he whispered.

The pavement was slick beneath their boots, tacky in spots where blood had dried months ago. The air changed again—thicker, closer—and somewhere deeper in the building a metal door clanged, echoing through the bones of the place.

Nicky’s fingers brushed the butt of her revolver. She could feel her pulse in the wound on her shoulder, in the ache down her thigh, in her teeth.

John’s light flashed over the entrance. The sliding glass doors were gone—one torn completely off, the other canted on its track like a broken jaw. Beyond them lay the ER bay, half-flooded, the tile reflecting the beam in dull, trembling puddles.

No movement.

But the smell told a different story.

Bodies—old, rotted to leather—lay scattered around the intake counter. Some were in scrubs, others still in their street clothes. Bullet holes freckled the walls and partitions, and long-dried handprints streaked the glass.

Ben crouched by one of the stretchers, jaw tight. “Thought this place was overrun.”

Nicky swallowed hard. “It was.”

The silence that followed wasn’t true silence. It breathed—through the hum of a dying generator somewhere below, through the distant moans that slipped down the hallways like whispers through pipes.

“Upstairs,” Remy said softly. “Sweep the floors. One at a time.”

They moved in, boots silent on tile, flashlights carving through the dark. The ER gave way to corridors half-eaten by water damage, ceiling tiles bowed from leaks, wires hanging low enough to brush their shoulders. Somewhere, a single fluorescent light still flickered, buzzing like an insect trapped in glass.

Every door they passed looked the same—half-open, streaked with rust, long since picked clean. Nicky froze as a low snarl echoed through the dark hall on the ground floor. She retraced her steps to the group; on a better day, she might have gone in, but her shoulder throbbed like a warning not to push forward.

The stairwell lay beyond a closed door, smeared with blood and scratches. Each floor stretched beyond several similar doors; the gnashers had no way in. The place seemed perfect for holding up. Nicky’s grip tightened on her knife—there might be other survivors inside, and she wasn’t about to be caught off guard.

On the fifth floor, the stairwell ended in a wall of reinforced glass. A red badge reader blinked faintly beside it.

“Won’t budge,” John said, shoving his shoulder into it. He shot a few rounds at the handle.

“Hey, let me try something.”

Ben stepped forward, pulling a worn card from his wallet. He swiped it. The reader blinked red.

“Power’s weak,” he muttered. “It’s only running on backup.”

Remy cursed under his breath. “Try it again.”

This time, the light flickered once—then green.

The lock clicked open with a heavy sigh.

They raised their lights, sweeping the hallway beyond. The air was clean—unnervingly so. Pale tiles, unbroken glass, the faint chemical scent of disinfectant that shouldn’t still linger after three months of decay.

No bodies. No blood.

Just stillness.

Nicky’s beam drifted down the hall and caught on movement — a shape at the far end, small and motionless.

A girl. Barefoot. Hair tangled over her face, white in the light.

“Hey,” John said softly. “It’s okay. We’re here to help.”

She flinched against the glare, turned, and vanished around the corner without a sound.

Remy’s voice dropped low. “What the hell is this?”

They advanced carefully, guns raised, beams sweeping the corridor. The light touched polished tile and sterile glass. Everything here was too clean.

The fifth floor looked untouched — as if the apocalypse hadn’t bothered to climb this high. The walls were white, unmarked except for a faint dust that shimmered in their lights. Every window was boarded over or covered with sheets, muting the storm outside. A few candles burned in glass jars along the floor, throwing soft amber glow across the walls. The air smelled faintly of wax and rubbing alcohol.

Rooms branched off the main hall, each one dark and quiet. In some, shapes lay under blankets — people, asleep. Or dead.

Remy stepped closer to one door, flashlight catching on a familiar face. “Jesus. That’s Parker.”

The man in the bed stirred, eyes fluttering open. Relief broke across his face, raw and disbelieving.

“Remy?” His voice came muffled through the glass.

More doors slid open. Movement spread through the hall like ripples — murmurs, gasps, someone starting to cry. The girl reappeared at the far end, tugging on the sleeve of a woman with a gun raised. Nicky recognized her from the Outpost.

“Wait—” Ben said, stepping forward, but the woman’s weapon was already leveled at them.

“Vivian?” Remy breathed.

The woman froze, then slowly lowered the gun. Her hand shook as she let it drop to her side.

“Remy.” Her voice cracked. “Oh, thank God.”

He crossed the space between them, pulled her into an embrace that looked more like collapse. Around them, the hall filled with noise — relief breaking into sobs, laughter that sounded like disbelief.

Only seven of them left.

Jess emerged from one of the side rooms, pale in the candlelight, bandages on her arm and soot smudged across her neck. Ben was already moving. He reached her in three steps and caught her in his arms. She didn’t say anything at first — just buried her face against his shoulder, shaking.

Nicky stood back, watching the scene through the flicker of the candles. She didn’t know what to feel — only that the air here was too thin, her heart too loud.

Remy finally pulled away from Vivian, his voice rough. “What happened?”

Vivian gestured toward the others — seven faces, faces marked with exhaustion. “We were ambushed on the highway. Lost five. Jess got the rest of us out. Lit an explosion — blew half the road to hell.”

John blinked. “An explosion? With what?”

Jess stepped forward then, her expression unreadable. “Don’t worry about it.”

Then she smiled—small—and her eyes found Nicky. They lingered.

That earned a hoarse laugh from Ben, even through the tears.

They guided the new arrivals down the hall. The fifth floor was stocked — shelves of gauze, bottled water, canned food. Someone had already set up a generator; the faint hum vibrated under the floor.

Nicky brushed her hand along the wall, felt the smooth paint, the cold tile. “This floor’s spotless,” she said quietly. “Why wasn’t anyone up here before?”

Vivian’s eyes dimmed. “Didn’t have access, I guess. Jess has a little key card. Power was dead at first. Whole building black. Then one of ours—Marcus—found the backup panel. Got the generator running again.”

“Where is he?” Remy asked.

Vivian’s mouth tightened. “He didn’t make it.”

Before anyone could speak, a burst of static cracked through the hall—sharp and sudden, the kind of sound that made everyone’s head turn at once. Remy’s hand went instinctively to the radio at his belt.

He lifted it to his mouth. “Say again?”

More static. A voice tried to push through it, distant and shredded, syllables lost in the hiss.

“—mey? … copy— … repeat—”

“Go again,” Remy said, his voice low but urgent.

Nothing. Just the long, broken breath of the airwaves, then a click.

The silence that followed bent the room around it. Everyone stood perfectly still, listening for something that didn’t come.

Then Parker laughed—a sharp, ragged sound that echoed down the hall and shattered the stillness. “We really were starting to wonder if y’all were coming.”

John and Remy turned in unison toward Nicky. The rest followed their gaze.

Remy gestured with his chin. “You can thank her for that. Left on her own accord—and we followed. Couldn’t wait until morning”

Jess’s head snapped toward Nicky, eyes wide, disbelieving. “You came out here alone?”

“Had to,” Nicky said. “Didn’t make sense to sit and wait.”

Jess’s face softened, something like pride cutting through the shock. “You hurt?”

“Eh, not much.”

“Bullet grazed her arm,” Ben said. “I already patched her up.”

Ben’s voice was softer than before. “Hey, Nicky.”

She turned halfway toward him. “Yeah?”

“Thank you—for leaving when you did. I wanted to do the same. But I’m still an outsider at the Outpost.”

Nicky met his eyes, saw the guilt there, the relief trembling under it. “You belong there as much as we all do,” she said. “I just wish I’d left sooner.”

He nodded once, eyes glassy in the candlelight. “Guess you saved us both a mistake.”

From down the hall, Remy’s voice carried, brisk and grounded again. “Alright, people, gather up. We’re heading out soon—couple of the others are working on getting more cars running before daylight.”

“Shouldn’t we lay low until the sun comes out?” one of the survivors asked, voice rough from disuse.

Remy started to answer, but another voice cut in—a man leaning in the doorway, gaunt, wrapped in a leather jacket gone gray with dirt. “No, we shouldn’t stay. There’s been a lot of activity around here in the mornings. City’s run by gangs now.”

The words landed hard, and the room went still.

“Not to mention,” Jess said, “once the generator dies, that door’s locking for good—no escape. We checked.”

“Let’s go, then,” John said, already slinging his pack over one shoulder.

That changed the tone. The group began to move, quiet but efficient—snuffing out candles, gathering supplies, checking magazines and straps. The sound of zippers and shifting gear filled the hall, a soft chorus of motion that felt louder than it should.

Nicky checked her weapons, wincing against the pain in her back and shoulder, eyes flicking toward the windows. The boards groaned faintly in the wind, each creak like a warning.

The generator hummed once, then sputtered. The lights dimmed, shadows stretching long across the tile—thin, distorted, like the hospital itself was exhaling after holding its breath for too long.

Ben brushed past her, muttering, “Let’s just get the hell out before the place wakes up.”

Somewhere below them, a tinny clang echoed through the vents—deep, hollow, and far too deliberate to be the wind.

Jess stood by the doorway, watching Nicky with that same unreadable look—the kind that said later.

They stepped into the corridor together—Nicky walking slower than she’d admit, Jess keeping just close enough to catch her if she stumbled.

John frowned. “What’s with the kids?”

Nicky turned and finally saw them — two shadows trailing behind the others in the dim glow of the candles. The girl they’d seen before couldn’t have been older than ten, clutching a boy a few years younger by the wrist. His shirt hung off one shoulder, streaked with old dust and something darker. Both had that hollow look — eyes too big for their faces, skin gray with fear and exhaustion.

Jess followed John’s gaze. “They don’t talk much. Found them when we were clearing the ground floor,” she said quietly. “They’d locked themselves in a custodian closet. It was… bad. They were shitting in a bucket. Must have been in there a long time.”

The little girl caught Nicky’s eye for a moment — long enough for Nicky to see the jagged line of grime across her cheek, the faint tremor in her hands — and then she ducked her head, leading the boy closer to the candlelight.

Jess sighed. “We brought them upstairs. Figured they’re siblings.”

The boy clung to the girl’s sleeve, his gaze darting to every shadow that shifted in the corridor. Somewhere down the hall, the generator sputtered, the low hum cutting in and out like a tired heartbeat.

“Kids survived all that? Jesus, maybe been here since it started.” John muttered, disbelief edging his voice.

Jess’s jaw flexed. “Yeah. World’s got a cruel sense of humor, huh?”

No one said anything after that. The group kept walking, flashlights darting, the sound of their boots soft against the clean tile. The children followed, silent as ghosts.


Chapter Six: Love in the Time of Limb Loss

They moved as a single body down the stairwell, boots pounding against concrete. The air grew heavier with every floor — that low, animal stench of rot and wet decay.

By the time they reached the first level, the sound had already reached them. Groans. The wet shuffle of feet through standing water.

“Gnashers,” John hissed.

Remy motioned them forward. “Ten, maybe more. Parker, you’re with me. John, left flank.”

The double doors to the ER burst inward before he finished. Shapes spilled through — half-dressed patients, nurses in tattered scrubs, their mouths open in a chorus of low, gurgling hunger.

Gunfire cracked through the dark. Muzzle flashes strobed against the white walls, turning everything into violent snapshots — a face lunging, a body dropping, Remy’s silhouette framed in smoke.

“Keep moving!”

The children screamed as one of the creatures came from behind, black sludge oozing from its mouth. Nicky spun, knife flashing. The blade buried deep, bone crunching beneath the force. She yanked it free, pivoted, split another’s skull in a wet arc.

Ben’s rifle barked beside her. A body fell. Blood sprayed across the tile, slick and black in the dim light.

Jess was shouting over the chaos. “Ben! Monitor — grab that monitor from the nurse’s station!”

He snatched the unit, cords trailing like vines, and slung it under one arm.

“Go, go, go!” Remy shouted.

They pushed through the broken doors into the coming dawn. The air outside was wet and sharp with gunpowder.

Remy hit the radio on his shoulder. “Repeat, we are on the move.”

Static cracked, then a voice, broken but alive.

“—we’re here— northwest side— near the police station. A horde came through, had to fall back. Paul’s bit—”

“Copy that,” Remy said. “We’re coming to you.”

The group moved fast, boots slipping in the mud as they crossed the broken lot. The pickup waited by the curb, engine running, exhaust steaming in the cold.

“Load up!” Remy barked.

The children were lifted into the front first, Vivian checking their seatbelts. Remy climbed into the driver’s seat, John sliding in beside him. Jess, Parker and a few others took the bed, rifles propped against the side rail. Ben threw the monitor in next, climbed in after it.

Nicky started to climb in after him, but John raised a hand, stopping her. He looked back through the truck’s rear window. “You’re up here.”

She looked at him once — irritated — then ignored it and swung into the back like she’d planned. Jess’s eyes met hers across the jumble of gear. Something unspoken passed between them.

The truck lurched forward, tires biting the gravel. Nicky braced her elbow on the side rail, bow drawn across her lap, eyes scanning the trees as the hospital shrank behind them — a pale, broken skeleton.

The road ahead cut through the forest, narrow and half-flooded, the first light of morning spilling like gold through the branches.

The radio crackled again. Voices, urgent, close.

They weren’t out of danger yet.

***

They found the others near the police station, two new vehicles idling in the lot — a dark SUV and a patrol cruiser, hoods slick with dew. The air smelled of exhaust and gunpowder.

John slowed the truck, eyes scanning the shadows. “There they are.”

Figures waved them in from behind the cars. The men looked rough — mud-caked, eyes ringed with fatigue — but alive.

“Get the kids in the SUV,” Remy called out. “We’ll split from there.”

They moved fast. Supplies were shifted, the wounded helped into seats. Jess helped direct traffic, her voice calm against the chaos.

Nicky climbed down to cover their flank, bow raised. Her shoulder ached, but her aim was steady. The forest beyond the lot pressed close in the half-light—scrubby pines, dense thickets of yaupon and dogwood, and tangles of briar. Small shapes moved at first, then more, lurching through the underbrush.

“Shit,” John muttered. “They followed us.”

Gunfire cracked from behind the cruiser, sharp and echoing. The noise drew more.

Paul was in the driver’s seat of the SUV, pale and sweating through his shirt. He lifted his hand wrapped in fabric and tried a smile that turned into a grimace.

"Well, fuck me on a Tuesday silly." Remy said.

“Guess I’ll drive one-handed,” he rasped. “What’s the worst that can happen?”

Jess didn’t even blink. “I can cut it off, if you want.”

That wiped the grin away. “No. I’m not living my life a cripple.”

She crouched beside the open door, lowering her voice. Nicky watched but couldn't hear the exchange.

Paul stared at her for a long moment, jaw tight, then finally exhaled. “Goddammit.” He shoved the door open and stepped out.

Ben was already busy in the truck bed. Jess followed, sleeves rolled, her movements practiced and deliberate. “Tourniquet,” she said.

“Got it.”

Nicky turned away but didn’t go far. The others had formed a loose ring around the vehicles, firing in controlled bursts, watching the treeline. The moans were getting louder — a wet, collective hum.

From the truck bed came the rustle of fabric, the clink of metal.

“IV,” Jess said.

“Line’s in.”

“Let's go then.”

Nicky heard the words like fragments through water — tighten it, saline, hang the bag. Then Jess again, quieter but certain: “Got the good stuff. Dilaudid.”

Paul’s muffled scream tore through the dawn, raw and human. He bit down on a strip of clothing, the sound still finding its way out.

Nicky’s bow twanged again and again, arrows streaking through the half-light, finding their marks—or at least slowing the lurching shapes pressing out of the woods. Her shoulder throbbed, but she didn’t slow, eyes sharp, body coiled, releasing arrow after arrow as the gnashers closed in.

“We gotta move,” Remy said.

“Working on it,” Jess snapped.

They pressed on for a few more minutes, each second stretching like an eternity. A gnasher came so close that Parker didn’t hesitate—he drove his knife straight through its head.

“Done,” Jess said, stepping back.

“Not done, but as good as it’s gonna get,” Ben muttered, wrapping the stump in a fresh layer of gauze and taping it down tight.

Paul’s breathing slowed, eyes glassy under the sheen of sweat. The monitor beeped steadily.

Nicky jumped into the bed of the truck. The white sheet beneath Paul was already turning crimson, soaking through in fast, spreading pools. Jess moved with precise, relentless focus, hands slick as she tore open a syringe packet. Ben’s face was pale, lips pressed tight, counting under his breath.

The air hung heavy with the scent of blood.

The truck lurched forward just as the dead broke into the headlights, their shapes flickering in and out of the beam like ghosts.

Outside, the world was all motion — flashes of gunfire, the dull thump of bodies, the hiss and guttural groans of the dead closing in.

Nicky crouched near the tailgate, bow in hand, scanning the edges of the road. The fog was burning off in thin ribbons, revealing more shapes — dozens, maybe hundreds — spilling from alleys and doorways, drawn by noise and blood.

Behind them, the SUV fishtailed around a wrecked bus, the cruiser close on its bumper. Gunfire flared from the open windows, the sound sharp and rhythmic. The city around them looked hollowed out — glassless buildings, broken power lines, the shimmer of oil pooling in the gutters.

“Keep it steady!” Remy shouted through the radio, his voice breaking through static.

“Trying!” John’s reply came muffled through the truck’s window, tight with strain. “Road’s a mess out here—half these cars are stacked bumper to bumper!”

Jess braced Paul’s shoulder as the truck swerved hard around a wreck, the monitor jerking against the bed wall. The beeping quickened, then dipped, uneven.

“Respirations dropping—way low,” Ben said, leaning over him, eyes darting between the monitor and Paul’s face.

“I know,” Jess said, her voice steady but low, too steady. She pressed two fingers to Paul’s neck, jaw tightening.

Outside, the headlights from the SUV cut through the fog ahead, bouncing off the wet pavement. Shadows moved between the stalled cars, too fast, too close.

“Remy!” John’s voice came again through the static. “We got movement up here—looks like a jam!”

“Then plow through it,” Remy snapped. “We’re not stopping.”

Nicky’s fingers brushed another arrow. Her arm burned with every draw, but she didn’t let go of the bow. The air outside was wet and cold against her face, full of rot and smoke.

Ahead, the first light of dawn caught the rooftops, making the city look like it was still asleep — peaceful, almost. But the streets below were crawling.

She nocked another arrow.

The truck roared through an intersection littered with abandoned cars, one of the corpses slamming against the side panel hard enough to leave a dent. The smell followed them — the city’s slow decay, sour and thick in the warming air.

The hospital sank into shadow behind them. Ahead, the forest stretched dark and endless, and somewhere an hour down the road waited whatever passed for home now—if it still existed, and if the road didn’t chew them up first.

***

For what felt like an eternity, Nicky watched Paul drift between worlds—jolting awake, moaning, then falling still. His dark skin gleamed with sweat and scars. Big, square pads pressed to his chest were hooked to the monitor, its faint beeps keeping time with his ragged breaths. Nicky’s hands clenched the tailgate. She couldn’t look away. He had been moving, shooting, hours ago—came with the group to get her—and now he was fragile as glass. Her stomach knotted. It never got easier, seeing people fall. The shock dulled, but the hollow weight stayed.

At least he’d finally stopped bleeding.

Then he went completely still.

“Stop the truck!” Ben’s voice rang from the back, sharp but measured. Nicky glimpsed his face—eyes narrowed, jaw tight—irritation buried beneath urgent precision. She hugged the tailgate, heart hammering as Ben hovered over Paul a feet ahead.

“Can’t do that,” John barked.

“He’s dead, stop the truck!”

John nudged the brakes, gravel spraying. “What—”

“Cardiac arrest!” Jess snapped. “Stop the damn truck!”

Before the tires stopped rolling, she was already on her knees beside Paul, pressing buttons on the monitor. Ben started compressions, his hands a blur.

Nicky readied her knife, watching Paul’s face for any movement.

“Clear the body—come on, come on—”

The defibrillator fired. Paul jerked once. Then again.

The other vehicles pulled up alongside. Remy’s voice, sharp with exasperation, cut through the cruiser’s open window.

“What’s going on?”

A beat. Then—beep. Faint, then steady.

Another. Faint, then steady.

Jess exhaled. “Got him,” she said, voice hoarse but sure.

No one spoke after that. The engines rumbled back to life, the tires humming over wet pavement. Morning crept slow and gray through the trees.

Nicky sat low at the back of the truck bed, her knees drawn close, the cold metal vibrating under her boots. Jess was up near the cab, braced against the side, one blood-slick hand resting on the edge of the truck. Between them, Ben held the monitor steady in his lap, eyes flicking between the screen’s faint glow and the road rushing by.

The beeping was thin but steady.

Nicky’s gaze lifted to Jess. Across the length of the truck, their eyes met—bold, unflinching.
Nothing shy left in it now. No hiding, no pretending it was just adrenaline or luck that tied them together.

It was the kind of look that cut through exhaustion, through blood and noise and everything else that had come between them. A quiet, undeniable knowing.

The world around them kept moving, but for that one suspended breath, it felt like it had finally stopped.

Ben shifted, breaking the line between them. The world jolted forward again.

When the Outpost finally came into view, Nicky let out a shaky breath—it felt like the first in miles.

Then she saw it.

White spray paint slashed across a tree near the gate. A crude skull, uneven grin dripping down the bark.

“What is that?” someone asked from the front.

“Looks like a skull,” John said.

Nicky’s stomach turned to stone. She didn’t blink, didn’t breathe.

Tommy.

The forest closed in, swallowing the road behind them.

The Outpost loomed ahead, and Nicky had never been so glad to see its walls. A tang of regret cut through the relief. Her mind went to River, wondering where the horse might be now. She bit it back though. It felt selfish to mourn a horse when others hadn’t made it home at all.

When they reached the gate, it swung open on cue. The three vehicles rolled in, tires crunching over gravel. Nicky climbed down and helped unload supplies, her movements mechanical. The truck that carried Paul turned off toward the clinic. She watched as four men lifted him carefully, each gripping a corner of the bloodied sheet. Jess walked with them at the head, Ben close behind with the monitor at his side and IV bag in the air.

For a moment, Nicky just stood there, watching the door swing shut behind them.

John and Remy leaned near the wall with the other guards who had stayed behind, voices low—quiet plans drifting between them perhaps.

They watched her but she didn’t join them. Her body ached, her mind running on fumes. All she wanted was water and quiet.

She turned toward home.

The garage came into view first—empty, the corner where River’s feed bucket sat clean and waiting. Pain flared sharp under her ribs, then dulled to a slow throb. Her father had given her that horse. It had been one of the few things that felt like love, pure and uncomplicated.

She showered until the water ran cold, the dirt and blood spiraling down the drain. The heat had stung her shoulder; the graze was ugly, ringed in red. She stared at it a long while, wondering if she should cover it—but she had no bandages left.

Afterward, she fed the cat, who brushed against her leg once before curling up by the window.

Nicky lay down on the couch, still damp, hair dripping onto the cushion.

She didn’t cry. She wasn’t sure she remembered how. Just stared at the ceiling until she couldn’t anymore. Sleep came in fractured bursts—floating, running, jolting, falling.

Something woke her. The house was silent.
Sunlight angled through the blinds, warm and intrusive. The clock read just past three.

A knock at the door.

“What?” Nicky muttered, not moving.

Another knock.

“Fuck off!”

Silence. Then guilt hit her, quick and mean. It could be Artemis.

She sat up, rubbed her face, and went to the door.

Jess stood there, cleaned up and radiant in the late light, her copper hair catching fire where the sun hit it.

Nicky forgot how to breathe.

“Sorry,” Jess said softly. “Didn’t mean to wake you. I came to check your shoulder. How’s it doing?”

Nicky blinked, slow, still half caught between sleep and disbelief. She stepped back, a dazed half-smirk pulling at her mouth.

“Hurts like a bitch.”

“I bet.” Jess’s voice dropped, low and a touch mischievous. “I can make it better, if you want.”

Nicky nodded before she even thought about it. Jess brushed past her, the faint scent of soap and antiseptic trailing behind.

Nicky closed the door. The latch clicked loud in the quiet house.

Jess carried a small pack slung over her shoulder—olive canvas, frayed at the seams. She set it on the kitchen table, the sound soft but certain, like she belonged here.

“Sit,” she said gently.

Nicky obeyed without protest, pulling out a chair. The legs scraped against the wood, a jarring sound in the hush.

Jess unpacked gauze, tape, a bottle of saline. Her hands were clean now, nails trimmed short, the faintest bruise shadowing her wrist. She looked healthier than she had in the hospital—alive again in a way that hurt to see.

“Was the trip worth it?” Nicky asked, watching her uncap the saline.

Jess’s eyes flicked up, meeting hers for a heartbeat. “Yeah. We brought back a lot. Medical gear. I don’t know if any of it’s worth what it cost, though.”

Nicky huffed a small laugh. “Braving the nightmare out there?”

Jess smiled without humor and sat down in the chair next to her. “Exactly.”

She dabbed at the wound with a wet cloth. Nicky winced but didn’t pull away.

“Can I ask you something?” Jess said, still focused on her shoulder.

“Sure.”

“What made you do it? Come and rescue us.”

Nicky blinked. “What kind of question is that?”

Jess’s voice softened. “Would you have done it if I wasn’t with them?”

Nicky let out a low exhale as if it were obvious. “No.”

Jess froze, her hand hovering mid-air.

Nicky met her eyes. “What? I didn’t say I was a good person.”

That drew a breath of laughter from Jess—quiet, startled. She looked down again, shaking her head.

“I’m really sorry about your horse,” she murmured.

Nicky sighed. “It’s alright.”

Jess set the gauze aside, resting her hands on the edge of the table. “Why do you stay here, Nicky?”

Nicky frowned faintly. “It’s a safe place to land, I suppose. Has a shower. My cat’s here.”

“You seem to hate it. I notice you’re always leaving? I just wonder what keeps you here.” Jess hesitated, her voice dropping. “John said you helped build this place a few months ago.”

“Well, I’m certainly not here for John, if that’s what he told you.”

“Then why are you?”

Nicky looked past her, toward the window. The light had shifted—gold dust through blinds.

“The kid across the street. Artemis. That house was his family’s home. He hasn’t been outside the walls, not since before the fall. I stay for him.”

“Did you know him before?”

“No.” Her tone softened. “But I guess he reminds me of someone.”

Jess leaned closer. “Who?”

“My sister.”

Silence.

“She disappeared when we were younger.”

Jess nodded once, dark blue eyes soft, full of a quiet understanding that needed no words. Her hand brushed Nicky’s arm, brief and grounding, the warmth of it leaving a sting in its absence.

For a moment, neither of them moved. The room seemed to hold its breath.

Jess didn’t reach for her—not this time. She just looked, steady and unguarded, like she’d been waiting for Nicky to stop pretending and stop running. To hold her there.

And Nicky, for all her stubbornness, all the walls she’d built, felt them give way at once. The choice to act was completely hers.

Jess turned as if to gather her things, and that tiny motion broke whatever spell had held Nicky still. Her hand shot out, fingers closing around Jess’s arm—firm, certain, the air between them snapping taut.

Jess froze and looked back. The tension between them thickened, grew heavy, thrumming with a current that had been building since they first locked eyes at the gas station.

In Jess's gaze, Nicky saw it—the culmination of everything she'd been holding back. Not just exhaustion and ache, grief and adrenaline, but raw, unfiltered need that burned through all of it. Jess's pupils doubled, her lips parting slightly as if to speak, but no words came.

Then Nicky pulled her close.

The kiss wasn't careful. It wasn't planned. It hit like a collision—a desperate, hungry meeting of lips and tongue. Nicky's fingers tightened in Jess's ponytail, tilting her head to deepen the kiss, tasting her. Jess responded with equal urgency, her hands sliding down Nicky's back to grip her hips.

Jess shrugged to the floor off the chair and pulled Nicky on top of her, her dark hair cascading down around them. Nicky ground her knee into Jess's core, pressing her entire body into hers, their breasts crushed together. Nicky's breath hitched as she felt Jess's nipples harden against her own through the thin fabric of their shirts. Jess's hips rolled against Nicky's thigh in a feverish rhythm, a silent plea for more friction as her hands roamed wildly over Nicky's back and ass. Nails dragged across fabric, leaving trails of heat before dipping lower, fingers curling around the hem of Nicky's shirt and yanking upward. With a shared breathless moment, Nicky helped her pull it over her head, exposing the smooth expanse of skin and the simple black bra beneath.

Instead of returning to Jess's shirt, Nicky's fingers twisted in the fabric at her shoulders, pulling her upward until they were nose to nose, breath mingling in the charged air. "Bed," she husked, the word barely formed.

Their mouths crashed together again as they stumbled through the small house—a frantic pull of hands and desperate kisses. Jess fumbled with her own top, breaking contact just long enough to wrench it over her head, revealing the straining sports bra underneath and the freckled skin peeking out at the edges. The moment her feet hit the bedroom floor, Jess pushed Nicky back onto the mattress, following her down.

Now on top, Jess settled her weight against Nicky's thigh, the friction making both women gasp. Nicky arched into the pressure, raising her knee higher to create the perfect angle for Jess to grind against. Jess leaned down and Nicky nuzzled into her neck as she moved against her, inhaling the scent of her skin, then trailed open-mouthed kisses down the column of her throat. Her teeth scraped gently against Jess's pulse point, earning a shuddering moan in response.

Nicky's mouth journeyed lower, her tongue tracing the curve of Jess's collarbones before dipping into the hollow between them. She lapped at the sweat-slicked skin. Her fingers pushed aside the sports bra's edge, exposing the areola, already puckered. Nicky's tongue circled the sensitive nipple before taking it into her mouth, sucking hard through the thin fabric.

Jess bucked against Nicky's thigh, breathless, her hands finding the button of Nicky's jeans. Nicky's fingers met hers, rough and quick, undoing the fly and guiding Jess's hand inside. Their eyes locked—unwavering—until a jolt of pleasure made Nicky's eyelids flutter, her hips rolling forward. Jess's thumb drew tight, deliberate circles around Nicky's clit, her other fingers finding that perfect, swollen spot inside. Nicky bucked, her body arching off the bed as a choked gasp tore from her throat. Jess leaned closer, her breath hot against Nicky's ear, her hair now messy and falling loose.

"Look at you," she whispered, the words like velvet. "Beautiful like this." Her free hand roamed, tracing the line of Nicky's ribs, palming the curve of her breast, thumb brushing the hardened nipple through the bra until Nicky cried out.

Nicky's fingers clamped around Jess's wrist, nails biting into skin as the first wave of her orgasm crashed over her. "Don't stop," she gasped, her voice cracking. Her head fell back, exposing the long, vulnerable line of her throat as her entire body tightened around Jess's fingers. Jess drove deeper, riding the rhythm of Nicky's throbbing, her own breath catching with each wave.

As the tremors subsided, Jess carefully withdrew, bringing her glistening fingers to her lips. Nicky watched her intently, eyes half open, breath catching. Her tongue slowly licked them, tasting Nicky's essence, a hungry smile playing on her lips. She leaned over Nicky, capturing her mouth in a deep, lingering kiss that tasted of sweat and release.

Nicky met it with a moan against Jess’s mouth, her hands coming up to thread through Jess's hair, holding her close as their bodies slowed.

Then Nicky shifted abruptly, pinning Jess beneath her, her mouth crushing against Jess's in a deep kiss. She yanked Jess's sports bra up, her breasts spilling free, nipples already tight. Nicky's mouth closed around one, her teeth scraping gently as Jess writhed beneath her, her breath catching in ragged moans.

Nicky worked Jess's pants down, baring her completely, then guided her onto her side, her back arched, offering herself to Nicky's touch. Jess looked back over her shoulder, her eyes dark with hunger, her lips parted for a kiss that Nicky delivered before slipping her fingers between Jess's thighs from behind. Jess's body clenched around her instantly, her hips pushing back to meet each thrust. Nicky's other hand cupped Jess's breast, her thumb flicking over the nipple as she pumped her fingers deep, her pace rough and relentless. Jess's moans grew louder, her body trembling with each stroke, until she came, her pussy clamping tight around Nicky's fingers. Nicky didn't stop—she kept fucking her, her movements even harder now, her palm slapping against Jess's ass with each thrust until Jess came again, her cries muffled against the pillow, her body shuddering with the force of it. Nicky stayed pressed against her back, her arm wrapped around her waist, as the tremors passed through Jess's body. She nuzzled into the curve of Jess's neck, placing soft kisses that grew into gentle sucking. Jess took a shuddering breath. Nicky tried pulling her fingers from inside her, but Jess held them there.

“No. Please.”

The words landed softly, but they stopped everything.

Jess’s eyes lifted to hers, startled, searching.

Nicky’s voice broke the silence, barely there. “Okay.”

Their mouths met again, this time the kiss different—slower, deeper, tasting of sweat and surrender. Nicky hesitated, then slowly withdrew, the slick heat clinging to her skin as she pulled away. She turned Jess in her arms, their bodies fitting together like puzzle pieces broken and remade. Her hand found Jess's heat again, fingers curling possessively around her, a tender claim that made Jess whimper against her mouth. Nicky kissed her face, over eyelids and nose and forehead. Jess let out a long sigh, melting into the embrace.

Jess rose first, moving with that same calm grace Nicky could never quite look away from. Nicky followed, sitting up to meet her. For a heartbeat they just stared—breathing the same air—before Jess shifted forward, swinging one leg over until she was in Nicky’s lap, close enough for Nicky to feel the warmth of her breath.

Nicky's arms instinctively encircled Jess's lower back, fingers pressing into the soft skin there. They stayed wrapped around each other like that, kissing with a tenderness that felt more dangerous than their earlier roughness. Their eyes locked, and Nicky felt herself drowning in Jess's gaze, the blue of them like deep water in the dimming light.

The sun bled through the window, painting the room in shades of orange and purple as it sank below the horizon. Neither of them moved, content to remain entangled until the world outside went dark.
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Thank you so much for reading The Outpost Diaries!
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What’s Next?
This is the first book in the series. The story continues in book two, coming soon.
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