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 Chapter One



  

 

All June could think was—Kelsey is dead, Kelsey is dead, Kelsey is dead—while the image of the ravening hordes feasting on Kelsey’s body played behind her eyes. She tried to shut it off, keep it down, keep running before they got to her, but Kelsey’s blood was still wet and all over her right arm.

And if Jamie hadn’t shot Kelsey—right as she was still screaming, and begging for help—she’d be one of them, now. That’s what happened. Once they bit you or bled on you or hell, spat on you, you had maybe thirty seconds.

Before you turned.

She needed to stop, just stop for a second. Lean against something and catch her breath. But Jamie had somehow led them into this building and he just kept running and running—only up instead of out.

June didn’t even know if Jamie was really his name, or if he was leading them right into a dead end. But he kept going, none-the-less.

She could hear the hordes, busting through the door below. He’d barred it, but they were coming in anyway, to this place that was an almost total deathtrap. The staircase was narrow and blanketed in darkness, one winding section after the next. Even if she dared to pause and look over the railing, she wouldn’t be able to see them until they were almost on her.

“Jamie, wait!” she shouted, but not because things would be easier if he had hold of her hand or was there to comfort her in this dire hour of need. She’d made it this far, on her own.

Or at least, she’d made it this far, with Kelsey.

No, it was just that—if he kept going, eventually they’d be trapped, on the roof. And she couldn’t have that. That was one of her and Kelsey’s rules—don’t run to someplace with only one exit.

Only it was just her rule, now. This guy, this Jamie…he didn’t seem to have any rules. He’d decided to run to the roof of a twenty story building then potentially wait outside until the hordes pushed through a probably very flimsy fire door.

Kelsey had said to her. She had said—wait. He’s as crazy as they are. A safe island? He’s nuts. We can’t go with him. He’s probably an insane apocalypse rapist.

And she’d been right, God help her. Maybe not about the insane apocalypse rapist part, but even so and besides—there was still time for that. He could be anyone, be into anything. He could have planned this all along…Kelsey’s death, the run to the roof…hell, maybe he had a whole party of insane assholes up there, just waiting to do horrible things to her.

Even if that was as nuts as he now seemed. Why would he trap himself on the roof, just to have a little fun with her? Nothing in her head was functioning in quite the way it should. Connections had been lost. Wiring had come loose.

She still called out to him again, when they got to the level before the last one. Her voice came out hoarse and breathless, burning lungs making everything difficult, Kelsey in her mind making everything worse. But somehow the words emerged.

“Jamie, stop. Take the nineteenth floor exit, okay—we can go back down on the other side of the building—answer me, fuck!”

He did, then. She heard him call out over her own shrieking breaths, the pounding of her sneakers on stone, and the sounds of the once-were-people below, slathering and barking like animals.

There were two cracks, like he’d fired her gun into the stairwell. Though she couldn’t see where he was shooting or at what. Then—

“Just keep following me, June-bug—come on!”

Only it sounded more like come own, because of the Texan twang Kelsey had sworn up and down was fake. And he’d called her June-bug again, because he was crazy, he was crazy, oh dear Lord he was probably leading them to their deaths.

This was all just some final mad hurrah. He was suicidal, and this was how he wanted to go out. Death by stairs or death by zombies—because they were zombies, no matter how much she tried to pretend otherwise—or even worse, death by roof.

Was that what he was going to do? Hurl himself off? Plummet to his untimely end? She didn’t know. All she could really think about was how close the first ravening cannibal was getting, and how unfit she really was. She’d started believing all the cardio was really beginning to pay off, but as it turned out, eighteen flights of stairs and she was out for the count. Her heart clawed at her ribcage. Her thigh muscles screamed and screamed.

While her zombie pals kept coming and coming, as though the stairs were nothing, really. Why, leaping up eighteen flights was like a morning stroll to them! They could have climbed these stairs forever and still had the wherewithal to eat her innards, once they got their claw-like hands on her.

She hit the fire door to the roof just as one of said claw-like hands brushed the back of her shirt.

It made everything inside her leap, including the heart she’d thought had escaped. Whenever they got really close—that was when you realized just how terrible they were. How awful the world had become. How much it wasn’t like a movie at all, but like a constant and unbearable pressure against your sanity, always threatening to make you go over.

She felt like going over, when the door wouldn’t close on them. For a second of pushing and heaving with their hands coming through and all over her, her mind tried to fly away. It told her to start screaming uncontrollably, while clawing at herself—that doing so would really be her best bet. No more running constantly. No more pain over Kelsey—and before Kelsey, Joanne and Pat and the old lady whose name she never learned.

Just peace, finally. One moment of agony, then peace.

Only it wouldn’t be, would it? No, it wouldn’t be. If she stopped pushing at the door and jamming it at them and just God, let the door snap their arms, let it crush them, let it kill them all forever, if she stopped…they’d turn her into one of them. And no matter how much she tried to let it hurt her that Jamie had pointed the gun and shot Kelsey between the eyes, it didn’t. It couldn’t.

Being one of them was worse. After all, it could have been that they’d caught a disease. It might have been that they were infected with something—like in 28 Days Later, rather than Night of the Living Dead. But part of her wondered whenever she stared into their hollow, ink-black eyes, if they’d simply lost their souls.

He looked like it. The one who’d managed to squeeze his mottled face into the crack she was struggling to close in the door. He had no pupils, no irises, no whites to his eyes. It was all just blackness, empty and weirdly unseeing, as though they operated on no more than a bloodlust now. Like upright land sharks roaming the land, blindly searching out prey.

She wrenched the door from him for just an instant then  smashed it back into his face. It was a risky move, but oh so worth it. Worth it for the satisfaction, worth it for Kelsey, worth it for everything these things had taken from everyone. People’s souls hadn’t left. These things had stolen them.

And when it slithered away and the door quite abruptly shut, the idea didn’t go with it. It stayed, and festered—so much so that she wanted to open the door for one mad moment, just to smash it back in their faces again, and again, and again.

She wanted to, but Jamie was calling to her. And other sounds were starting to flood through her now, too, other big, big sounds that she should have noticed ages ago.

At first she thought it was some kind of weapon. That he’d found a chainsaw or a pneumatic drill or a wood chipper. Something he’d known was up here all along for them to use against the enemy.

But then the wind whipped up and she turned to see something far more incredible than a zombie eating wood chipper. It was so incredible that she forgot the zombies battering on the fire door, for a second. They’d bust through it soon enough because although they couldn’t figure out handles, the sheer pressure of them would figure out the release bar.

Though it didn’t seem to matter. For the first time in these two years of hell, it didn’t matter. She found herself laughing out loud, high and probably hysterical.

Jamie had only gone and gotten himself a helicopter. And not only that, but he apparently knew how to fly a helicopter. The rotors were going. They were kicking up the fine gravel that lined the roof of whatever building this was, and he was yelling to her—

“Come on, June-bug, get your ass in here!”

She thought of him talking about the island. About his buddy who was waiting for them. How they’d just wanted to find survivors, and populate their safe haven, and how crazy that had sounded when he first started yakking about it.

Then she ran to him.

* * * *

She snapped awake in utter darkness, one thing ringing out loud and clear in her head—she hadn’t washed off the blood. She hadn’t washed off the blood. It was one of their rules—her and Kelsey’s rules—but now Kelsey was dead and the rules had already fallen by the wayside. She was going to turn into one of them because in the night, her arm had accidentally brushed her mouth or her ear or any other orifice that might let the virus in.

And, of course, she could have claimed that grief made her do it, but really there was no good excuse. None at all. She’d fallen asleep with blood on her arm, in an unfamiliar place, with two probable maniacs wandering around.

Or you know. Two maniacs right next to her.

The realization immediately made her freeze in position, the offending blood stained arm still raised away from her. It was the only move she’d made, and now she couldn’t make another one because they’d hear her. They’d feel her. Him and that other one—the big one with the dirty blond hair and the sly face.

He’d sat her down on the couch in the living room—on plastic, naturally—and said reassuring things. Stuff about how he was going to get her a glass of water, and so on and so forth. But who knew if that was the truth? Maybe “get a glass of water” was code for we’re going to bash your head in with a brick.

That’s what Kelsey had said. Don’t get trapped anywhere with strange men, because strange men were just as dangerous as the ravenous cannibals, the extreme vampires, the whatever-we’re-calling-them-now. Strange men will be hungry for you in a different way altogether and when you make it clear you don’t want to satisfy their insane lusts, they’ll bash your head in with a brick.

Oh how she missed Kelsey in that moment. It made a little fist low down in her gut and squeezed, hard. Kelsey always spoke very graphically and specifically about things like this—with talk of bricks, and such—but she always had very graphic and specific ways of getting out of things, too.

Slide downward, she would have said. Slide downward until you’re out from between them, like you’re squeezing the last bit of toothpaste from the tube.

However, before she got to any squeezing she had to first maneuver past a rather troubling obstacle. The big, blond one had not only plastered himself right up against her side, he’d also slung his arm across her chest—like a burglar alarm, just waiting to alert him when she moved.

But oh she was slyer than he clearly gave her credit for. Did he really think she’d avoided the zombies by being slow and obvious? She’d stuck herself in the tiniest corners and gotten out of the tightest spots, and she could do it again, here.

If she could just inch her fingers under his arm, without pulling on too many of the hairs. That was the trick. And once that was done, all she had to do was lift his arm a little way above her, and creep downward.

No sense moving his arm any more than she had to—better that she moved, and kept him still and hovering above her. She squirmed and slid and held, squirmed and slid and held, and almost started to feel proud of herself until her arms began quaking.

He was a heavy fucker. Not like Jamie, who’d seemed slight and wiry like something wound too tight. The glimpse she’d caught of this other one suggested muscle and height, and here those very things were, in action.

His arm became a great sack of cement in no time at all. Though in truth, she knew she was taking far too long. Muscles didn’t jiggle under the strain when a person took two seconds to lift and move something. They only jiggled when a person took so long that sweat started standing out above their upper lip.

She could taste it when she licked that very place—but that wasn’t the worst thing. No, the worst thing was the burning in her lungs. Somewhere around the his-arm-over-her-forehead point she’d held her breath, which had definitely been a mistake.

Like when she’d been trapped in the wardrobe in the old lady’s house, without a weapon. She’d put her hand over her mouth to keep all of her noisy, awful breathing inside, so that the drooling, snarling thing in the bedroom beyond wouldn’t hear her. It had x-ray ears, after all, and oh she was sure the blond guy did, too.

Every move she made seemed gargantuan, just as it had then. Every tremble turned itself into a mad dance. Every twitch and tremor became a wild hand gesture. Even when she managed to safely lower his arm to the bed above her head, she couldn’t bring herself to relax or breathe deeply or any of the things she’d had such a large amount of time to do, before the world went to shit.

How awful, that she’d taken relaxed breathing for granted. Why hadn’t anyone told her that relaxed breathing was a privilege, not a right? In this world, even when you thought you were safe, something else came along to rip you right out of it. All he did was snore, and her heart tried to jump out of her chest while her body attempted to turn itself into a statue.

And the two things warred, until she thought she might burst from the pressure. Statues were fighting with hearts, Jamie had started talking to himself in his sleep, the room was dark and unfamiliar and terrible and God, she just couldn’t deal with it anymore. It was just too much—everything was too much.

Even the slightest thing had to be such a production—like going to sleep. She couldn’t just lie down, and close her eyes, now. Oh no. She had to wash, and check herself, and make sure she had a look-out. She had to wear all of her clothes in case she had to run, and occasionally she’d find herself lying with a crowbar digging into her stomach because at no point could she take off her weapons. Taking off weapons and clothes was suicide!

She wondered if they’d understood that when removing most of her clothes and all of her weapons.

Because that was what they’d done. She finally, finally managed to ooze off the bed, only to discover she was in her underwear, without a crowbar in sight. The bedroom looked largely empty apart from the bed and some kind of small bedside cabinet, and none of those things held her crowbar. Or her machete. Or her pants.

They’d taken her pants and put them somewhere.

She crossed the carpet quickly, aiming for the door. There was bound to be something she could put on somewhere in the cabin. It had guestrooms, didn’t it? She’d seen the four doors upstairs from the living room. One was a bedroom, two were guestrooms, one was a bathroom—she was sure of it.

That was the way things were back in normality. They’d still be like that, here, and the guestrooms would have closets with clothes in them even if this room weirdly didn’t. Then she could creep back down the stairs, find something to wield in the kitchen, and maybe…swim her way back to the nice, welcoming, totally vicious world she’d come from.

Yeah. Yeah. That sounded great. If she could only get the bedroom door open, she’d achieve that lofty and wonderful goal.

Only she couldn’t, because they’d fucking locked it.

She let the handle go and stepped back, squinting through the dimness. There wasn’t a keyhole but that didn’t mean anything. It was probable that only they knew the combination or something like that. The door had three bars across it and each had what looked like a deadbolt that needed sliding back—but how did she know for sure?

Until she actually tried them and found they eased out of their little slots with barely a whisper. They were well oiled and well cared for, and the door opened before she’d had a chance to glance back at them, to see if they were still sleeping.

Then it was just a matter of slipping out, into the morning-bright hallway.

She narrowed her eyes against the light and went for the room on the left. It was a risky move—of course it was—but then again so was battling zombies in your underwear. She couldn’t do one so had to do the other, though the room was a disappointment when she cracked her way into it.

Sudden door opening—that was the way to do it. Get ready to back out in case there were things inside. Prepare to run at all times and use the door itself as a weapon if you have to.

But there was nothing inside. Not even a shape or two that disguised itself as one of them, in the darkness. No bedside cabinets, no desks, no bed. Almost as though someone knew what going into a room was like, now, and appreciated how terrifying a simple hump in the darkness could be.

Plus there were other things about the room. The window, for example—it had bars on it. Something red buzzed on the outskirts of her vision and she glanced up through instinct, to see what looked like a motion detector.

Sure enough, the red light blinked on when she moved her arm in front of it.   

What the fuck was this place?

It was the same downstairs too. Everything looked twee and homey—open fireplace, cozy throw over the couch, bearskin rug, TV in a mahogany cubby—but her carefully honed eye caught the flow of the place. Lots of space between things, so people could easily run—maybe from the front door to the back.

And there was an exit in the kitchen, too. She opened the door to the pantry and there it was, nestled amidst rows and rows of canned food and sacks of flour and potatoes and oh Lord, things she hadn’t eaten in months. For a moment, her eyes lingered on the safety barred door—easy to get out of but impossible to get into—only then she couldn’t stop looking at the food.

They had peaches. Tinned peaches. The last time she’d had anything like that, she and Kelsey had been standing in a trashed supermarket, wolfing down the slippery chunks while something smashed around in the back.

Now here it was, just sat there right in front of her. Patiently waiting for her to eat. The label looked almost golden in the warm glow from the overhead light, and…

She stopped as a certain strange giddiness wound its way up her spine. The light was on. Even after two years, her instinct had been to go for the switch, and she’d fumbled it out, and flicked it, and the light had come on.

They had electricity.

Well, of course, they did! How else would the motion detectors have worked? The apocalypse appeared to have turned her mind slow or else put it on the wrong tracks altogether. She was trapped on a rail that only went one way, down dark corridors forever until the day she died.

She closed her eyes on that thought. All the creeping, and the arm thing she’d just done, and the sweating and the urge to swim a lake and just everything, everything, and Jamie had been telling the truth. This was a safe haven. It had peaches, for God’s sake.

And she couldn’t stop staring at them while something pricked behind her closed eyes.

“Hey—you want some coffee?”

She didn’t jump when he spoke, somewhere behind her. Usually she would have done, because sound meant that something dangerous was near. Even if it wasn’t a zombie, there were all kinds of things danger could turn out to be, now. One time, she and Kelsey had seen a lion—an actual real live lion—crossing a highway, as fat and satisfied looking as a tomcat.

Anything could get you in this brave new world. You had to be on your guard, at all times.

Except for now, when she could only bring herself to turn her head slowly, slowly. It was the blond guy—the big one. He’d come downstairs just as casual as you please, wearing only a pair of pajama bottoms and nothing more. She could see every bit of his chest and his shoulders, all hard and bumpy in a way she’d never actually seen up close and in real life, before.

He looked bizarrely like an underwear model, though she supposed that was normal now. Even she’d started developing muscles in her thighs and upper arms, from all the running and hacking and fighting. It wasn’t something she should be staring at and appreciating, in any way whatsoever.

That was just weird and against the flow of the rail that led down dark corridors. Plus he was still talking and she really felt as though she should be listening. After all, his words might hold a clue to his brick-bashing intentions.

“You want a robe, or something? We’ve got robes. Had to take your clothes off, obviously—because of the blood.”

Or you know. Stuff about robes.

“We cleaned you off, too, with a mixture of soap and industrial strength disinfectant. Then Jamie got nervous, so we did it again with Bactine and half a tub of that gel they used to use in hospitals.”

She glanced down at her arm and sure enough—no blood. Her skin smelled like flowers and old people’s homes, but that was okay. That was good. These two guys cleaning her and taking care of her and her trying to run out on them like they were maniacs…that didn’t seem as good, somehow.

Its lack of goodness was so strong, it made her want to say something. Words seemed vital suddenly but she couldn’t remember the ones she was supposed to use. They were small, these words, and they hadn’t taken any effort in the time before.

But they did here. They did here.

“You didn’t wake up the whole time. Guess it must have really wiped you—I know being among those fuckers wipes me. All the constantly being on edge takes it out of you, huh?”

He shook his head, and set the coffeemaker going. What in God’s name was the thing she had to say?

“But hey—don’t worry about it. You’re safe here. Did Jamie tell you? It’s safe as fuck, here.”

Oh. Oh yeah that was it. That’s what she had to say.

“Thank you.”





   

 

 


 Chapter Two



  

 

There were still problems, even after a week of being in their company. Of course there were. She’d said thank you and could accept that maybe they weren’t maniacs, but she could also see quite clearly that something had been switched in her brain and it wasn’t easily going back.

Inside, it wasn’t so bad. That same safe feeling remained—the one she’d experienced when trying to escape. It had locks. Things were secure. They let her keep her crowbar on her if she wanted it and they didn’t say anything about that.

But outside was a different matter. Outside had trees that could be anything—especially in the darkness. And when she stood on the front porch and looked out through the always-mist, at each pine-y monolith, part of her couldn’t stop thinking about how much it didn’t look like an island.

It looked like they were just in the middle of any old wood, with no moat between them and awful skulking things. In fact, when she stood on the porch and looked out, she could well imagine that only a flimsy fence surrounded their little compound.

A flimsy fence that they would soon poke holes in.

It made her want to ask them how long they’d been here, but the weird silence that had crept into her body and stolen her soul put a stop to that. The weird silence said—don’t talk to them. Not ever.

They might eat you.

And as irrational as it was, it nearly always won out. By the third day with them, she was starting to worry they’d think she’d gone mute, but there was nothing to be done for it. And luckily, they gave her a lot of nice, calming answers without ever really talking to her directly—as though they suspected how she felt about being too close or talking too much and just wanted to reassure her in some bizarre, loud, round-about sort of way.

Like when Jamie decided to shout to Blake that he couldn’t believe they’d been here in complete safety for over a year. Then he said it again, just to make absolutely sure. Complete safety.

But she still didn’t like going outside and they seemed to know it.

They didn’t push, however. They never pushed about anything. They didn’t even push her to go to sleep on the second or the third or the fourth night even though she’d sat on the couch bolt upright for every one of them, probably staring at them in a really weird way.

Jamie cracked wise on the seventh night—something about him not being about to spontaneously turn into a zombie—but her body and her face and everything inside her had struggled to laugh. The switch had been flicked. It wasn’t going back easy.

And she knew it, because after they cooked an actual real live pizza, and she’d tried to eat some of it without seeming like a starving person or a resource hog-er, Jamie had said—you coming to bed, June? You look awful tired.

And she’d told him no even though she wanted to say yes.  God yes I’m exhausted. I’m exhausted just from sitting like this all night every night, like I’ve got a stick up my butt and I really am just waiting for you to turn into zombies.

Though instead she’d just explained to them that she wasn’t really tired yet—at which Blake flashed Jamie a look—and, anyway, she wanted to stay up and savor everything here. Have a glass of water—because they only had it on goddamned tap!—and maybe read a book—because they had loads—or perhaps eat a tin of peaches—if that was okay.

They had replied that all of that was okay. Anything she wanted was okay.

Except for being alone. That wasn’t okay. She could tell they didn’t like leaving her down there because the next night Jamie said, quite suddenly, who’s up for an all night game of Scrabble? Just as she was finishing off the chicken curry he’d made not half an hour earlier.

God knew where they’d gotten the chicken from. She was almost afraid to eat it in case the chicken had been secretly infected with dormant zombie virus, but then Jamie had mentioned getting something else out of the freezer from the storeroom and other, calmer questions had taken the place of zombie ones.

They had a storeroom. Somewhere outside, by the sounds of things. And it had a freezer, with…with maybe some ice cream in it. Was ice cream an apocalypse staple? Something you stockpiled in case of a national emergency? She didn’t think so but oh, how she wanted to ask even so.

She could almost see herself forming the words—do you have ice cream? How come you have a freezer? What is this place? And worst of all, did you know this was going to happen?

Because it definitely seemed like the kind of place someone would build if they had only known the fate awaiting the human race. And Jamie could fly a helicopter, too, which really only suggested one thing. He was probably military, really weird high up military, and he’d found out about the zombie bomb Croatia was about to drop on them and built this place to prepare.

And as for Blake…well. Maybe Blake was—

“June-bug, it’s your turn.”

She glanced down at the coffee table, at the little puddle of letter tiles and the multi-hued board spread out before her. They’d already put their words on, crookedly, and now they were waiting for her.

It seemed amazing that she could remember how to play.

“Um…hang on. I’m behind,” she said then realized with a little jolt that those were the first words she’d spoken all day. The muteness had receded somewhere around day four, but apparently it hadn’t gone away altogether. 

“Don’t worry. Take your time—we’ll wait.”

That was Blake. Sometimes he seemed quiet, too—the way she was. And the more time went on, the quieter he got, too. It made her wonder if she’d said something to offend him in some way. Though really, he seemed anything but. He didn’t say we’ll wait in an impatient, sarcastic way. He said it calmly, softly.

So softly that the room was starting to feel very…charged. She could feel their eyes on her as she muddled around with the Scrabble tiles and tried to remember actual real words instead of the completely fake one Jamie had gone with.

She hadn’t seen him do it but knew it was him. Blake wouldn’t have put down Muggle. He just wouldn’t have. She could tell by the way they dressed and acted and spoke—Jamie always in bright Hawaiian shirts, always laughing, always moving. Blake seemed almost sedate, by comparison, and he stuck like glue to muted tones and careful talk.

She thought of a pen edging a dark line around her body, when she thought of Blake. She thought of that edging when she considered both of them, in all honesty. They were watching her as she finally, finally managed to put down her word, but when she tried to catch them looking they glanced away quickly.

As though there was some area designated June’s discomfort and they didn’t want to cross into it.

“There,” she said and Jamie leaned forward just a little bit. Sounded out her word for her.

“Relief.”

It had seemed appropriate. Or at least, more appropriate than the word Jamie next put down. She was pretty sure Puxatawny was actually the name of the made up town in Groundhog Day, though in truth, memories of movies and books and cultural things had long since started to deteriorate.

Other things took its place. Things like survival and designated areas and exhaustion. By the time they got to round seven, her head was floating. Her eyes had taken on that crushed glass feeling she remembered from days on the road. Days when she couldn’t sleep because if she did, something would happen.

But that wasn’t the case here, was it? No. They were watching her even when they pretended not to be. And it wasn’t even in a creepy way, either—it was a good way. She felt as though she could have reached out her hands and touched that black pen line around her body, like a force field around her, keeping the zombies out.

It didn’t seem to take much effort to lean back against the couch when her good letters ran out. Blake gave her one cursory can’t you make any more, June, then glanced at Jamie. But they didn’t make any other pointed sort of comments, and just kept on playing kind of quietly, and that was good.

It made her shoulders droop. Her spine seemed to be melting. Her eyelids had gained some weight without telling her—probably the chicken curry. Her eyelids just weren’t used to ingesting proper food of real heft, and they thought the best idea was to just clo-o-o-se. Like before when she’d first got here, only better than that because nothing ran away from her. Unconsciousness didn’t force itself on her.

She just went to it, willingly. She just went willingly.

* * * *

There was something disturbing about pretending to be asleep when she really wasn’t, in order to hear what they were saying. But even more disturbing than that was the sudden jolting realization that she didn’t believe they were going to say anything bad.

Though it still felt kind of low and weird to wake up and not let on that she had. They were speaking in hushed tones, so it was obvious they didn’t want her to hear. And they didn’t even want her not to hear for terrible reasons! She was just an untrustworthy heel, eavesdropping on them. They deserved better than that.

And they didn’t even contradict that last thought, either. Not like the usual order of things, which was her hoping for something or expecting something and just having it smash her in the face, instead.

No. Here, Jamie said, “Come on, let’s just take her upstairs.”

Then there was a pause, and some Scrabble-tile-ticking silence, and finally Blake answered, “She doesn’t like it.”

Just like that. As though the idea was nothing, really—or at least it was an idea that could be spoken out loud without everyone bursting into flames. And he continued, too.

“She was trying to escape that first day, you know. She wasn’t just going down for coffee. She was trying to get away.”

Jamie made a little noise. It was not a comfortable sounding thing.

“All right. All right, maybe. But she’s…she’s okay now.”

“She hasn’t slept properly for a week. She’s not okay.”

“Well…”

“She looked terrified when I came into the kitchen. Like she wanted to bash my head in with that crowbar.”

It almost made her laugh. Was that what he had been thinking all this time? All through every moment where she’d wondered if they were going to bash her head in? Jesus, what a joke.

“She didn’t want to bash your head in. And even if she did, she doesn’t now.”

Blake made a noncommittal sound.

“Maybe.”

“If she was still afraid of us she wouldn’t be asleep right now, would she?”

He didn’t sound sure and somehow that was the worst part of this whole conversation. Her stomach had started roiling in this really unpleasant way—probably the chicken curry.

Probably.

“Could be she’d just rather be down here on the couch.” He clucked, clearly irritated. She could almost see the expression to match—he had a narrow, vulpine face and it arrowed down neatly into annoyance. “We should have taken those mattresses from the camping place.”

Jamie took a moment to speak, then. And when he did his voice was flatter. It had a grave quality that she hadn’t heard before, and lost a lot of its Texan yaw along the way.

“It’s better if we all sleep in the same room, Blake.” Then even firmer, “It’s better.”

She could almost hear Blake nodding in reply and knew with a great surge of something why he did so. Why Jamie was saying things like that, in the first place. She’d slept back to back with Kelsey often enough to understand, but oh it swelled inside her to know she’d guessed right.

If you slept alone they could get you. They could get you, and you’d end up getting the rest of your team. It was the new circle of life in Zombie Land and it didn’t care about sexual mores or being freaked out. It expected one thing and one thing only of its citizens, and that happened to be all they expected of her, too.

Just safety. Just safety in numbers.

When Blake said I’ll get her then suddenly put his hands on her body, she didn’t flinch. And she would have applauded herself for that if she hadn’t become an expert at never flinching, over the last two years. However, she did applaud herself for reining in the trembling. Something about what they’d said had made her tremble all over, minutely, and she pulled it in tight.

Then hoped to God he couldn’t feel it as he slid an arm under her legs and an arm around her back and lifted—honest to goodness lifted her—right off the couch.

She tried to think of any time when anyone had ever lifted her, and couldn’t even recall her Mother or Father doing it. Sure, they’d held her hand. Helped her ride a bike. But lifting?

Lord no. She was and always had been too heavy for lifting—all the way into adulthood. Had the end of the world really stripped her down so much? Or was he just that strong? She didn’t know. Couldn’t say. Her throat felt suddenly too tight to say. Something had made it close nearly all the way up—maybe she had an almond allergy she hadn’t previously identified? There had definitely been almonds in the curry.

But there had also been a lot of talking about how safe and comfortable they wanted her to feel, too. Yeah, there’d also been that. As it turned out, they made plans and plots and all sorts of things, just as she’d suspected.

Only the plans and plots were all about being nice. Being kind. They were so kind it was almost unbearable, and she found herself floundering in the middle of it, suddenly.

She flicked through all the people who hadn’t been nice, in her mind. That guy at the gas station who’d tried to blow her head off even though she’d formed complete sentences and proved she was still human. Those men who’d been…who’d been doing stuff to Kelsey, when she’d found her. The little girl that fat guy and his girlfriend had been using as bait—just chained her and put her out there so the zombies would get her instead of them…

Lord, kindness almost seemed like an illness here. Or at least it had seemed like an illness out there, in the empty world.

In their cabin it was different. In their cabin, Blake laid her down on the bed. He didn’t take her clothes off—because of course without the blood, he didn’t have to—and when she faked some stirring in order to hide her suddenly wet face in the pillow, he said, “You okay, June-bug?”

Probably because it was obvious that a tear had found its way down her cheek. Stupid tear! She hadn’t even cried when that zombie had ripped Pat’s arm off, never mind this.

Whatever this was.

She cleared her throat. Thought about Kelsey, Kelsey. One of them had carved his name into her back and she’d worn it until the day she died. And she’d died such a short time ago, too—so it seemed weird and wrong that she could say yes. The word sounded alien in her mouth, like something she should puke up or deny—but there it was, all the same.

“Yeah.”

And it was true, too. Nothing pierced it or tried to make it waver. The word came out strong and good, and there were more words to follow it.

“I’m okay. I’m okay…now.”

That final now, so glorious it needed saying twice.

“Now…I’m okay.”

* * * *

She didn’t want to move, at first. If she moved, she’d have to find out if they’d slept in the same bed as her or if they’d been nervous about doing it. She didn’t want to find out that they’d been nervous about doing it.

And she didn’t have to because when she finally dared to reach out one blind hand, she encountered the smooth slab of Blake’s back. On the others side—the narrower curve of Jamie’s.

Then she winced at herself and pulled her hands away, too quickly. Barely a week, and she’d already flipped things around. From trying to ease out from beneath an arm burglar alarm, to wanting a burglar alarm of her own.

Just in case, you know. Just in case something happened to them in the night. Just in case they magically became zombies, then…

She shifted under the covers, suddenly too hot. They’d left her in her clothes all night, and they weren’t airy and designed for a woman in the first place. The fit said female, but it looked as though they’d searched for the bulkiest thing they could find from the Outdoorsy Gals collection.

The wad of … material wedged in her armpit made turning hard. But she had to do it, just to check that Jamie was still breathing normally. Irrational, true, but better than being suddenly eaten.

Thankfully, he was easy enough to check. He’d turned on his side but when she got close she could hear his breathing, gentle and even. No death rattle. No weird hacking sounds. Normal breathing and nothing else from either of them.

Though she did notice one strange thing. They’d both turned on their sides, with their backs to her—so that the pair of them formed weird man-shaped breakwater posts around her body.

As though the tide was about to come in at any second and they wanted to make sure it didn’t wash her away. 

It made her feel the same way the black pen line had, though this time there was a soupcon of something else. A little niggle of that leftover worry, about whether or not they’d been nervous about sleeping next to her. Was that why they’d moved to the outskirts of the bed and put their backs to her?

They needn’t have. She’d slept like the dead for the first time in a long time. No interrupted little snatches and no nightmares, either. Plus—and here was the real bonus—when she got close to Jamie, he smelled like  cinnamon.

Or at least, the jersey he was still wearing did. He’d worn an apron while cooking the curry—a stupid one, naturally, with a hairy chest on the front—but the smell had still gotten itself all over him and, dear Lord, it was divine. It was in his hair too, and she knew it was because when he snored and she felt sure he was asleep, she dared to shift on the bed and put her face up close to the nape of his neck.

Ah, heaven. She was lying on a bed with a man who liked cooking. What was better than that?

Apart from turning and discovering that the man on the other side of her smelled like the trees outside. She’d caught a whiff of it the night before when he’d actually, honest to God, carried her, but it was stronger and sharper and delicious close to his hair. Which she was sniffing, embarrassingly.

Of course she only turned to do his hair because she’d done Jamie’s, and doing both of them felt much more like normal behavior than sticking to just one. But even so, even so.

Had she just thought the words doing both of them? Boy, that was mortifying and weird. And even more so when Blake came within a second of catching her sniffing his hair, while she tried to cool down her suddenly heated cheeks with surreptitious hand movements.

After all, explaining why she was suddenly embarrassed involved a whole mess of Freudian slips and awkward phrasing and just stuff that she didn’t really think about. She hadn’t thought about stuff like that since the whole “people eating other people” thing had begun.

It just wasn’t…it was weird. Everything had passed briefly into weird. Fuck—why had she sniffed their hair?

“Bad dream?” he asked. He was rubbing his eyes and kind of stretching, so she’d thought herself safe. But clearly the pair of them had a sixth sense when it came to her odd moments of weird discomfort.

“More like an uncomfortable dream.”

He put a hand on her back suddenly and stuff got worse. They were very careful about touching her, usually, but…well. Things had definitely gotten a little laxer, last night. She hadn’t flinched when he’d touched her and, in turn, he’d relaxed about it.

But then, that was what friends did. They touched each other, casually. They ran their blind hands over each other’s backs. It was cool. It was cool.

“You wanna come for a run, shake it off?”

She paused then and thought about the basketball. They had a little court behind the cabin and she’d seen them playing a couple of times through the window in the back door. Blake was good—he could bounce the ball between his legs and dunk with very little effort at all, whereas Jamie…yeah. Jamie didn’t play by any distinguishable rules she could make out. She’d seen him dribble the ball off the court and into the woods a couple of times, with Blake hollering after him that doing so wasn’t how you played.

Before he’d glanced back at her, framed in that small window. And he’d glanced back as though he knew she’d been watching the whole time. He knew, and Jamie knew, and they argued in a silly macho way and tried to outdo each other. Then Jamie would do something ridiculous just out of her sightline…

Like they were just waiting. Just waiting for her to come outside and watch or play with them.

Was that what Blake was doing, now? Trying to get her to casually come outside? It seemed like it, because he didn’t look at her when he said the words. And the words themselves were cool and almost nothing.

Plus he added, “I’ve seen you doing reps up and down the stairs. It’s really much easier when you’ve got some space to run in.”

Her face streaked red, again. The man was all fucking eyeballs! There was just no possible way he could have seen her doing apocalypse exercises. She’d specifically waited until he and Jamie were in the middle of a heated debate about what constituted a dunk.

Jamie felt that it was acceptable to stand on a chair to do it. Unsurprisingly, Blake had not felt the same way.

“I…uh…”

Her brain screamed at her. Just ask! Just force the muteness out of your body and ask.

“It’s okay if you don’t want to, June.”

Man alive, he was nice. He looked at her, then, and his eyes suddenly seemed far bluer than they ever had before. Electric blue almost, and full of earnestness. His face was sly but his eyes gave him away.

“No, no—it’s just…how long have you been here?”

He grinned at that. Again, it changed the whole tenor of his features. Made him more handsome, more relaxed, less…empty than he sometimes seemed. Then there was the fact that he desperately needed a shave, which only added to all of that stuff—all the handsomeness or relaxedness or whatever other nonsense she hadn’t wanted to think about.

“A year and a half.”

He paused, stood. Went to take his t-shirt off then stopped himself with the hem halfway over his belly. Of course, her mind immediately went to what he’d said the night before, about frightening her. Did he think his half-nakedness had been the trigger?

Possibly. Probably. Either way he started toward the bathroom, to finish getting out of his sleep clothes.

“You don’t need to worry, June. They won’t cross the water—you know they won’t. I know you know they won’t.”

“Yeah,” she said, as he disappeared inside. She closed her eyes on the thought of something being in there, waiting for him—though recognized that these little flashes…these little shuttering snaps of panic…they were getting less intense. They didn’t quite draw her up short the way they used to. “Yeah, I do. And yeah, I think I’ll come for a run.”

She slid off the bed to the tune of his great and got a different sort of flashback on hearing the word. Not a flashback to her life, of course—because she’d never had a husband. But she knew it sounded like that when he said it. It was the kind of thing husbands did, when their wives said hey, I think I’ll join you at the marina.

Brisk and kind of casually happy. Everything familiar and good.

God, how weird.

“Do you think Jamie will mind if I take something of his, to wear? It’s just…I’m not sure I can run in so much…wool.”

It was a good way of broaching that strange subject, but it was Jamie who answered. And he didn’t mention anything about why they’d gone with enormous fleeces for any possible female companion they might one day have.

“No, Jamie won’t mind. In fact, Jamie is pleased you want to wear his stupid, pointed, straight out of Star Trek boots.”

She turned to see why his voice was muffled. Head in the pillow, obviously. Ass in the air. She couldn’t for the life in her tell why he’d decided to take up that position, and not for the first time she found herself wondering if the apocalypse had turned him strange.

Or if he’d just always been this way.

She was guessing the latter, if his ultra faded and obviously long loved t-shirt collection was anything to go by. They kept all of their clothes in the two drawers under the bed, and his side was largely comprised of weirdly silk-screened scraps of silliness.

She picked one with a goat jumping over the moon on the front. Slipped the monolith of wool over her head real quick then shoved it on before Jamie could stop snogging the pillow and Blake could return from the bathroom.

Of course she could have gone to the guestroom to change. But something made her not want to. If she went, they might think she was still frightened. And if she didn’t and undressed really slowly, they might think…well. She didn’t know what they’d think, then.

Best just to do it all quick right here. Then realized too late that Jamie was actually quite a bit slimmer than her around the chest and hips.

She cursed herself once the t-shirt and sweatpants were on. They were snugger than fuck, and now somehow she’d done the opposite of what the wool had probably been all about. She’d drawn a big circle around the word woman over her head, without really intending to.

Plus her boobs looked much bigger now because the rest of her had shrunk. Oh wasn’t that a thing to realize, in a bedroom filled with men! She’d turned into Booberella somewhere in between cutting someone’s face off and running seventeen miles to escape that one zombie that just. Wouldn’t. Quit.

If the shopping channel had still been in existence she was betting they’d have paid good money for that particular exercise and diet regime. Get a semi-flat stomach and giant norks with these three easy apocalyptic steps!

“You ready?”

His eyes didn’t even flick to the boobs when he came out of the bathroom. Lord, she didn’t know what she was thinking. She’d probably noticed his boobs more than he’d noticed hers. His t-shirt was skintight and she could see just about everything—even the outline of something vague and shadowy between his legs.

And it was on that disturbing thought that she realized something, for the first time. It stuck out with a splendid clarity above all the silly thoughts about them raping her or wanting her or any of that other stuff.

They didn’t find her sexually attractive. They were nice guys who’d never do that sort of thing, but still the fact remained that even if they hadn’t been nice they probably wouldn’t have done anything, anyway.

Because they didn’t want her. She was a Eunuch to them. A sexual cul-de-sac. Things didn’t mysteriously change because of the apocalypse. If you were nothing before, you remained so.

And she was definitely nothing to them.
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The woods really weren’t as scary as they had at first seemed, from the inside. For a start, the trees were very widely spaced. There wasn’t much opportunity for things to hide or lurk between them. And even better—the ground underfoot wasn’t overly littered with mulch or branches.

They were sturdy evergreen things, after all. They didn’t leave stuff all over the place for her to run on and make some awful, zombie-alerting racket. She could safely pound away and not have to worry about tripping over loads of things.

Plus, Blake was there. He was right there, by her side. She could hear him breathing even when she didn’t look—slow and steady, in and out. He breathed the way she did, though she figured he’d probably properly learned the technique. Rather than just picking it up due to absolute necessity.

However, she had to say it was kind of gratifying to see his obviously fit-all-his-life moves replicated by her own body, exactly. The way he pumped his arms. The way he kept focused on the terrain ahead. There was really nothing worse, after all, than constantly checking behind yourself for…anything that might be after you.

She’d seen firsthand what checking behind yourself in a blind panic could do. It made you slow even though you might not have thought so. It made you unaware of the obstacles ahead, then suddenly, suddenly…

She drew herself back together and focused on her own breathing. That good burn that was starting, low down in the muscles of her lower legs. Blake probably knew the names of those muscles, but she didn’t. She only knew they burned and burned, and after a while her lungs would start burning—especially in the freezing cold air.

Though she’d learned the hard way that it was better to run in cold conditions than hot. It was one of the reasons they’d made their way North—well, that and the stench. Heat made everything smell bad faster.

The cold kept everything…manageable. Why, the air was almost sweet, here. In fact—it was sweet. She could smell the scent that had been all over Blake, fresh and clean and sharp. And when he clapped her on the back and did this little exhausted sounding laugh, it got stronger.

It made her ease up, just a little. He was starting to really drop behind her and that was apparently another thing that kicked her instincts up—though this was of a different sort entirely. This was the one she’d had for Kelsey, the one that had said, if she drops behind you, find out what’s wrong immediately. Be prepared to fight with her if she can’t run anymore.

Of course, there had been people she could have left. That psycho from the trailer park who thought he was Rambo. The old couple who’d left their neighbors out to die. A whole assortment of assholes and jerks and outright murderous bastards.

But she would have died before she left Kelsey. Only the bullet had stopped her from going back. And she knew with a sudden jerk that only a bullet would stop her from going back for Blake and Jamie. Only zombie hands on her, zombie hands holding her back, clawing and dragging her down, down into the maze of their hungry mouths…

She stopped dead and turned, just so she could see him and know he was still there. Though rationally she knew he had to be. He wasn’t the type to play hide and seek—hell, Jamie was the type, but even he wouldn’t have done it to her—and he couldn’t have fallen or been eaten or any of that awful shit. So she knew she was being silly.

Which only made it worse when he just. Wasn’t. There.

All the hairs on her arms went up the moment she saw the empty forest. It was a familiar feeling—an old friend, in fact—but it seemed more intense in that moment. Everything around her looked still and gray and strange. Suddenly the trees seemed closer together, and when she scanned between them there was an ominous quality to the emptiness.

As though it was just waiting to be filled up. And not by Blake.

She resisted saying his name for a long while—probably longer than she should have. But then if she said his name it meant only one thing. She’d been fooled. Or even worse than that, she’d accepted that something was wrong.

He was missing from view even when he should have been right there, right in front of her. Maybe with his hands on his knees and a rush of harsh breath coming out of him. He could have said something like you’re fast or maybe wagged his finger at her for pushing so hard, but instead there was just this crawling silence.

And the hairs prickling all the way up her arms and around to the back of her neck.

Her first and most desperate need was to scrub at those irritated places until the sensation went away but she knew better than that. The drill came back to her as though it had never left—find Blake, then fastest route to safety, nearest weapon, nearest threat, settle your breathing so you can hear them approaching.

And the answers came real easy, just as they always had in the past. The fastest route was a little to the right of the route she’d just taken, the nearest weapon was a short but pointed fallen tree branch, not three steps from her, there were no current near threats and as for her breathing, well.

She shut it down fast, fast. Then mentally counted back to when she’d lost him. Five seconds meant he’d been ten steps from her, ten seconds meant twenty steps, and so on. He’d been on exactly the same path as her so she didn’t have a wide radius to cover.

It should have been simple, really.

Only it wasn’t.

He wasn’t twenty steps along the path. There were other things along the path—strange things, that definitely hadn’t been there before. A dark shape in the lowlight that looked just like one of them, until she got close and realized with an odd sense of acceptance that it was the mailbox Kelsey had tucked herself behind, while that writhing crowd of zombies had made their way up Mayberry Street.

She’d hidden behind a car, a rusted old thing with no windows, and for the barest second she felt certain she was about to see it. If the mailbox was here then the car had to be here, and oh God, God—where was she, exactly? Where was this?

But more importantly—where was Blake?

She clutched the tree branch tighter and went lower, focusing on the things that currently made sense. In situations like this you had to keep out of sight and be quiet—and especially when zombies had definitely taken Blake.

 

 

What other explanation was there? They’d grabbed him and dragged him off someplace. They sometimes did that—she’d seen them do that!—because a lot of them were smart. The ones on Mayberry Street had been smart—hunting in packs like that, searching behind things to find the juicy, blood-filled humans. And here it was worse, much worse, because there were plenty of places to hide, but all of them felt weird, and wrong.

She didn’t want to go near that thing, over there. The grey thing, that looked like the edge of a tent, flapping. It didn’t make any sense that the tent was here—the one they’d found, with the people inside—and it didn’t make any sense that the mailbox was here and oh, how stupid she’d been.

She’d let her guard down, gone out running without a weapon, then let herself get lost in these nonsensical woods. She could have punched herself in the face, if her body had actually allowed her to bend that way.

And if Blake hadn’t been missing, missing, missing.

Lord, how she wanted to call out to him. Just in case it was a joke and they’d all laugh and maybe afterwards she could murder him in a bathtub of acid for scaring the fucking life out of her.

But the thing of it was—she couldn’t call out if the zombies were around. She couldn’t, God no. Calling out would attract hundreds of them immediately, and any chance Blake had would be shot to hell. They’d descend on him and fight over him and rip his body into little bits.

She’d seen that happen, too. Man, there was just nothing she hadn’t seen, nothing, and something about that seemed so grossly unfair she wanted to tear it into little bits. Just grab a hold of it with her teeth and wrench it around and…

Blake. He was there, standing by the chain link fence. The one she’d hoped didn’t exist, back when she’d frightened herself with ideas that this place wasn’t really an island. The place had gone on forever and ever inside her head, instead—the way it seemed to right now as she looked past Blake and through the links, to the rolling fields beyond.

She couldn’t stop it. Her body started shuddering all on its own. It wanted to lose control and she had to follow it. The fields, the fields—they looked just like the ones she’d had to pelt across, when the zombies had busted into the park’s bathroom and almost got a hand on her.

Jamie and Blake—they’d lied. Oh no, they’d lied. It wasn’t an island at all and now they’d made her run to this awful echo of her worst memory with no weapon and nothing to help her and oh, why was Blake just standing there at the fence, staring?

No, no, no, why? He wouldn’t be able to hear her because she’d become an expert at stealthy creeping. But even so he was motionless and dead seeming, and there was blood on the metal in front of him. Lots of blood and bits of stuff, and was that blood on his arm, too?

Thirty seconds, she thought, thirty seconds, then pinned down the sob that welled up inside her as though she was a champion wrestler, and it had no more fight than a dry leaf.

She was going to give him a chance. She had the stick—it would go into his temple, no problem at all. Her nerves were still steel. She could still hold onto herself if he turned and snarled. All she needed was one moment, one moment of seeing his turned face then in, in, in.

She just had to reach out a hand to him, first. Slow, slow. Just one wavering hand, moving toward his shoulder as though touching him would magically turn him back. No words, no words, because words could never turn him back. Never.

She’d said enough of them, to know.

When he turned, suddenly—it was fair to say. She almost stabbed anyway. It went beyond an instinct and into something raw and primal, as though some ancient God had the reins of her and jerked them whenever he felt like it.

He jerked them even when Blake turned and was still himself. Completely himself. Nobody on earth could have mistaken those eyes—electric blue and glorious to behold. She almost fainted on seeing them and even when she didn’t, the rest of her attempted something like it. Her arm and legs turned to noodles. The noodles wanted to stagger toward him.

Even when he said something nightmarish and awful like, “We made a mistake. They’re here.” All her mind wanted to do was translate his words into, it’s okay, I’m alive. Look at how alive I still am! I’m going to grab your hand so you can feel my total and utter humanity.

Which he did, just before they ran. They had to, because he was right. She could see zombies sprinting over the field toward them like bloody streamers, hungry for their blood and their bodies and their sanity.

But that was okay, because she still had all three and so did Blake. He was all right. As long as he was all right and as long as Jamie was too, so was she. She could fly on winged feet, as long as he had hold of her hand.

And when he glanced at her, she knew he felt the same way. He held on so tight, so tight, and he didn’t even let go when they finally got back to the cabin. Not even to get them through the door without wedging. Not even when Jamie saw them both and glanced down at the two hands and she thought, wildly—it’s okay. I want to hold your hand, too.

Which was even weirder than all of the winged feet thoughts. But then, that’s what fear did to a person. It made them crazy and it meant she didn’t want to let go, in spite of the need to close the door.

Jamie did it, however. He didn’t even say anything—she could tell he just knew. He bolted it and dropped the shutters on the windows, and said something to Blake—something muddled. Something about the safe room she hadn’t known existed, but that was okay. She hadn’t known the shutters existed, either.

Not to mention how easily she was being led. The urge to tell them that they couldn’t just hide—they had to fight and defend their home—welled up inside her, but something tamped it down just as quickly.

Though she couldn’t say what was doing the tamping, exactly. Something…something…what was it?

“You okay to go in the safe room, June?” Blake said, just as the shutters began rattling. They always banged, when they knew someone was caught inside. Always, always, just incessant banging and banging.

“Yeah. That’s okay. Yeah—let’s go.”

“And you’re not afraid to be in that small space with us, right?”

That was Jamie. Though he didn’t exactly sound like himself.

“No,” she said, and meant it. Why on earth would she be afraid when they were so kind and good and made her have wings in her feet?

“This way, then,” he said, before leading her to some door under the stairs that she couldn’t remember being there.

Though that was okay. It made sense. That was okay. And it was okay that the lighting in the little secret room was kind of pink, and that there was a big red love heart sofa in there, too, and the whole place was small—much smaller than giant pieces of furniture would seem to allow.

“Are you…” she began, but Jamie just closed the door behind them. Shut them all in together in this warm room with the pink light and the big, big love heart.

The banging outside stopped. She thought, idly, that the room must have been soundproofed, but then couldn’t figure out why. So that when you were locked inside, they couldn’t drive you mad?

Maybe. After all they were definitely going to die in here. There was no food, weirdly, and no water—even though the zombies never just let up. She couldn’t think why Blake and Jamie had organized all of this as their last resort.

It seemed so unlike them.

“Okay, June. So what we’re going to have to do now is check. We’re going to have to check that you haven’t been bitten.”

But then so did words like those. Though even stranger was this feeling inside her, this almost-compulsion that said—yeah, they definitely need to check. Because, well…why? Blake had seen her the whole time and he knew she hadn’t been bitten or contaminated in any way. If anything, he was the one who needed to be checked.

Only when he put a hand on her arm and urged her to turn, she found herself going all the same. She had absolutely no idea why he wanted her to face the love heart couch, but it felt like the right thing to do. Everything felt suddenly so syrupy and nice, and he had very gentle hands.

Especially when he placed them on her shoulders and pressed fingers to the twin knots where her collarbone began. That felt extremely gentle and sort of…deliberate. Then Jamie said, lift your arms up, and it was kind of easy to. He had such a good, drawling voice. Not even drawling, really. More like…a swaying sort of voice.

And Blake’s was good, too. He made it faint and dipped it in a little butter before he next spoke, so that when he did she felt perfectly okay about having her arms above her head.

Like I’m going to be frisked, she thought, shortly before he did just that. His hands simply slid right down, all along her sides and over her ribcage, to her hips.

It was almost unbearably intimate. Far worse than any sort of ruder touch—maybe because she couldn’t remember any other man making such a strange move. The other men laser-ed in on the obvious areas—tits, cunt, ass—and ignored anything that didn’t get them anywhere.

Not that Blake was trying to get anywhere, though, of course. If he really wanted to get somewhere he could just force her, after all. He didn’t have to make up some strange pretext then run his hands down her sides. Then back up again. Then down, down, then…oh. Oh.

She thought about her arms and legs turning to noodles, back there by the fence. Had they actually re-established solidity? It was hard to say when he had his hands on her hips and Jamie said somewhere behind her, kind of breathlessly, “Yeah check underneath—check underneath the shirt. You know, ‘cause they could have gotten underneath.”

There was a brief moment of feeling like a science project, then custard invaded her brain and made her think something patently ridiculous, like—yeah, they could have definitely crawled inside my shirt and nibbled on whatever Blake’s touching right now. Definitely. He should probably touch it more.

Of course, she tried to focus. Zombies were outside! They were going to die! But it was getting kind of hard to remember that stuff when he had his hands right. Underneath. Her breasts.

He had them there, but he didn’t move upwards and touch them. Instead he let his hands glide down over her bare stomach—she was actually able to watch them go beneath the material, like something crawling and creeping that she should be afraid of.

Only she wasn’t, she wasn’t. He was standing very close—so close she could feel his hot breath on the nape of her neck—but there wasn’t anything threatening about it. Tense, yes. But not threatening.

And maybe it was only tense because she couldn’t bear to move. If she moved he might go away, and Jamie would go away, and she couldn’t bear that. No, no—she had to stay still and let him slide her sweatpants over her hips.

They went very slowly to the ground and once they were gone a million threads inside her went slack. It was kind of like letting go of everything—even the things outside—and that was okay by her.

Especially when he ran those hands over her thighs, too.  Just like being frisked, just like being frisked, she thought—only not. His hands were too slow for frisking, for a start. And when he let them glide back up her left leg—hands forming a circle that was neither too tight, nor too soft—he went all the way to the top. Right over the bristling skin of her inner thigh, to the place where her panties had pulled taut.

Of course her panties had pulled taut. Her sex felt immense—like a clenched fist between her legs. There was a thrum thrum thrum in that place like nothing she’d experienced in over two years.

Now it had returned to her and it had apparently brought its friends.

“You okay, June-bug?” Jamie said, and she thought about saying no. No, this is really out of place and weird. Can we stop, please?

But instead her mouth went with, “Yeah. Never been better.”

Because that was true. She couldn’t remember ever feeling as warm and relaxed and okay with the world, as she did right at that moment. It made her wonder if there was some pot she’d smoked without knowing—soothing pot for those you’re going to die moments—but that was just stupid.

Even if Jamie really did have a stash—she suspected as much when she caught him off guard sometimes and he smelled a certain way—she’d certainly never partaken of it. She’d never even partaken of it before the apocalypse—doing it afterwards just seemed like asking for trouble.

Like now, when being faux-stoned was making her stand here and get felt up.

He was definitely feeling her up, after all. Of course he was doing it in a really nice, subtle sort of way, but even so. He had a hand on her inner thigh. His fingers were almost rubbing her in the place she needed it most…

“She seems clear,” he said, and she could have fallen to begging, then. Just told him in no uncertain terms—carry on, carry on. Use your mouth, if you have to. She’d started shuddering again and it had nothing to do with the creatures outside.

It was a joyous thing, instead. A good thing. She gave into it, that shaking, rather than pulling away or forcing herself not to or any of the other things she always did, when faced with a kind of weakness.

Only this wasn’t weakness. It felt good, and strong. Right, after all the wrong things. And especially when Jamie then said—

“You should keep touching her anyway.”

The shuddering got worse. Suddenly she understood why they had a couch in here—because she needed to sit down. She desperately needed to sit down and have them sit down with her, then maybe they could do so many lovely, tangled things together. Yes, yes, so many things.

“Are you sure?” Blake asked, though she didn’t know who the question was directed at. Not even when Jamie answered.

“Yeah, pretty sure. It looks like she wants you to.”

God, how clever Jamie was! He seemed silly sometimes but she’d always known somewhere inside that him being that way was all just obfuscation. A defense mechanism. He probably had weird PTSD, the way she did.

Because she did. Couldn’t be denied. The things outside had robbed her of something vital, and it was only just coming back. Slow, slow—like Blake’s hands on her.

He didn’t acknowledge what Jamie had said, but carried on anyway. She could feel and hear him standing again behind her, then after a moment his hands were on the curve of her back. The one just above her ass. His thumbs pressed in, briefly—the way they had at her collarbone—but this time she knew exactly why. He’d found the two dimples, on either side of her spine.

And apparently, he liked them. Not only that, but he seemed to like the nape of her neck, too. The one revealed by the ponytail she’d knotted her hair into, before she ran out the door. And she felt really glad she’d done that now, because it meant he could press his mouth there whenever the urge took him.

The urge was taking him now. He had his mouth on her—the one that sometimes looked like a slash and sometimes looked vulnerable, the one she’d thought about kissing even when she was sure she hadn’t.

And oh it was softer than she’d imagined—or maybe he was just being gentle? She couldn’t tell, exactly. It was hard, when her body felt suddenly swamped by all sorts of sensations. There was the sensation wetness provoked like a hot electrical eel zipping straight down to that place between her legs. There was the heat of his mouth, and that made a tense fist low down in her stomach.

Then finally there was the knowledge that it was him. Blake was kissing the nape of her neck, and somewhere in the middle of doing it he had found her hips with his hands, again.

Only they felt much bigger, now. Immense, in fact. He had his great big hands on her hips and he was urging her back, just ever so slightly. Not like a tough guy, yanking her back into the cradle of his groin. More like someone seducing her back into the cradle of his groin.

His way was good. But it wasn’t fast enough. She simply had to put a hand behind herself and feel blindly for something on him—his hair, his face, his neck. Anything. Something solid she could use to get them closer together in half the time, so that maybe he’d know without her having to say that this was okay.

Hell, when Jamie said is she wet? That was okay too, apparently. Her body sure thought so, at any rate. Everything immediately went on high alert and high alert seemed to mean a sudden fat, swelling sensation between her legs.

She thought about replying yeah. Yeah, I’m really wet. I’m soaking, there’s been a flood. I guess you guys have poked a hole in the dam because something’s sure different down there.

But luckily she didn’t have to go into any of that nonsense. No. Blake was helpful enough to fill Jamie in, by putting his hand inside her panties, then telling him.

How kind, she thought. Really considerate of him, to spare me the trouble.

And it was, it really was. Especially when he got to the in-the-panties portion of the consideration. He simply slid his hand down over her belly and there it was. Underneath the material and over her by-this-point absolutely bursting sex.

She was only surprised his hand didn’t explode into flames. Her clit felt so swollen, so full and aching, she didn’t know how he managed to miss it on his first glide through her soaking slit.

But he did, because he was a fucking tease. The pair of them were nothing but tormenting, maddening, glorious bastards, and if the whole thing hadn’t seemed so bonkers, she would have demanded they do her right there and then.

Instead, she had to endure this. His fingers stroking her everywhere but the place she needed it most, getting slicker by the second and oh then, then his hot breath against her ear.

Because he was moaning. Just a little. Nothing more than a slightly hoarse inhale, really—but it was there. And it was there because he was stroking her and she was embarrassingly wet. She knew it was. He told Jamie as much, as though she wasn’t there.

“She’s so slippery,” he said, and her knees really did buckle. She had to clutch at him, if only for support.

But that was okay because he seemed to understand. They both did. Blake had his hands somewhat occupied, obviously, but Jamie didn’t and he just came around and told her something lovely like it’s all right, June, I gotcha.

He did, too. He let her put her arms around his neck and his own hands went underneath, to her sides. Just above the one Blake had on her hip, in fact. Not in some rude place, or anything—though with his face right in front of hers, looking so handsome and good, she kind of wished they were in some rude place.

Like maybe…yeah, like maybe he could touch her breasts while Blake stroked through her sex. Then Blake could finger her, while he…maybe Jamie could…

“You want me to kiss you, June?”

Yeah, maybe Jamie could do that.

“Would you?” she asked, because really that was all her vocal chords could manage. Politeness. Like he’d asked if she’d appreciate him cleaning up after dinner, instead of the thing she was aching for, just aching.

Blake was almost at her clit, and he was definitely rubbing  something against her ass, but what she wanted more than anything was Jamie’s mouth on hers. Hell—either of their mouths on hers would have been a total blessing, at that point.

Especially as he was taking the long route.

He kept on leaning forward but just never seemed to get any closer. She could make out every flicker of stubble on his strong jaw—much stronger than Blake’s, really, when up this close—and those lines he had either side of his mouth. Not like age lines—more like evidence of his good, firm bone structure, as though his face had been made by someone aiming for perfectly masculine.

But his mouth was quite small, really. Kind of like a woman’s. Neat and small and not like Blake’s at all, and she thought—if you just come a little a closer, come a little closer. Kelsey had said that if things ever went back to normal and she got the chance to kiss another human being again, she didn’t know if she’d be able to. Because of all the red, gory memories of them biting and biting.

Strange really that it seemed so easy, here. More than easy, in fact. She could feel the pleasure rising between her legs and everything inside her was warm and right and if Jamie could just do it, just touch his lips to hers, just yes yes yes now now, God, God, oh how good it was to be alive, how good, how right, yes, now—

She woke with her face pressed into a pillow that wasn’t hers. Right into it, as though she’d been…oh Lord. As though she’d been making out with Jamie’s pillow in her sleep.

Before she even became sensible that none of it had actually happened—that it was just a dream, of course it was a dream, it had fucking mailboxes and tents and heart-shaped couches in it, for God’s sake—her cheeks flushed a brilliant, embarrassment red. Couldn’t be helped. She’d woken up snogging Jamie’s pillow. Naturally, humiliation followed.

She was only thankful they weren’t around. The bed was empty apart from her and her weird and stupid dreams about doing sex things with them. Not even just doing sex things! First her stupid brain had had to invent a pretext for sex to take place, a ridiculous ploy like “zombies are attacking, we’re going to die”.

Only her brain had needed more than that, apparently. What had he said again? That he needed to check her for bites, or something? God. God. She flushed again just thinking about it. It wasn’t even a comfort, knowing that at least her mind was progressing away from the dreams where she was just running and running. Where they caught her, sometimes, or maybe they caught Blake or Jamie and they did end up turned.

No, no. How could it be a comfort when instead she had to deal with this? Jamie kissing her. Blake with his hand in her underwear. Was that really what she wanted? She didn’t know, but suspected these thoughts had been hovering on the periphery of her imagination since the actual run, with Blake. Since she’d gotten changed into tighter clothing, and thought about the real truth.

That maybe they just didn’t want her.

Only now her contrary body wanted them, apparently. Great.

She heaved herself out of the warm cocoon of the bed, reluctantly. Or maybe not so reluctantly, because now the bed threatened two things. Unconsciousness—in which she could be surprised by zombies—and weird sex dreams. Weird sex dreams that made her liquid between her legs in a way that meant she didn’t really want to go downstairs.

Would they be able to read it on her face? She checked herself in the bathroom mirror and found her reflection normal, presentable. But maybe there’d be something they could spot with all their consideration about her well-being and such. Maybe they’d want to know why she was slightly flushed. Maybe they’d see how hard her nipples were, even through the extra sweatshirt she put on.

Maybe they had x-ray eyes that would laser right through to her over-heated sex.

She pushed the idea away before it took root—because taking root might mean she gave in to her one instinct, which was to masturbate.  Just masturbate, and clear out all of those strange feelings! Nobody will ever know, and then you’ll probably go back to never being horny again because of all the blood and the biting and the death, death, death.

It sounded like an excellent plan. Except for all the places where it wasn’t. After all—what if they heard her? How loud was the shower, anyway? Not that loud. And sex would undoubtedly break out of her mouth like a nuclear explosion after two years without anything at all.

But even worse than that…even worse than that was the suspicion that…well. What if she did masturbate, and got it out of her system, then sex really did refuse to come back? That this was it—her one chance at ever being horny again.

She couldn’t deny it. There was definitely something compelling about arousal, after all this time. Her skin buzzed with a new kind of electricity. Everything seemed alert in a different way to the alertness zombies required. Her mind kept flicking over Blake and Jamie’s attributes but not in the same fashion as it had before.

Before, she’d counted them in terms of their apocalypse usefulness. Blake truly had found it a little difficult to keep up with her in the forest, but only because he wasn’t great at dodging obstacles. On open ground, he could motor. He was also strong, very strong, and cautious.

Whereas Jamie was obviously, incredibly reckless. Willing to charge into battle at a moment’s notice. But he was also fierce. She could see that in everything he did—that fierceness. Scrappiness, she thought, but then there was his skill with certain survival things, things she’d never even considered before meeting him. He knew how to operate a range of vehicles. He knew things about electricity, generators and solar paneling. Other stuff, too—plumbing and weaponry and even to this day she suspected he’d been some sort of military personnel before this happened—though he never wanted to talk about anything so serious.

He wanted to talk about everything but his past life, while her brain constantly threw up ideas like—he was a pilot. A pilot who went crazy—but not because of the apocalypse. It had happened prior to this mess, she was sure. Something had happened to him and now he was this person. Reckless. Wild.

Willing to scare the life out of her with sudden swells of inexplicable noise. She stopped dead in her tracks, unable to process for a second. The sound bellowed out from the kitchen, so loud and alien she couldn’t grasp it. She could grasp things like screams, growling, warning shouts. Other noises were not permitted during the apocalypse and, even if they had been, she still hadn’t heard anything like this in an age.

Two years, she thought. Two years without music.

Because that was what it was. He’d turned on some music in the kitchen, loud and raucous and completely foreign. It jolted something inside her, like that thing. That thing that always told her how much was missing from this brave new world. All the stuff she’d lost or couldn’t have, because if you turned on some music or listened to an iPod playing the latest Beyonce tune, you couldn’t hear them coming.

She’d had to forgo music the moment Mrs. Henderson burst in the door and tried to eat her. The moment the news had said—God help us all. The moment she couldn’t sleep, not ever, not even when Kelsey was on watch.

But there was music here. Oh yes, there was music here. What was there to hear coming? Even with the bad part of her dream still lingering she knew rationally that they were, in fact, on an island. She’d flown over the water to it. She’d seen its edges.

And though her dream self had tried to tell her otherwise, she’d also seen Jamie’s defense strategies. Blake had shown her, during their run—the trip wires. The cameras. The alarms. The compression things he’d put in the ground that told you louder than any sound heard over music that something was coming.

Mines, too, Blake had said. He’d shown her the pattern for them—where not to step, close to the water’s edge. Jamie had the place locked down like a military compound, which only made the urge to ask him about it stronger. She’d almost asked Blake, there, by the water. Still breathless from the run, head all mixed up with thoughts of explosive charges in the ground.

But really, she knew the answer. Jamie was military. Jamie had been a pilot. Jamie was playing a song by Miley Cyrus in the kitchen.

Of all people—Miley Cyrus! She recognized the song immediately, even though little cutesy Miley had probably been dead for two years. Even though her songs—and everyone else’s songs—were now obsolete, really. A relic of a time before.

In which people had stupid things like hoedowns and cared about stuff like whether they should move to the country or be a popstar. In truth, she wasn’t even sure how she remembered any of these things. If she recalled correctly, she’d been a fan of Tori Amos, and even ole’ Tori was starting to fade in her consciousness.

Still, the sound—loud and tumbling and crazy—pulled at her. What did it matter who was singing? It sounded old and familiar and good. Startling in its ability to wake up some long dead thing inside her in much the same way the…dream had.

She moved toward it without thinking, relishing that  clacking sound Miley’s tongue had apparently made years and years ago into a microphone that no longer existed. The zombies sometimes made a similar noise—a clacking—but it wasn’t the same.

Miley sounded human. Her voice came out, good and strong and human. It made her stand in the doorway to the kitchen, hovering between a smile and something else. Something like the realization that no one would ever record their voice again like this and send their song out into the world. The world wasn’t listening. There wasn’t anybody left to sing, even if the world had been.

Though Jamie made a good hash of dancing.

Of course he did! He’d made her think stupid nostalgic thoughts about Miley
Cyrus of all people, and now here he was, dancing to a song of hers. Sometimes she doubted it was PTSD that had made him crazy.

Sometimes she wondered just how much bad acid he’d chewed on during his youth. Though really it wouldn’t have been acid, would it? He was too young for acid. Thirty-five, if he was a day. What had people got hooked on in the late eighties? Cocaine? Meth?

She almost flat-out asked him—did you ever have a bad meth habit?—just before he turned, tossed the bottle in his hand from one hand to the other, used the newly free one to flip a pancake sizzling in the pan, and somehow managed to pull out a chair for her in the middle of it all.

While dancing.

Something inside her doubted it had been a meth habit. Maybe an addiction to Speed, instead.

“You want breakfast, June-bug?”

The music was still thrumming through her. He didn’t stop dancing, even when pouring out more batter from the bottle. Every time the beat hit he clapped or slapped his thigh or just anything, really, that suggested he still understood music in a way she absolutely didn’t.

She wasn’t even sure if she remembered what rhythm was.

“Or you wanna dance?”

Of course he said a thing like that, right after all of her realizations that she’d forgotten how to dance. Or keep a beat. Or that him doing both looked bizarre and glittering, like a jewel she’d found at the bottom of a pile of dead bodies.

He cocked a look over his shoulder and that alone—his wild grin, the hint of teasing in his eyes, just like in her dream—made her palms wet and something bad prickle the length of her spine. No, no, she couldn’t dance. She wasn’t even sure if her legs still moved in that way. Usually they knew only one thing—forward, forward, forward. RUN.

“Oh no, I—”

Was he creeping closer? It felt like it.

“I think you wanna dance.”

Oh dear Lord why were her cheeks heating, again? As though he’d asked her something else, like—I think you wanna fuck.

To which the only answer was yes. Yes I do. I don’t remember that dance any better than this one, but that’s okay. I think you’re going to help me figure it out. It’s just like riding a bicycle, right?

Not that Jamie was about to give her the chance to fathom it out. Instead, he just grabbed a hold of her when she was least expecting it, right in the middle of thoughts of bikes and fucking and who knew what else. And even worse, it didn’t feel bad to be grabbed, exactly. Shocking, yes. Thrilling, certainly.

But not bad—or at least, not in the way it had been before. Now it was just bad because she’d had a sex dream about him and he had a hand on her waist and a hand in her hand, as though they’d decided to take part in some 18th Century barn dance.

He even operated her that way, dipping her down on the horizontal then back up again in a way that should have made her stomach lurch but somehow didn’t. The whirling didn’t even make her stomach lurch, bizarrely, though there was plenty of the jolting movement.

He whirled her around the broad oak kitchen table, then when he got bored of that—or maybe just realized that she wasn’t going to puke, start screaming, or go rigid with fear—he whirled her around the living room, too.

He was a good dancer. Better than good. Somehow he dragged her into good, too, even though her feet felt like tripping, sticking clods of mud next to his light as air ones. He also knew just how to swing her around to avoid various perilous pieces of furniture, and when he skirted her past a particularly vicious standard lamp she couldn’t help it.

A laugh popped out.

It almost made him jerk to a stop—maybe because she felt surprise go through him, too. Maybe because her entire body thrilled to hear the sound. Part of her wanted to hate it—that weird, giddy, frivolous thing—but most of her couldn’t. It had been too long. It came out too bright and human and natural instead of the forced thing Kelsey had sometimes sprouted, when she’d said something sarcastic or mordant.

There was nothing sarcastic or mordant about this. And it came again when he spun her around so quickly she had to clasp at him, tightly—as though she was afraid, only not. Not.

The room whizzed by and everything became colors, and she could smell that cinnamon-y scent of him—only like pancakes, too, delicious pancakes—and for just a second she thought he might…do something. His hand was on her waist. His face was in her hair. If he moved even the slightest bit he could have—

When the door banged, she pushed away from him without even thinking about it. Not even a second’s worth of consideration or the slightest understanding of why he had to be away from her, after whole enormous minutes of unfettered dancing.

He just did. Because the front door had banged. And Blake had come in, with his electric eyes that sometimes seemed so empty and drained, and his only occasionally vulnerable mouth.

He didn’t look cross, though, exactly, when he saw them both. He looked more…bemused, she thought. Like he’d caught them doing something wonderful and terrible all at the same time.

She could hardly catch her breath to assess his expression fully—and for some reason couldn’t stop tugging at her sweatshirt, as though the thing had risen up to reveal her tits or something—but there was an undercurrent, there. Of pleasure or being pleased or…God. She didn’t know.

Why did she even care if he was pleased, or not? Or if Jamie was? It only mattered that she was pleased—or maybe if Kelsey would have been, too. Yeah. There was always that last one.

Would Kelsey have been pleased, to see her dancing on the graves of six billion people?

“I have to…go upstairs, now,” she said, but it came out abrupt and awful. Like something only a total social reject would say. If she’d crouched and pooped on the carpet she didn’t think it would have made her seem any dumber, or more awkward, or what was that thing she was supposed to be aware of, now?

Oh yeah. Social ineptitude.

Though thankfully, neither chose to remind her of how much she sucked at living. Or at the very least neither of them shouted the words  social retard up the stairs after her, which was a bonus, she felt.

Though it was less of one when she finally shut herself in the bedroom, and realized she couldn’t have made sense of anything that had just happened with a map, a flashlight and a guidebook entitled How To Navigate Social Landmines Before You Poop On The Carpet.

She hadn’t meant for it to all go that way. Dancing and saying where she had to be hadn’t seemed like social landmines, before. But that was the thing about landmines, wasn’t it? You didn’t know they were there, until you’d already blown yourself up.
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They’d tied her to the bed. Of course, they had. She’d gotten wise to these sex-dream-pretexts by now, and what was better at taking responsibility away from you, than tying you to something? Especially when they had an excellent reason for doing so. She’d become a danger to herself, and they’d caught her trying to run away into the landmines, and so they’d just  had to tie her up.

Of course, the nakedness was something of a question mark. And contrary to the nonsense person her dream-self apparently was, she did actually find the wherewithal to ask why they’d taken all of her clothes.

To which they answered that her clothes were dangerous. Very, very dangerous. They’d become infected with zombie viruses. Of course, they had! And so she had to be naked and tied to a bed.

It all made total sense. Even in the places where it didn’t and the places where it should have been totally frightening. Only it wasn’t, and that was probably the worst part. If they’d done this in reality when she’d first gotten to the cabin, she’d have known and understood that it was a terrible thing. That they were using some insane pretext, in order to justify their mad lusts.

But this far down the line and in dream land? It just wasn’t like that. Instead, she found herself wanting to squirm. And maybe beg. They kept standing over her—on either sides of the bed like those breakwater posts she’d thought about—talking and talking about stupid scientific things like clothes viruses until she wanted to kill them.

Why didn’t they care that she was naked? Because that was the overriding feeling. Even her conscious self was completely aware of it—this sense of being ignored in some fundamental, probably psychologically damaging way.

Even though the opposite should have been true. She knew it should. This was her nightmare—being caught by two big, hairy guys. Strapped naked to a bed, to be used at their convenience. That was the psychologically damaging part. The apocalypse was the psychologically damaging part.

And especially when she thought about all the ways in which nothing could ever be the same, anymore. Like sex. Sex could never be the same, now. No dates, no courtships, no picking someone because you loved them or desired them or even if you did, maybe they wouldn’t want you because they’d experienced something awful that had fucked them up inside.

Or maybe they just couldn’t have you because you’d picked someone else, instead. It wasn’t as though there was a lot of choice, anymore. People couldn’t just go out and get a new girlfriend to blot out the memory of the old one. Or the one they couldn’t have.

There was no one left, no one left at all, just this and even this wasn’t enough.

“You okay, June?” Blake asked, and she looked up into his strange blue eyes. Jamie had funny eyes, too—but in a different way. They were a deeper blue and had maintained a sharp, sparking life all the way through them.

Whereas Blake’s…

“I’m okay, Blake,” she said only it came out fuzzy and funny and like a question she hadn’t asked. There it hung behind the words, unspoken—but are you? She didn’t know if he was, not at all, then to the right of her still naked and unable-to-stop-squirming body, Jamie said—

“You should put the oil on her, you know?”

The word pretext became something giant and flashing and bathed in neon. But there was another word, too, behind the ones Jamie had asked. Something like permission, she thought. The word was permission.

Though really all she could think was—oil? What in God’s name had her brain come up with, now? Oil! Jesus. If he coated her in black stuff she was going to be very upset.

“Yeah?” Blake said. He sounded weirdly hopeful. She didn’t even want to consider what that said about her subconscious.

“Yeah. She needs it, to get the infection off her skin.”

She thought of Blake saying about the gel, the hospital gel they’d rubbed all over her. Ahhhh. So now it made sense. Her subconscious wasn’t just flying solo into crazy land! It had rubbed two sticks of reality together to make a fire of total stupid.

“You’re right,” Blake said. “But are you sure you want me to do it?”

She hated her subconscious right at that moment.

“Yeah. Yeah. You do it.”

What a nice person Jamie was. Really generous. Not a mean bone in his body. Though she had no idea why that notion of him went through her, right at that moment. Or why said conception felt so warm and right—even more warm and right than Blake’s hands suddenly on her naked body, all covered in slippery oil.

He looked nervous, which probably wasn’t right. She wasn’t sure if Blake ever looked nervous, back in reality. But then back in reality he hadn’t laid two oily hands on her bare breasts, so maybe it all evened out.

She wondered why he’d started there. But then realized how stupid that was. Of course, he started at her breasts. If she’d had the opportunity to touch his spread out and very naked body anywhere she chose, she’d have started with the most obviously male thing. The thing that stood out—that was standing out right now, in one jutting ridge against the material of his trousers.

As it was, she couldn’t take her eyes off it. Her mind told her body what the ropes around her wrists would feel like and she twisted her flesh hard against the fibers. Just to ground herself. Just to get everything straight inside her aching, shivering body.

She tried to remember the last time she’d touched someone’s cock. It wasn’t even two years—it was longer, far longer than that. And she hadn’t exactly explored it in great and varied detail at the time, she knew that much.

Though she wished she had right at that moment, with Blake half-kneeling on the bed beside her, and that strong shape looking so promising and intimidating, all at the same time. She struggled to get closer, to show him that she was cool with all of this and he didn’t have to make up some stupid thing about oil, but he was wily. He kept just out of reach—even as he slid those slippery hands over…oh. Oh.

It was excruciating. Like being massaged by a gorgeous eunuch. He didn’t even pretend to do it like a medical professional, either. His eyes were heavy with what could only be termed all-consuming lust, and when she couldn’t help squirming or sighing, he did the things that made her squirm and sigh again.

Like rubbing his palms right over her nipples. Yeah, oh yeah. That turned her inside out, all right. Real nerves swapped with dream ones and in her sleep she lunged upwards, to get more of it. More contact, more rubbing, just more, more, more.

“I think she likes that,” Jamie said, and she didn’t know which one of them was worse. Blake for actually touching but not giving her the thing she needed, or Jamie for all of his pointed little comments.

Why was he the one who always had to talk? He’d done so in the last dream, too, she was sure. As though he’d become this whole other person in the back of her mind, and that person liked to talk kind of dirty and teasing.

It made her wonder if he was really like that. If her brain had picked up on something about him that hinted at a penchant for faintly suggestive and very arousing little prompts and observations. Maybe he talked that way about pancakes, usually, and her mind had just translated it.

I think she likes blueberries became I think she likes you almost touching her pussy. Do it again. See if she’ll arch right up off the bed. Oh would you look at that? Yeah, she will.

She wanted to shout at him to stop being so cruel but the thing of it was—it didn’t feel cruel. It felt a-maz-ing. Like being dipped in liquid heat. Like everything he said—no matter how innocuous sounding—went directly to her sex and touched all the places Blake wouldn’t with his sweeping, slippery hands.

Then Jamie said, “Touch her pussy, now, touch her—she’s dying for it.” And everything in her melted down to nothing. Blake didn’t even have to obey—though it was good that he did.

When her legs practically fell open, he just slid his whole big hand right between her legs, right over her too-swollen and too-heated mound.

It was like before. In the dream, before, when touching her there had given her a sense of this incredible filthiness. He didn’t even let a finger slide between the lips of her sex, but the filthy feeling remained. It was like getting split open—it wasn’t the same as any of the other similar touches she’d had in the past.

His hand was big, and it gripped the entirety of her sex as though he needed to anchor himself, somehow. Feel all of her out, before he progressed any further.

She couldn’t help moaning, and barely cared if her sleeping self moaned, too. His hand on her felt so lush. Decadent, almost, and especially with Jamie there drawling on about how she felt. Like this? Like this?

“Hot,” Blake said, then after a moment, “I can tell she’s really wet, too, without touching her right there.”

God, that was…specific. Were dreams usually this specific? She couldn’t even remember having dreams where people actually said things, never mind all of this nonsense. They weren’t operating within pretexts, now. It was all sex one hundred percent of the time, and they were definitely as horny as she was.

What else could it mean, when Jamie said things like—“Go on and touch her, then, so we can see.”

It was so rude, after all. Even ruder than Blake’s hand on her. Though Blake’s hand soon progressed to something worse and better, all at the same time. He just slid two fingers all the way down, down through her slit, spreading everything as he went.

Then she forgot her own name and where she was and whether she was dreaming or not.

Something was blooming hot and bright between her legs. It felt like some kind of inferno, only there was a muted sense to it, the way feelings sometimes got during dreams. A kind of charged, slowly pulsing thing that threatened to reach a terrible crescendo at some point.

Though the truth was, she wanted it to get there. Her body needed it to get there. Apparently it was really, really mad at her for denying it some masturbation the other day, and now it wanted to wriggle against Blake’s imaginary fingers and urge that feeling on until it got what it so badly needed.

Like his thumb against her clit. Oh yeah. It needed that, all right. His thumb against her clit was heaven, it was glorious, oh God, was Jamie saying something weird like rub it in circles, in circles?

She felt sure he was. Then he was talking directly to her, too, and she just couldn’t take that. Not on any level.

“You like that, baby?” he asked.

Lord only knew who this version of Jamie was. He looked curious and hungry all at the same time, with his head on one side like that. And his deep blue eyes had little sparks right in the uppermost corners, as though the whole enterprise just made him feral and thrilled and like he wanted to just fuck her right. Now.

She thought about telling him that he was a tease. But her dream-self wasn’t allowed to talk, apparently. Her dream-self didn’t even answer his question—she just let him go on, rambling in this completely horny manner.

“You want him to touch your clit a little more? Just tell me. I’ll get him to do it, no problems.”

Her dream-brain flashed up with the words—what a nice guy. Her dream-brain was nuts, clearly.

“Or maybe you want him to slide a couple of fingers inside you? He could do that, too. You tell me what you want.”

I want you, she thought then stirred in an agitated sort of way, back in reality. Did she really? Was that really what she wanted? Her mind flashed on him dancing with her in a different way, and that inferno went high, high.

“Do you want him to fuck you, June-bug?”

It was him calling her that name—that was the thing that made it more difficult. More frustrating, somehow. She bucked against Blake’s hand and felt those two fingers slide in to the hilt. Just like Jamie had promised.

It felt crazy-good but not quite good enough. Not full enough, not electric enough.

“I think she needs your cock, buddy,” Jamie said, at which she didn’t mind admitting—a sob broke out of her. A real one, too. Not just some fake dream thing. “It’s the only way to get the zombie infection right out of her.”

Oh, of course, it was! Of course. She needed a good hard fucking until she couldn’t even remember what the word zombie meant. What other solution was there but that one? Apart from the other sane, reasonable things, obviously.

 

“Oh yes please,” her dream-self said, while back in reality her actual self cringed. How dare the dream-self sound so…breathless. What did she think this was? Zombie apocalypse porn?

Oh dear God, it was. It totally was.

“Don’t you worry, baby. He’s going to give it to you so good.”

It couldn’t have gotten more zombie apocalypse porn if it had tried. She felt sure she’d seen this one before—28 Lays Later. That was the title, right?

And it was funny, it really was, until Blake was suddenly on her. At which point, her pussy remembered what it felt like to have a cock sliding into it, even if she didn’t.

It felt heavy. Heavy and full. It made little pulses of sensation flow upward from that one point, until she could hardly do anything but clench down hard on him. Rut up against him.

He moaned when she did. Slid almost all of the way out then fucked back in hard enough to shake her whole body. It didn’t hurt, however. He wasn’t rough, exactly. He just wanted and needed and couldn’t stop himself from getting.

She could tell he couldn’t because, as he took his pleasure, he made all of the noises she couldn’t imagine Blake making in real life, and he turned his head from side to side as though he couldn’t believe that this—this was sex.

This feeling of being totally consumed by someone, while consuming them at the same time. He somehow got a hand to her clit, but she didn’t need it. His solid—God, how solid it felt—length rubbed all the right places, and she was so wet and so turned on that it didn’t really matter, anyway.

She could have come over a pat on the back. As it was, she settled for coming hard and slippery on his working cock, straining at the rope leash all the while.

Though back in reality it wasn’t quite enough. Not quite enough to give her the end to that warm wave of deliciousness—that almost-orgasm that dreams sometimes let her have.

But apparently this dream was intent on being really, really good to her, because it didn’t mind continuing, and maybe upping the ante, a little. And her conscious self knew exactly what the upped ante was going to be.

“Was that good, baby?” Jamie said. He didn’t ask Blake anything. Blake sprawled on his back while her dream rendered in glorious detail what it would feel like, to have someone come inside her.

Like being really, really dirty. And naughty. And was Jamie going to do the same thing now, too? Oh yes please.

“But you’re greedy though, right?”

She tried to nod her head. But it was still lolling from Blake and all of those little remembered sensations—of someone’s hand on her hip, pressing in order to get that good, good leverage. Of a cock in her cunt, as eager and rampant as the person doing the fucking.

“You want a little more?”

She wanted to scream at him, then. But the scream seemed totally redundant when he was naked now, too. She couldn’t see him clearly—because of course, back in reality, it was hard to determine someone’s body type through layers of Hawaiian shirts—but it didn’t really matter.

It was Jamie. Jamie was going to fuck her. She could feel his body over hers, taut as a wire. Strung out with need but holding back all the same.

Yeah. Yeah. That would be Jamie in bed. So wound up and ready but just holding back a little—maybe as a tease. Maybe because he was sweet and good and a gentleman.

“You want me to make love to you, baby?” he said, and the cutting edge of his previous words slid away. There was nothing torturous about that sentence. Nothing at all.

And when she tilted her head up and kissed him, he didn’t pull away. He let her, and she gave it everything she had. It all just poured out and into his mouth, hungry and desperate.

It was almost too much, when he pushed into her. Mainly because he didn’t wait, the way Blake had. He took one firm stroke then went for the others hungrily, forcefully. Like she might melt away if he didn’t put his stamp on her, firmly.

And it was that thought that put her over the edge. It made the fuzzy swells of pleasure big and hard to escape and finally, finally her body gave into it. She felt it go without a hint of resistance.

He was good, he was so good, and she had known he would be. Always known. Blake was hot but Jamie was wild, and that was what it felt like to get fucked by him. Like the way he’d danced, with just that glancing edge of competency and a whole lot of horny enthusiasm.

God. God. How she wanted to just live in it. Just live in sex, forever and ever and—

She woke with a snap for two reasons. The first was the aching gush of glorious pleasure winding its way pleasantly through her body. The second was a complete and total awareness of the sound she’d just made.

It wasn’t even a sob, really. Or a whimper. Or a light moan. She’d made a noise like a goose dying into the quiet, dark stillness of the bedroom. The bedroom that she was totally not alone in.

Not like before when she’d had her last completely inappropriate sex dream. Previously, she’d woken up alone in the bed and free of any possible witnesses. This time, there could have been witnesses.

Like the one who was kind of staring down at her from the prop of his three times folded over pillow, with a knowing look in his bright sparking eyes.

She stopped breathing momentarily. Tried to think of possible excuses for making a dying goose noise. Only she couldn’t think of any, because her brain had ceased functioning. Every part of her had ceased functioning, apparently. That was what happened when you had a sex dream about someone who slept right next to you on a nightly basis.

God, how stupid was her brain? What had it been thinking? Jamie was obviously, clearly a light sleeper. He was always the first one gone in the morning. Five am, to Blake’s more reasonable Seven am. Sometimes he’d make a noise in the night and be up and out of bed, pacing around—though the noises he made were always of a completely appropriate nature.

Argh, no, the zombies are eating me! That sort of thing. Never oh God yes, yes, come all over my pussy, Jamie.

She looked into his deep blue eyes, and tried to assess whether the above had been said. True, she’d definitely honked like a goose. But had he been awake for the whole show? Had she said other things, more incriminating things, with words and diagrams and oh no, oh no.

Why did he look so…warm?

“Bad dream?” he said, and he sounded absolutely sincere. It didn’t seem like a tease at all. But really, how could she be sure? It was always so hard to tell with Jamie—with both of them, in fact. One spent his time as closed down as a rock. The other behaved in such a jumbled, jerky, scrappy fashion…she just couldn’t pin him down.

Then her mind went to the image of literally pinning him down, of course, and there she was. Back where she’d started, in Hornyland.

“Uh,” she said, because that was the national anthem of Hornyland. Such a pisser, really, that it was so much sweeter than the national anthem of Zombie World—because she couldn’t act on it, of course. She couldn’t act on anything in Hornyland. Hornyland was weird when six billion people were dead and Kelsey had taken a bullet in the head and they weren’t attracted to her, anyway.

Right?

“It’s okay. You don’t have to talk about it.”

She flushed red, thinking of how rude her dream had made him. How she’d thought about him being a nice guy because he let sex things happen to her. He just was a nice guy, for God’s sake!

So very, very nice. Especially with his hair kind of falling over his forehead like that and his sparking eyes swirling into hers and that good sharp, strong edge of his right cheekbone. Sometimes, Blake seemed like the handsome one.

Because Jamie was scrappy and silly and not obvious with it. Until he leaned in close and whispered that he had dreams all the time. Then things were different. Then she felt so suddenly close to him that she was sure she could hear his heart beating through his skin, through his t-shirt, through everything. She’d probably be able to hear him on the other side of the world.

“I dreamt one time that we were swimming in the lake,” he said and the building warmth returned as though it had never been away. It didn’t even need something particularly suggestive, as it turned out. Swimming was enough to fire it back up again, apparently.

Well, swimming and his mouth very close to hers. And maybe that little hint of…did he have an arm around her? He was propped up on his elbow, now, and she felt almost positive that he’d dropped his forearm over her pillow, above her head.

Strange, really, that it felt more intimate than the dancing had, when he’d put actual arms around her.

“And you know, we were just kind of splashing around…”

She savored his voice. The texture of it—jus’ kinda splashin’ arown. Every word he cut off or couldn’t be bothered to finish, and how wide his sentences seemed to yaw. It was probably the reason she’d had him talking all the time, in her dreams. If he sounded sexy when talking about swimming, how sexy would he be when discussing dirty things?

Oh, very. Very.

“Then the water started turning red, and I could feel all these hands, clawing at my legs and I knew any second they were gonna pull you down. I knew. ‘Cause that’s what my dreams are always like.”

Or, you know. Not sexy at all.

“You okay, June-bug?” he asked. Probably because she’d flinched when the warmth and happy swimming had abruptly turned to something blood red and dark.

And now she was blushing again, too, because really. What sort of insensitive fucking person dreamt about sex when everyone around her still lived in Tortureville? He’d probably seen his wife and family eaten in a swimming pool. He’d probably tried to get to them across acres of water, before the zombie lifeguard tore off their limbs.

Jesus. Jesus. It wasn’t even funny, thinking about zombie lifeguards. It was awful. Jamie wouldn’t appreciate her apocalypse humor, the way Kelsey had.

“Hey, it’s okay. We wake up again, right?”

He had a hand on the side of her face, now. No doubt her mortification just looked like womanly distress or something like it and he felt the best way to cure it was to touch her hair, and her cheek, and was he rubbing a thumb over her temple?

He was, and she couldn’t help herself. She just had to close her eyes and savor it a little—because he did it so rarely, so rarely. The dancing had seemed like an electric jolt to her spine precisely because it had involved so much contact.

In a place where contact wasn’t allowed. She’d seen to that, the first night she’d spent there. She’d let them see her skittish and sleepless, freaked out by their maleness and unable to function. And now they were too scared to give her so much as a handshake.

She thought about saying to him, then—please shake my hand. Just to see what kind of response that would get. Just to see if he would. He could start by sliding his fingers over hers, and rubbing his palm over each one, then…

She opened her eyes and he was closer. Much closer. That one too-daring thumb had found its way to making circles over her temple, and they were lovely. Not sexual, exactly. Lovely in a different, but still warm way.  Soothing, she thought, as her eyelids went heavy and her breathing slowed and everything turned to syrup.

She became aware—somewhat absently—that his arm had stopped hovering in the air, somewhere above her chest. He had laid it down over her collarbone to better facilitate temple rubbing.

“Feel better?” he asked and she thought God, yes. Most of her didn’t even feel all that embarrassed, anymore. He’d rubbed away her humiliation, along with her sudden lifeguard terror.

And oh. He was so, so handsome. Just really handsome, up this close.

“You’re kinda still trembling, June-bug,” he said and she wondered if she’d really been trembling before. Or was he just looking for a reason, a dream excuse for the minute tremors that were shaking their way through her body?

“Am I?” she asked. It came out slightly breathless, which seemed like a weird thing. Plus, he was kind of moving his face down. Which seemed even weirder. Why was he moving his face down toward her face?

She tried to recall why people did that, again, and kept coming up against nothing at all—until the very last moment. Until his warm breath brushed against her mouth and the heat humming through her body reached apocalyptic levels and, oh dear God in heaven, he was doing that thing. He was doing that thing!

She thought they’d called it a kisp, back in the olden days of no-zombies. Or was it a tiss? Tiss sounded more like the action she remembered.

Though the thing he was doing hardly resembled the echoes of said action, in her head. This wasn’t like Martin Campbell, in the backseat of his Dad’s Ford. It wasn’t even James Parker, outside the movie theatre.

No, no. This made her hands spasm into fists. Her whole body spasmed, in fact. She couldn’t stop it going rigid—though it was fortunate really that it did, because she couldn’t for the life in her remember what it was she was supposed to do.

Kiss him back? That seemed like a ridiculously unobtainable goal. She’d only just remembered that the word was kiss, for God’s sake. Her eyes were wide and her body had turned to stone and his mouth was so, so soft. Unbearably soft, really. He didn’t push, and he didn’t pressurize her into anything further, and his lips just molded against hers as though they’d always meant to get around to it.

She wondered, then, if he’d really known. About the dream, and how it hadn’t featured any zombies whatsoever. It certainly seemed as though he’d guessed, now that he was here kissing her mouth and touching her body and looking right at her with his big sparking eyes.

Though when he finally pulled away, he looked unsure, to say the least. She could tell he did, despite the fact that most of her wanted to concentrate on how kiss-fucked his mouth appeared, already. His parted lips looked slick, and red.

It made her want to go in for another, before he’d decided if the first had been given the okay.

“I don’t know why I did that,” he said, but that was fine. After all, she understood perfectly. He’d done it because she’d made a goose-like mating call.

She thought about saying it was cool. Everything was cool—apart from her body, which had turned to molten lava. But sensible words wouldn’t come, they just wouldn’t come. And besides—he’d only given her that tiny little taste. Did he really think it was enough?

She had to just…get at him. Everything in her surged up, up to her neck muscles and her mouth muscles and anything that would mean their lips came together again. Move her brain said. Move up to him and show him that it’s totally cool. He thinks you’ve turned to granite because you’re scared, for fuck’s sake.

Though it wasn’t so easy in practice. Her neck muscles obeyed and her head sort of bobbed in his general direction, but the whole operation turned out so jerky. Like she’d decided to kiss him in spasming stages. Like she was an idiot who couldn’t make up her mind.

He even said, “Oh, no—you don’t have to.”

As though he’d somehow managed to pressgang her into a romantic smooch and now she felt forced into round two. Lord, how awful. It was so awful, in fact, that it gave her the push she needed to put a hand on his face. To go that extra couple of inches and find his mouth with hers.

It was definitely different the second time around. The first—maybe you could have mistaken that for a brother/sister kiss. A slightly incestuous brother/sister kiss, but even so. It had retained a note of pleasant chastity.

This one was…less chaste. Maybe because her hand got hold of a hank of his thick hair and clenched it into a fist.

But really, could she be blamed for that? Her hands wanted to be fists, apparently. They could no longer tell the difference between fighting, and fucking. The adrenaline went up and all they heard was go, go, go now now, now, harder, faster more.

She could hear her heart hammering in her teeth. This wasn’t like the dream sex, all stuffed full of slow building warmth. She could feel herself wanting to lunge at him and eat him, and only weird zombie thoughts held her back.

Not that the zombie thoughts were really getting a foothold, however. The feel of his wet mouth and his teeth clashing with hers and the sudden electric slide of his tongue…yeah. All of those things pushed zombies way, way down on the list of current concerns.

He tasted like cinnamon. Actually tasted of it! And every time he moved just a little bit—slanted his mouth over hers, turned a little to the left, pulled back just bit—she could feel the real alive grate of his stubble against her skin.

How long since she’d felt that? God—forever, forever. It didn’t even qualify as a sense-memory. It was like digging up some long buried ancient artifact. The feel of stubble against skin. The hot, wet taste of someone else’s mouth.

Then the burst of pleasure that all of the above prompted. It made her want to kick out of the covers. They were too hot and too much. Everything was too hot and too much.

Apart from his hands, which didn’t want to touch her anywhere.

His left remained resolutely on the pillow above her head. The right had immediately lifted off her collarbone the moment she pressed her mouth to his. In fact, she could sense that whole arm, hovering somewhere just above her body as though touching her anywhere else…well. That would just be too much.

But it was okay because her hands had no such qualms, apparently. She squeezed that fistful of his hair, as though it would yield juice if she really put some effort into it. She wormed her other hand free of the covers and used it to bunch the t-shirt material at his shoulder into a big crinkled mess.

For a moment, it was sort of like a tug-of-war. With hair, and t-shirts. If she just did it enough—twisted him hard enough, showed him she wanted him enough to practically wrestle him into a kiss—he’d crack. He’d put his hand down, on her collarbone.

Or other places.

It was going to happen. She could feel him teetering on the brink and he definitely made a noise into her mouth. One that sounded suspiciously like a goose, dying. Then another noise—this time like something bursting and letting all of its tension out.

His hand shifted on the pillow, above her head. He was going to do it. He was going to touch her hair—any second, any second—

When Blake shifted, she couldn’t blame Jamie for reacting. Couldn’t at all. Because she did exactly the same thing, right down to a hand over her wet mouth.

She jerked away and bottled everything up again like stuffing a fifty foot tall genie back into a thimble, then just laid there, trying not to pant.

As though they were guilty. They were guilty.

Kaboom, she thought, and tried her best not to laugh the laugh of the damned. 
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They didn’t talk about it. Sometimes she felt sure she could see him thinking about it, but who knew, really? It took a smarter person than her to figure it out. She’d never even been in a complicated, weird relationship before the apocalypse.

Now, here…it just seemed like a lot of pressure on her already over-taxed brain. Which was good in a way, because it got her thinking about something other than slo-mo death. But even so—what the fuck did all of this mean?

She would have killed to know what they talked about in their alone time. Caught herself sneaking out when they were in the middle of a game, just to see if she could catch what they were saying.

Maybe something along the lines of—

I swear to God, I won’t make out with the only girl left in the entire world.

Oh, hey—me neither, buddy. That would be weird.

Then they had a manly handshake in her head and vowed not to have sex ever again with anyone. Unless they maybe found a far prettier girl, of course, at which point they could, like, take turns with the plain one.

She covered her face with her hand. Was that what she really believed? It didn’t even make any sense. Blake didn’t want her, even if Jamie had kind of moved away from her as though Blake had declared undying love, the other day.

And Jamie didn’t want her either, even though he’d kissed her like her mouth had been made of candy in the middle of a candy-drought. He’d probably just slipped, and fell. Onto her lips.

She covered her face with both her hands. It was easy enough to do, here, in the storeroom. They weren’t around to ask her what was wrong. She didn’t have to answer them with something crazy like “I think we’ve trapped ourselves into some kind of boiling love triangle. In the middle of the apocalypse. The zombie apocalypse. The zombie apocalypse has caused our boiling love triangle.”

Dear God, it sounded even more insane than she’d feared. Though still not quite insane enough to distract her away from sudden noises and the automatic gripping of the crowbar she’d taken to carrying around with her outside—ever since the missing Blake dream.

She stood and checked left and right down the aisle. Just like crossing a road, only with more zombies. Only with more tinkling fear, playing underneath everything. Because of course, the downside to the storeroom was its near-creepiness.

It was basically a bunker, built beneath the ground. Honest to God stairs led down from the muddy forest floor to a lined and wired room, separated into two aisles by a vast metal shelving unit, like something out of Wal-Mart. Hell, for all she knew it had come from Wal-Mart.

Everything else in it looked that way. The opposite aisle to the one she was currently stood in housed fuel containers, batteries, other supplies of that nature. A big, slick generator, that fed the house. Tools. Firearms—some of a kind she’d never seen before in her life. They’d made her briefly see Jamie in yet another new light—as though he’d actually been some crazy militia-type woodsman, stockpiling for the revolution.

Even though she kind of knew that wasn’t true. When she’d asked him what sort of society he’d go about rebuilding, the night before, he’d replied one where everybody took better care of each other.

And she could feel that that was true in everything he’d built here. In this aisle, she could see all kinds of things beyond simple rations. How-To manuals on comforting subjects. Carefully saved boxes of candy kisses and pancake mix. Just good stuff—warm stuff. She would have run her hands all over it again if she hadn’t been wired to the noise, somewhere in the direction of those dark, narrow stairs.

She let the crowbar slide down a little in her hand. You couldn’t get a good hit if you grasped it in the middle. It needed to be on the end, so they couldn’t get too close. Put some distance between you and them.

Even though most of her was starting to slowly, slowly realize that it wasn’t going to be them. It was going to be Jamie—probably come to see where she was. How awful, that him doing so seemed almost as terrifying as the other option. The zombie option.

The one that she couldn’t quite let go of.

She found herself creeping, anyway. One foot over the other, sideways so as not to show herself too soon around the corner of the metal shelving. Whoever it was, they’d gone directly to the top left corner, where the weaponry was. Which was a blow if it really was a member of the undead—but at least she still had the stairs. Fighting was usually better if there was only one, but running came a close second.

She rounded the corner slowly. Some held to the surprise attack school of thought, but they were fucking idiots. When surprised, zombies did only one thing—went for you faster. Lunged at you harder.

Far better to simply cark them on the back of the skull.

Or not, considering that it was Blake. Not Jamie. Blake. He had such a great mess of dirty blond curls. She would have known it anywhere, even from behind.

Though it was unfortunate that seeing him from behind only stirred up memories of the bad dream, now. Him standing at the fence, motionless. The blood on his arm. The zombies coming and coming.

The feeling that he had been taken from her, forever.

She let the crowbar drop a little, and reached out a hand. Then cursed herself for doing so, because that was just like the dream, too. It flashed in her mind, bright and brilliant—that idea of him suddenly turning. Eyes gone. Mouth red with blood, all twisted into a snarl the way theirs were.

It made that one hand lock in position, halfway to his shoulder. It made her shake. No wonder there were boiling love triangles when she so desperately didn’t want either of them to die. It felt like holding onto spaghetti, with hands made of noodles.

“It’s okay, June. I’m still me.”

She almost clocked him one, anyway. Just out of shock, at hearing his voice. It was still different, to be surprised by a human voice instead of a zombie snarl.

She let out a long breath. Then another. And another.

“Didn’t mean to scare you,” he said, then he turned his head and she saw the side of his face. His half-smile. It was good and warm and she didn’t know what to say about it.

“You know, if I hadn’t known you were in here already, I would never have heard you sneaking up. That’s really a gift you have there, June.”

She flushed through with pleasure, to hear him say it. Then went to her default position—embarrassment. Why did his words please her? God. God. Like he was some kind of adored teacher and she was his little student.

“Practice makes perfect,” she said, and after felt bad about the slightly snarky undertone. Especially when he then went with—

“Yeah. Sorry. Sorry. I forget how long you were out there. What it must have been like for you.”

She wished he hadn’t said those sorrys.

“It wasn’t so bad sometimes, you know?” Dear Lord, what was she talking about? Wasn’t so bad. Jesus. He was making her tell lies as tall as the Empire State building. “I had Kelsey.”

Well. At least that much was true. Sometimes it had been okay, when Kelsey was around. To sleep back to back with her. To keep watch. To be her friend.

“It’s always better when you’ve got someone, huh?”

Her hand felt suddenly sweaty, against the slightly grainy texture of the crowbar. Did he mean something else by that? She couldn’t tell.

“Yeah. Yeah, I guess.”

“I mean, you must have loved her a lot.”

Her eyebrows went up, then. She couldn’t have stopped them even if he’d been facing her. What sort of turn was this conversation taking, exactly?

“I did.”

“Yeah. We thought…”

He didn’t finish, but that was okay. Because now, everything was clear! They’d thought she was gay. They had totally and absolutely thought she was gay. Suddenly, everything she’d done after Jamie had run into them had a different light shining on it.

When she’d grabbed Kelsey’s hand because they had to run. The way she’d had a total fucking mental breakdown in the helicopter because Kelsey was dead.

They no longer worried that she thought they were crazed rapists. They thought she was gay. That was why…oh God, that was why he’d said you don’t have to. Because he thought she was bending some kind of sexuality she didn’t have for him!

“No, Blake…we weren’t…”

She didn’t even know what to say. Why was this the fucking minefield? Why was everything still so fucking hard, even after everyone was dead and nothing mattered anymore and…oh. Oh. That was why.

Because it actually did matter. It mattered more. She was the only girl in the world and they were the only boys, and they thought she was missing her dead girlfriend. They’d probably had no discussions whatsoever about who got to fuck her, because the thought hadn’t even entered their heads. Nobody got to fuck her. She liked vagina.

They had the other thing.

She wanted to facepalm again, desperately. No wonder Jamie had been so freaked out. He hadn’t even had the opportunity to have some kind of bro talk!

“We weren’t together. Like that. Kelsey and me. Is that what you thought?”

She had no idea why her voice had suddenly become a robot’s. All of the awfulness aside, of course. But it was okay, because Blake’s voice had gone one better than hers. He sounded like his had turned to paper.

“I…”

The word could have been I. But it sounded a helluva lot like a bunch of other vowels, too.

“Blake, can I just ask…what exactly have you and Jamie been talking about? I mean, I kind of figured that…”

What? What? She kind of figured that they’d expressed no desire for her because she didn’t look like a fucking supermodel? Oh Lord, this was a disaster. He turned around then, and that was even worse. He looked flushed. Like he was embarrassed about something even more disastrous than the things she was thinking about.

“Oh—we haven’t been talking about you. And your…uh…friend. I mean—not like that. We haven’t…discussed anything. At all, really.”

Oh Jesus, robot was catching. And what did he mean—like that?

“Have you discussed other things about me?”

He shook his head, minutely. His voice came out higher than someone on helium.

“No.”

She thought about saying it. Just saying it. Have you thought about…being with me. Maybe both at the same time. Or one after the other. Or you know, just whatever you want. My dreams say it’s okay, so…

But it sounded insane in her head so God only knew how it would sound coming out of her mouth.

Instead, she went with something slightly safer. Slightly.

“I mean, I know I’m not the most attractive woman in the world, but maybe…we should…talk…”

She tried to force out the rest—talk about what happened between Jamie and me, the other morning.
And how that doesn’t necessarily mean that I don’t have feelings for…that I don’t find you…

But it just wouldn’t come. Not even in her head. Plus his eyebrows had found his hairline, now, and she had to backtrack over what she’d said to find the shocking and/or weird thing.

Oh. Right. The attractive thing. She’d actual spoken aloud about some kind of desire based concept! She’d acknowledged that they were men and she was a woman! Nothing was going to go well from here on in.

“You think…that we don’t think you’re attractive?”

He spoke very slowly. As though it was both something he had to explain to a small child and an idea he had to pull out of himself in agonizing increments. She had a brief flash of him putting a pairs of pliers into his mouth and yanking out a tooth.

“No, that’s not what I meant—I just…the other morning…”

No don’t mention the other morning! her brain screamed. It was probably all just morning horniness, anyway! Stop, before you can’t take anything back and then have to spend eternity with two dudes who find you as alluring as a peanut and know that you totally want their hot bodies. You can’t even hide behind gayness, anymore! You just told him you weren’t!

“I find it hard not to look at you, June. Like, a lot. An uncomfortable amount. You don’t know what it’s like to get to look at a beautiful woman, again.”

She froze. Like before, like before when Jamie had kissed her. That fist clench happened, again—only this time she had something to grip and did that very thing so hard the metal melted.

“I do,” she said, but only because her mouth has switched to auto-pilot. Gushing, trembling, insane auto-pilot. “I do. It’s like looking at you.”

It came out wrong, but that was fine. Surely it was fine. He’d know what she meant, wouldn’t he? He wasn’t a beautiful woman. He was the other thing, the other thing, the thing that was not a vagina.

“We just…we didn’t want to scare you. Or ask you to change who you were or I don’t know. I don’t know. But you should always understand that we both think you’re this amazing, gorgeous, amazing, lovely, amazing…” He sucked in a rough breath. “I’m saying amazing a lot.”

He was saying other things a lot, too. She didn’t think she’d ever heard him say so much in one go. All those words, all those words from closed down Blake, and they were about her.

“I have to kiss you now,” she said and he seemed to understand. He didn’t hold it against her, at the very least.

He just stood there, and watched her drop the crowbar as though it had no meaning at all, and let her crash into him. There had to be crashing. Like before with Jamie, when she’d fought with his t-shirt and his hair and just wanted to push all of him right down inside her until there was none of him left.

It was like that with Blake, too. Insanely, it was like that with Blake, too. She had her hands in his hair and her arms around him and their triangle was suddenly…something else. A different sort of shape.

God she’d always been so terrible at geometry.

And at this other stuff. Kissing, and things. Kissing him, until her jaw ached and the realization struck that he’d kind of lifted her off the floor. Or at the very least, she’d half climbed the shelving unit behind him, in an effort to crawl up his body.

She had one sneaker on an AK-47. He tasted different to Jamie—like mint. Cool, where Jamie was warm. But still kind of afraid, like Jamie, to put his hands fully on her.

She felt something on her back, maybe something at her hip. But nothing grasping, nothing greedy. He only allowed his mouth to be greedy, which was almost good enough. The little half-beard he usually had rubbed against her skin, but not in the same rough way Jamie’s stubble had.

Softer, softer.

And he gave sounds away more freely—little gasps and sighs and hungry noises that flicked the switch in her brain from survival to desperately horny. Oh God, so horny. Didn’t he know? Hadn’t he known how much she wanted him? How could he not have known?

He felt so strong and warm and alive in her hands. They both had. They both did. And she would have told him so if the door above hadn’t banged, and he hadn’t jumped away from her, suddenly, in exactly the same way Jamie had.

Though she couldn’t really blame him for doing so. She did the same thing without even thinking about it. Maybe they hadn’t had the bro talk or decided who got to take her to the Prom or what the fuck, but it didn’t matter.

It kind of felt like cheating, anyway.

* * * *

It was one a piece. So that kind of evened it out, didn’t it? Each kiss cancelled the other one out. Now she was back down to zero. Zero kisses. Nothing inappropriate. No issues. Apart from the eight million thoughts and questions about what the hell they’d been assuming for the last month.

Yeah, apart from that.

They didn’t look any different when they sat down for game night. That’s what it had become. Game night. Eight hundred rounds of Scrabble or Monopoly or this weird one Jamie swore up and down was his favorite from childhood. It was kind of like chess, only with little red minions and a big red brain that you had to capture.

It was fun. And weird. And she had to question why they didn’t watch movies more often. The TV worked, after all. It only ever played fuzz or some kind of emergency striped screen, but they had a DVD player. And a bunch of mad films that only Jamie could have chosen.

Clue, Erik the Viking, Thelma and Louise.

But instead they always ended up around the coffee table, rolling dice or putting together words. She would have seen it as some sort of metaphor for the position they all found themselves in, if Jamie and Blake hadn’t spent all their time being peaceful and non-competitive.

Things were supposed to be more fraught than that, weren’t they? Things did not seem fraught. Not even when they touched her more and did things like wink at her—Jamie definitely winked over poker—and she was just left with a rising tension of a different kind.

When. When, when, when were they going to do it again? Was she the one who had to do it again? Get the ball rolling, make a pass, ask over breakfast—hey, do you think maybe you could both kiss me again? Possibly at the same time?

Even if that seemed crazy. It happened in her dreams, but it couldn’t really happen like that in reality. People just didn’t…well. They did. But not after six billion people had died.

Though then again a lot of people didn’t do a lot of things after six billion people had died.

“What you thinking about, June-bug?” Jamie asked, after raising her two hundred. They were playing with Monopoly money, but still. Two hundred—seriously? She was willing to bet he’d hit that flush draw.

“About how many spades you’ve got in your hand,” she said and he laughed. Just like that, he laughed. Everything was cool. It was fine.

“Funny, ‘cause I was just thinking about whether those two Jacks did you any favors.”

As it happened, they had. And so had the four that had come before them both. But she played it tight and called him. Nothing more.

“Nah, I’m guessing no three of a kind for you, June-y,” he said, because he wasn’t a good poker player. Neither was Blake, really. They both shoved it out there too fast and didn’t hang back when they scored a hand.

Blake called and dealt the river, and she could just tell. It didn’t help either of them. Jamie had already made his flush and Blake had maybe a pair of fours? Two pair, possibly? Nothing more.

When Jamie raised this time, she took him over the top. No hardship. But she was surprised when Blake called her, too. And even more surprised to find he had rags. Nothing at all.

And Jamie hadn’t made the flush. He turned his cards and there was zip there—a pair of tens. They’d both gone in on nothing, expecting nothing, while she’d played high stakes and taken them down with a full house.

Man, was there ever a metaphor in that. It stuck out like a sore thumb and she sat back against the couch, suddenly numb and completely unsure. Jamie just laughed and futzed around with the cards, while Blake asked what they all wanted to play next.

She thought about suggesting a rousing game of Bedroom Antics. She thought about saying—there’s this game, right. Everybody used to play it, and I heard it’s really fantastic. Basically, one person says they love some other people.

Then the other people say it back.

But instead she said nothing, and followed them up to bed, and laid down, and dreamt, again. Only this time, this time there were no pretexts at all. Nothing holding her down. No magical oils that cured zombie.

They were all just in a big tangle on the bed and when Blake pressed his wet, open mouth over hers, she felt Jamie’s hand slide over her arm. She’d reached up for something—to grasp that curling pleasure, to find something to anchor her body—and he just found her hand and linked their fingers.

Not like before, when one had fucked her. Then the other. Totally separate and sort of abstract—not like any concrete idea of a ménage in which three people really, really liked each other.

When three people really, really liked each other, they held on to one another and linked fingers and didn’t think about turns. She didn’t think about turns in the dream of tangled limbs and two sets of mouths on the same place, only minutes apart.

Oh God. God, it was good. It wasn’t cheating. It wasn’t like the time before, where glitzy people did this sort of sophisticated thing all the time. It felt, instead, like holding on to as much as you possibly could before everything awful dragged you under.

And when Blake kissed her mouth and Jamie kissed the place between her legs, heat rolled through her body like a tidal wave and up, up out of her mouth.

Of course, it was even more embarrassing this time. Because not only had she moaned aloud in her sleep, but she’d somehow gotten a fistful of Jamie’s t-shirt and kind of…yanked on it.

And naturally, he was awake for the whole show. She’d never seen him look so awake in all her days, as though maybe he suspected a completely different intent to the shirt-yanking. Like she’d decided he was a zombie in her sleep then tried to murder him with his own clothes.

She wondered how long it would be before he realized it was the other thing. After all, her face felt like an inferno. Her nipples were still hard. In the middle of it, she’d curled her toes—and they weren’t uncurling any time soon.

None of which seemed like a zombie fighting sort of stance. For a start, a person couldn’t effectively run on curled toes. That was just a fact.

“June? You kinda have hold of me.”

That was fair of him. In truth, she was getting close to choking him with his collar.

“Oh,” she said. It was all she could manage. Every effort was going toward letting his t-shirt free, but her body just wasn’t obeying. It wanted to hold on, tightly.

But then he said, “Easy, baby,” and some of that feeling sort of cycled down. How sweet it was to be told easy baby, by anyone. About anything. Just so sweet and good, while he worked on soothing the tight clasp of her hand open.

And when he’d finally worked himself free, he didn’t stay that way. He replaced the t-shirt with the firm link of his fingers—like in the dream.

She held on tight.

“That better?” he asked, and it was that—such a silly question—that made something sting behind her eyes.

Yeah. Yeah. Holding someone’s hand was better.

“You’re shaking, again.”

It wasn’t a question but she felt as though he kind of wanted an answer anyway. Sadly, she couldn’t give one.

“Is it a…zombie apocalypse kind of shaking? Or a different kind of shaking?”

Thank God he was fumbling toward the words, anyway. Thank God, thank God.

“Blake told me that…”

Oh, he was definitely fumbling, all right. Almost there.

“So you know, if you wanted to I could…”

What went after could? Jesus, what went after could? She felt pretty sure it wasn’t kill the zombies in the nightmare I’m sure you’ve just had.

It was the other thing. The other thing.

“I mean…do you know what I’m talking about here, or am I just doodling around out on this limb on my own?”

Someone had stuffed dry earth into her mouth. No words would come. She had to just communicate with him through the medium of desperate, frantic nodding and some truly epic hand squeezing.

He was going to lose a finger, any second.

“Well, all right. All right.”

Dear God that could mean anything. All right. It sounded like now I’m gonna fuck you, but oh there were so many gradients in between. Handjobs and mouths on things and oh, oh—sixty-nines!

Lord in heaven, how she wanted to sixty-nine his ass off.

So it was something of a disappointment, when all right turned out to mean let’s make out. A bit. Not a real lot, or anything.

He knew. He knew what the trembling meant and the shouting in her sleep and the flush all over her face and neck and just how horny she was, how unendurably horny, and this was all she got? A hot, wet, tongue kiss?

Somehow that was even worse than the teasing promise of her dreams. It teetered on the brink of dirty but wouldn’t go over.

She had to push it over. Nothing else for it, really. He wasn’t going to take it there on his own—either because of Blake on the other side of her with his back turned, or because he wanted to be cautious. Go slow. She’d been a lesbian five minutes ago, for Christ’s sake!

So she had to just do it. Just push his hand down her body. Of course, she felt bad about it—there he was, being all nice and lacing their fingers together and all of that stuff. And here she was, using that hand holding to cajole him into touching her.

Though he didn’t exactly put up a lot of resistance. In fact, once she got him to somewhere around her belly, he let go of her hand all on his own. He moved further down, then down some more, all slow as syrup but twice as nice. She could feel her thighs trembling before he’d even gotten to the good stuff.

Then he got to the good stuff and she forgot how to function, briefly. Any semblance of competent kissing went by the wayside. Her lips kind of opened and closed, but that was about the most of it.

He had a hand between her legs. Actually between her legs. Like in the dream with Blake only so much more solid and heated and oddly tentative at the same time.

Blissful. Just utterly blissful. She’d pressed her own hand between her legs before while here. Once, in the shower. She’d even dared to press the heel of her palm to her sex while in the bed with them…but it just wasn’t the same. Relieving the ache yourself and having some other human being actually offer you some contact—it wasn’t the same.

She made a noise into his mouth. Couldn’t help it. And when he rubbed that hand over her—just ever so lightly—she couldn’t help urging her body against that minute contact, either.

Like scratching an itch, only the itch had become a plague on her soul and the scratch was in no way deep enough. It wasn’t even an embarrassment that when he rubbed harder she could feel her own excessive wetness, dampening the material. No, God no. How could it be, when her vocal chords were making little mewling animal noises, and her back had kind of bowed off the bed, and she was apparently clutching at him, really clutching?

She didn’t dare open her eyes, just in case he looked appalled. He didn’t seem appalled—or at least, not in a way she could tell through the medium of his kisses, which were getting hotter and wetter by the moment—but who knew, really?

Maybe he revealed his disgust through more tongue and a lot of sighing. Maybe he let it show by rubbing in heavier, bolder strokes between her legs, while his arm slid around and underneath her shoulders so he could hold her tighter to him.

Yeah, those were probably signs of disgust. Plus, after a moment of this agonizing rubbing, he did pull away. He pulled away and murmured all hoarse and good in her ear—easy baby, easy. As though she was going nuts and needed to be calmed, which in truth she knew she was.

She couldn’t let go of the back of his shirt. It had rooted itself to her palm, or she had rooted herself to it. Her sex felt like a miniature heart between her legs, and all she could think was—please, please just put your hand inside. Just touch my bare pussy. Just touch my clit, just once, God please.

Which seemed like a ridiculous and pathetic prayer to make. She’d begged for so many other things, so many more important things—why was this one so vital, now? Because it seemed so. When he touched her, and one finger almost slid into the groove between, it felt more vital than breathing or eating or sleeping.

She was going to come, and he’d barely done anything at all, really. She wasn’t even sure if there’d been any actual contact against her clit, or her nipples, or a whole variety of other erogenous zones that were going begging.

But she was definitely going to come, anyway. She said some things into his hair that were not words, then he pressed the heel of his palm right down over everything until intense pleasure tried to shove its way through her body. Even worse—when she twisted against him, she could feel the hot, hard brand of his obvious erection pressing heavily into her thigh.

And that was just…too much. He was turned on. Actually and really turned on—and he wasn’t even trying to hide it, particularly. For a brief moment, she wasn’t even sure if he was keeping still—it could have been that he was rutting up against her. Just a little. Nothing too obvious or crude, of course. Just enough to make her moan his name.

Which didn’t seem like a good or sane thing to do. Especially when Blake suddenly moved around somewhere behind her, and neither she nor Jamie moved one inch. No jumping apart occurred. In truth she felt they were a little past jumping apart, and right into if you move away, I’ll kill you.

Surely Blake would understand that? Right? Was his hand on her left breast a sign that he understood that?

Probably not, if the sudden size of her eyes was anything to go by.

Of course, she tried to keep them small. She attempted to minimize her shock by not moving a whole lot, and pressing her face into the turn of Jamie’s throat. But it was kind of difficult with Jamie’s hand between her legs and Blake’s hand on her left breast.

Not even kind of, really. Just absolutely difficult. She wanted to turn and look at him—to see what he was doing, maybe, or understand his intentions more—but that seemed absolutely difficult, too.

And besides—she knew without looking what he was doing. He’d turned over onto his other side so that he could see everything. And once that was done, he’d put a nice, friendly hand on her boob.

Oh, and he was jerking off. She could pretty much tell that he was jerking off.

What more was there to say, really? Except for lots of things that sounded like the garbled pleasure-stuffed noises of the deranged. And though she tried with all of her might to not be deranged, it was just impossible with two men on either side of her, obviously turned on but not trying to push their luck, touching her in a really pleasant, almost-like-a-handshake sort of way.

Only, you know. In a way that was also designed to achieve her maximum possible pleasure.

She felt almost bad about it, after a moment. Like she should offer them handshakes in return. And she would have done, she really would have done if Jamie hadn’t chosen that moment to finally, finally reach her clit through what must have been acres of material, and Blake hadn’t thumbed her nipple in this really soft, almost absent-minded sort of way.

At which point she could only hang on as great rolls of pleasure made their way through her body.

She tried not to be too embarrassing about it. But it was hard, when her body had kind of forgotten what an orgasm felt like. Her body did the equivalent of someone saying what the fuck was that? It jerked, and shuddered, and wouldn’t let up on all of the sparks of shivering sensation and the little aching aftershocks.

Though she couldn’t feel too bad about losing control of herself. Not when Blake was, apparently, a total loudmouth in bed. He moaned and gasped and made appallingly rude little guttural noises until she couldn’t think straight about anything at all. Wasn’t this the guy who had trouble saying  please pass the peas, usually?

Jesus. Jesus. How on earth was he going to communicate with her after this? How was Jamie?

In fact, how on earth were any of them going to say anything to each other ever again?
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They’d done it. They’d actually done something. And though she kept trying to wake up and realize it was all a dream, reality wasn’t having any of it. Never mind that dreams never came true. Reality didn’t give a shit about that.

It just wanted her to accept that she’d had two guys fondle her in the middle of a zombie apocalypse.

But boy, was it ever hard going. For a start, they didn’t seem to want to say too much about it. Like it wasn’t that big a deal. So they’d all masturbated together like horny maniacs. So what? People did worse things every day.

Like eat each other.

Really, it was only natural that they’d progressed to this. And she knew in her heart that she should have been relieved. After they’d all dozed and/or pretended to be asleep, they’d eaten breakfast together. Jamie and Blake had still pal-ed around. Everybody could still look each other in the eye.

It hardly seemed worth mentioning that everywhere they’d touched her, they’d left an imprint like a burn. She could still feel Jamie’s mouth pressed into the skin of her throat—hell, she could still feel Blake’s  breath pressed there.

They’d left a trail and the trail led down, down into the land of more, more.

She couldn’t stop touching all of those points—even though doing so made her look like a serial masturbator. Who needed that? What kind of person really wanted to see her touching her left breast all the time?

Apart from a person like Jamie, who’d lost just a little of his restraint somewhere along the way to mutual masturbation and now occasionally watched her with steady, heated eyes. And touched her in odd, intimate ways when she was least expecting it.

Though bizarrely, it still didn’t tweak her comfort zones. He did it all so amiably and they were both so casual about it all…what did it matter if Jamie pushed a hand under the thick mess of her hair, to suddenly grip the nape of her neck?

Like a massage. Like a light and totally casual massage. Like something that made her liquid, anyway.

And Blake…well. Blake was a little more reserved with it. A little more cautious. But she could feel the shift, anyway. He batted at her when she said something teasing, like—is that a gray sweatshirt again, today, Blake? Don’t push the boat out too far, okay?

He even smiled—and that sure was something. Real, wolfish smiles, from Blake.

Plus the next day he wore an actual blue sweater. Which seemed like some kind of progress, all right. Especially when he looked at her with this sharp little spark in his eyes, and Jamie slapped the table, and she just thought—

I should have made a move on them, last night.

They’d been waiting for it. She knew they had. They hadn’t even slept facing away from her—Jamie had dozed off almost spooning her right side, for God’s sake. She just couldn’t fathom what had stopped her.

Maybe it was due to the easy way the last thing had happened? Just almost like a mistake, like something you did for a buddy when they were feeling low, like…she didn’t know.

And still couldn’t fucking say.

Though she’d made up her mind—tonight. Tonight was going to be the night when she had some kind of awkward conversation with them about it. About how it wasn’t like basketball and they couldn’t just fall into a game. They could do stuff and ask for stuff and that was cool. Right?

Absolutely. And after that, she was going to fuck both of their brains out.

She wasn’t sure if she’d ever thought of a more excellent plan than that one.

* * * *

Unfortunately, there was one pretty big and glaring problem with her excellent plan. And it came to her when Jamie said, too brightly and too cheerily—

“We’re gonna take a short trip out. To get some extra fuel for the winter.”

She kind of hated him for using the phrase “short trip out”. Like he was just popping down to Wal-Mart for some barbecue supplies. And she would have hated him harder if it hadn’t then occurred to her with some measure of embarrassment that she could get something too, while they were out.

In fact, it was a necessity that she get something. They were clearly planning on going without her but that didn’t matter. She needed this thing, and they could go fuck themselves. What did they think this was? The age of chivalry?

“Great. I’ll come with you.”

That stuck a bag of sand in their craws. She could see it immediately on their faces—a sudden shadow passing over. One that made her feel kind of bad, for thinking that age of chivalry thought. And kind of good, that they felt that way about her.

It made actual mortal terror happen when they considered her coming with them and possibly getting torn limb from limb. But that was okay because just thinking about them both flying away in the helicopter to meet their certain doom made her unable to breathe briefly.

Jamie went to say something, but she never found out what. It got stuck in his mouth or his throat or someplace else that she liked to call “my empty heart cavity”.

“I think what Jamie’s trying to say is,” Blake started, and she kind of really loved him, for that. “We need someone to stay here. And that’s…that’s not ‘cause you’re a woman. It’s just…simple math.”

“Yeah. Math,” Jamie echoed. He seemed excited, suddenly, as though Blake had introduced the most gripping concept of all time.

“I mean, there are two of us. And only one of you. If we lose one of us, there’s still…help me out here, buddy. I think I’ve started talking in a different language.”

“Nah, it’s coming through clear enough,” Jamie said, then turned to her. She didn’t think him turning signaled that something good was on its way. “If you die, there’s no more of you. If one of us dies, there’s a spare.”

Yep. Definitely not something good.

“Don’t talk like that. Neither of you are a spare.” The words snapped out of her, good and strong. And they stayed that way through the even harder part of this speech. “If another woman came along, is that what I’d be? The spare?”

Though immediately after she’d spoken, it became clear that neither of them had considered that way of looking at the whole thing. No. They’d been thinking of it in a different way altogether, apparently.

And she knew they had because they both laughed. As though she’d said something crazy.

“Not like that, like—” Blake started, then Jamie finished it. Or at least, he tried to.

“No no no, June-y…come on. You don’t love us, so it don’t matter. Whereas we—”

He stopped mid-speech, as though suddenly sensible of the only possible end to that sentence. And the only possible end meant…well it meant…

It meant that there’s no more of you took on a different slant, altogether. He wasn’t using the word you in the woman way. As in “there’s only one woman”. He was using it in the you’re special sort of way. In the I love you sort of way.

She thought of Blake saying you’re amazing three hundred times, and went a bit dizzy. Then tried to say something back—just anything at all, really—and wound up taking a lot of little weird breaths, instead.

What if she said it back and Jamie didn’t mean that? It had only been a few months, after all. Also—what if she said it back then they went off into Zombie World and never returned?

“I’m coming with you, no arguing. And if you try to, or you try flying off in that helicopter without me, I’ll swim across that damned lake after you. Got it?”

They didn’t argue once water excursions had been mentioned. And they argued even less when they revealed their attitude to zombie safety, and she found she had a lot to say about it.

For a start, neither of them seemed to think it necessary to wear neck or wrist guards. They didn’t even have any in their entire extensive armory! She searched through it and came up with gas masks, face protectors of various kinds, HAZMAT suits.

But no goddamned wrist or neck guards—to the point where Blake actually asked her what she was doing at the kitchen table, cutting up belts and poking new holes through the leather.

She had to explain. Actually explain.

“Act like you’re going to swing at me,” she said, which sounded like a good, solid, practical thing to say, despite the awesome nerves that were currently threading through her system at the thought of Blake being this clueless.

“You want me to…pretend to punch you?”

He was growing a bit of sarcasm, steadily. Day by day. She couldn’t fault him for it—it was comforting. Like the real him, coming back.

“Yeah—just in slow-mo. Swing your arm.”

She stood and he was good enough to follow. But he hesitated on the fake punch.

“What is this going to prove?”

“You’ll see.”

Then he didn’t hesitate. And at the very least, he didn’t throw a bad one. He didn’t actually swing, but cut straight out in a way that suggested he could go in quick and hard, if he wanted to. Which was good, very good—but not quite good enough.

As his fist moved at a snail’s pace toward her face, she grabbed his wrist whip-quick and brought it to her mouth. Bit down hard. Not hard enough to draw blood, of course. Just hard enough to make him jerk all over and yank his arm away, shocked.

“The first place they go for are the things you get in their way. You punch out at them, slap at them, try and shove them away—they will grab your arm and bite your fucking hand off.”

She picked up a piece of one of his old belts.

“Leather is tough. It stops them.” 

He hugged his wrist to his chest, all fake hurt. That was cute, too.

“Okay, okay—you don’t have to be so vicious. Jeez, June,” he said, but he was laughing as he did so. Plus he followed it with a look at the longer strips she’d cut.

“So we’re all going to go out looking like we disco at an S&M club?”

Now it was her turn to be thrown. Had he just said S&M? Yeah, he’d said S&M. And now that she thought about it, it was kind of weird. All of them going out into the world with collars and bracelets on.

She wished, for a second, that she’d not lost her bag on the way to the building with Jamie. Her bag had contained spare studded things—stuff her and Kelsey had found in Hot Topic, that last bastion of protective gear for the zombie stressed.

Though she couldn’t quite say how wearing something studded from Hot Topic was better than going with cut up bits of belt.

“You okay, June? You’ve kind of gone into your head a little, there.”

That brought her back. How often did she do just that, and have them wonder if she was sinking into some abyss of herself, never to return? Probably a lot, if she was honest.

“Yeah. Yeah, I’m fine. It’s just…”

“Hey look—we’ve gone out before. We know what we’re doing, believe me. I mean—you’ve probably had a lot of hand to hand confrontations…” He paused and swallowed a little too thickly. It made her wonder if he was imagining it. Her, being attacked, bodily. No gun, no blade, no nothing. Hell—it had happened. No sense saying it hadn’t. “…with them. But we never intend on getting that close. We’re ready if we have to. But we’re solid enough with snipers, with handguns…we’ve got the heavy artillery.”

“So did the army. So did the cops.”

She watched him fold his lips in. It was a tense, considering sort of gesture.

“They simply weren’t prepared for what happened,” he said, finally.

“And you were?”

It just popped out. She couldn’t stop it. She thought again of Jamie being so prepared, and this place, and what someone would do if they’d suspected this clusterfuck was going to come down on the human race.

This—all of this—was exactly what she would have done. And she knew it.

His gaze flicked up to her and his eyes looked suddenly pale, in the wintry light of the kitchen. That was what was wrong with Blake’s eyes—sometimes they looked electric blue. Other times they seemed drained of all color. Of everything.

“No. No. Not…back then.”

She waited, holding her breath. It felt as though she’d been holding her breath for this ever since she walked in the door. Here it was—how he survived the zombie apocalypse. The harrowing tale of survival and despair. How Mrs. Henderson had attacked and killed his little sister then turned on him.

Or was that her? She couldn’t quite recall. She didn’t want to recall, ever.

“I was just lucky then. My car broke down out in the empty flats. I slept in an abandoned gas station. One of them came to the door and just banged and banged and then after too long a time of eating pretzels for breakfast and trying to pee off a roof, Jamie found me.”

There were so many things that came to mind to say then. Did you have family? Did you wonder what happened to them? Did you ever try to find them? Do you still wake up, sometimes, calling for your sister? Did Kelsey take her place, and now you call for her, too?

Because that’s what I do.

But instead, she found herself asking something deathly practical, as always. No time for lost sisters. No time to ask what Jamie was doing at the time of finding him.

He’d said empty flats. He’d said only one of them ever tried to attack him.

“What are the empty flats?”

* * * *

It occurred to her as they lifted off that she’d only ever been in a helicopter when she couldn’t possibly appreciate it. Though the last time should have been a time of great appreciation and just hadn’t been because her brain had fallen out of her head and she’d spent the whole journey blubbering over Kelsey.

And this time…well. This time she couldn’t marvel at Jamie flicking switches and handling things like a pro because her teeth had welded themselves together. Her hands had made fists like bricks, and she intended to hurl said bricks at anything that got in Blake or Jamie’s way.

Plus there was the dread. The dread, like a great wall of water rushing toward the mainland. The mainland was her. The mainland was them. She came within a hair’s breadth of saying to Jamie—let’s just not.  Let’s not. Let’s stay here forever. Who cares if we’re cold in the winter? At least we won’t be eaten.

But in the end she couldn’t. Mainly because she knew what would happen if she did. They’d go in the night, without her. They’d wait until she was asleep and sneak out.

Hell, she was only surprised they hadn’t done that already. Or you know, maybe tried to drug her so they wouldn’t even have to worry about sneaking. After all, she’d noticed the Secanol in the medicine cabinet. And it had definitely been moved around since the last time she’d checked it.

As though maybe they’d considered it. Then realized that she truly would swim across the lake. That she would run on water for a thousand miles if it meant she could get to them. Bring them back.

She pressed against the seat, and felt the reassuring weight of her machete. Nothing would ever get at either of them. Nothing.

“Relax, June-y,” Jamie said, and she wondered just how stiff her neck looked. Like something made entirely out of bone? Like something made entirely out of titanium? “The place we’re going—it’s safe. Nothing to worry about.”

His voice sounded weird and hollow over the thrum-thrum of the rotor blades and maybe it was hollow in the other way, too. But then her mind went to the things Blake had said, about it being a strip of road. Partly developed into something, mostly abandoned. A few shops. No big population around it.

It would have been what her and Kelsey called heaven. And when Jamie told her to look out of the window, the sight of it only reaffirmed that assessment. Dear God—how they would have gloried in this place. How they would have expected a big, bearded robe wearing man to appear at any moment.

The nearest suburban tract was miles off. The road was narrow and car-less. Everything had been cleared to potentially build something, so there was nothing but scrubland and emptiness, endlessly. No trees for them to hide behind. No abandoned cars. Just endless nothing, then right in the center—

Useful shops. A gas station. An obviously newly built restaurant that could well have contained massive tins of beans and tomatoes and all those things a person should always find in heaven.

It almost made her cry with joy, until she remembered that she already had all of these things. Jamie and Blake gave them to her all the time. They didn’t even give. The things just belonged to her.

Oh how she would run on water for a thousand miles for them. Any day. Any time. They didn’t even know what they’d gifted her with. They didn’t even know.

“It’s cool, right?” Jamie said, but she couldn’t answer. Instead she just watched the ground swell up toward them, and didn’t feel any of the fear she’d experienced five minutes ago.

And especially not, when she climbed out of the chopper and found everything so quiet, so open wide and nothing at all, that she could have almost believed none of it had ever happened. It was just another Sunday morning. Everyone still in bed. Sometime soon, old man Peterson would drive down the road on his way to the fishing spot.

Zombies never existed. They remained in films where they belonged.

She turned her face up to the pale, almost Autumn sun and let that make-believe sink into her bones. Closed her eyes and just let it be. They were her boyfriends and after a kinky night of hot, threesome love, they’d decided to go for breakfast at the newly opened Chili’s down the road.

Nothing to it.

“June-bug?”

Until she opened them again and found Jamie cocking a shotgun before passing it to Blake. Yeah, until that happened.

Plus, he was looking at her funny. Real intently, as though he was worried she’d gone insane or something. Just cracked like an egg on returning to the ruins of society.

“I’m here,” she said, though both of them remained on high alert. She needed further explanations. Reassuring words. “It’s just…this place. Wow. Why did you even bother coming into the interior with this here?”

Unfortunately, those were not as reassuring as she’d hoped. So much so that immediately after saying them, she regretted it. Interior was her and Kelsey’s word, for places swarming with them. Cities overrun. Suburban tracts filled with rabid kids and drooling Soccer Moms.

But she knew they’d both understood what the word meant.

“You see any survivors ‘round here?” Jamie said, and there was something about the expression that went with it. Something that made her think of the word harrowing, even though her brain wanted to reject it for being too melodramatic.

Then Blake said—

“I’m going to the hardware store.”

At which point the conversation went one up from harrowing and into groaning despair. He didn’t even want to stick around and talk about it! That’s how bad it was. She’d brought up an untouchable subject. She’d insulted his masculine pride.

Something like that.

Though when Jamie glanced back at her, he didn’t look hurt. Just harrowed. And weird, in his current ensemble. He almost resembled a movie assassin, with the gloves on and the mask dangling around his neck and that hint of leather behind. No Hawaiian shirt this time—she’d forbidden him. It set her teeth on edge just thinking of him coming for her and Kelsey with that colorful thing flapping in the breeze like a red flag to a bull.

Though she reckoned it said a lot about him that he’d done it.

“I didn’t mean to imply—” she started, but then didn’t know how to finish. What had she implied, exactly? That they weren’t brave enough to go look for survivors? He knew it wasn’t that, right? She’d simply thought in the mode she had when she and Kelsey had been survivors.

Avoid the bad. Go for the good. They hadn’t been able to live any other way.

Though it shamed her somewhat to think that Jamie had, and did.

“Did you see us from the air? Is that what you did—fly around other places, looking for people?”

That sounded better, coming out. And a little startling to realize. He hadn’t been in the chopper looking for canned goods or gasoline. He’d been up there looking for people he and Blake could take care of.

She thought of all the spare rooms in the cabin and felt her stomach dip.

He checked the magazine of his gun, clearly half-avoiding the question. It was hard to tell why the subject seemed to trouble him but it was clear it did. Jamie wasn’t like Blake. He didn’t avoid things. He’d practically said he loved her, for God’s sake.

But he was fiddling with the gun, all the same. He’d told her the actual brand name of it but she couldn’t recall what it was. In truth, she didn’t know anything beyond the bare necessities. How many bullets it held. How hard it took the tops of their heads off.

And one thing he hadn’t considered—how quiet she could make it. She’d made him attach a silencer, though he’d seemed reluctant. And he’d seemed even more reluctant when she’d asked him if she could take the crossbow.

He’d wanted to know why, why, though she didn’t think it was because he didn’t understand, like Blake. He knew they came when they heard noise just as well as she did. He’d put on the guards without a word about it, because he understood about the biting.

No—he knew. He just didn’t care. And that thought made her want to put a hand on the back of his neck, and shake him. Care, she thought, at him. Care, for me.

“I saw you,” he said after so long a moment that it made every nerve in her body jump. Her hackles rose as though he’d suddenly become a zombie and lurched at her.

She just didn’t know what he was going to say, that was the thing. It was obvious something messy was coming but she just couldn’t get a handle on it. Plus—why did this have to happen here, out in the big, bad world? Couldn’t they have had this conversation about him being her hero back at the cabin?

Then they could have taken their time and cried and afterwards had frantic sex.

Though she had to say, the first two parts of that sounded much worse than the quick painless band-aid rip this was going to be.

“I couldn’t get at you at first. Nowhere to land in that parking lot. Plus it was drawing them, you know? Nothing louder than a chopper, that’s the thing.”

She knew he’d understood about the noise. Knew it.

“How did you two even get into that parking lot? You looking for food?”

Oh, how blazing and brilliant that Costco had looked, when they’d first seen it! We’ll clear it out and fucking live in it, Kelsey had said.

“We were slowly starting to starve to death,” she replied, then regretted it. It was the truth but it seemed to punch him in the gut a little.

“I wish I could have saved her, too. She was just on the wrong side, you know? That fucking SUV was in the way when I fired, so even when they let up and tried to come for me, she was trapped behind it.”

At first, she couldn’t fathom what he meant. He’d snatched the gun then fired at the zombies coming toward them. Not at the ones streaming through the car-aisles in Kelsey’s direction. She even remembered screaming at him to cut them down, to give her back the gun and let her go after Kelsey—despite the bitten blood Kelsey had already splattered on her arm

But then it came to her. It came in a great rush of awfulness. This was as bad as she’d predicted. She’d known—all the time she’d known. But it was still worse. Oh so much worse.

He hadn’t fired at the ones coming in their direction. They hadn’t even been coming for her and Jamie, anyway. They’d been going for Kelsey, too. So he’d fired to get their attention. She even remembered him shoving her just before he did it, shouting at her to run in the direction of the building that held his chopper.

No silencer, she thought, shortly before heat prickled through her in a great wave. There was a silencer on her gun, no questions asked. But he hadn’t wanted one on his.

“Jamie, look at me,” she said. It was important to say. He had to know. “You understand that if you die for me, I won’t be able to go on living? You get that, right? I just won’t go on. I’ve had enough, it’s too much. I can’t be the only one to survive, ever again. It’s my turn next. Do you understand?”

He wouldn’t look at her. He said sure, but he wouldn’t look.

“You take care of yourself, Jamie. You take care of yourself like you’re made of something more precious than gold. Because it would put a bullet in my head just as sure as if it had happened to see you go down.”

It was only after she’d said the words, that she realized they were true.

“I get it, honey,” he said then. Which was better than nothing. Plus his voice sounded kind of hoarse in a way that almost had her believing—maybe he wouldn’t put his neck that far out on the line for her. Maybe he wouldn’t fire into the ground so they came for him instead of her.

Maybe.

“And it wasn’t your fault with Kelsey. It’s never your fault. No matter how many times you didn’t see anybody, or couldn’t land, or couldn’t get to someone in time—”

“Twenty-seven. Twenty-seven times,” he said then she had to face the reason for his discomfort, too. The reason Blake had walked away.

Twenty-seven. Jesus.

“Blake stopped coming with me after a while. It was just…”

He didn’t really have to say. The words soul-destroying came to mind anyway. Sometimes she wondered why they never talked about this stuff—the reason he’d been there, the things him and Blake had done before, if they’d planned to bring someone back—but most of the time she knew. It was obvious.

“I saw two kids, one time—they were living in that quarry, I reckon. Pretty neat set-up, but, of course, I couldn’t land. I tried firing from the chopper ‘cause I could see those fuckers sneaking up on the pair of them…” He shrugged but there was still that crackle at the back of his voice. “But it just made things worse. Probably for the best. What the hell would we have done with a coupla kids? I just didn’t think about kids when I started stocking the place up. No clothes for them, you know? Nothing for them to play with.”

She thought about saying you have the board games, but that just seemed so inane and small in the face of the stuff he was suddenly pouring out. She remembered that dread like a wall of water back in the chopper and almost laughed over it. Twenty serious words from him and any of that dread fell by the wayside.

Instead, the urge to cuddle him in the middle of no man’s land welled up, like a sickness. He deserved it, for all the times she’d thought about whether he’d known this was coming and kind of hated him for it.

How could you hate someone who worried about whether clothes would fit kids he hadn’t been able to save?

“I worried that I’d be the only one to survive, constantly. So I get it, June-bug. I get not wanting someone else to die instead of you.”

How could you hate someone who said something like that? She thought of hate’s opposite word instead. She thought of kissing him when he least expected it then did just that.

It took the tension out of his shoulders, at least. And when she pulled away he looked mystified and pleased and better, all at the same time.

“I think it’s called survivor’s guilt,” he said but it came out all blank and funny and side-tracked by the kiss. It made her laugh, instead of all the other awful things she could have done.

Like bawl her fucking eyes out.

“Yeah. I think you’re PTSD-ed to fuck, honey, got to say,” she said then he laughed. Shook himself. Told her they should follow Blake to the hardware store—unless, of course, she wanted to stay by the chopper.

She rolled her eyes.

“You’re sticking with me, aren’t you? Have you guys made some kind of deal? One of you with me at all times?”

He went to protest but didn’t get much further than an open mouth.

“You guys didn’t even know about wrist guards! I think I should be the one taking care of you two morons.”

He batted at her as she rounded the chopper. Tongue curling up to touch his upper teeth. Playful, just like that. It made her think of Kelsey and how often they’d said dumb stuff about everything horrible just to make it okay. To make it bearable.

Like the zombie scorecards. Three points for bagging one with a moustache. Twelve points for one with its boobs out.

A thousand for one that had once been related to you.

“Yeah—Blake told me about the bite, by the by.” He was following, but easy-like. Not right on her, as though a zombie was going to lurch out of all of this vast, safe, emptiness, and eat her. “Baby, if you were hungry, you coulda just come right on to me. I got no weird biting hang-ups and plenty of things you can eat.”

How weird that him saying so set off none of her zombie panic alarms. And all of her sex panic alarms. Though she had to say, it was a lot less like panic and a lot more like being zinged with a little sexual innuendo cattle prod.

The hand he put on her back—just lightly, just nothing much as he fell in step behind her, on the way to the hardware store—zinged her, too. It made her body turn to liquid and she imagined that hand sinking in, suddenly—all the way to his wrist. All the way to the core of her body that glowed hot and white whenever her mind went to that word he’d used.

Eat. Like the thing they did, only he’d turned into something better, sweeter, hotter. God, had the sun been beating down that hard, before? It felt like it hadn’t, and yet somehow she was suddenly sweating inside the stupid leather jacket she’d made herself wear.

“That too much?” he asked, as he went for the door they’d obviously popped open, sometime in the past.

“God no,” she replied, and didn’t even feel bad about it. There was no reason to feel bad. “The opposite. It’s not enough.”

He grinned at that.

* * * *

The only problem was—his grin, that cheeky comment, the feeling of turning to liquid…it all made the need to get something greater. And despite the extreme daring involved in getting out the words “it’s not enough”, she still found herself unable to ask for the thing. The thing that needed to be asked for if they were going to fuck her, now.

There weren’t any in the cabin, or the storeroom. She knew. She’d checked, thoroughly. So this is how it had to be, and if they continued gassing about butane tank sizes over there in some musty corner of this store she didn’t like, she could just…slip out. And get some.

There’d be some in the gas station. Gas stations always had them. No problems.

Though it still made her feel a little uneasy to leave them in the hardware store without saying anything. There had been that corner, behind the counter. The one she hadn’t liked the look of. Of course, there couldn’t have been anything hiding in it—zombies didn’t just wander into dark, empty stores. They had to be in there to begin with, and Blake and Jamie would have cleared the place by now.

As hopeless as they were on some things, she knew they would have done. So why the unease?

Because it was just the way things were now. She saw a dark corner, and there it was. Unease. She left her two guys alone in a creepy place, and oh what was that? Yeah. Unease.

And all so she could get something so small and stupid! It made her feel small and stupid. She walked quickly, but the small stupidity stayed with her. It itched at the back of her neck. It put down her guard, and that was enough.

She was almost on it before her brain stopped paying attention to Jamie and Blake and started paying attention to the thing it usually did. Survival. Be aware at all times. Be on your toes, June, ‘cause they won’t wait for you.

That was Kelsey. And it was Kelsey, now, who shouted in her head and made her jump three steps back before she’d even gotten a handle on the situation. All this time, and that girl was still saving her life.

Of course, the thing still turned. It was just there, standing on the edges of the gas station’s forecourt. Just where the tarmac turned to bristling grass, as though it wandered here for a cup of Joe and three packs of smokes. Nothing serious. Not that far from my home, down in Middleton.

Hey. How are you?

She was fucking furious with herself, that’s how she was. It was a big fucker, too—probably fat from eating half of suburbia, down there. Then the food had run out and it had gone searching, the way they did.

And behold, it had found her. Boy, did it look happy that such a thing was the case! It reached hands out to her immediately. Bloody all the way up to its armpits, of course. It still had the remains of its old human uniform on, though. Slacks. One shoe. Was that a tie, stuck with blood to the remainder of its shirt?

Yeah, she thought it was. She thought it was, as she went for the first thing instinct told her to. The gun at her hip—the one in a holster she couldn’t fucking pop. Her old gun— well. That had rested in the unsafe confines of her right pocket.

But oh no, not this thing. This had to be fancy, it had to be in a holster, oh dear God, she was going to die because she’d needed to have sex and wanted to put her gun in a holster.

The zombie snarled and she saw quite clearly that something had split its mouth at the corner. The whole left side of its face came apart when it made a sound and she saw the entire row of its back teeth. A lot of gum. Maybe part of that hinge, where jaw met face.

She’d seen it before, of course. They broke each other easily, and they seemed to feel no pain. There was no clutching at this obscene wound in its cheek. It just lunged at her, hands clawed and ready to grab.

Though she had to say—that was far and away the most notice she’d ever had of an attack. Usually they didn’t snarl or reach out first. Usually they just went for it, and this one’s decision to be confused by her presence had saved her life.

Well. Maybe it had. When it lunged, she still hadn’t managed to get the gun free. The button was popped but getting it out was a different matter—especially when she had to complete this operation while darting away.

Back, back, Kelsey snapped, and her brain brought up an image of the gas station forecourt immediately. It told her where she’d walked, what was behind her—the works. Her brain didn’t let her down.

It got her off with one clipped elbow—on a gas pump—and a scuffing of her heel against a pebble that hadn’t been there before.

But she didn’t go down. That was the main thing. Not going down. Not going down and getting the gun out, while her breath tried to whine in her chest and her heart tried to kill her. How fucking dare you get me into this situation again, her heart said. You’re a fucking lunatic, and I hate you.

But that was okay. Because she hated herself too. She couldn’t get the gun out and she was drawing the thing toward Jamie and Blake and fuck, fuck. It was making that noise—the awful one. The one she still heard in her sleep, the one that made them sound as though a velociraptor had taken over their voice boxes.

It chilled her blood and drove her mad, and she really couldn’t blame herself for grabbing the nearest thing that came to hand—a bottle of car wash stuff from a stand outside the gas station—and hurling it at the thing’s head.

Hell. She’d thrown worse. Sillier. Once she’d attacked one of them with a Barbie Dream House. A bottle of car wash stuff seemed almost sane by comparison.

And it connected, too. It glanced right off the side of its head and deepened that split in its face. A flap of skin hung down, now, all fat and glistening and juicy.

But that was okay. That was fine. Be as gross as you want, zombie, she thought. Because the rage had descended and oh it was just as bleak and terrible as she remembered it being. She could feel it boiling up behind her eyes, and when the thing grew agitated because of the blow and went for her again, that was fine.

She went for it, right back. She got another bottle of the stuff—by the handle, this time—and swung, hard. No throwing. It wouldn’t get anything as nice and civilized as throwing. This time, it got the full deal, right in the face.

And she did it the way Kelsey had taught her, too. Don’t just bludgeon it once. Crack it again on the way back up. Down, then back up again. One-two.

How satisfying it was, to feel the bottle smash into its face. How that feeling surged up her arm and through her chest and up, up, to all the places in her head that screamed for blood.

She got plenty of that. When she smashed it back up, the zombie almost spun on its heel and its head went on a weird, diagonal angle. High, high, like in a boxing match slo-mo, when the prize fighter gets a real one to the kisser. Blood arcing from his mouth. Arms flailing.

He went down, though she didn’t expect him to. Oh no. She didn’t let herself be lured into that kind of security. Sometimes they didn’t go down, because they didn’t feel pain and the only thing that really took them out was extreme blood loss, or decapitation, or a head shot.

Or maybe a broken neck. It looked like she’d broken its neck. Just like that—where had that strength come from? Where had that rage come from? She didn’t know. Only knew one thing, really. That the same questions always came, after she’d killed something that used to be a human being.

And that she had to feel sick and exhausted now. On edge and ready for it to stop flailing and get up to get at her.

But it didn’t. It just laid there, twitching and pinwheeling occasionally. From this vantage point, she could no longer see the gruesome flap of skin. Could only see the almost normal and only slightly blood-mottled right hand side of a thing that used to be a man.

She dropped the bottle on it and stepped back. Tried to collect herself. Get back to the place she’d been in just a minute or two ago. Jamie, she thought and that was good. Better.

Only it had an edge of panic now, too, because what if they’d encountered a wanderer? What if they’d—

“June!”

She turned at the sound of Jamie’s voice, heart suddenly in her throat. Hell—forget throat. Her heart was coming out of the top of her head and if she didn’t see that they were okay immediately she was going to…she was just going to…

This time when she went for the gun it came free as though it had been oiled.

Sod’s law, really, that it did so just as they hoved into view. All normal and fine and not in the middle of a zombie battle.

Though really, the words “normal” and “fine” didn’t apply. Blake looked green. And for some reason he was trying to hold onto Jamie’s arm—though Jamie wasn’t having any of it. He didn’t even seem to register her, at first. Instead, he just shoved right by and gave the zombie two in the head.

Like an assassin, she thought, again, though this time the word had far colder connotations. He didn’t linger over it and when he returned to face her it was as though he’d stopped to cough. A brief pause. Nothing to it.

Though his expression had a lot to it. Oh yeah. It had a whole helluva lot. She’d never seen him look anything like it before, and didn’t want to again. There was something wild in his eyes that wasn’t recklessness, or silliness, or anything good.

“What is the matter with you?” he said, and there wasn’t anything good about that either. His voice sounded…God. Heartbreaking. The fury in it didn’t even touch her. His anger didn’t make her feel frightened or unsettled.

It was how high and hoarse and tight his voice went. Like he was just barely strapping down something unbearable. Like his heart, oh his heart. Give it a chance and it would devour every piece of sanity in him.

She knew it, she knew it.

“You go off like that on your own—you don’t tell us? How could you not, June? Tell me. Answer me!”

Blake put a hand to him, but she could tell he wasn’t going to accept it—even before he shrugged it off.

“Come on, buddy—she’s okay,” he said but she could hear the shake in Blake’s voice, too. God, how she would have hated either of them for going off on their own! How she would have screamed at them for almost getting themselves killed.

Oh Lord yes, how she knew that his heart was eating at him and understood why he had to walk away with his hands in his hair.

Because it was the way she felt, too.
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He wouldn’t talk to her for a long, long while. Not on the ride back. Not after she’d cleaned herself up. She sat down to eat, and he left the table and disappeared upstairs.

At least Blake’s expression was sympathetic. And he added a  he’ll come around, just for good measure.

“You just scared him, June. He doesn’t deal well with things that scare him. I wasn’t even sure anything could make him scared, until he got a Spidey-sense tingle and demanded to know where you’d gone.”

She gave him a hug for that Spidey-sense comment. One-armed, leaning in. Intending it to be casual and like a thank you until Blake suddenly gripped the back of her t-shirt and pressed his face into her hair.

Then it just made her fiercely love him and want to cry all at the same time. God, she would never have gone to the gas station alone if she’d known this would happen. It wasn’t even the zombie attack, really. She suspected they’d have reacted the same way if nothing had happened at all.

It was just the idea of someone disappearing. Of being there one moment and not the next. Do it for long enough and you start to think you’re a mental case who’s just imagined that girl who came into your life a few months ago.

“I’m sorry,” she said, and meant it. Because he was shaking and obviously as strung out as Jamie. Just in a different way. “I swear, I won’t ever do anything like that again.”

“Don’t be sorry. We should be sorry for wanting you attached to our hips when you can clearly take care—”

She cut him off. That was worse than the fury, hearing him try to explain or not be a chauvinist or some other dumb thing. As though she wouldn’t have done the same if they’d disappeared on her!

“Stop, Blake. It’s okay for you to be worried about me. It’s okay. It’s more than okay. Just don’t…don’t apologize for that.”

He nodded against the side of her face and the death grip he had on her relaxed, somewhat.

“He’s mad at himself too, you know. You should go talk to him.”

She rolled those words over in her head. Mad at himself. Over what? Over getting so afraid for her? He shouldn’t be, he just shouldn’t be—she had to go and talk to him. It had been a need before, but now it was a pressing urge.

“Okay, okay,” she said then he let her go. Though he seemed to appreciate the little stroke of her hand through his hair before she left the kitchen and climbed the stairs of doom.

He was in the bathroom but both doors were shut. The one that led from the hall and the one that led from the bedroom. Usually he left at least one of them partially open—though it didn’t matter anyway ‘cause you could always tell he was in there. With Jamie, there was no danger of accidentally walking in on him—he always sang in the shower or hummed to himself while shaving or shouted that Kanye West had a new album out from the john.

She loved his never-ending stack of old newspapers. She loved him for pretending they’d only been printed that morning, instead of years ago.

But now the doors were shut and locked, and he wasn’t singing or talking about the oil spill in Nicaragua or anything like it. She thought about all of those pills in the medicine cabinet and went a little crazy, briefly.

“Jamie?”

Saying his name like that—it made her wonder. Was it really Jamie or had it started off James or Jimmy or maybe a surname like Jameson? Maybe his actual first name didn’t have anything to do with the letter J at all. Maybe it was Clyde. Clyde Jameson.

Though really, all of these thoughts were only there to distract her from the lack of answer. She knew it. Anybody would know it. She sounded desperate and wavery and not like herself.

“Jamie, I…uh…”

“I don’t wanna talk right now, June,” he said, which stung. But at least there were words. At least he was still breathing.

“I know. I know, it’s just…I wanted to say that I was sorry. For going off like that. I won’t ever do it again, okay? Because…because I know how much it would fuck with my mind if one of you wandered off somewhere, you know? So I understand. Why you’re mad, I mean.”

Silence, then. A long, long silence. So long, in fact, that she almost went to say something new, until he cut in with—

“I’m not mad, June-bug.”

That was good, right? And if so, then why did it sound kind of bad?

“I’m just…fucked up. Yeah. That’s what I am. Fucked up.”

Oh, right. That was why.

“Just…open the door, okay? Lemme talk to you.”

“I can’t right now, June. I’m just…I’m just not like you.”

That froze her, a little. What did he mean by that? That she was cold and unfeeling? It sounded like it but she pressed to know more, even so. It was better to know if the guy you were apparently in love with thought you were a stone cold bitch.

“And what am I like?”

The answer came back quick. Not even a pause to consider or form a lie or anything like it.

“Amazing.”

And it was so startling, too! She almost jumped at the sound of it, then simply didn’t know what to say on any level. They kept using that word. She didn’t think it meant what they thought it meant.

“That’s what Blake said,” she replied, and that didn’t really seem like the kind of thing an amazing person would mention. It sounded like something a dunderhead would say when they couldn’t think of anything else to bring up.

“He did? Wow. Well, we talked about it. Never thought he’d actually tell you to your face.”

“Why…why not?”

“Come on, June. You know what Blake’s like. Never using three words when he could use one.”

Yeah, she knew. Although sometimes that didn’t seem as true as when she’d first thought it. He could blurt things out with the best of them.

“Well, I’m not. Amazing, I mean. I don’t know why you guys think it, when I do shit like—”

“We think it—I think it—because you’re functioning, honey. You’ve come out of all of this functioning.”

For some reason, the words stopped her throat. He was clearly waiting for her to say something in response to that, but nothing made its way out. All this time, she’d thought of herself as this…mess. Unable to sleep, unable to talk, unable to even do something simple like kiss either of them…and that’s what they thought?

“Barely,” she said, finally, but he had a response for that, too.

“No, not barely. I was barely. I know what barely is. They committed me to a psych ward, for barely. And that was just ‘cause a mine took out three of my buddies. Not ‘cause zombies ate my family or some unendurable shit like that.”

She blurted it out before she could get a hold of it.

“I knew. I knew, you know.”

“Knew what?”

“That something had happened to you, before. That something made you this way.”

“What way?”

He sounded nervous, like he was just waiting for the awful verdict. But he didn’t need to be. No, God—he didn’t need to be. They were the two best things about him, really. They made him who he was, and she loved him for it.

“Reckless. Wired,” she said, because that summed him up. That was it—the thing she loved.

And he laughed, once it was out.

“Aw, well. Yeah. Yeah, I guess that’s how I am. Better than what I thought you’d go with.”

“And what did you think I’d go with?”

“Nuts.”

It made her laugh too, to hear it. It was almost a bummer to have to go back to something serious. But it had pulled at her long enough and now was the time to talk about it.

“Did you know, Jamie? That this was coming?” She paused, waiting for the world to end because she’d finally asked. But, of course, the world had already ended. What other bad thing could possibly happen? “I don’t mind if you did. I just…want to know everything now. Like—what you did in the army, and how all of this happened, and—”

“Is that what you were hoping? That I’d have answers?”

She closed her eyes. Yeah. Yeah, she supposed that was kind of what she’d been hoping. In amongst the resenting of him for possibly knowing that this was coming, she’d found some time for hope. Explanations would have been so welcome.

“Baby, you’re crazy. How could anyone have seen this insanity was about to hit? You’d go insane knowing it was coming down the pipe at you!”

But of course, of course. She’d known there’d never be any explanations. Though at the very least she got some relief from hearing the incredulity in his voice. From understanding, finally, that he hadn’t had some crazy inside information.

“Is that what you thought all this time, June? That I built this place ‘cause I knew the zombie apocalypse was coming?”

She winced, then. Braced herself for some anger or resentment from him, that she’d thought he was that kind of person.

So when he barked out a laugh, it actually did make her jump this time.

“How could anyone have known it’d be goddamned zombies? They’re not even fuckin’ zombies, really—people just went crazy, you know they did. Probably, like, some mutated rabies virus or some shit like that. And I bet it weren’t even a bomb or some kind of chemical warfare. I bet it was something fuckin’ ridiculous, like GM crops or a new kind of Aspirin.”

She appreciated the kick of mordant humor in his voice. It made the whole thing sound more true—inescapably true. That was what had happened. Just an accident. Just something no one had really expected to happen.

“You know, it’s funny. I built this place ‘cause I wanted a home. And yeah, maybe I thought I’d need it one day. Maybe I saw a little too much of how people treat each other, and reckoned one day we’d all blow ourselves to kingdom come. And boy, did we ever! Oh man, did we ever fuck ourselves up—just not in the way I’d ever imagined. Zombies! Ha!”

He had such a way of making everything all right, even when talking about the most depressing things. Did he know that? She wanted him to know that.

“Open the door, hon,” she said and he did.

Only she couldn’t quite bring herself to hug him the way she’d intended to, because…well. He…she…she couldn’t…

He seemed to have removed most of his clothes. Most of his clothes were off. He was standing at the sink, with a half a face of shaving cream and only a pair of trousers on his nearly totally naked body.

She almost did something very stupid. But it couldn’t be helped! The urge just came on her, like some remnant of polite social etiquette that didn’t really apply now—you walk in on someone in the bathroom, you step away and apologize. The words oh sorry even flashed up behind her eyes and she came within an inch of stepping to one side. To putting him out of view and giving him the privacy he obviously didn’t give a shit about.

Why would he give a shit, for God’s sake? He’d had a hand inside her panties. Being stripped to the waist seemed very tame by comparison.

But it was just so…there. That was the thing. Suddenly he was a man with a half-naked body, the way Blake had been on that first day. It was arresting and weird and not something she was used to seeing outside the context of bloated zombie carcasses.

Plus, it couldn’t be denied. He looked damn good. Damn good in a different way to Blake, but still. Oh so hot. Everything on him seemed lean and rangy and like he’d just been fighting in a pit with seven other men. That was the image that came to mind. Pit fighting. Or maybe surviving in a forest somewhere, with nothing but a pair of trousers and a pocket knife to keep him company.

Yeah. That was what he looked like. As though he actually really used every muscle he had for tough things she couldn’t understand. Plus he had scars—one long one down the lean curve of his back. Another down one ropey arm that ended in an ugly twist just past his elbow.

She almost felt ashamed for drooling when this was clearly the body of some horrific future war survivor. Her mind went to Michael Biehn prancing around half-naked in The Terminator and it just made her feel even worse.

Especially when he seemed to guess what her eyeballs couldn’t get enough of.

“You want me to put some clothes on?”

All she could think was—dear God no. He wasn’t even joking either or mocking her drooling. He sounded totally sincere.

“It’s…fine,” she said then felt her cheeks heat. Oh, how high her voice had sounded. “I’m just not…I’ve barely seen a naked man in, like, three years.”

“I’ll put some clothes on.”

“No! No. We did that…stuff. It’s cool. You should be naked often. I want you to be naked.” She swallowed, thickly. Largely around her own mortification. Had she just said you should be naked often? Like what? Like a continuous around the clock sort of thing? “Oh, boy. I’m saying a lot of words. A lot, a lot. Let’s just…breeze right by them.”

“You sure?” He’d raised one eyebrow but to his credit he turned back to the mirror once said eyebrow was up there. And he carried on shaving, too, as though he wanted to make sure she knew how casual this all was. No big deal. “‘Cause we can carry on talking about being naked if you’re in the mood for it.”

She wondered if it would be okay to answer yeah, I’m absolutely in the mood for it. One look at your incredible hard-body from some terrible future war and anyone would be in the mood for it. I’m only surprised Blake hasn’t tried to fuck you, when you look the way you do.

“You blushing, June-y? Maybe I should be warning you—I got a dirty mouth on me when the green light’s on.”

It almost made her grin in the middle of all of this messy talk, to know that she’d guessed. She’d gotten it bang on! He had a potty mouth and he wasn’t afraid to use it. He probably said all kinds of crazy things once the action started. He probably talked about things she’d never even heard of, and told people to do stuff they’d never even contemplated, and oh God if she just swooned on the bathroom floor would he take pity and hump her into the middle of next week?

She hoped so. Because dear Lord, was she ever getting close to swooning.

“Uh…I…” she started. The end words were going to be want to fool around with you, but they wouldn’t come. Of course they wouldn’t. Words only came when she least needed them, like if the peas needed passing or something like that.

For God’s sake—she could gesture for the peas if she required them. Oh, if only a person could gesture for sex. Was there a universal sign she didn’t know about? Did she have to rub her boobs in three circles then poke her finger through a closed fist?

That sounded right. Shame, really, that all she could do was watch him draw clean, gun-metal-underneath lines down his gorgeous face. At which she shook her head, because really. Really. Was watching him shave honestly turning her on?

Even worse—she suspected that him doing anything would turn her on. If he started flossing, she was a dead woman.

“Go on, baby—what do you wanna say? You need the bathroom?”

She hated him for being so casually sexual one second and so dense the next. It could have been that he was just being cautious and gentlemanly, but she didn’t think so. He just didn’t get how hungry she was.

“No.”

“Nothing more to say, then?”

She sagged a little then.

“No.”

“Well all right then. I guess it’s my turn. And I’m gonna go with—what did you go off on your own to get?”

Her face flamed back to red immediately, stupidly. Had he guessed? He was certainly sharp enough to have guessed. And it went so neatly with the naked conversation they’d had, too.

“Oh, I, erm…”

Great start, June!

“Blake guessed something embarrassing, am I right? Something you didn’t want to tell us two big hairy manly fellas about.”

Oh Lord. This wasn’t going anywhere good.

“But we got all kinds of things you might be embarrassed about in the storeroom. I mean—come on. You think I figured on someone needing twelve types of spectacles and didn’t imagine anyone might want some double D batteries, some day?”

She frowned, at first—not quite getting it. Shortly before she got it far too much for comfort.

“Oh no I don’t—”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah sure—girls don’t. And my Momma’s the Pope.”

She burst out laughing then. Covered her face.

“I didn’t mean that, Jesus Jamie! What the fuck would I want a sex toy for? Are you telling me you actually have sex toys in the storeroom? Hey look—I think I can live with just my hand and maybe…okay…here’s the thing.”

The word maybe made her plunge into the other stuff. He’d made it kind of easy—or maybe he’d just given her no choice—but either way the time was now. Just say it, she thought. Just say it—he didn’t seem to think it a big deal to talk about vibrators, for God’s sake.

“I went to get some…I just thought that we might be…that just in case, I should get some…you know.”

He was looking at her like she’d gone crazy. Of course he was. This was the thing that made her crazy. This! The zombie apocalypse—oh no, no, no. That was fine. Talking about sex stuff? Torture.

“I think you might be speaking another language. Were there any actual nouns in those half sentences?”

A noise burst out of her. It sounded very fucking frustrated.

“Condoms, okay? If we’re gonna fuck, we need some condoms. That’s the noun. That’s what we need. Condoms, condoms, condoms I do not know why that’s so hard to say.”

He didn’t look the way she’d expected him to, when she’d finished ranting. About condoms. He didn’t look appalled, that she’d gone after something so stupid. Or disgusted, that she was so horny.

He just looked amused. Which was kind of worse.

“Wow. I guessed wa-a-ay more embarrassing than a coupla packs of Trojans.”

She kind of hated him for that. At the very least she threw up her arms, and stomped off on him.

“Aw, June—I was just kidding with you. Come on! June-y—that ain’t embarrassing!” He followed her into the bedroom, but that just made her want to cover her eyes. He was even more naked in there than he had been in the bathroom. “I don’t even know why you couldn’t ask for that. And if you had, you coulda saved yourself a whole heap of trouble. We got all kinds of birth control type stuff here—what did you think? That we’re just dying to restart the human race with Blake’s son and my daughter? Hey—maybe we’ll get lucky and it’ll only have three heads.”

She rolled her eyes at him. Such a depressing concept seemed to require more, but really, who were they kidding? Even if she’d been able to, she’d never considered “restarting the human race” a viable option. Most of her understood that it was too late for anything like that—and despite the slashing grin on his face, she knew he knew it, too.

“It’s not…that. I can’t have kids anyway—I got one malfunctioning ovary and one that takes a lot of vacations. Or at least, that’s a variation on what I remember the doc saying to me, back when I was busy partying over the idea that I’d never have to worry about a pregnancy scare.”

It sounded pretty bitter coming out, she had to say. In spite of those earlier thoughts about the human race and restarting it and all of those things that weren’t really possible anyway.

But that was all right because Jamie always knew how to gloss over issues the proper way. He changed the subject with the ease of a magician and she didn’t have to think about any of that end-of-humanity stuff ever again.

“Okay, so, lemme get this straight. You can’t have weird mutant apocalypse kids anyway—like in that movie Threads. You seen that? Oh man, I don’t think I’d even want you to pop one out, just in case it had a tentacle coming out of its eyeball or—”

“Jamie. God-dammit. I’ve just eaten three pounds of powdered egg, Jesus!”

“Sorry, baby, but come on. That movie is fucked up, seriously.”

“Jamie—your point. Where is it?”

“Okay so yeah. You can’t have kids. You ain’t worried about getting knocked up. But you still went to get condoms…why? Because of the killer mutant STDs you think we’re gonna give you?”

“Yeah. I’m worried about herpes. During the rabid zombie apocalypse. Are you serious?”

“Well hey. You’re the one out looking for Trojans, honey.”

Why did he have such a knack for pulling her up short?

Maybe because she was a stupid, stupid person. Who hadn’t even considered the actual true purpose of a condom, and what it was needed for. Apparently her brain had just gone sex equals condom needed. Without putting a whole lot of thought into why that was actually the case.

“Oh. Oh.”

He slapped his thigh, in response.

“Ha! You almost went and got yourself killed over something you don’t even need! Real smart, June. Bravo.” He hooted up a storm but then seemed to stop mid-laugh. His face went flat, suddenly, and he swallowed audibly before he added a whole bunch of stuff she didn’t want to hear. “You been thinking suicidal thoughts, June-bug?”

Was it bad because he said suicidal? Because he paired it with that cute little nickname? Or because his bright sparking gaze went as hollow as Blake’s sometimes did when the thought occurred to him?

All three, maybe, she felt. All three.

“No, hon No, I’m not. I just didn’t think, that’s all. You don’t have to worry about that—ever since I came here I…”

I have something to live for, she finished, in her head. But it was okay because he didn’t seem to need her to say it out loud. Why would he need it when she could hear her heart pounding outside her body and he was looking at her like…like he wouldn’t ever be able to get enough. Not ever.

“Jamie?”

“Yeah?”

“How come you’re not over here doing stuff to me?”
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He shrugged with his eyebrows. She named it, officially, the sexiest gesture of all time. It was just so casual and so yeah, you’ve got a point. It was just so him.

“It’s kinda difficult when you just have to guess everything. You don’t talk. You don’t ask. So we just have to figure everything out, like whether or not you’re gay, or frightened we’re gonna attack you, or desperately in need of condoms that aren’t required.”

“You know—it’s not as though you guys talk a whole lot either. Would have made things easier if you’d both just sat me down and said—hey, how about we make some kind of Mormon enclave, here?”

It was better, with a touch of funny in it. Though he didn’t laugh, not at all. The intensity in his expression had ratcheted up another notch, even though she hadn’t known there was another notch to be had.

He looked crazy—but in a real lowdown good shivery kind of way. Plus he said stuff like—

“I don’t think Mormons all fuck each other in one big bed.”

Just to make the shivering worse. He knew it was making it worse, right?

“Good point. About Mormons.”

“Plus, it’s hard to say. When you’re the guy, it’s hard to say. Might come out like I’m some kinda sex maniac.”

She let her eyes close briefly.

“I think I may well be okay with that.”

Hey—it was the truth. Sex maniac sounded wonderful right around now.

“You sure about that?”

“I’d sign a contract to that effect if you had one. You just…you just tell me what you want.”

Oh, there were so many potential responses to that. She still didn’t know every part of him. He could well answer with all right, so I’m gonna bring in this zombie dog, and then you…

He could. He could.

“What I really want right now is just to see what a woman’s body looks like again. No—no wait. That’s wrong. I don’t want to just see any woman. I want to see you bare, June. Yeah. That’s what I want.”

She tried to go slow. Thought of words like peel and  seduce and be sexy. But it was a bust right from the start. Nothing in her wanted to or was able to go slow. She yanked at the jersey she was still unaccountably wearing, and did so in such an urgent manner that she got her elbow and half her head caught in the left hand side of the whole thing.

He had to help her. After an entire minute stuck inside her own jersey, she couldn’t stop herself from making little panicked noises. They were embarrassing, but what the hell. No one wanted to be trapped in clothes when a man had just said that to her.

“I can’t—I’m just—” she started, because her right side was trapped in the stupid fucking thing, too, and dear God, she couldn’t even imagine trying to get out of her bra. It was a sports one. The only kind the storeroom had had in her size. It felt like Alcatraz wrapped around her chest.

“Whoa, whoa—take it easy, baby. Take it easy. There’s no rush.”

She’d been wrong, calling him wired and reckless. He absolutely was nuts. No rush? Jesus Christ. She felt like the starter’s pistol had just gone off in a race that featured giant monsters, galloping after you to keep your pace up.

Which sucked because currently her hand was caught in the labyrinth that this jersey apparently was.

“Fuck! Why the fuck can’t I undress?” she managed to get out, but he just laughed. He was laughing. It was kind of okay that he was laughing. It made her want to laugh, too.

“I reckon you’ve forgotten how,” he said, and that was probably true. She couldn’t even recall the last time she’d been properly naked. She took showers fully dressed. She slept in body armor.

“I think this is what it feels like when your entire body hiccups,” she said, just as he finally managed to pull the jersey free.

At which point, she noticed that he was straddling her thighs.

When had that happened? Hell—when had she sprawled back on the bed? She couldn’t remember, but that was okay. Because with him over her like that, it made it very easy for him to lean down suddenly and put his mouth on hers.

The hiccupping stopped then. Mainly because it was hard to concentrate on anything but his lips and the way they moved so soft over hers, and oh was that his tongue? Yeah. Definitely some tongue.

It wasn’t like the kiss he’d given her before. That one had been all slow and sleepy and cautious, as though he’d been sensible of the idea that she could have jumped away at any moment. This one was forceful and it had a little frantic note to it—though she couldn’t say if that was down to her, or down to him.

She definitely had a hand in his hair before he’d gotten to anything like passionate. And she could feel herself wanting to grip a handful of it into her fist, or maybe make some panting, breathy noises into his mouth, or just, you know. Rub herself up against him. Would he be okay with that?

He seemed to be okay with her hands on his zipper. And when she couldn’t kiss him anymore because every nerve in her body had decided to cram itself between her legs, that was okay too. He took over just as she couldn’t manage to do anything but sprawl back on the bed, lust-choked and noodle-like.

And he was good at it, too. She barely noticed him turning her just a little—just so he could get at the fastenings on her bra. The whole thing came off without her having to consider it too much, then he unbuttoned her trousers, too, and all she could think was if I’d known it was going to be this easy, I would have done it wa-a-ay sooner.

Because it was, oh it was. Being naked really wasn’t that bad. The air felt good and cool against her skin after all this time of covering up, and she found herself marveling over little things, like goose bumps. Goose bumps that had nothing to do with something creepy or awful. All her little hairs were standing up because she could feel something cool and delicious breezing over her skin, and that was nice. It was a good, new, alive sensation.

Plus he was looking at her. And that was another good, new, alive sensation. She tried to recall the last time someone had seen her like this and failed miserably. Had she ever even had any kind of sex where someone took off all of her clothes first before staring down at her naked body?

She didn’t think so. But it was much better than people gave it credit for. His gaze darted over everything on her at first, as though he needed to take it in quick before it went away. But then he seemed to settle and that same gaze just…eased over every part of her.

It was weird, how unselfconscious the whole thing made her feel. She couldn’t even care when he maneuvered backwards off the bed, just so he could take in the whole length of her body—from the soft curve of her thighs to the swell of her breasts to those little hollows, just above her collarbone.

She had hollows, now, she noted. And her hipbones jutted out just a little. Funny, the things you noticed—she couldn’t remember her skin being this pale before. It almost glowed in the caramel light of the bedroom and she couldn’t tell if that was a good thing or not. Her breasts—yeah, sure, they were a good thing. They looked plump and firm and her nipples had hardened to little points, which she was sure men liked. But all the paleness?

Thankfully, his expression gave her an answer. Lids too heavy over his eyes, suddenly, eyes all dark with something she hadn’t seen before. Had he looked this way when they’d kissed? When he touched her? She felt sure she would have remembered if he had. He looked so greedy and when she managed to tear her eyes away from his face, she could see something making a heavy, jutting shape in his trousers.

It made her squirm. It made her want to rut against something. And it got worse when he said, quite suddenly—

“Turn over.”

He didn’t sound like himself but that was fine. She didn’t feel like herself. She felt like someone who wanted to turn over so that he could get a look at anything he wanted, oh anything at all. He wanted to look at her ass? Yeah, that was cool. He wanted to say horny things like Jesus, baby, I just want to rub my cock all over you? Yeah, that was cool, too.

In fact it was so cool that she briefly had a minor embolism. Or at the very least, something exploded, somewhere. And possibly it wasn’t in her head—it felt much more like it happened between her legs—but who cared, really?

It was good, whatever it was. She found herself making a little noise, and he seemed to appreciate it. He appreciated it by suddenly kneeling on the bed really close to her and running a hand all the way down from her shoulder to the curve of her ass.

It wasn’t his cock, but hey. She’d take whatever she could get.

“Was another person’s skin always as soft as this?” he asked, and this time it wasn’t a glaring stand-out word like cock that sent a bloom of pleasure through her sex. It was the tone of his voice, all wondering and slightly up and down. And it was the feel of his hand, not as rough as she’d expected but just as good as the one her mind had often conjured up.

He didn’t grab, that was the thing. If ever there’d been a time for grabbing, now was definitely it. But he bypassed grab and went straight for stroke, caress, fondle—oh yes, that was the right word. Fondle.

He hadn’t seemed like a fondle sort of man, but really, what did she know? Apparently he wanted to cup one cheek of her ass as though it was made of something slightly fragile but in desperate need of exploration.

And there was nothing wrong with that at all. In fact, when he squeezed just ever so lightly, she had to bury her face in the sheets. She had to make a long, air-going-out-of-her noise, just because it was so…oh it was so.

At last, at last, thank God at last she thought then almost laughed at herself for being so grateful over an ass squeeze.

“You okay, June? You just tell me if you want me to stop, got it?”

He really was nuts. Just totally insane. Stop? Dear God, what on earth made him think she would ever, ever want him to stop? Didn’t he know how much her flesh was used to nothing, or maybe used to bruises, or possibly other things so quick and brutal?

This was like being slowly pushed into heaven by comparison. She wanted to tell him to go faster, go faster, but feared that would spoil the delicious anticipation. Her body deserved some anticipation, some build up, after years of in your face and right now.

“No. No. Carry on,” she tried to say, but it came out weird. Probably due to the bed sheet she’d tried to cram into her mouth.

“You sure? You’re kinda shaking all over, June-bug.”

For some reason, his bringing that very real fact to her attention made it worse. Another kick of sensation went through her already molten sex, and she shivered harder. Made probably embarrassing noises. Made more of them when she considered how it must be for him. After all, she’d had someone touch her in the not too distant past. He’d had no one for great stretches of time—unless maybe he and Blake had…

God, God, she didn’t need to be thinking about that right now. Oh no, no, no. A hand on her was too much. The idea of him and Blake going at it would undoubtedly throw her over the edge into some squirming pit of total horniness.

“Hey, hey—take it easy. Take it easy,” he said and for a moment she thought he was going to do the very worst thing he could have done. He was going to pet her and tell her that it was okay, that they could go slow, no big deal.

But then, she’d kind of forgotten how totally awesome Jamie was. He was so awesome that when she made a noise like somebody dying, he just slid a hand all the way down and right between her legs.

Just like that.

Then he said things. Amazing things. She was absolutely going to stop praying to Jesus and start praying to Jamie.

“Oh honey,” he said. “You’re soaking wet.”

Which didn’t sound like any gospel she’d ever heard of. She was pretty sure that no religious texts started off with the words honey and wet. But oh, surely that’s what they’d all been missing, all of these years. War would have been eradicated long ago if only people had started out their morning prayers with lots of talk about how totally aroused they all were.

“Is this what you want, huh?” he said, and she marveled at his ability to make the smallest thing sound dirty.

Though she suspected that the dirtiness had something to do with him sliding two fingers all the way into her, slow and easy as you please. Yeah, it probably had something to do with that.

Plus, he said a whole bunch of other stuff, like God you’re tight and fuck, I’d forgotten how hot and wet it feels and the absolute best one—

“But I bet you don’t want it here, right? Not right now, at least. You want me to touch your clit, huh, baby? Yeah, I bet you do. You look like you’re dying for it, just the way I am.”

Oh God, was he dying for it? Of course she knew he was but even so. It sounded hot when he said it out loud. So hot that she could barely take it when he palmed her thighs all the way apart and slid those two maddening fingers down through her embarrassingly slick slit.

Most of her wanted to arch up toward that touch. Just the thought of how that would look—on her stomach, pushing back like a dog in heat—made arousal shimmy its way through her body. And yet when he got close…no. No.

It was like getting zapped with the sex innuendo cattle prod again. Only this time, the cattle prod was powered by enough electricity to light up New York City.

He laughed. Of course he did. She would have laughed if she’d seen someone shoot up off the bed the way she did, on feeling his fingertips graze the underside of her clit. She came close to banging into the headboard, for God’s sake. Her legs scrambled against the sheets, like someone trying to ride a bike without a bike anywhere in the vicinity.

Only there was nowhere to go. And he had a hand on her thigh before she’d gotten halfway to escaping. And when she tried to protest again or otherwise tell him that she couldn’t take it, he sunk firm fingers in and tugged her down the bed. Got those hands up around her hips, as though he was going to suddenly drag her back onto his cock.

She thought again of how it must look—even ruder now, she was sure. Her legs felt really spread apart and her ass was in the air and all that silky wetness was exposed to his gaze. Was he looking? She kind of felt as though he was, and it made everything tingle and buzz a little harder. Especially when he said things like—

“That a little too much, huh? Yeah, I get that. Right at this current moment in time, I can’t even stand feeling my zipper pressing into my dick. Lord knows what’s going to happen if you’re ever good enough to let me get into that pretty little pussy.” On the word pussy, he sank two fingers all the way back in again. Just like that. Firm and sure as could be, as though he knew anything less would make her want to bike up the bed again. “I think I might die in something as hot and wet as this.”

She was going to die if he kept on doing what he was doing. The trouble was, he didn’t just plunge in and out. He kind of turned his fingers, and curled them, and rocked them over mysterious, interesting places inside her. He spread them apart and opened her up, until she had to stuff something into her mouth again.

“Oh,” he said. “Look how nice you take that.”

Then not even the pillow was good enough as a sound stifle-r.

“Jamie, Jamie just…Jamie…” she tried to say, but really all it amounted to was a lot of his name. There wasn’t anything of substance in there, like a bit of real begging or pleading. Though fortunately, she found that she didn’t really need to do either of those things. A person didn’t need to beg when they’d already gotten to the place they needed to get to.

And she was definitely almost at that place. There he was, just casually sliding his fingers back and forth inside her slippery sex, and here she was, about to have an orgasm. She could actually feel it starting up in her trembling thighs and her tensing belly. It was making her force out weird choking noises. He was saying stuff but she couldn’t really hear him because holy shit, he was doing barely anything and she was going to have an orgasm.

Though she made it out loud and clear when he went with—

“Aw, honey—you sound real ready for it. You always get like this? All on edge like this, just about a second away from coming, before we’ve even started?”

How did he know? She didn’t even know and she was the one about to do it.

“You know, most women can’t come easy, this way. But it’s good to know you can, ‘cause baby I’m gonna work you so good on my cock, I swear to God.”

She tried to eat the pillow. Screaming into it just wasn’t good enough. She wished she could say that it sounded like he was bragging or all talk, but it didn’t, it just didn’t and oh Lord she was going to come so—

“And I think I’ll just stop you right there.”

She hadn’t realized she’d been holding herself up on her elbows until he said those things. Then she somehow ended up falling face first into the pillow. Though even with her ears stuffed full of featherdown, she could still make out Jamie chuckling to himself.

“Yeah—you were right on it there, weren’t you? I could tell.”

“Are you fucking—are you—you’re fucking kidding me, right—Jamie—”

She tried to turn in order to more effectively spit frustration at him but her limbs wouldn’t cooperate. Probably because they’d just been expecting a glorious, tension relieving orgasm and instead received  Jamie chuckling.

“Whoa, whoa—take it easy, baby. You think I’m gonna leave you high and dry? No—I just wanna make sure you get the full service. It’s no fun if you go off right away—though I gotta say, I fully appreciate how primed you are. I really do.”

She went to say something to him then. Something angry, like how dare you call me primed or I didn’t fully realize that you could be this sort of person and I wish it didn’t turn me on.

Only then he sort of cupped her thighs and quite suddenly put his mouth between her legs, so she couldn’t really hate herself for not being able to say anything at all. Not even ohhh fuck, that feels like the best thing ever.

Though that last—she really tried for it. Some mushy syllables issued forth. But it was pointless, really, with his tongue working its way through her folds and his hands pressing just a little too tight into the meat of her thighs, then oh. Oh.

It felt different from his fingers. When he lapped roughly over her clit, it felt different. Still nerve-jangly and a little too much, but less…direct. She could take it. Or at least, she could take it without trying to fling herself through the headboard.

Plus it was such a new and curious thing, to have someone going down on her like this. Of course, she’d had men between her legs while she laid flat on her back, and she’d straddled faces in any variations there could possibly be.

But she’d never had a guy get her up on all fours, then just…go at it.

And he did. Oh, he really did. She’d known he wasn’t one for dainty, but this was…this was…greedy. She wanted to tell him off for wolfing down his food. He got his face right in it and found her clit with almost no issues at all, even though he was doing it back to front and kind of weird.

Not that kind of weird was a problem. In fact, it was so good it almost felt like pain, sort of ache-y and like it wanted to burn with overuse. He flicked his tongue back and forth against the underside of her clit, over and over and too much, then just when she was sure she couldn’t take it anymore, he backed off a little. Found the wet and wanting hollow of her cunt, and thrust in with the hard point of his tongue.

Somewhere in the middle, she started to make noises. And not just pillow noises either. Real, uncaring, breathless moans. Moans that probably sounded gross and guttural, but really, who the fuck cared? Someone was eating some part of her, and her brain hadn’t conjured up a single frightening zombie flashback.

It was some kind of miracle. He was some kind of miracle. She would have thanked him if her voice hadn’t been stopped by all the moaning that wanted to come out of her. Plus, she was pretty sure he was getting the thankful message, anyway. In between kisses and licks and smushing his face into her pussy, he said things like—oh you like it like that, huh? and that’s it, baby, give it up, give it up.

Which she felt translated into total awareness of how much she was enjoying herself.

And if there was even a chance that it wasn’t clear, she tried to make it so by reaching back to squeeze his hand. Just really, really tightly until he had to know how good he was at this, and how close she was to coming, and how he just made everything all right, he did, he did.

She held on tight and called out his name and God, here it was again. That twisting, cresting sensation that made her thighs tremble—only this time they fucking spasmed. They went crazy, and her body went crazy and though it occurred to her for the first time right then that Blake was just downstairs, and if he hadn’t heard things before he sure was going to hear them now, she couldn’t stop herself shouting.

Not even when Jamie suddenly backed away. In fact, his doing so only made her shout louder. Seriously, seriously, did he really think she was going to take him teasing her, again? No fucking way. No, Jesus, she had to get it this time. Her whole body throbbed with delayed pleasure. She felt so close to orgasm, one wrong move would have put her over. She wasn’t even sure she could turn without triggering it, and do what she had planned—order him to finish the job or never get that epic blowjob she was already mapping out in her head.

But then Blake spoke, and she found she could manage turning without having an orgasm quite effectively. Though that feeling of being unselfconscious in her nakedness? Yeah. That kind of fell by the wayside.
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Part of her expected him to look mad. Or maybe disappointed. How did people usually look when they realized they’d accidentally fallen into a threesome? Kind of turned on? He looked kind of turned on.

Then he said, “You’re not going to stop just as it’s getting good, are you?” which kind of sealed the deal. That’s what they were going with. Turned on. Maybe. Usually she would have gone with shame of some type but it was really hard to when most of her higher thought processes had fled to that aching space between her legs.

She wondered, instead, if he could see it—just how aroused she was. Though most of her knew how hard it must have been to miss. She could feel her own wetness on her thighs, for God’s sake. Her nipples felt tiny and tight, and they looked tiny and tight. A giant flush seemed to have spread from her throat all the way down to her stomach.

And Jamie looked no better. He was casual about it—of course he was—but he couldn’t make his arousal seem laidback. There were muscles in his jaw, ticking and ticking. Even when he tried to sprawl back on the bed and make some sort of greeting gesture at Blake, he looked like something crouching, ready to pounce.

She would have pegged him as the horniest man in the room if Blake hadn’t seemed in just as bad a state. There was some carelessness in his question, some this is all cool with me relaxedness, but she could make out the tension in his stance and the hot, ever so slightly unsure gleam in his eyes.

If she told him to go, she knew he would. He was waiting for it, she was certain. She had to let him know, even if it was only with the two clumsiest words in the English language.

“It’s okay.”

The room seemed to breathe a sigh of relief. Some of that humming, bizarre sort of tension remained but it felt better. Lighter. And when he closed the door and put his back to it, a sharp spike of arousal went through her—instead of anything fearful or awkward.

And when Jamie said, “You wanna come on over here and finish her off for me?” that spike drilled in harder, much harder. It took out things as it went—things like bad memories and strung out survival and death, lots of death.

“That what you want, June?” Blake asked, though he was walking toward the bed as he said it. She could see him toying with the hem of his jersey, as though he wanted to get a head start on taking it off right before she gave the okay.

“Yeah,” she said, while Jamie ran a hand up over her thigh. Not even on the outside part, either. On the inside, where everything was wet and crazily sensitive.

“Come on, and make her feel good,” Jamie said. She tried to make out his expression as he did so but it was impossible. He just looked feral and horny as fuck, and it made her wonder if both things overrode any concerns he had.

Or if he just didn’t have them at all. Maybe he was simply a generous person. Maybe they both were. Maybe they liked to share—hell, could be they didn’t even think about it like that at all. It was just a joint effort—like building a well or working on a class project. While Jamie kissed her belly and let his hands wander almost to the pouting lips of her sex, Blake gave her a little strip show.

It was the best class project she’d ever been witness to. Blake didn’t even stop at halfway either. He went the whole nine yards and removed his trousers and the things underneath his trousers, too.

And boy, was he ever naked beneath those layers. He looked so naked that she couldn’t stop staring for a whole, long minute, at all the bumps on his body and the coarse scratch of hair that went down, down, to the completely nude place between his legs.

Where there were other things, besides.

He was hard—of course, he was. He’d have to have been a eunuch to not be, and even then it would have been a close call. But it was just the look of the thing, all thick and swollen and…well…masculine. Very, very masculine.

It had heft. When he moved onto the bed, it bobbed low as though its immense weight was dragging it down. And though she knew that such an idea was just her fevered imagination working overtime, she couldn’t quite pull her eyes away from it either.

He was so hairy down there. And his cock, by comparison, seemed so smooth and pale and kind of knotted with veins. Plus it was slick at the tip, which made her mouth water before she’d even had a chance to consider how weird that probably was. Needing to suck cock that badly—that was weird, right?

She tried to remember what they tasted like. Sort of salty…and maybe a little—

“Hey June? My face is up here.”

Yeah, Blake was definitely getting his sarcasm gene back. He was grinning when she worked up the courage to meet his gaze and Jamie—well. He just cracked out laughing right off, even in the middle of all the kissing of her throat he was doing.

“You gonna stare at me like that, hon?” he asked, while she tried to force her face back to a normal color. “Guess I better take the rest off, then, huh?”

Half of her thought no. No, I can’t take anymore! The other half lit up like the Fourth of July. They were all going to be naked, and she’d have two sets of man parts to look at, and that sounded good until Jamie actually started stripping the rest of his clothes off, after which it was just…overwhelming.

She found herself not actually wanting to look at him. Blake had started stroking above her knee and said knees were really far apart, and he was still kind of grinning from his little crack but some of it had fallen away. He was gazing at her now. Between her legs, at that soft, wet place.

But even so, the idea of Jamie being naked was worse. If he was naked, then she’d have to take him all in and probably embarrass herself over his body, too, and the thought was making her all prickly and sweaty. She wanted to shift away from them both on the bed but if she did would they take that as a bad sign? Would they stop?

She couldn’t bear it if they stopped. Not even when Jamie tossed his pants away and sort of slid back down to lie next to her, and she got a glimpse of everything he had to offer.

He was bigger than Blake. Much bigger. Scarily bigger. She’d kind of suspected it because of that heavy feel of him rubbing against her thigh, but it was a little thrilling shock, none-the-less. Like learning a dirty secret about somebody that you weren’t sure you wanted to know.

All this time with the Hawaiian shirts and the dancing and his silliness, and he was going around with that between his legs. Really, it was no wonder he’d kept his pants on for this long. If she’d turned over in bed and encountered that thing in his boxer shorts, she wasn’t sure what she would have done.

Had dreams about giant mutant cocks chasing her, probably.

“You know, you can change your mind,” Blake said, and she wondered if he’d just overheard all of those mutant cock thoughts. If he knew what she was considering—how immense Jamie’s fingers had felt. Never mind anything else.

It had been a long time. A long, long time.

But then Jamie said, “I bet she’s just thrilled that you’re keeping her waiting there, buddy.” And her mind went to the other issue with long, long times—how much it made things agonizing when two hot guys spent forever withholding.

“Yeah—isn’t this supposed to be like good cop, bad cop? He’s the tease, you’re the opposite? He holds back, you give it to me?”

She felt Jamie’s teeth against her shoulder, briefly, when he opened his mouth to crack out a laugh. It wasn’t scary, however. Nothing was scary.

“Oh, I’m just crazy about you, June-bug.”

Apart from maybe that.

Was it weird to kiss Blake after Jamie had said something like that? It didn’t seem as weird as it had in the storeroom but that didn’t take the feeling away completely. For a start, she could still sense Jamie at her shoulder.

More than sense, in fact. His teeth dug in again—light and non-threatening but obvious just the same. And when she closed her eyes, she felt his hand slide over all the places Blake hadn’t covered with his frankly overwhelming body.

It was a lot of places. Blake didn’t exactly cover, after all. It was much more like hovering, with one of his arms poled to the left of her. And it gave Jamie lots of room to stroke over things and brush other things that made her jolt and need to open her eyes again.

Part of her had almost forgotten how on edge she was. But him touching her nipples—yeah, that brought her right back. They were so sensitive it almost felt like a kind of soreness, and it made her grateful that Blake hadn’t pressed his whole body against hers.

It would only have precipitated an overload. He had his tongue in her mouth and Jamie had a hand on her boob and that was precipitating an overload. Her body wanted to rut up against him and her hands wanted to do something other than float somewhere around his waist, but she found both actions next to impossible.

He tasted like vanilla and she couldn’t think why. But then she remembered the pudding Jamie had tried to make—the one that sort of resembled ice-cream but was really more of a mousse. He’d done it for her, because she’d asked if they had any. She’d told him she had dreams about it.

She wondered why she’d never told them she had dreams about this, too.

“That all you’re gonna do? Kiss her? Gotta tell you, bud. Girls don’t get off that way.”

Probably because the dreams already matched up with reality so perfectly, she wasn’t even sure if she was actually awake. She’d fallen asleep by the fireside, back to back with Kelsey. Something had made a noise—something horrible. And now she was going to wake up for real.

“Okay, okay,” Blake said, as he pulled away. “Just gimme a second. I think I’ve forgotten what you’re supposed to do.”

She wasn’t so sure about that. And especially not when his erection rubbed briefly against someplace sensitive that she couldn’t quite identify, like that neat groove between her thigh and her pussy. Hard to tell, really, when someone else was pulling and tugging at her nipple.

She tried to say to him—don’t, don’t. Touch something less sensitized. But really, it felt too good to do anything like that. It was revving her all the way up in the same way everything else he’d done had. Soon, she’d be willing to do just about anything.

Did they want to maybe fuck her at the same time? Yeah, that was cool. No problems.

“Here’s a clue,” Jamie said, and he was half-laughing in just the same way Blake was. Like they did when they teased each other about basketball skills and the like—only now, here, it seemed about five hundred percent more like foreplay. “You have to be a whole lot lower down the bed than you are now.”

Then he put his hands on Blake’s shoulders and pushed at them, until Blake rolled his eyes and told him, “Yeah yeah yeah—okay. I got it, maestro.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah—it’s like this, right?” Blake said, just as his mouth found the upsweep of her left breast. Then the place just beneath it. Then the swell of her stomach, and the dip of her navel.

His stubble grated against each place, overriding the hot wet sense of his mouth. It was like a match, striking against her skin. It was like something too good and too hot and when she squirmed and tried to get away, Jamie did something even hotter than all of the kissing and touching.

He pulled her against him until her head rested back on his shoulder and his arm went beneath her neck, like the kind of thing you did after sex with the guy you’d just fucked. Only she hadn’t just fucked him. She was about to fuck some other guy, instead.

So why didn’t it feel like some sort of jerky possessive thing when he did it? When he pulled her onto him and held her close and let his hand trail through her hair, as though he wanted more than anything to soothe her.

The answer’s right there, she thought. Right there in the word soothe.

But then Blake’s mouth was between her legs, and she couldn’t think about words and what they meant. She couldn’t even really think about how hard Jamie’s body felt beneath hers and how good it felt to have someone do something as simple as card a hand through her hair.

Everything wanted to concentrate on Blake’s mouth instead, and how boiling hot it felt even though she was sure her sex had reached some kind of critical heat mass a long time ago. And, of course, there was the fact that he didn’t do it like Jamie. Which should have only been exciting because of the different sensations it provoked, or how it felt when someone lapped instead of licked and so on and so forth.

But it was exciting because it ground into her that this was a different man going down on her. She’d barely slept with one dude on his own prior to the apocalypse. Here she was, getting it from two guys and oh, they were so different.

Blake was less greedy. More deliberate—like he wanted to think about it a little before he went for it. He didn’t rub his tongue all rough against her clit and refuse to let up when she went nuts. He made searing circles around that swollen bud in a way that reminded her of how Jamie had started out.

With teasing, with all of that agonizing teasing.

Though with Blake, it wasn’t intentional—or at least, she didn’t think so. He was just more careful, more restrained, and he didn’t up his game until she could feel herself buckling. Until she had to dig her heels into the mattress and her body made a bunch of little jerking spasms and it felt good, oh so good to get a handful of the bed sheets.

This time, pleasure didn’t pulse through her. It charged. It careened around inside her and crashed against things. She became vaguely aware that she was making some real big, weird sounds but couldn’t do anything about them. Jamie had a hand all tight and almost pulling in her hair, now, and he was telling Blake things, dirty things like why are you holding back? Eat that sweet pussy. Go on, go on. Make her come on your face. She just couldn’t do anything about the sounds.

They got louder, too, when he dug his fingers into her thigh, quite suddenly. When she just had to open her eyes and all she could see was his tongue working in the folds of her sex and Jamie’s body stretched out beside her, all long and lean and, God almighty, he had a big cock.

Jesus, when was he going to fuck her with that big cock? Right now? Right fucking now? Because her pussy felt so ready and slick and just waiting for something to fill it up that it was almost a physical pain. An empty ache, desperately pulsing at her core.

“You gonna come, baby?” he said, but she could hardly tell enough to answer him. Every sensation in her body felt jumbled up and tied down, and she just wasn’t sure if anything like an orgasm could break through.

It had been so easy before, when he’d rubbed between her legs, but this wasn’t easy. It was too big and too much and when Blake slid two fingers into her, sudden and rough and like he’d lost just a bit of his control, she found herself arching up off the bed. Biting into her lip until it went bloody.

Pleasure welled up inside her, threatening all kinds of things as it went. It was going to kill her when it finally came, and all the little fake outs and the stuttering bursts of sensation only made that idea more real. She couldn’t take it. She had to tell them to stop before she got lost in bliss and never found her way back out again.

And finally it did come and oh, it was sweet. It burst through her, hot and steady—a good, relief-filled wash of pleasure all the way up from her jumping clit to the roots of her hair. She put her heel hard against something that was not the bed—more than probably Blake’s thigh, instead—and tried to bury herself in Jamie’s body and likely said something really embarrassing and obvious like you’re making me come, you’re making me come.

Though it wasn’t embarrassing once the whole thing was done. She had to get both of them away from her and hide halfway up the bed, but that wasn’t embarrassment.

It was just everything, it was just nothing, oh God, how on earth was she going to take any more of this? Didn’t they know she didn’t deserve it? She didn’t deserve something like this, with everyone dead and everything awful and even worse, oh even worse.

She kind of suspected that she did. She really did. This was her prize for winning the race. For staying alive—and man, was she ever alive.

Thank God, thank God—she was alive.
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She could hear them whispering but that wasn’t the problem. The problem was—

“You wake her up.”

“I ain’t waking her! You do it. She’ll like it, coming from you and your handsome hair.”

“Will you shut up about my hair? I’m getting a complex, man. What if she only likes me for it, huh? What then?”

“At least you have hair.”

“What are you talking about? You’ve got loads of hair. Your hair is fantastic, and you don’t even do anything to it. You just get out of the shower and ffft. It’s like that. Seriously—I wish I had your hair.”

“Really? I was thinking of parting it the other way, you know? Like this?”

“Oh yeah? No, no—that’s good. Not that I think she’s particularly interested in your hair, though.”

“What else do you think she might be interested in?”

“I’m not going to say it out loud, Jamie.”

“No, come on. Now we’re talking about it.”

“We’re not talking about it.”

“I mean, is it my ass? I knew you’d been checking me out!”

“This is not a discussion I want to have while in bed with another naked man.”

“It’s kind of weird when you’re in a threesome and one of you falls asleep.”

“Exactly.”

“Then it’s just two guys talking about their asses.”

“Hey—you brought up asses. I wanted to talk about—”

“I’m awake! I’m awake!” she yelled out. She had to. Any moment he was going to bring up something they were going to be even more mortified about later on, and that would be the second thing she couldn’t have on her conscience. The first being—holy mother of God, I fell asleep in the middle of a threesome.

She felt pretty sure that there was nothing ruder than that. It had to be the very height of bad manners. They’d given her the Lord and Master of all orgasms and she’d passed out like a drunk at her ex-boyfriend’s wedding.

“Let me just say in defense of my falling asleep—I think you broke me. And also—fighting zombies is really tiring. Seriously. I think I pulled a muscle under my armpit.”

“Yeah, yeah, did I tell you? It’s ‘cause you attack them with this thing—” Jamie made a little gun shape with his fingers. He even held the wrist of the gun hand, to make the image totally clear. “—and not, you know, a bottle of car wash.”

Lucky, really, that he was on his belly. That way the whole thing looked extra cute. Though in truth, most of the things he did looked extra cute—even with his ffft hair and his bits that Blake wouldn’t talk about.

“I couldn’t get it out of the holster, okay? I’m used to having it stuffed in my panties.”

He was chewing on something. She wondered what, until Blake rustled the packet of Twizzlers on the bed beside him. Both naked, both obviously still horny as fuck, and they’d found time to go downstairs and get a packet of probably out of date Twizzlers.

“Yeah, well you’ve got us to stuff in your panties now. Next time, practice your quick draw, McGraw.”

Blake said, “Twizzler?”

He looked much more relaxed than usual, but she couldn’t say why. She didn’t feel relaxed, and she’d already had one go around. One amazing go around. Her bones felt like limp noodles, never mind her muscles.

“Not to be impolite, but don’t either of you want to get off? I thought that was the whole point of this—we all do insanely pleasurable things to each other until we forget it’s the end of the world.”

Jamie cocked an eyebrow at Blake.

“Gotta admit—that does sound awesome.”

“It totally does,” Blake said, only he sounded so desperate and suddenly lust-choked that she had to wonder if the Twizzlers and the casual sprawling and the yarring about hairdos had all been some kind of optical illusion.

“Okay, so—you go first.”

That was Jamie. Of course it was. Always in there with something frank, filthy and slightly off kilter. Hell, it wasn’t just off  kilter. It was in a different time zone to kilter.

And Blake seemed to know it.

“First? This isn’t bowling.”

He looked appalled. But no less horny for it.

“I don’t think there are many other ways he could have put it,” she said, and that seemed to relax him again.

“Okay, it’s just…you know. Trying to figure out the etiquette for this.”

Jamie snorted and somewhere in the middle of rolling his eyes said, “I’ll get some napkins and a monocle. You kidding me?”

At which point, Blake lost that hint of uptightness that had crawled back over him. He went back to being unable to stop grinning, and that easy way they’d had between them when she’d overhead their conversation.

It made it simple for her to bring up something that was currently bobbing around in her mind.

“You know it’s weird. I always thought you’d be the one who’d have done something like this before.”

She didn’t say it to anyone in particular, but it was clear they both knew who she was talking about. Blake looked up at her, suddenly—not prickly as she had expected, but open and full of something she couldn’t place.

Like maybe he wanted to share things and she just hadn’t asked.

“I haven’t.” He paused, seemed to consider. “All right—with two girls, yeah. Not, you know—your turn.”

She liked the way he said your turn. Eyes going big, too much emphasis on it. He was funny, when he wanted to be.

“Whoa whoa—hang on a second. What’s that supposed to mean?  You’d be the one. You think I’m not sophisticated and cosmopolitan enough to get involved in a ménage? Because you’d be right but that’s not the fucking point. I’m offended.”

Jamie absolutely was not offended. But he did the best fake hurt she’d ever seen. It deserved a little fake soothing.

“Don’t be offended. You’re very cosmopolitan and ménage-y. Why—I just look at you and want to have group sex immediately.”

His eyes went soft then, and she wondered. Yeah, she wondered all right. Had there really been some offence behind those words that she just wasn’t seeing? Just a little touch of it, maybe?

“You’re a tease, June-y,” he said, and he sounded so…rueful. So something. It made her want to really soothe, the way he had with his hand in her hair.

“I would be, I guess, if I wasn’t deadly serious. You make me think about all kinds of sex things, whenever I look at you. Both of you do, in fact. I mean—you do both know that you’re really hot, right?”

The expression on Jamie’s face said no. No—in fact he’d never considered that little factoid. Probably not even when in bed with an actual woman who was telling him to his face that he could make her panties drop from twenty paces.

“Call me hot again. I might come if you say it just right,” Blake said, even though his expression told her he had been aware of that little factoid and more factoids beside it. Or at least, other people had made him aware of it before all of this mess happened and his ego got crushed beneath the weight of a billion zombies.

Jamie, on the other hand…

“I think I’m already coming,” he said, which gave her no end of gleeful pleasure. Oh they were both just so…just so…gah, she didn’t even have words for what they were.

“I really hope not because I need to have sex with you immediately. Like now, before I feel too awkward or sleepy or weird about the whole thing again.”

His eyes lit up like a pinball machine but he still insisted.

“Believe me, I’m getting to it. But Blake first, okay?”

As though there was some kind of actual bowling etiquette involved in all of this, that she just wasn’t privy to. Last time, Jamie had got to put his fingers in the good ball. This time, Blake got to do it.

Something like that—though obviously less about balls.

“Don’t think I’ve ever been this nervous about sex before. Weird, huh?” Blake asked, but she couldn’t say what she wanted to. She couldn’t say no, it’s totally not. Because it was—and especially when he got close real suddenly and put a hand on something as intimate as her right breast.

Though oddly, his doing so didn’t feel mechanical. Or at least, not as mechanical as it kind of looked. And it wasn’t by the numbers when he actually asked if he could kiss her first either.

It just seemed…courtly. Sweet.

“I’d be disappointed if you didn’t,” she said, then his mouth was on hers all soft and tentative.

Though it quickly progressed to firm and insistent. She felt his tongue slide over hers, quick and darting instead of the hot, wet stroke that Jamie’s was, and she shivered all over to think he’d dared. That barrier was coming down again and whatever person he’d been before—the one who could happily have a threesome with two babes and maybe not blink an eye—came forward a little more.

That person had charm and confidence and he was good at it. He was good at kissing, and he had a nice way of moving on from her mouth to all kinds of sweet spots along her jaw and down over her throat, and she liked him just as much as the blown-out Blake he’d been before—if not more so.

This Blake grinned and ate Twizzlers and didn’t try to hide how aroused he was. Instead, he rubbed the evidence of such against her thigh and let her feel how hard she’d made him, how slippery at the tip.

Then he progressed, quite suddenly, to sliding that same evidence through the folds of her sex.

He just moved a little to the left, found his way between her legs, and there it was. A hot, thick bar, pressing over her clit and rubbing slickly through her slit and Lord, it felt like heaven. The swollen head of his prick caught her in exactly the right place—just on the already blooming underside of her bud, and she simply had to let out a little startled sound.

Though she absolutely knew that when Jamie said oh man, does that feel good? He wasn’t talking to her. In all likelihood, he knew that it felt good for her. She had, after all, just gasped like a frightened old maid. Hell—he probably knew that it definitely felt good for Blake, too, because Blake had kind of stuck his tongue up into the corner of his mouth and his eyes had fluttered closed and when she turned her head a little to the side, she could see him grasping and grasping at the sheets.

No, what Jamie wanted was clear. He wanted Blake to  describe the goodness.

And even weirder, Blake obliged.

“Amazing. Like liquid silk.”

He stared down at her as he said it, but she could feel the connection buzzing between him and Jamie, too.

“I bet she’s soooo wet. She was wet back before I even had a mouth on her—weren’t you, baby?”

She tried nodding. Nodding was easier than speaking.

“I can feel her clit, too. All…hard and…swollen.”

“Oh, Lord. Keep talking,” Jamie said, as he sprawled onto his back beside her. He had a hand on himself, too—just kind of lazily stroking—and that was maybe the hottest thing about the whole scenario.

It was so close to her dreams, that was the thing. Her dreams about them fucking her and fucking her while holding onto that little comfortable back and forth they both had. She’d known they would. They were just so easy with each other—how could they not talk about sex in the same way?

“And I can feel her sort of…tilting her hips up every time I slide down, like she just wants me to fill her up. Is that what you want, June? You want me to fill you up?”

The answer was yes, yes. Funny how it came out—

“I want to suck him off while you fuck me.”

But she understood why it had to happen. Blake was sliding and sliding over her clit and Jamie had really started jerking at his cock and both things were so delicious to watch and feel that nothing else would do. The two things combined just pushed her mouth to new dirty heights, before she’d given it permission or even really had a chance to think about it.

Though she could tell Jamie had thought about it. Mainly because he didn’t hesitate before saying, “Turn around then, honey.”

She fumbled toward the suggestion, blindly, skidding on the sheets and bemoaning the loss of Blake’s cock pressed so good against her clit. But feeling him grab her hips, suddenly rough, then getting Jamie’s hand in her hair and his mouth on hers—yeah. That more than made up for it.

She remembered, quickly, how good and dirty his kisses were. He made breathless sounds into her mouth. He made tingles rush down her body with his rudely thrusting tongue. And just when she was half-drunk with lust and ready to somehow have sex with him through the medium of their mouths together, he pushed his way up the bed and gave her something else to occupy her tongue and teeth and lips with.

It would have made her supremely nervous or at the very least shaky if Blake hadn’t chosen that exact moment to sink his cock all the way into her—all the way to the root. Then all she could do was widen her eyes and land face first in Jamie’s stomach, because Jesus Christ, it was a lot to take.

She didn’t even need the fuck, she’s so tight, from Blake. She could tell she was tight, because he felt immense and solid and like he was going to split her in two. He’d gone in easy enough because she was as wet as a river and halfway to being relaxed, but it didn’t make the feel of him any less intrusive.

Though she wasn’t sure if intrusive was exactly the right word. Did intrusive also mean awesome? Because it was definitely that. She didn’t even have to flutter her muscles around the hard length of him, or rock back against his body, or do any of the things she had a violent urge to do. Just the sense of being filled up and held—that was enough.

Or at least, it was until Blake said, “I can’t move. I’m gonna go off. I’m gonna go off.”

And Jamie said, “I need you, baby. I need your mouth on me.”

After which, nothing was enough. She didn’t care if Blake came immediately and copiously then failed to ever get it up again. She needed to grind hard against that thick shaft, and sate that maddening buzz that was fizzing its way through her body.

And it was easy, really, once she got going. Blake kind of tried to stop her but it was nothing more than a token protest. She could feel his thighs trembling against the backs of hers, and whenever she slid back down over that thing, that great thing that was making hot wet shakes of pleasure surge up through her, he moaned out, “Ohhhh God.”

He kept doing it, too—until ohhhh God became oh God oh God oh God. Then turned into fuck me, fuck me. She wasn’t sure there were sweeter words in all the world, and there was barely a sweeter feeling. It was simple and much better than she ever remembered it being before.

The difficulty came when she tried to get to grips with the other half of the equation. The thing she really, really wanted to do, but found next to impossible because he had a handful of her hair.

And not in the good, hot, filthy way. He didn’t urge her down on his cock, or show how turned on he was and how good it felt by squeezing that handful. Instead he used it to keep her almost totally away from the mouthwatering sight that was his erection.

She wasn’t sure what to think. She’d never wanted to go down on someone so badly, and been thwarted so successfully. He even made the hand in her hair look like nice petting, while he forced her to look up at him as he said a series of totally fantastic and utterly disgusting things.

“Go on then baby,” he said. “Fuck his big cock. That feel good, huh? It feel good when you work yourself on that thing? Is it gonna make you come? Is it making you even wetter, even more slippery? Getting nice and easy to just…take him?”

She wondered if he understood that it wasn’t really Blake’s cock pounding right over that sweet spot inside her that was doing it for her. Well—it was. But not as much as the half-tortured expression on Jamie’s face and his words, Lord, his words.

Even Blake had to tell him to stop talking. He had his hands in the curve of her hips and they felt slick with sweat and almost clammy, and she could tell he couldn’t help shoving against her now. He was getting close—really close, and the thought made her almost fall to begging Jamie.

“Just let me,” she started out, but he was good enough to not make her finish. Instead he loosened his grip and she found she could get up kind of shakily on all fours—one hand on one side of his body, the other on the other.

Then it was simply a matter of ducking her head and licking a long, wet stripe the length of his dick, until he told her he couldn’t take it and sensation bloomed low down in her belly, thick and strong.

He tasted like she imagined he would—soap and salt. And he felt the way she’d thought, too, almost unyielding and too big to take. Everything all satin-soft and made even more so because he wasn’t cut, the way Blake was. It brought her up short, too, this weird new thing—the way the skin clung so tight to the glistening red tip, and when she put her mouth over it, she could feel it sliding as she slid.

She had to admit—it was a strange sort of fetish-y thrill. But then she felt silly for getting all worked up over an uncut cock in the middle of a threesome. The taste of him—so sharp and sweet at the tip—and the feel of him—practically glossy and overly slick with pre-cum—was enough to get her close.

Then Blake’s cock shoving into her, too…Jesus. She couldn’t take it. He was getting erratic and shaky, and the noises he’d started making were sending fresh bursts of pleasure direct to her clit and the tips of her tits, and when she sucked hard and frantic on Jamie’s dick, a fresh burst of that slippery liquid flooded her mouth.

He was going to come. She could tell it without him ordering her to stop, because he couldn’t hold it off. She was going to make him come because she couldn’t stop sucking and licking and trying to take so much of him that it made her gag, and she was going to make Blake come with the slick clench of her cunt, and just those two ideas…just the knowledge that Jamie’s voice had gone all grating and Blake couldn’t stop moaning because of her…it was enough to get her there.

“Oh man, she’s coming,” Blake said, just in case she needed further clarification. His voice was just as hoarse as Jamie’s and he was making words and oh that was fantastic, but she was pretty sure nothing was quite as sweet as Jamie’s face when he suddenly pulled her away from his cock.

“Tell me, baby,” he said, and he looked…half-mad with lust. Maybe not even half. Getting so close to orgasm had broken Blake out, but she could tell it had bottled Jamie up—he could hardly get a word out and when he did, all four syllables relied on a kind of understanding between them.

But it was okay because it was there. She got it.

“Ohhhh yeah, I’m coming, I’m coming—God, don’t stop. Don’t let him stop, it feels so good, fuck.”

There wasn’t even a lie in it, either. She could feel that swell of pleasure breaking against everything inside her, could feel her pussy clamping down hard around his still working cock until he broke, too. He swelled inside her until she wasn’t sure she could take it, then there was nothing but the sinfully hot feel of his cum flooding her, his fingers digging tight into her hips, his hoarse shouts of utter relief and brilliant, bright sensation.

And all the while Jamie held her gaze and let his fist tighten in her hair, and just when she thought it couldn’t get any more intense or crazy he mouthed three silent words—I love you.





   

 

 


 Chapter Eleven



  

 

Jamie thought she was asleep again, she could tell. She could tell by the way he waited until Blake definitely was asleep—just totally passed out the way she had, heavy and slowly breathing at her right side—then tugged at the sheets until he could pull them over her lower body.

It was cute that he pulled them over Blake, too. She loved him back, fiercely, for being that way.

Though she couldn’t decide how she felt about the other thing he was doing, which amounted to not being particularly bothered that he hadn’t come. What kind of person wasn’t bothered? He’d been all worked up that way and he was just going to what—let them snooze away in Sleepyland?

She got most of him, most of the time. But she couldn’t for the life in her get this. He was still immensely hard, after all. She could see it poking right up at her from where she was, half laid on his chest with her ear pressed right over his heart so she could hear it going.

It sounded fucking loud, unbearably loud and fast. Like he’d just run a marathon even though she knew for a fact he hadn’t crossed the finishing line. He’d pushed them over then just hung back, drinking a cup of fucking water or something. She didn’t know. She didn’t know why she wasn’t just on him and all over him until he went off like a small nuclear weapon.

Though it could have been something to do with how sweet it was, to hear him ask. To have him tell her. Maybe he’d even insist, if she waited long enough. Maybe he’d push her back on the bed and get on her like a ravening animal, unable to wait.

A girl could dream.

“You still awake, June?”

She didn’t look up at him before answering.

“I wouldn’t fall asleep twice. They’d take away my monocle.”

He laughed, low enough to suggest consideration for Blake’s snoring state. He had a hand in her hair again, and it made her wonder—did he have a little thing for it? Her dark curls were starting to pass her shoulders, now, and she knew some guys liked it. That kind of gypsy look.

Of course she’d never had a guy say or show her as much but TV made her hope. On TV, guys always liked girls with long curly hair. Until they’d all been eaten by zombies, of course.

“You got a little scar here, baby?”

She’d been meaning to use the calm silence to offer some sex thing if he really wasn’t going to ask. But then he interrupted with that little scar comment and she had to think about what he meant for a full thirty seconds.

Then she felt him rub his thumb over it and knew.

“I guess.”

Saying I guess was best. It was the other scar, after all. Not the ones done because she’d tripped while running away from drooling cannibals or because she’d been knocked sideways while firing her gun and accidentally shot a groove into her right forearm.

This was the one she probably didn’t want to talk about with anyone, ever again. And especially not when everything was all sexy and glowy and good.

“The one on your forearm—that’s a bullet, right?”

He knew his stuff, she’d give him that. But then—of course, he did. She knew it was a bullet wound scar all over his right shoulder. And it didn’t look half as pretty as movies said bullet scars did.

“Yep.”

“You shot yourself, right?”

“Okay, smartie-pants.”

He made a little amused noise.

“But this one—what’s this one?”

She paused. Had he been giving her a bit of time? Working up to it? She thought so.

“These…people. They’d made like a little camp. Barbed wire all around it—but you know. Not because they wanted to keep the zombies out. They did it so they could keep people in and then they…uh…they…wow. Nope. Still can’t talk about it.”

“Don’t reckon you have to. Sounds like the fellas we ran into down in Westbrook. The ones me and Blake sorta chopped up into little pieces and then set on fire.”

That same fire blazed through her, just once.

“Yeah. Yeah, like that.” She set her jaw. Pushed the other words out. “I wasn’t brave enough to go in. So I clipped the fence and let the zombies in at them. It was easy, really. The zombies are easy, you know? I just let them do their thing and then I got Kelsey and the others who could walk out the other side.”

“And the scar?”

“One of the assholes grabbed my leg as I was getting under the barbed wire. I let it cut me all the way down from the nape of my neck to the middle of my back, to get free. Would have done anything to get free, if I’m honest. I would have let the zombies eat me to get free.”

That feeling flashed through her, remembering it. That feeling of her skin ripping like being opened up to something raw and terrible, and his hand on her ankle, pulling and pulling. Kelsey holding so tight to her hands she thought she might be torn in two. Kelsey with her eyes blazing and not beaten—not like the rest.

You’re fucking coming with me, she’d said, as though it had just been a matter of will, of choice, and not whether some guy beat her to the prize.

“I sure do wish Blake had let me torture them a little, first,” he said, but the more disturbing thing came before the words. Somewhere in the middle of all of her blathering about that mess, he’d started kind of…jigging. Like his legs wanted to run only he’d decided to remain lying down. Like he couldn’t stay still suddenly and needed to rock on the spot.

It was…disquieting. As was the fact that his words…they didn’t exactly sound frightening. And when she shivered and he told her sorry and how he didn’t mean it, not really, the words remained the opposite of frightening. They were almost a comfort instead, in the same way a lethal friend is a comfort when someone’s about to kill you.

Because she knew he did mean it. And he probably knew all kinds of ways to torture a person who had decided that the apocalypse was the perfect time to rape, murder and mutilate the remainder of the human race, too.

“Jamie?”

“Yeah?”

“What were you, before?”

He still had his fingers on the scar. It was a thin one, really, and it hadn’t taken long to heal. Not like some of the wounds Kelsey and the other two girls had had. The little one, Petra—she’d died of them.

Only so much antiseptic and bandages and botched stitching could do, really.

“Uh…I worked for the government.”

“That all you’re going to say?”

“I reckon so.”

“You know, there’s nothing you could tell me that would change my mind about you.”

“That’s ‘cause you know me now, June. You don’t ever want to know about me then. I don’t want to know about me then.”

“Think I would have ever ripped my back open on barbed wire to get away from you?”

“No—no, Jesus, June. Are you crazy? I could never, I could never—”

“Then I’m okay knowing you, whenever. I don’t care what you say—you’re a good guy. You’re the best kind of guy. The things you’ve done for me, I—”

She couldn’t speak, then. The glow was almost completely gone—it would never return if she started bawling.

“Hey, hey—okay. Okay, baby. It’s okay.”

He stroked through her hair. It was becoming, like, his signature move. Good thing that it worked better than any other thing she’d ever experienced.

“Here—come on. Tell me how you almost shot your own arm off.”

That made her laugh.

“Yeah, there’s a fun topic. Zombies almost ate me so I accidentally put a bullet in myself.”

“Hey—people laughed when I did almost the same thing. Without the zombies, obviously.”

He shoved the covers off and crooked his right knee so she could see the inside of his leg. There was a groove just like hers, from the end of his thigh to the beginning of his shin. Though it looked even stranger, so fine and smooth and pink amidst the hair.

“You shot yourself? Nice going, Special Ops.”

“Hey—some sympathy, here! I thought we were brothers in arms on this one.”

“I’m not a trained government assassin!”

“Good guesses. You been watching a lot of 24?”

“Fine. Okay. I admit it—I don’t know anything about military and government stuff. ‘Government assassin’ and ‘Special Ops’ were the only two options I could come up with.”

“Do you even know what Special Ops is?”

“No. But I know that scar on your shoulder is from a bullet, too. You seem really clumsy for a government assassin.”

“I know, I know. I shouldn’t have let those eighteen ninjas fight me to the death and then blow a hole in me, in slo-mo, while I dived out of a twelve story window.”

“You’re so fucking funny, Jamie, seriously, so funny. My sides, they are splitting.”

“Okay—twelve ninjas. And the window was only four stories up.”

It was hard to be sarcastic about how funny he was, when she couldn’t stop herself laughing.

“Okay, okay. What about the one on your back, then?”

“You really don’t want to know about them, baby. Come on.”

“I doubt you could tell me anything worse than I killed a former ice-cream truck driver with a fork.”

“Yeah, that’s pretty bad.”

She wondered if he understood that it was true, too.

“Or I battered a former primary school teacher to death with a traffic cone.”

“Jesus, June.”

Yeah, he probably knew. He shifted beneath her until she was almost in the crook of his arm, cheek against his shoulder somewhere. Any closer and she’d be able to simply tilt her head a tiny bit and see all of his expressions, which didn’t seem like a very good idea.

Not yet, anyway. She still had a ways to go on the harrowing and knew the barbed wire talk had already done him in. She could hear it in the drilling sound of his heartbeat. In the way he was still kind of jogging on the spot, as though he wanted and needed to be ready for action.

“One time, me and Kelsey found this semi. And there was a whole bunch of them circling outside a grocery store we wanted to get to, so we just got in, and mowed that motherfucker right through them. When we got out, the front of it looked like a slaughterhouse exploded.”

“I can’t even tell you about my scars. They look dumb, next to yours.”

She wondered what expression went with that. More pained than when he’d told her how much he wanted to torture those men? Less pained? Would it make it better, if she said exactly what was on her mind?

“Yeah, but the difference is you got yours while everyone else was having a nice time, drinking coffees at Starbucks and eating Thanksgiving dinners. Attending parties, studying at college. I got mine once all of that stuff was done, and everyone had to deal with this harrowing bullshit.”

But he cut in fast, before it could soothe him in any way. Not that she really thought it would.

“I didn’t ever really have to deal with anything. A coupla hairy situations. One time, my unit got captured. This one here, on my back—it’s ‘cause they said they were gonna skin us. But as you can see, they never got around to really making good on that promise.”

Had he said skinned? Someone had threatened to skin him, before any of this nonsense went down? He just didn’t get it, he really didn’t.

“That’s as bad as my exploding slaughterhouse story.”

“You think so?”

“No zombie has ever threatened to skin me.”

“They threaten to skin you all the time! That’s what they do. They eat skin. And other stuff.”

“Do you think they’re just hungry? Or is it some kind of rage thing, like in 28 Days Later?”

He shifted again, but it was a better sort of shift. Less like running on the spot, more like getting comfortable.

“No clue, June-bug. They sure seem hungry most of the time.”

“We tried hurling rotten steaks at them, once, but they wouldn’t take the bait. I think they like things warm, and fresh. I mean, it’s not like they’re dead, I don’t think. They’re not really zombies. But they sure get rotten and gangrenous and they probably don’t smell as fresh and good as real humans.”

“You sure they ain’t dead?” he asked, and that was surprising. Part of her still used the term undead, and it sort of fit. But she’d always known they weren’t. It was obvious they weren’t.

“Sure.”

“How come? Some of them look dead to me.”

She wondered if he thought of the old saying—when there’s no more room in hell, the dead will walk the earth—from Dawn of the Dead. If maybe he was religious at all, and if so what it had done to his religion, to see this happen. She didn’t think he was, particularly, but something suggested to her that he at least believed in God.

“It isn’t just a headshot that will kill them. Other stuff will, too—just like it would any other living thing. Electrocution. They can bleed out. I’ve found a couple that obviously starved to death—you know, trapped ones that couldn’t get at anything to eat.”

Hopefully saying something like that made it easier for him to continue believing, if he did.

“So eventually, they’ll run out of food and be gone.”

That took her out of the God thoughts. In fact, it pulled her up so short that for a moment she found herself just staring at nothing, unable to grasp what he was saying. Gone, had he said gone? As in no more rabid cannibal people?

As in no more of this?

“Yeah. Yeah, I guess they will.”

“You never thought of that, have you?”

The truth was—no. But that sounded so stupid she had to go with something else.

“Sometimes I imagined that we could just wait them out. But it’s hard to really believe that when you’re amongst them. They’re not like us. They can just keep going. They’ll do anything to survive—lose limbs to get at food, chew through whatever gets in their way. Where as we…well. I guess we didn’t want it enough.”

“You did.”

He said it quick, like he didn’t even have to think about it. Like it floated on the top of his mind at all times—how hard she’d fought, maybe. Or how much she wanted to live.

It made her consider just what it was that made him love her.

“Yeah. I did.”

Was it that? Just that? How much she’d wanted to live? The quiet after she’d said it seemed to suggest so, but she couldn’t know for sure. And that was okay, too, because the quiet felt good and calm after all the fire and the bad memories coming down hard, hard.

She found herself running her fingers over the scar she could see clearest on him, the way he’d done it to her. Just feeling it out—the one on his arm, that ended in a knot. He didn’t flinch away when she did it and his heart rate didn’t go up, so she thought it might be okay to ask. Just this one more thing, so that they knew everything about each other and had nothing else to hide.

But once she’d asked so where did this one come from, then? She kind of wished she hadn’t.

“I did it to myself,” he said, real simple. There wasn’t even a waver in his voice, as though it hurt to say it. Instead he sounded ever so faintly rueful, as though it still struck him as silly to this day.

Unfortunately, she couldn’t find anything silly about it, at all.

“I think that’s worse than my exploding slaughterhouse story. And maybe my barbed wire story, too.”

She felt him shrug.

“Hey—it seemed like a good idea at the time.”

“Why did you? Why? Were you on some kind of medication or did you just—”

“Sometimes things just hurt so bad that you have to take your mind off it. That’s all. That’s all.”

“Don’t say it like that, like it’s small.” Funny, that she then found herself biting down hard on her lip. Replacing one pain with another just like he’d said, so that maybe it would sting behind her eyes but no real tears would come. “Was it before, did you do it before? You did, didn’t you.”

“Yeah, it was before.” He hesitated then. She could hear it, like a breath he hadn’t taken. “I’ve thought about doing worse things to myself since, though.”

Clearly he’d considered sparing her. Was it wrong that she wished he had?

“Don’t say that.”

“Oh honey, I don’t anymore,” he said, and he sounded so sure. He even made her look at him, though she didn’t want to. “I don’t need to.”

His expression wasn’t the one she’d expected. It was warm and oddly satisfied in a way that gave her some understanding of why he wasn’t in any rush to get to the end of the marathon and break through the tape. Why would he be when everything was so sweet now and good—as though all of that had just been a bad dream?

“I used to think that pain—pain was the only thing that could take me away on a tide of nothin’. But I was wrong,” he said as he stroked over her face. “Pleasure’s better, June-bug. Pleasure, oh pleasure is better.”

And when those hands slid down over her back like he’d found a new thing to map out and it was her, she knew. He was right. Dear Lord, he was right.

Oh, no one in the world had ever been as right as he was.





   

 

 


 Chapter Twelve



  

 

It took until he was over her, trying and failing to screw that big thick thing of his into her suddenly tiny pussy for her to realize why he’d probably been a gentleman and let Blake go first. Though strangely, thinking about him wanting the way paved for him made her feel hotter, rather than what she expected it do to—make her blush and not want to really think about it.

It was just a shame that the way hadn’t been paved, at all. She could feel how slick she was—like oil on leather—and just the thought of Blake’s come all slippery down there gave her the same kind of sick thrill as all those paving ideas had.

But it wasn’t working.

Probably because her entire body felt so jammed tight she could have made diamonds out of coal just by squeezing kind of hard. Her brain said the more you want it… But her brain was just a teasing, mean little idiot.

Porn always made this look so easy. The guy had a cock the size of a ham hock? No problem! Just shove it right up that chick’s ass—hell, she could probably take it in her nostril if you push hard enough.

But back here in zombie semi-reality…

“Goddammit.”

“Just go for it, okay? You’re not going to cleave me in two.”

“Hey—it’s happened. Don’t you think it hasn’t.”

“Oh Christ.”

“It’s just it’s been so many hundreds of years since I did this I was kinda hoping it had shrunk in the meantime.”

“I hate to break it to you, hon, but your massive cock isn’t laundry.”

He laughed, but in the middle of it he somehow managed a deadly serious, “God, I want to fuck you so bad.”

She tried to shove downwards on him, but he wasn’t having any of it. He shied away just at the last second, just as she was certain that slick passage was going to take him in without a hitch.

It made an ache start up where the lack of him was.

“Then just come on—please.”

His head hung down suddenly but she knew why. Lust had dragged it there.

“Ohhh that almost sounds like you’re begging for it. Are you begging?”

She nudged her hips up to his and found something hard to rub herself against. Another millimeter and it would be on her clit—the way Blake had done it. God, just the memory of that sensation, that firm, slick sensation rubbing and rubbing…

“Will it get you in me faster?”

“It might.”

“God, you’re so… Okay—please. I’m begging you. Fuck me.”

“I dunno. What was it you wanted, again?”

He was pressing down just ever so slightly. She could feel it. Every now and then, the very tip of his cock just brushed over her swollen bud. She wasn’t even sure how it was swollen again, but it was and Lord, why couldn’t he just stop being such a tease?

“I want you to fuck me.”

“Be more specific.” 

Apparently, he liked to hear dirty talk as much as he liked to dish it out. The response was too quick for it to mean anything but—though she was glad of it. The rush of his words made it easy to hit something back, even when her mouth and her mind wanted to fumble it.

“I want your big cock in my hot, wet cunt.”

“Oh yeah, cunt’s good. I like that. Be a potty mouth again, June-bug.”

“Fuck me baby, fill me up until I’m bursting. I can’t wait any longer, I’m dying. I’m so wet and swollen and aching for you—come on and do it to me. Come on and fuck me hard until I beg you to stop—that’s the only way I want to get on my hands and knees. When I’m begging you to stop.”

He bared his teeth for that one. Spread her thighs one-handed, as wide as they would go. And he did it in a jerky way, too, as though her words were just a little too much. A little bit past what he could take.

Then he did something that was past what she could take. Sudden—as though he wanted it to shock, which it absolutely did. He was just so direct and firm about it—two fingers over her clit in quick circles, until she let out a gasp and put her head back.

Of course, she knew why he’d done it. Once that pleasure was busy gushing through her body, sliding into her took on a new ease. He just pushed into her in one smooth glide, to the point where she was sure she couldn’t take any more.

It was probably around the halfway mark. She could see him fighting not to shove or go deeper when there was nowhere else to get to, and his face had taken on such a strained and disbelieving look that she had to imagine what it must feel like. All that slick, tight heat, hugging him like a glove.

He’d probably forgotten how it felt, too—the way Blake had. Blake, who she could feel watching them even though he was still pretending to be asleep. He’d turned over somewhere around the word cunt and occasionally she caught a glimpse of those baby blues out of the corner of her eye.

It made her want to tell him—don’t pretend. You don’t have to be asleep. And she would have, if it wasn’t for that lowdown feeling that this was different. Just a little different.

The sound of Jamie’s voice was different. His moans were deeper, more unsettled. The things he said had lost their dirty edge and carried instead a sense of desperation.

“I can’t,” he said. “I can’t…I don’t…Remind me what I do now, again?”

But it was useless because she couldn’t remember, either. It had seemed simple when Blake did it, now it was hard. Impossible, almost—and not just because of the solid pressure of him between her legs.

She moved a little and it was like urging every nerve in her body against something rough and unyielding. Not to mention the shaky moan he let out, and the way he begged her not to.

“Just wait,” he said. “It feels too good—I need you to wait.”

But the thing of it was—she didn’t want to. She wanted him to come inside her, hard and uncontrolled and too eager, and she wanted him to moan the way he was doing as he went off. He’d been waiting long enough. It was okay for him to take her and use her and get to that pleasure he’d spoken so gloriously about.

“I wish I could,” she said, then borrowed something from him. That little running on the spot thing he’d done. That little jig—so wired and kind of painful, only not here. No, no. It was gorgeous, here, to urge herself against him and get the thick bar of his cock right over that sweet spot inside her.

He was pressed tight to it, too. She could almost make it out—that little swell, that bundle of nerves—whenever she rocked a certain way or…hell. She didn’t even have to rock a certain way. She could have moved off the bed and out the door and still felt his dick in that good, good place.

And that feeling—it was on her face. She knew it was. It was all over her. He was kind of trembling a little, but she understood that she was too, as though that break of pleasure had plans to wipe them out.

It was like oblivion and oh he was giving into it, now. He rolled his hips and rocked into her, and when she cried out for more he got one arm beneath the nape of her neck, beneath that scar, and held her to him so he could rock her harder. Better. More.

She clung to him. She had to. It was less like fucking, now, and more like holding on. And when he panted in her ear—

“Fuck, I’m gonna come—that okay? Tell me it’s okay.”

She had to let go. She had to let go while clinging to him so tight there’d be bruises tomorrow.

He was leaving bruises on her too, but oh they were so sweet. Little bursts of pain through the pleasure, little reminders that she needed to breathe and take it and feel it all, then—

“Oh God yes, Jamie, Jamie!”

She knew it was obvious she was coming even without the shouting. She could feel herself clenching too tight around him, could feel every muscle in her body tensing and tensing. It came close to too much, all those waves of sensation pushing through her. And she could tell it did for him, too, because for once he couldn’t speak. She could feel the breaths behind the sounds he wasn’t making against the side of her face—all those gasps then finally, finally, such a guttural shout of pleasure.

It was delicious. It was more than delicious. It was life and love and everything good in the world, it was, it was. If this was it until the end of the world, well that was all right by her.

It’d be all right by anyone, she reckoned.

* * * *

When she woke, Blake was gone. She knew it immediately—the same way a person might realize that they’d lost an arm in the middle of a sleep. Jamie was there—solid and heavy against her back, hard again in a way that made her want to giggle—but when she stretched out her arms the bed was empty of Blake.

And, of course, it could have been that he’d woken up thirsty and decided to get a drink. Or maybe he’d gotten a cramp and taken himself off for a stroll. But somehow, she didn’t think so. Her mind turned to the way she’d clung to Jamie and how Blake had laid such careful eyes on her and everything else, and she just couldn’t think so.

Though really, it was the words that clinched it. The ones that Jamie had mouthed at her. Had Blake seen them, those words? Had he assumed that maybe she’d mouthed them back? She didn’t know and even if she had it was impossible to tell if they’d had an effect on him.

After all, it wasn’t as though she was some great prize. Maybe he didn’t care that she might have told Jamie she loved him, in silence, in secret. He was far too busy with other concerns, like getting up in the middle of the night to leave her with her heart’s true desire.

She winced, in spite of herself. It sounded like bullshit in her head—the idea that it was Jamie and only Jamie she cared for—but it didn’t sound like bullshit when she put the words in Blake’s mouth. It sounded totally reasonable and sane and the more she thought about it the more the Blake in her head became casual and dismissive.

Oh yeah, the Blake in her head said. I don’t give a crap if you love him and not me. I’m off now on a boat to find some babe who’ll fuck me like they’re hanging on to a rock in a storm.

She didn’t know what was worse about fake-Blake. That he might care enough to sound that defensive or that he wanted a babe and she wasn’t it. Though admittedly, that last notion made her wince even harder than the heart’s true desire thought had. How self-absorbed, to be concerned that the third corner of your ménage might want another person all to himself.

She tried not to hate herself too hard for thinking it. Unfortunately, it was really tough going.

She slid out of bed as carefully as she could. When Jamie slept, he slept heavy—but there was no sense in testing that theory. Let him sleep on in peace, while she dealt with whatever this was.

And it was something. Blake wasn’t even anywhere in the house—he’d gone all the way out and onto the porch and though she hesitated to open the front door when it was so dark and creepy in the woods with no lights, she had to go to him. People didn’t sit on a porch at night in the backend of autumn because they felt good and happy. They did it because they probably wanted zombies to come out of the woods and eat them.

Or because they wanted to do some of the odd, private things she almost caught them doing, sometimes. Like Blake with the little wooden horses he seemed to like witling. Badly. And Jamie with his guitar and his collection of weird, acoustic pop songs. She swore she’d almost come across him playing Girls Just Want To Have Fun, the other day.

“I’ve got absolutely no clue how you can sit out here staring at the woods when it’s so dark the trees could be anything,” she said, by way of some kind of opener. She probably needed to say something much more serious, like don’t leave our bed like that in the middle of the night, but replacing one scary thing with another felt much more comfortable.

And it continued to do so even after he’d jumped about a mile, as though she’d terrified the life right out of him.

“Jesus, June. Don’t sneak up on someone during the zombie apocalypse—I almost shit my pants.”

He had a hand on his chest and it made her mind go over all of those times she’d jumped in just that way. All those times when her heart had almost busted right out of her.

“You’d think I’d know better, huh? I once almost blew someone’s head off for sneaking up on me,” she said, but he just shook his head.

“Yeah, but things are different here. I don’t even have a gun.”

“Fatal error, if that oak over there turns out to be a raving cannibal.”

He paused then. He’d put on that sweatshirt he had—the one with some college on the front. It looked worn, and she wondered for the hundredth time if he’d somehow had it with him, when Jamie had picked him up. Was that what he’d been wearing when the world ended? There was a suit amongst the otherwise very relaxed wardrobe they had—really nice, Prada—and she’d always assumed he’d been wearing that when his car broke down and he found the gas station. But maybe not. Maybe not.

“Do you always think that way now, June? Like everything is going to turn out to be one of them?”

His voice was so soft sometimes—it made even difficult questions easy. Strange, really, that such a masculine man could make his voice so careful and soothing.

“Always. I spend most of my time thinking that one of you is going to change into one of them.”

He turned to look at her on that note. Face as handsome as the day was long. Longer than that even. As handsome as a thousand years were long. She wondered if he knew that the little hint of sadness in his eyes only made him more so, and doubted it. He probably thought he was handsome in Prada suits and civilization, and little else.

“We’re not, you know.”

“Yeah? Could you tell my subconscious that? Because it wants to have nightly dreams about you dying horribly.”

“Is that why you’re up? Bad dreams?”

“No. They don’t come as frequently, anymore.”

“Then why?”

“You know why. I wake up at six am because that’s when Jamie gets up. I wake up in the night if one of you turns over. You can’t just get out of bed at three am and not have me wonder where you are.”

She watched his mouth turn into something like a smile. He didn’t really pull it off, however. As though her saying that she worried about him partway pleased him, but only partway.

It made the question swell up inside her, as though at any second her mouth was going to get around to forming the words did it upset you, that I love you? Did you feel cut out in some way, or is that just the fevered imaginings of my stupid brain?

She couldn’t tell. And he didn’t say. Unless she counted  you and Jamie have something special followed by a wistful smile, which she totally and absolutely did not. No way. Not even if it made her feel bad and weird inside and like she should do more. Say more.

Especially when she thought of his dying light eyes and all those amazings forced right out of him and how charming he must have been, once. Before zombies and strange threesomes and Prada suits at the bottom of drawers.

“Blake?” she started, but he cut her off at the pass.

“You don’t have to worry about me, you know, June. I mean, this isn’t the way things have to be.”

She thought of him with his hat turned backwards like Jamie’s, when he slung a basketball around the court. The smell of him when he’d carried her.

But it came out as a ridiculous, blurted—you’re stupid, you know that? Just stupid. Because he was, and she couldn’t believe that she had to be right on this nonsense, instead of anything good or happy like  we’re going to be safe, now. We’re okay, now.

“And how are things, Blake?”

She didn’t mean it to sound defensive but it came out that way, even so. It was probably the dark woods making her antsy. She kept her back to them and leaned against the porch rail, but that only really made things worse. She couldn’t see what the woods were doing then, and every so often the wind would rustle through the leftover leaves and make her brain crazy.

As though zombies rustled when they moved! No, no, no. These zombies squelched when they moved.

“Honey—I know you love him more than anything you feel for me. And that’s okay.”

She started to protest, because really wasn’t it stupid to talk about things like love so soon? It probably was. Even though Jamie had mouthed them as clear as anything, so she couldn’t even mistake them for other words like elephant or hi huffed Hugh. Even though she felt it back, oh God she felt it back like some inescapable flood pouring over her incapacitated body.

“I don’t—”

“Yes you do. You know how I know? Because I love him more than me, too.”

Her immediate response to that was instinctual. She could no more help it than she could have helped something equally as embarrassing, like a burp. Her eyebrows went up and her mind went automatically to them alone for two years. Playing endless games of Scrabble to mask the homoerotic subtext before hugging each other in a totally manly way about the hundreds of hot women they’d failed to save.

But Blake was onto her game.

“Oh for God’s sake—not in that way, all right? Was your mind always in the gutter or have we just put it there?”

She felt her face heat, but strangely enough the embarrassment didn’t hit too hard. He was highly amused and that was better than the way he’d been before. Anything—even assumptions about their manly fun time before she’d arrived—was better than the way he’d been before. She could practically see him relaxing and that was awesome.

“Don’t worry. You’re really not to blame. Not so long ago, I was having wild erotic dreams about both of you.”

His grin was genuine this time.

“You had sex dreams about us? About me too?”

“Noooo. By both, I meant me and Jamie and the dying fern from the living room. What do you think I meant?”

He laughed but she could see him still puzzling through something as he did so. At the very least, however, he uncrossed his arms from his chest and put his hands on the bench he’d sat himself on. Leaned toward her, as though it was safe to do so, now.

“How come you haven’t told Jamie this? He’d about die if you did.”

“How do you know I haven’t?” she asked, but he came back quick as a flash.

“He’d have told me.” The words bro talk flashed up behind her eyes before he continued. Though oddly, it didn’t make her feel uneasy. And especially not when Blake said things like—“You wanna know why I love him so much? Because he’d have said you’d dreamt about me, too, even if that wasn’t the case.”

She remembered him telling Blake about his handsome hair. The way he never scored a basket past Blake, on the court—not even when she felt pretty sure he could have done. And he’d been so casual and relaxed when Blake had turned up at the bedroom door! Yeah. Yeah. She could see that about Jamie, all right.

“He doesn’t know what kind of person he is. Not at all. He thinks he’s some nutjob loser who’s lucky to have someone that wants to talk to him, never mind a friend. Never mind a lover. He doesn’t get it—that he’s the kindest, funniest, most amazing guy that—”

This time, he cut himself off. Blew out an embarrassed breath.

“You can see why I don’t rattle on the way he does, right? When I do all this…sentimental nonsense seems to want to come out of me.”

She wanted to tell him to look up from the ground so he could see that her eyes were stupidly wet. But who knew, really? Maybe that would just make things more awkward.

“It doesn’t sound like nonsense to me.”

“No, no. I know I’m not great at the talking thing. Funny—I always thought I was. But I guess it was all just bullshit, back then. You know? When it’s real, it’s harder. It’s hard, here, to be smooth. Guys like me aren’t going to be able to coast on our looks anymore.”

He meant it to be funny, she knew he did. But somehow it wasn’t.

“I think you’re too tough on yourself,” she said, but he wasn’t done yet. Oh, not by a long shot. She could feel her heart pounding away in her chest, suddenly, and knew something was coming. Something bad.

“I’m really not. I did a job that now means absolutely nothing, and I lived a certain rich, superficial sort of life that means even less. And then one day it all disappeared. And sometimes I wonder if the person I was had any substance whatsoever—if it was even the real me. Because all I’m left with is this.”

Still, it hit more strongly than she’d expected it to. She’d expected some harsh comment about himself that made her feel a little queasy. Not the verbal equivalent of a sucker punch to the chest. She felt as though he’d tried to restart her heart, the violent way. She felt as though she’d collapsed and he’d gotten the paddles to zap her with.

Seriously. This was seriously what he thought? That he was this…vapid thing? With his sad Prada suit at the bottom of a drawer and the whittling of little wooden horses he did that he seemed to think no one knew about and his dying light eyes, always watching and waiting for his heart to come back to life?

She could hardly stand it. Never mind blowing someone’s head off for sneaking up. She wanted to blow his head off for this. When her voice made its way out, it was low and deadly and far graver than she’d expected.

“Blake, do you remember when you carried me up the stairs?”

He glanced up, but didn’t focus on her. Instead, she could see him focusing on some hazy point in the past, some distant memory that probably meant nothing to him.

“Yeah, I—”

“I was awake, you know. I heard you. I heard everything you did, and everything you said, and I felt it right down to my bones.”

“I can’t even remember what I said. You were just so…”

“Well remember now. Because that’s the kind of person you are. That’s what’s left behind. I’m sure there are many charming, smooth operator kinds of men who turned out real bad in this kind of environment. Real bad. But not you. And I don’t care what you think of who you are now or how much that person talks or doesn’t —I know how amazing you are inside. I know it. I won’t ever forget what you’ve done for me. And you should know that, always.”

The words all came out in a tumble, and afterwards she really felt as though they’d done just that. Tumbled. As though they’d fallen down the stairs inside her, crashing into things as they went. She felt limp at the bottom of said stairs.

But it was okay, because Blake gave her some time to recover. In fact, he gave her a lot of time to recover. So much time that she started wondering if he’d frozen in position or had forgotten how to move.

“You were just…tired,” he said, finally. As though it was the smallest, simplest, most ridiculous concept in the world, and why didn’t she get that?

It made her go to him and push into the cradle of his arms. Force her way in, even though he seemed startled and couldn’t quite get them around her, at first.

“I love you, Blake. Okay? I love this person you are, now. Don’t ever think I don’t.”

She could feel his hands sliding over her back—hesitantly, though. Like he couldn’t be sure if she really wanted him to.

“You don’t have—” he started, but she knew what was coming and interrupted before he could get there.

“Don’t say I don’t have to. I know I don’t have to. I just do, anyway. I love everything about you, truly and madly and deeply.”

She felt his hand clench in the material of her jersey, for that one. Felt him squeeze her tightly, suddenly, his face in her hair and his body trembling minutely against hers. But those weren’t the things she found herself focused on. She couldn’t even focus on him saying the words back, though he did, and they were lovely.

Instead, she had to glance up at just the wrong moment and see the shadows in the living room shift. Just a little, and barely seen through the half open door. And though her heart said monsters her brain knew otherwise.

Jamie, she thought. Jamie. Before whatever shadow it had been slid away.





   

 

 


 Chapter Thirteen



  

 

There were two things that didn’t seem quite right when morning rolled around. One—Blake was already up and in the bathroom, singing. Actually singing. And two—Jamie was still in the bed next to her. He hadn’t gotten up at five am to vacuum the living room obsessively or play video games until he fell down a hole and cursed up a blue storm.

And even stranger, he wasn’t asleep. She could tell just by looking at him. When he slept, really slept, he seemed like a dead person. She knew because sometimes it frightened her and she had to put her face close to his to make sure he was still breathing.

But here, now, he was simply still in this strange hovering way and his breathing was too fine and quiet. Both things made her want to nudge him or otherwise indicate that she knew he wasn’t really sleeping, but if she did, what then?

Then he’d have to explain why he was pretending and the thought made her oddly nervous—in the same way thinking about the night before and why he might have remained in the living room made her nervous. People remained in living rooms when they didn’t want to intrude on something and that idea…well. It wasn’t pleasant.

Only then he said I’m awake with his eyes closed, and it made her want to laugh at herself for being so silly. Why was she so nervous? It was Jamie. He understood. He got it. He wouldn’t let something like an I love you make him feel threatened.

“Is Blake singing?” he asked. His incredulity was funnier because of his still closed eyes, but she wanted to see them, even so. Wanted to see that everything was okay, in his ever-sparking gaze.

“Yeah. I think it’s…I’ve Got You Under My Skin.”

“He’s good. He should think about opening up some nightclub someplace.”

“Maybe call it Rotting Corpses? Or Everybody’s Dead, Let’s Dance?”

He opened his eyes on that note—and they were just as full of life and utterly mesmerizing as they’d been before. Could have been that he’d never even been there, hearing her declare undying love to Blake. Could have been that it was like Blake said—he just didn’t mind. That he wanted what was best for everybody and not just himself.

“That last one sounds like a hoot. You wanna party with me there, baby?”

“Absolutely. I think I already am partying with you there.”

His laugh was a faint sound, barely there at all. And as he made it, he turned onto his back, hair ruffling on the pillow as he went. Elbows pushing into the mattress, briefly, as though he had a crick he needed to work out.

“Think all that fucking has murdered my back. How about you? You holding up? No feeling like a train ran through your vagina yesterday?”

Her laugh was not so faint. And it had a hint of shocked, too, because man alive he could say some forthright things when he wanted to. Did he know that even the word vagina made her face heat? Probably.

“I’m entirely train journey free. Thanks, though.”

And it was true, too. She’d expected to feel sore and weird and fucked out, but all that remained was a pleasing hum between her legs at the memory. One that got louder when he looked at her with those sleepy eyes. Even when he turned his head as though listening to Blake belt out the chorus to Mack the Knife, she could still see those hooded lids and that smoky hint of dark blue.

“He was something like that before, you know? A nightclub owner, I mean. He won’t tell me what, exactly, but I know he was real cool, a real hepcat.”

She almost giggled over the use of the word hepcat, but the rest of his sentences wouldn’t let her. He sounded so wistful, somehow, and she couldn’t help thinking about Blake saying that Jamie just didn’t get it. He didn’t get how completely awesome he was in every conceivable way.

He even seemed surprised when he turned back to her to say something—probably about how cool Blake still was, and how handsome his hair looked all the time, and how he hoped to grow up and be just like him—and she pressed her mouth to his before he could get it out. She felt him flinch as though she’d slapped instead of kissed.

Everything they’d done, and he was flinching. And he didn’t seem to know what to do after the flinch was done with, either. He just laid very still and took it until she worked his mouth open with hers and gave him a little tongue.

Then he responded.

His hand went into her hair in that good forceful way he’d had the day before, and though she felt pretty sure that she tasted like sleep and old cat food, he pushed right back at her. Got into a mode that she could only describe as making
out like teenagers—lots of hot, wet mouth sliding over hers. Lots of almost-sounds in there, and his tongue all slippery and good and teasing.

That hum between her legs became an ache before he’d even gotten to the good stuff. When he suddenly flipped her onto her back she couldn’t find a word of protest in her.

Who would protest over a thing like this? He kept himself off her, but she could still feel what she really hoped was his erection pressing against the outer edges of her right thigh. Plus—was that second base he was getting ready to round? Yeah, she felt pretty sure it was. He had a hand on her ribcage but it was moving steadily upward.

By the time she’d started trying to rock against that possible erection, he had a handful of her left breast. Though saying handful  didn’t really do it justice, because it implied squeezing and clumsiness and he was neither. He immediately went for the best possible thing he could have done, which turned out to be a kind of slow bringing together of his thumb and forefinger.

And of course, they met around her already stiff nipple. Of course they did. He never did anything half-baked—it was always deliberate and sure with him, always aimed directly at some kind of pleasure center she hadn’t known she possessed.

Her whole body practically clenched when he got a firm grip on that aching little bud. And he didn’t pull or twist or any of the things she was used to, either. He just sort of…plucked. Until she forgot that the word plucked ever meant anything ridiculous, and started thinking of it as the best word in the entire world.

She didn’t even mind moaning over it. Instead, she just let it out, right into his mouth, and again when his hips snapped forward on hearing it—mainly because she could definitely feel something stiff and solid when he did so.

He wanted to rub up against her. She could tell. It was in the sudden drawn tight tension shivering through his body. It was in the way he shifted on the bed, as though he just needed to move even if said move wasn’t quite the one he wanted to make.

And it got worse when she stopped kissing his mouth and started kissing all the places she’d wanted to explore the day before. The sharp corner of his jaw, maybe. That smooth stripe of pale skin just below—God, he had such a pretty throat, he really did. Almost like a woman’s, and when she put her mouth on it he tasted like a woman, too. Like something sweet and spicy, as though he’d put on perfume before he went to bed.

Though she knew what it really was. She’d learned his secret not so long ago and it wasn’t anything to do with cooking curries or buns or whatever else he’d decided to lace with cinnamon. He liked to chew on the sticks of that sweet spice—that was all. And sometimes his hand would go into his hair or rub over his neck after he’d finished toying with it, and et voila.

A man who smelled and tasted like apple strudel.

“Baby, it’s so nice when you…that’s so…that’s really, uh…” he said, and she had to grin against that gorgeous skin. He sounded more overwhelmed by neck-kissing than she had felt about his hand on her breast.

Though really, when she thought about it—how much of him had she kissed or touched the day before? Not enough to know if one thing or the other riled him or not. Not enough to know that he could even get overwhelmed.

Though he sure felt it when she used a little teeth instead of lips and tongue. That hand on her breast—it went down to the hem of her jersey immediately, and started ruffling things up. Tearing things off was on its way. In fact, he’d almost gotten to the waistband of her pajama bottoms when Blake suddenly called from the bathroom—

“Hey June-o, you want to go for a run?”

Part of her left boob and most of her middle was exposed when he did so, but Jamie stopped, even so. In truth, she had to admit that he did more than that. He kind of froze mid-glance at the bathroom, as though he was just waiting to hear more.

And more came—nice and oblivious.

“I figured we’d hit the local hotspots. That old tree stump. The vegetable patch. Maybe take in a little tree-that-looks-like-a-penis.”

She wondered how she could tell him nicely that her pussy had taken over her body and running was the last form of exercise on her mind. Though she kind of figured that an explanation started with—

“Oh, um…”

Though it was actually Jamie who filled in the rest for her. With words she didn’t really want to hear.

“No no—it’s okay. You go.”

He stroked a casual hand through his hair—no big deal. Funny that it kind of looked as though it was, when she took in his flushed cheeks and his still hooded gaze and the way his chest seemed to be heaving up and down as though he’d already had his run this morning.

“Really? Because—”

She’d intended to end on because I’m incredibly horny and want to fuck your brains out, but he cut off that beautiful sentiment, too.

“Yeah, it’s cool. I gotta confess—I’m kinda tired anyhow.” He sprawled back on the bed as though to emphasize that fact, though somehow she didn’t think that was a third knee poking up through the bed sheets. And the way he shifted as though to cover it—yeah, that felt weird, too. “You threw me yesterday, I tell you what.”

She wondered what a lie would look like on his face. Like this smiling thing? It seemed sincere enough, and he put one casual hand behind his head, too, just to give it a little back up. It was easy enough to believe, even if it left her frustrated and unsure. He’d put something heavy down on the deck, and now the boat was rolling.

“Okay. Okay, I guess I will,” she said, then regretted it. It sounded resentful in some way, though she couldn’t understand why. Was that how she felt? Resentful? Rejected? It seemed stupid to feel anything like that when maybe he really was just tired. Maybe telling her to go had nothing to do with some kind of sudden distaste for her, and everything to do with embarrassment over a sore back or something similarly old-man-ish.

For all she knew she’d popped his trick knee out without being aware of it. And now he just wanted to lay there, half-dead, while two people who hadn’t broken every bone in their bodies went for a run.

Not that she knew for sure about the broken bones. And she didn’t particularly want to think about masked insurgents snapping his fingers while brushing her teeth and watching Blake moisturize his elbows.

Just go back in, she thought. Go back in and talk to him like yesterday, and ask him about his bones and about why he just cut you off like that. Then eventually it will lead to the hottest sex of your life, and hey presto. Two birds with one stone.

Only when she came out of the bathroom, his face was in the crook of his arm. He’d started looking like he was dead—she could tell even from across the room. Hell—maybe he really was tired. It wasn’t as though the day before had been calm and non-trying. He’d watched her almost get killed then fucked her until she begged for mercy.

Better people had been worn out by less.

“You ready?” Blake asked, and once she’d traded pajamas and her jersey for a t-shirt and sweatpants, she was. She was also made very aware of how far she’d come, because it didn’t seem to matter at all that Blake watched her strip down to nothing with a brightly amused look on his face.

“You look even better than I remember,” he said, and she swatted him on the way out the door.

Of course, she didn’t quite mean it in any kind of sexual way, and yet somehow the swat landed on his ass just the same. And he looked at her with the same kind of eyes Jamie had, briefly, so that the humming feeling returned between her legs.

In truth, she wasn’t really sure it had ever gone. It ate up the feel of his too-firm butt and reminded her that she wanted to do something other than run, then suddenly her mind was on things that could be done outdoors.

Maybe they could see how the vegetable patch felt about people fucking in the middle of it. Did he have the same thing in mind? She couldn’t tell by looking at him, though looking at him sure did prompt some deeper, hotter tingles in her still tight nipples and the heated bloom of her sex.

He’d decided to do some stretches on the porch before they set off, and it was fairly obvious that he knew how he looked while doing them. It wasn’t really a surprise that she’d swatted his ass when it curved that way beneath material too tight for it. Was he aware how clingy those sweatpants were?

Probably. Probably.

“You not going to limber up, honey?” he asked, and he sounded sincere. He really did. There was no hint of sex in his voice and, in all honesty, it was kind of weird that her mind kept going there.

“Uh, no. No, I just want to get going,” she said, and that was true. Even if she chose that moment to realize the hairband she usually wrapped around her wrist wasn’t there. She’d left it on the sink, and now her hair was going to be all out and in her face and ready to catch on zombie fingers.

“Shit.”

“Hair thing?”

Christ, they practically had a routine. When had that happened?

“I came this close to handing it to you.”

“I gotta go back and get it,” she said, but unfortunately flashed on Jamie, all sprawled out in bed when she did so. God, he’d looked good like that. Face pressed into the crook of his arm, body all lean and long and oh, she hoped she could resist suddenly going down on him when she got back to the bedroom.

“Catch up, okay,” Blake said, and for a moment she contemplated suddenly going down on him. He ran backwards down the steps as he spoke, which somehow only made him look hotter. Probably a competency thing. A running competency thing.

Not to mention the fact that he hadn’t turned her down.

“I will,” she said, then turned for the entryway. Took the stairs two at a time. Found herself standing by the barely open bedroom door, unable to go in.

Of course, the bathroom had two entrances. She could have just taken the one to her left and bypassed the bedroom altogether. But there was something almost impossible about that when she could see Jamie jerking off through the little gap she’d left as she’d exited.

And it wasn’t as though it could be denied. He hadn’t decided to halfheartedly do the job, oh no, no, no. He was fisting his cock roughly, and if that hadn’t been enough on its own, she could see the way he’d pushed his face into the pillow. Head turned to one side, mouth open, eyes closed.

Lord, it was a sight. She was only thankful that she’d caught him now and not during that long low drought when all she’d done was dream about them and pray for them to make a move. Though seeing him do it like this—right after claiming to be too tired—wasn’t exactly the delight of her life.

Or it was, just in a slightly different way to the delight she’d hoped for.

He looked so lost in it. He hadn’t even heard her come up the stairs and he definitely wasn’t sensible of her presence—though usually she knew he would have been. No, he thought she was out running with Blake and so he’d decided to put on a show for absolutely no one.

What a fucker! Did he not even get that she’d have been happy to watch him do this, if this was all he wanted? Surely he could have still thought of someone else while jerking off in front of her.

And that way, she could have been a legitimate witness to his hand running up and down his gorgeous cock. There’d have been nothing furtive or weird about it. She could have just laid there and watched him buck into his slick grip—and oh, it was slick. Like maybe he’d climbed out of bed and got some of that moisturizer Blake used on his fucking elbows to give himself a little extra sensation while masturbating.

Jesus, even the word made her wet. Even the idea of him doing this while no one else was around. Somehow she’d imagined that they didn’t—that they hadn’t, in all the time she’d been here—but now she could see thinking something like that was insane.

They probably did it all the time. In the shower, in the bed, on the couch. They were probably licking their palms—oh God just like that, yes baby, just like that—and stroking their cocks left, right, and center.

Before saying her name, right when she least expected them to.

He didn’t say it loudly, but she knew that’s what he’d said. And his hips jerked upwards when he said it, too, as though just the sound of that syllable got him going.

Other things apparently got him going, too. Like saying other words, lots of words, all of which made her very confused about the whole “I’m tired” thing. Why had he said that, if he just wanted to come in her tight pussy?

Because that was definitely amongst the horny things he was saying. As was—

“That’s it, baby. Fuck yourself on me.”

Though she suspected she might have translated wrong from horny to English. The huge sweep of arousal that went through her—that always went through her whenever he talked dirty—kind of knocked out her ability to comprehend words.

He was going to come pretty soon—she felt sure he was. He’d started biting his lip, and that bead of liquid at the tip—it wasn’t anything he’d rubbed all over himself. She could see it clearly and watched it, mesmerized, as it welled and finally slipped in a thin strand down over his working fist.

It was almost too hot to bear. She could feel her clit, as hard and swollen as his cock looked, and it didn’t seem like too much of a stretch to just maybe…slip a hand under the waistband of her sweatpants. It was unlikely that he’d notice—he was holding his breath in sporadic starts, and that definitely meant he was going to come—and even if he did, so what?

She’d only be doing as much wrong as he was. Not that he was doing wrong, exactly. In fact, it looked really right when he thrust into that tight grip and moaned about how good she felt. It just didn’t feel right, when he could have been sliding into the very thing he seemed to want to praise so much.

Though she found she couldn’t think on it too hard when he suddenly groaned out an ohhh yeah, yeah, I’m coming.

He wasn’t lying, either. She watched him spurt all over himself, thick jets of come spilling down over his fist and belly. It looked so good she almost went to him right there and then, thoughts of licking all of that sticky liquid up in her probably addled mind.

But it was done with, now, and besides. She had to take a few steps back in order to let out the breath she hadn’t known she’d been holding. She had to breathe for a second and compose herself, though doing both things told her clearly how she felt about what had just happened.

He hadn’t wanted her to see. And apparently, neither did she.
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There were several things she wanted to say to him after the run with Blake had cleared her head. But all of them fell short of the mark.  Do you just not want me sounded too pathetic and self-absorbed, is this something to do with overhearing me and Blake sounded somehow insane. What kind of person turned down a roll in the hay because of some love conversation they’d overheard?

She couldn’t even be sure he’d heard it, anyway. And even if he had, there’d been those words at the start. The ones that contained things like you and Jamie have something special and Jamie puts great big giant love hearts in my eyes.

Which just left the idea that maybe he didn’t think they had something special, at all. Could be that the whole thing just freaked him out, and those words he’d said—they weighed heavy on him, now. Just because it was the end of the world, didn’t mean that love stopped having such heavy connotations.

Such as—what if you loved somebody, then said somebody went and got themselves killed? Yeah, that seemed pretty heavy to her. Like when she went to see where he was and found him in the storeroom, clanging on the generator. And he told her not to worry, because there were four backups but even if there hadn’t been—he’d made her a friendly little How To manual. Just a friendly little thing with cartoons and funny quote bubbles, about how to fix the solar paneling or make sure the water purifier was working correctly.

Only all she could think once he’d given it to her was—you made this in case something happens to you. You made this in case you die and leave me on my own out here.

And oh, that weighed her down almost through the floor. It weighed her right down to the center of the earth, where the idea of him not wanting to have sex with her seemed like the least of her concerns.

“You okay, bug?”

So it was just bug, now. No June at the front—though when she really started thinking about it she had no idea why there’d been a June at the front, anyway. It always made her think of the movie starring Amy Adams, but she knew for a fact she was nothing like Amy Adams and even if she had have been, there was probably a far more random reason for the nickname.

For God’s sake, it was Jamie she was talking about. He probably thought her toes looked liked insects, or something similarly weird.

“Yeah. Sure.”

No, I’m not. Please don’t die. And also—if you could not jerk off secretly as though that’s just what you have to do, that would be great. We’ll call it an added bonus.

“It’s just in case we come down with a searing case of man flu or something like that. No cause for alarm,” he said, but she doubted he was even convincing himself. After all, anything could happen at any given moment. He could get cancer—a weird and hidden cancer that killed you without showing up on any of the equipment they absolutely didn’t have. Hell, he could get appendicitis and die with her standing by just as helplessly. It didn’t have to be something huge or horrible, like a sudden reoccurrence of bubonic plague.

A rusty nail could kill him. An infected splinter.

“Want me to show you where the gas goes?” he asked, and she appreciated his attempts at distracting her, she really did. But in all honesty, it was too late for anything like that. She’d already seen him die because of a splinter, behind her eyes.

“Come on over here,” he said, which worked better. Mainly because he pulled on her arm as he said it, and his touch was always a good grounding sort of thing. It almost immediately sent her back to when he pushed his fingers through her hair—or even better, him getting a handful of her left breast.

It wasn’t as though it was a stretch to remember the sensation. The whole thing had only happened a few hours ago, and when he had a hand on her like that she could remember it almost exactly. Firm pressure, not too hard, not too soft. Then that little tug on her—

“Hey—you with me?”

He sounded more amused than sharp over her sudden lack of attention—which made her believe he understood what she’d been thinking about. But then she glanced over her shoulder at him and his expression was all innocence. Totally not bothered by their sudden proximity.

And it was proximity, too. Kind of shocking, after the whole maybe I’m not that into you thing. She didn’t think he’d meant to drag her all the way in front of him—as though maybe, oh sweet Lord, maybe he was just going to take her from behind—but it ended up that way all the same.

He was wearing weird overalls, and she could feel the heavy buttons on them suddenly digging into her lower back. Not to mention the thoughts those overalls conjured up in her lust-addled mind.

Like, for example—I bet he’s not wearing anything under them except that t-shirt. I could just pop those buttons and the whole thing would come off in one big piece. Or he could pop the buttons and get at his cock real easy, incredibly easy, and then he could fuck me over this generator like all of that other nonsense was just a bad dream.

“Okay, so…” he started out, but his voice seemed to come out a little more wavery than he’d intended. She felt pretty sure he’d just meant to show her where the gas went, but now that they were here and she was all pressed against him, it seemed different.

Especially as he had to give her a tutorial that featured long nozzles being poked into deep holes. It was so ridiculously suggestive that for a moment she considered the idea he’d known, and wanted things to go this way. Wanted to kind of hint at sex things and maybe get her into a slightly rude position without coming out and saying it.

But then if so, why hadn’t he just gone for it that morning? She didn’t get him. She didn’t understand what was so hard or why it had to be this way, and all of the above crowded out her higher thought processes until she just had to blurt out—

“Jamie, I really want to—”

It was a good attempt, if somewhat interrupted by the feel of his erection pressing into the curve of her ass.

Of course, for a moment she tried to pretend it was something else. She didn’t want to pretend it was something else but it just felt like the best course of action, all things considered. He was waffling on about pressure caps, he’d already brushed her off once that day—it seemed unlikely that the feel of her body against his had revved his engine.

Even if it had totally revved hers. Jesus, just the feel of his stiff cock pushing against her…it set her on some impossible edge she was never going to get off of. And she couldn’t even think badly of herself over it, either, because he’d had one go around already today, and she’d had nothing. Absolutely nothing. Running—that’s what she’d had. Blake hadn’t even tried it on with her when she’d stopped to tie her shoelace.

Though Lord knows she’d wanted to try it with him when he’d stopped to tie his. The sight of his perfect round ass in those sweatpants, all bent over and ready for her to just…

Oh, both of them making her crazy. They’d opened the floodgates, now, and she’d turned into a crazy sex maniac. Though really, who was the sex maniac? The person who got a bit hot and bothered over the feel of something heavy and hard against their butt, or the person who got the heavy and hard thing in the first place?

Plus, she could hear Jamie’s voice kind of losing its way. Whenever she moved—and she honestly tried to not move all that much—it went a little high, until one of them definitely had to say something. She could have just not acknowledged it before, but he seemed in no hurry to move away, and she could absolutely tell that it wasn’t just a wrench in his pocket…something had to be said.

Though it was surprising when he was the one to break first. He backed off abruptly and it was like a pressure valve letting off a great gush of steam—though not exactly in a good way. More like in a now-the-boiler’s-going-to-explode sort of way.

“Uh, yeah. Sorry. It’s gotta mind of its own, you know.”

That was all he had to say? He’d fucked her upside down and inside out the other day and he was going with the kid’s schoolbook version of erection getting?

Plus, he looked so embarrassed when she finally managed to break through the shell of lust around her and stand up semi-straight. As though she’d caught him molesting her underpants or something similarly stupid.

After all—didn’t he realize that she’d love to catch him molesting her underpants? She would have killed to catch him molesting her underpants back when sex dreams had been her only comfort. Now they’d actually had sex, and he was still being all wary and weird.

“I don’t get why you’re sorry. I told you—I told you to say if you wanted it.”

He’d backed up against the metal shelving behind him for some unaccountable reason. And he looked…she wasn’t even sure how he looked. Horny—she knew that much for certain. Really fucking horny, as though the morning thing just hadn’t been enough. Not by a long, long shot.

“I don’t want you to feel obliged,” he said, but the words came out tough and mealy. Like he had to really strain to say them—though she couldn’t think why. What she was going to say next to him? Yeah, that was the kind of thing that made people strain.

“Is that why you jerked off this morning, instead of fucking me?”

But he didn’t seize up, the way she expected him to. He didn’t flush red, either. Instead his mouth went open and clear affronted-ness spelled itself out on his face, shortly before he came out with—

“Oh that ain’t right, bug—you spying on me? I did that in the privacy of my own bedroom…I mean, our own bedroom…I mean, someplace that isn’t private at all. But that’s not the point!”

She tried not to laugh at the way the words came out. At the way he corrected himself on each totally false point and lost any of his angry steam along the way. By the time he’d gotten to not the point, those little crinkles had appeared around just his right eye. It was always just his right eye, when he was amused. And it always happened before his mouth got around to smiling, too.

“I just don’t get why you did it! I was right there—didn’t you want me?”

Oh, that one trapped him. She could see him trying to look to one side for an answer but there was nothing forthcoming down by the sacks of potatoes.

“It’s not as easy as all that,” he said, finally, though she could tell that even he found it a weak response.

“Were you really tired?”

Pause.

“No.”

“Did you want to fuck me?”

Another pause, longer this time. And when he spoke, he kind of blew the words out. A little shaky. A little greedy.

“Hell yeah.”

The words were like a lasso around her middle. They dragged her to him, no problem at all. He still had his erection, and when he looked down at her it was with heavy-lidded, half-gone eyes.

“Then next time, just go for it. I don’t feel obliged, and I think you’re crazy for even saying something like that.”

He had his gaze trained on her lips, and it was obvious why, even when he came out with things like this—

“I just wanna tread lightly, you know.”

“Like this?” she asked then caught his mouth with hers. It really didn’t take much doing. He’d practically turned to putty before she’d even laid a finger on him, which pretty much torpedoed all those he’s not really into it sorts of thoughts.

He was just cautious. That was it. Just cautious.

“Yeah, kinda like that,” he said, and this time he kissed her. Just lightly. No tongue, hardly an open mouth in sight.

Still crushingly arousing, however.

“You really want me?” he asked. It would have been hilarious if his eyes hadn’t suddenly looked so wounded and open. As though there really was a possibility of her saying no.

“I do. Come on. You know I do,” she said, and it was like a chain reaction. Immediate and almost shocking. One second his gaze was too vulnerable for her to bear, the next he had his hands on her ass.

And said hands didn’t go easy, either. He didn’t pat her butt in some cheeky, innocent sort of way. He slid his hands all the way down over her back, until they found the curve of her ass and squeezed rudely. A cheek for each hand, hard and firm and with his fingers almost in the groove between.

She blushed just feeling it. Wanted to say something stupid to him like she’d never experienced an ass grab in quite that way before. But instead she had to settle for suddenly wide open eyes and a kind of jerky moan—one that definitely got his fires going.

“You like that, huh?” he said, though like wasn’t exactly the word she would have used. “You horny, baby? I guess I left you kind of high and dry this morning. Or did Blake—”

“No. No. Blake didn’t.”

“And you sure you want me to?”

That seemed like kind of a weird thing to say, but really, she couldn’t question it. It had been hard enough getting the words no and Blake and didn’t out.

“Yeah. God, yeah.”

“Tell me what you want then, huh?”

Her mind wouldn’t make the appropriate connections. She couldn’t remember how to create words. Somehow her body had started rubbing itself up against his and it was short circuiting every bit of sense she had.

“Uh…that…thing. The thing. You did before. Yeah. Thing.”

Luckily, however, he didn’t seem to be making much sense either. In fact, he didn’t even get to words, at first. He seemed a little stunned that she was rubbing herself over his stiff cock, never mind anything else.

Though really, she couldn’t say why. It felt absolutely amazing with his overalls being so underwear-less and her sweatpants being so thin. All she had to do was spread her legs a little and it was right there, right up against her swollen sex and the hard little bead her clit had become.

She guessed it kind of helped that he’d lifted her a little way off the ground, however.

“You’re gonna have to help me out a little more than that, baby. You want me to go down on you? Because although this feels real nice I can see that you’re wanting a little more than a dry hump.”

She didn’t think he should be so sure about that. There was something very appealing about a man rubbing your body against his—which he was totally doing. She wasn’t sure when he’d started it, exactly, but she could feel his swollen cock right up against her clit and he had hold of her ass really tightly and every time she tried to jerk herself against him faster, he forced her back into this maddening too-slow rhythm.

She wondered if he knew she was going to come just from this meager contact. Or if he knew that this contact was so good, so distracting, that when sirens suddenly started blaring out they both didn’t move away from each other for a full ten seconds.

Yeah, he probably understood that one. He didn’t seem to want to let it go, she could tell. The sirens blared and his hand stayed in her hair and his arm stayed around her waist and though his mouth went still against hers she could read what he was thinking, no trouble at all.

Just let us stay like this, and not have to hear that thing going and going.

She knew what that was like. In truth, she could hardly believe the noise had started up. How weird, that something bad happening was now the shocking thing, the thing that interrupted pleasantness, and not the other way around. Bad had become rare again. Good had become the standard.

It made her heart soar and want to eat itself, all at the same time. She thought of the splinter, the splinter that could so easily kill him, and suddenly couldn’t breathe. Don’t let good become rare, again, she thought, though it was unfortunate that the next thing she had to feel was how still he’d gone against her.

It reminded her of the way rabbits went when they heard something coming. He wasn’t quivering the way they did but there was some kind of weird, wired suggestion of it hovering just beneath his skin. As though his ears had pricked and were standing straight up, and he was just waiting, waiting to hurl himself in front of that oncoming car.

Or in this case, hurl himself in front of some oncoming zombies. God, how she wished she’d never thought of something as stupid as him dying because of a splinter. He was going to be killed by zombies in about thirty seconds. Of course, he was.

“Do you hear that massive wailing siren by any chance?” he asked, and it should have been funny. He said it to be funny, she could tell.

But it wasn’t. And especially not when she found herself clawing and grasping at those last little embers of desire, as though she could keep herself warm with them once he’d been eaten by the zombies that were probably invading the island as they spoke.

“I was hoping I’d gone nuts and it was just in my head,” she replied, which should have been funny, too. But it was hard to laugh when he’d plastered that fake smile on his face then decided to say something like—

“It’ll be nothing. Goes off all the time.”

Funny, that his gaze remained so cool and flat that it made all the hairs on the back of her neck stand up. Even funnier that the siren hadn’t gone off in all the time she’d been there. Somehow, she doubted it started wailing and wailing like a giant with a toothache because a sparrow landed on one of the mines.

And of course, there was the way he carried on talking in this ever so slightly hollow voice. She thought the hollowness might have been him aiming for light and reassuring, but if so he was missing it by a long, grave mile.

“Did you leave Blake in the house?” he asked, though he might as well have said how much danger is Blake in? Because the two amounted to the same thing and besides, she didn’t think he’d walk past her to the gun rack if Blake being in the house meant nothing.

It meant so much that for a moment she couldn’t think—they’d gone for a run, then had some breakfast, then she’d felt a mild tide of panic over where Jamie was and decided to go looking for him.

So Blake was…Blake was…

“Yeah. He’s in the house—or he was, last time I checked.”

He glanced at her then, full on, and it was almost a relief to see a hint of incredulity in his expression—not because it wasn’t happening, because it totally and absolutely was. It was just good to see something familiar on his face, something that she felt too. That note of—a minute ago we were making out. Is this really happening?

It had caught her off guard again. Stuff like this—it always did.

“Okay, it’s definitely nothing so why don’t you just stay here for a—”

She cut him off before he could finish. Mainly because she could see something else on his face, plainly. It said—I’m pushing my luck here, and I know it.

“Are you fucking joking? Say you’re joking.”

He grimaced and kicked the rack in front of him, which was something of a shock. Like he’d really believed she might stay, and let him go die up there? He was even crazier than he claimed to be if he thought that had ever been an option.

“Fine. Fine. That siren we’re hearing—it’s for the east edge of the island, near the lake. So we’ve got time, though we’re losing it by the second right now. Take this—put it wherever you would have done out there. No holsters.”

She flushed at that, but took the gun he offered. And added something, before he could give any further military style commands.

“You put a silencer on that, Jamie.”

He’d slapped a magazine into the weapon he’d picked, and she could see he was going to end it at that. He’d already picked up something else to pack full of bullets—something that would be even noisier than the handgun. She wanted him to have at least one thing that would keep him stealthy, even if safety like that was just an illusion.

“There’s no—”

“You put a fucking silencer on that thing right now, or I’ll shoot out your fucking kneecaps.”

His eyebrows went up but he didn’t fight her on it. Though she suspected he didn’t really believe her. Hell—he probably had no idea that she was thinking of shooting out something on him anyway, then locking him in the storeroom. Maybe, like, his right foot or something. Would a bullet wound in the foot stop someone from running off into danger?

Probably, if it had been Blake. But she felt pretty sure Jamie would run on an injury minor enough that any of them could deal with it, later.

“Just follow me, okay. Don’t go off anywhere, not even if you see Blake. Follow me—just do that much, okay?”

His voice sounded frustrated and almost painfully desperate, but that wasn’t what she found herself concentrating on. As she followed him up the stairs, her mind rattled around a hundred different stupid things, like how glad she was that she didn’t have to do this right after an orgasm. Then it focused, abstractly, on every noise a siren or alarm could make—did the West side one sound like an out of control party favor? Did the one that signaled they’d made it as far as the tree line hum and buzz until it got right inside your head?

Because this one was getting right inside her head just fine. It made her want to ask him, stupidly, to turn it off—maybe using a remote control he probably didn’t have—but even as she was thinking it, she understood the reason why.

If the alarm was going, she couldn’t hear them coming. That was the real issue. And oh man, it made getting to the top of the stairs hard. She almost didn’t want to move through that rectangle of sunlight to the island beyond, because they always waited in the places you least wanted them to be.

They’d be around the corner, just past the open door. Or hiding behind the first tree they got to, before she really started motoring. Motoring was good for pushing down the panicked flashes that kept popping up behind her eyes. It helped her to pump her arms and breathe in that measured, even sort of way, and she found she could keep it up even after realizing how much faster Jamie was than her.

Of course, she wasn’t surprised to discover he was. He had that wiriness, and unlike Blake he didn’t seem afraid of getting a tree branch in the face. He just breezed right on past it all, hopping over obstacles when they emerged, gun still drawn the whole while.

She was willing to bet that gun didn’t have its safety on. But then, Jamie wasn’t the sort to accidentally blow a hole in himself or anyone else—no matter what he’d told her. She knew he wasn’t. He ran as steady and straight as anything, while she faltered and fumbled and suddenly couldn’t remember how she’d ever lived like this.

Lord, it was so exhausting and panic filled. After a minute or two of solid sprinting, she could hardly see him anymore—and that was worse. He was just going to barrel right into a whole mess of them head first, and she knew why. To stop her from barreling into a whole mess of them head first.

God, he was an ass. He was such an ass that she couldn’t even think of him as an ass, because he was clearly trying to be cool about wanting to protect her and not be all chauvinistic about it, while actually protecting her in a way that made her want to kill him.

As she launched herself over a rotten tree and went for broke—like the fucking T-1000 from Terminator—she cursed herself for not shooting him in the foot. At the very least it would have slowed him down, and she wouldn’t have had to deal with vivid flashes of them grabbing him before she got there. Flashes of her wrestling one of them off him, only to find it was too late, too late, fuck it was always too late.

They just had to drool into your mouth and you were gone.

“Jamie, wait!” she shouted, but that only brought back memories of the staircase. She wondered how many of them he’d hit, when he’d stopped and fired into the stairwell. At the time she hadn’t known that was what he’d done, but it was obvious now. He’d used his last bullets to keep her alive then gone for the only thing that would save her once he got to the top.

He’d have died starting up that chopper. She knew he would have done. He’d have spent his last breath telling her how to fly the fucking thing.

Then suddenly, she couldn’t stand it. Not even a little bit, not on any level. Her thigh muscles were screaming, but she pushed them harder. She thought of him on the ground, mouth filled with blood, and made her breath grate in and out of her, in and out. The siren fed her like a heart outside of herself, and she let it make her strong. She ran and ran and ran and oh God, when she broke from the tree line and the lake came into view, for a second…for a second she was sure it was him on the ground.

Was sure it was Blake, who’d carried her up the stairs.

And though she wanted to go to whoever it was—to fight like she’d always done, or be strong in the way the siren suggested she could be—she found herself almost going under anyway. It had been a mistake to push her thigh muscles so hard. Now they didn’t want to hold her up.

Until the world slowly drew into focus, and the dimming daylight revealed the true picture of what had happened. Or at least, the truest picture she was going to get. There were no zombies—none that she could see on the attack, anyway—and Jamie was shouting at Blake.

Which meant…she didn’t know what it meant. They were both alive, and that was enough for now. It was enough to keep her on her feet and not have her die of grief right there on the mulch-y ground.

Only then she had to make sense of what they were saying. And what the person laid between them meant.

She tried to breathe normally. Tried to stop herself glancing around wildly, as though at any second a feral cannibal was going to jump out of the lake or the forest. They were shouting, and Jamie was saying—

“Has she turned already? Blake, Blake, look at me—how did she get here? Did she swim?”

But Blake couldn’t answer properly. He looked ashen and when she saw the blood on his hands her stomach lurched. Why was Jamie asking if some mysterious “she” had turned, when Blake could have gotten infected? She couldn’t tell if that was why he was deathly pale or not, she just couldn’t tell.

However, she was able to tell a lot of things when Jamie suddenly knelt in the dirt by this person. She could tell that it set off a giant louder-than-the-siren sound in her head that said NO FUCKING WAY.

“Jamie stop,” she said, and, by God, her voice came out like stone. Hard and immoveable.

Both of them looked at her immediately. They even watched her approach the person on the ground—though Jamie’s gaze had lost a little of its tight focus. He looked desperate, suddenly. Harried.

Not unlike the woman on the ground, who was slowly choking to death on her own blood.

Her first thought was that Blake had shot this struggling stranger. There was a gun on the ground beside her, after all. And she was clutching someplace on her side, as though to keep her guts in—though guts weren’t really the issue. Whatever had happened, it had punctured her lungs. That was why she couldn’t breathe, and it was what would eventually kill her.

The whole scene made her heart sink. Not for the woman, but for Blake—though thinking about it in those terms made her wince. How callous to only think of him! He’d shot a human thinking it was a zombie, and all she could consider was how badly it had hurt him.

Because she was human. June could tell, even with her like this—flailing and gasping and rutting up the earth with her flat little sensible shoes. Her eyes were just too bright and full of color to mean anything but, and she stared up at them all with real feelings in them. Please help me, those eyes said, but there was nothing to be done. Nothing at all.

Though Jamie was trying. He had a handful of material—it took her a moment to realize he’d torn off one of his sleeves—and pushed it into that wet, red place on the woman’s side. He was getting his own hands sticky with blood, too, but she couldn’t tell him to stop anymore. If it was just a bullet wound, there was no danger of infection. There was no danger of anything, except extreme damage to Blake’s soul and another failure to save for Jamie.

It made her want to say things to them both, lots of things—though in the end she could only manage—

“It’s okay. It was just an accident.”

Only then he flicked his gaze back up to her, suddenly confused. Like he couldn’t fathom what she was saying and needed to take in her expression to fully grasp it. Not that she could understand why until he said something that made every inch of her body prickle.

“I didn’t shoot her. Is that what you think?” Blake paused long enough to look back at Jamie, who’d started pounding on her probably half-dead chest. He looked beside himself, and she didn’t know what to make of that anymore than she knew what to make of what Blake was saying. “She was like this when I got here—I think it’s a stab wound. Or maybe…I don’t know maybe a bite.”

She thought of rings of teeth in someone’s flesh, like bracelets. They could really bite when they had a mind to it, or maybe dig their nails in until they punctured something vital. She’d seen it happen a thousand times and yet here she was just standing there while Jamie went to breathe into her blood covered mouth…

She shoved him hard enough to knock the wind out of her, never mind him. And it took some doing, because he didn’t want to go. Not at all. He actually fought her for a second, hands too covered in blood, t-shirt too covered in blood, all ready to get some kind of kiss of death from the probable half-zombie thing on the ground.

Even worse, he looked completely pissed when she finally managed to get him off the woman. As though she’d done something stupid in pushing him off, as though he couldn’t register when he was in danger. She watched him sprawl back in the mud, teeth bared, and for the first time actually found herself using the words and meaning them—

“Are you fucking crazy?”

Luckily, Blake echoed the sentiment. He got hold of Jamie before he could go back in for a second try. A fucking second try! Hadn’t he heard what Blake had said? Did he really think it was a good idea to give mouth to mouth to a woman who’d probably had zombies digging in her guts ten minutes earlier?

“She’s not turned, okay, she’s not gone!” he tried, but she stopped him before he could get at her again. It wasn’t as hard as she suspected it was going to be when he lunged at her, but even so. Even so, she could feel him trying to fight her.

“Sometimes it takes longer, Jamie—fuck. You know that, what’s the matter with you?”

It wasn’t strictly true—she’d never seen someone take the length of a lake to turn—but really, who knew for sure? There was no manual on this, no medical textbook. If she’d managed to swim across the water, then maybe the wound had started out as a graze and gotten worse. Maybe she’d dug her own nails in as she felt it festering, maybe maybe maybe…didn’t he understand how powerful and awful that word was?

You couldn’t bank on maybe.

Though she really couldn’t hold it against him for trying. It shocked even her when the woman suddenly lunged at Jamie, snarling. So much so that she wasn’t prepared and that cold bloody hand grabbed a hold of his right thigh no problems at all.

Of course, he struggled but really it was too late. Once they had hold of you, that was that.





   

 

 


 Chapter Fifteen



  

 

The gun went off loud—louder than the siren—and for a long moment after it, nobody moved. Jamie remained on his elbows in the dirt, gun pulled and ready to fire but not quite there. Blake stayed where he was, crouched on the ground with one hand ready to yank the thing that had once been a woman off his friend.

Said woman remained sprawled back on the ground, a hole in her head and nothing to show for her life but the sensible shoes, the practical trousers, the still soaking wet and almost see-through shirt. Probably nothing that she would have worn in her real life, because she was blonde and pretty and blonde, pretty women so rarely dressed like apocalypse survivors.

Not that she was one of those, now. The minute the woman had laid one zombie hand on his thigh, she’d drawn the gun from its good good place under the waistband of her sweats and blown her fucking brains out. She’d done it faster than Jamie, too, because it was true. Holsters and the trappings of real combat held her back. She went on instinct and it came back to her immediately like an old friend—aim for the temple, watch where the splatter is going, fire.

Though as it turned out, there was precious little blood to worry about. Blake had been far enough down her body for the backwash to miss him. Jamie shoved at just the right moment, and that now blown out side of her head had faced the ground. And when she looked at the woman in the aftermath, all she could see was a tiny black pinprick at her temple, as though she’d dotted the I on a name she hadn’t written.

The woman had no name. Blake checked her pockets mutely, but there wasn’t anything there. Truth was, you didn’t really need to carry anything at the end of the world. Nobody cared if you’d had money in your pocket or pictures of your kids in your wallet. What did it matter now?

The only thing that mattered was Blake, saying they should bury her. The hopeless look on his face. The worse one on Jamie’s. He’d gone beyond beside himself, but she couldn’t do anything for him. She didn’t even know what was putting him in such a state—that he’d almost been eaten or that he’d failed to save someone else?

Either way, she had to deal with what Blake was saying, first. Bury her? Had he actually suggested burying her? What, so she could infect the soil and force them to dream every night of her rising from the dead…maybe shambling up the stairs…half her head missing and her guts still slipping out of her torn open abdomen?

Because she could see, now, that the woman had done just that. Torn herself open. Dug right into her own flesh, as though she could chase whatever she’d felt happening to her. Maybe something had grabbed at her just as she’d made the water line, and scratched one infected fingernail into her skin. And once that happened, oh once something like that happened…it didn’t matter. Even if it hadn’t infected you, you wouldn’t be able to stop thinking about it. Not even swimming through freezing cold water would stop you thinking about it and scratching at it until you were the person who made it happen. You made it worse, all by yourself.

“We can’t bury her, hon. We have to burn her,” she said, but that was too much for Jamie. He took off toward the cabin before Blake could even voice a protest.

Then, after she’d called Jamie’s name and tried to think about what the fuck she should do about his distraught state, Blake asked.

“Are you sure we can’t?”

She thought about a headstone. A made up name scratched on it. Would Jamie go to it every day if it was there? Probably. Probably.

“Positive,” she said.

* * * *

The first thing she did was strip out of her clothes, while the girl was still burning. Just so that she could toss them on the fire, and let them go up with her. She’d done it enough in abandoned buildings and the shells of old cars to feel nothing about doing it here, now, and anyway—Blake did the same. He followed suit like it was just the way things had to be, then went with her into the house with barely anything on him.

His arms looked very red against the rest of his semi-tanned skin. She suspected the red would look even brighter against Jamie’s paler body. And it was practically a neon sign on hers.

She didn’t blame him for immediately falling to scrubbing. He didn’t even do it in the sink, either—he covered the table in plastic, filled a bucket up with boiling water and went at it. Industrial strength cleaner. That gel they’d talked about. She watched him scrub and scrub and had to wonder how long they’d took with her when she first got to the cabin.

The blood splatter had been barely there on her by comparison. Just a little splash when Kelsey’s arm lashed back after the first bite. Nothing big, really.

This was big. She watched him scald his arms and hands, and knew it was big.

“You don’t think breathing in ash can turn you, right?” he asked, and she answered with the only thing she could.

“No.”

“She went up like a fucking flare. Wonder if people will have seen?”

She resisted the urge to say what people. He was dousing himself in toilet cleaner, for God’s sake. He didn’t need to hear  what people.

“Blake honey, you’re taking off a layer of skin.”

But he just snapped dead eyes to her, arms up the elbows in the water, as vulnerable suddenly as Jamie had seemed earlier. God, earlier. Had that really been just a few hours ago? It was pitch dark outside now, which only helped it seem like forever.

“You really think I would have shot a person?”

Okay. That wasn’t what she’d been expecting. It jolted her, right in the middle of smoothing disinfectant wipes down her arms. Over her face, gingerly.

“It wouldn’t have mattered if you did,” she said, because that was honest. It wasn’t fair, but it was honest. She’d almost shot enough human beings to know—if they didn’t talk, sometimes you couldn’t tell.

“It would matter to me. It matters that you think I’d do that, that I wouldn’t check.”

“Does it help if I tell you I know you’d check more than I would? I almost blew her head off before she went for me. I almost blew a hole in Jamie’s foot right before we left the storeroom, just to stop him from getting killed. I’m not the kind to pass judgment on things like that, Blake.”

She saw a little of that sudden defensive stiffness go out of his shoulders on hearing those words. And she was betting the whole blowing-a-hole-in-someone’s-foot thing played a big part in that. It made him almost choke out a disbelieving laugh, and that was good.

“You would have seriously shot him?”

“I’d have seriously shot you, too.”

He looked at his hands. His now completely clean hands. She suspected they’d still be clean in a thousand years time, after he’d spent said amount of time digging through sewers without so much as a moist towelette to spare.

“Would you shoot us if we turned? If that had been me, instead of her?”

A big part of her wanted to say yes, to that. She couldn’t be sure if that was what he wanted to hear—probably not, in all honesty—but she couldn’t get it out either way. It hadn’t been true for Kelsey, and it wasn’t true for them. She could never do right by them.

“No.”

He didn’t look surprised. But he didn’t look disappointed, either, so that was one thing.

“I couldn’t shoot you either, June. I would want to, but I don’t think I could. I think I’d rather—”

“Lay down and die?”

“Yeah. That.”

“I’ve dreamt about it before today. One or both of you turn, and sometimes my subconscious tries to come up with fake solutions, you know? Like, I cure you with lemon juice. Or I put a bandage on it and it goes away. But my brain is never fooled—you always come after me. And every time, I just lay right down and die. Sometimes it even feels good to. A relief.”

“Don’t say that, June-bug,” he said, and it was weirdly those words that made something sting behind her eyes. “Don’t ever say that.”

She hugged him for it. One arm around his shoulders, face pressed to his back. It was the only spot that didn’t smell like Clorox.

* * * *

For some unaccountable reason, she found herself dreading going to him. And it made it worse when she got to the bathroom, and he was in the shower. Both her and Blake had been gone for well over an hour, doing the little things like burning people and scrubbing the agonizing survivor guilt from their bodies, and he was still in the shower.

This, she figured, did not bode well for his mental state. People did not take two hour long showers unless their survivor guilt—or similar post-traumatic stress issue—had reached epic, epic proportions. Seriously, they could have written ballads about whatever Jamie was going through.

Plus, she had to deal with this other thing. This other thing called—now I’m on high zombie alert, and think there’s one around every corner again. Because when she stepped into the steam choked bathroom, all she could feel was her own spine tensing and all she could see was that shower curtain, heavy and dark with water and hiding God only knew what behind it.

She watched it waver slightly, just to make sure she absolutely knew that something was behind it. Something shadowy and hardly moving—you know, like a turned Jamie just waiting to attack.

Lord, how she wished she’d never said that stuff to Blake. She’d always known it was true, but even so. It was hard having to deal with it, right up front like this. To know that if Jamie had somehow turned, she was just going to let him tear his way through the curtain and eat her.

She reached out one hand to pull it back—just as she’d aimed for Blake’s shoulder in that always-with-her dream—and was ashamed to find it shaking. Even more so, when Jamie quite suddenly said—

“I ain’t turned, baby. It’s okay.”

The words made her sag. The way he looked—not so much. He looked like Blake, like a peeled lobster, and he was bent right over beneath the spray. Head on one forearm, forearm on the tile. The only thing he was missing was an anesthetizing bottle of Budweiser dangling from one hand. Pity, really, that all Budweisers had gone bad about a year ago.

She watched the water rush down on the back of his head for a little while, thinking idle, distracting thoughts. Like—our generator’s really going to make us pay for this hot water bill. And—his hair’s getting so long. Is it just the water that’s making it look that long?

She touched the slick strands that had amply covered the nape of his neck, just to have something to do. She’d said all the wrong, most depressing things with Blake, and knew it. It didn’t seem like a good thing to start talking now and let Jamie hear them all.

Though words wanted to come, anyway.

“I’m so sorry, baby,” she said then couldn’t think where such an idea had come from. Sorry for what? Sorry for the end of the world? Sorry for the pinprick hole in that girl’s head?

God, all of the above. All of the above.

“Oh Jesus, don’t be sorry. You didn’t do nothing. I did nothing. I always do nothing.”

That was hard to hear. She’d known it was coming but it was tough none-the-less. Like swallowing gristle.

“You can’t really believe that. Look at me and tell me you don’t.”

“I don’t know, bug, I don’t—”

“She was already gone, J. You know she was.”

She squeezed the nape of his neck, now practically half in the shower and getting fairly wet. But it had no effect.

“But if I could have just…there’s always just…”

His words were coming out breathless. As though he’d started running up a hill while saying them. And yeah, it could have been the heat in there or the steam clogging everything up, but she didn’t think so. He was bogged down by himself. He didn’t even seem to know what he was saying.

Though it was still a shock when he came out with his next little pearl of wisdom.

“God, if only I’d saved your friend, too. If I’d just saved her, maybe everything would be okay, you know? If I’d just saved her then—”

It jolted her so hard that she had to cut him off. And not with words, either. He needed a shake, for that one—hard enough to rattle his teeth. She even got right under the water in order to give it to him, and gave her bra and panties a free spin cycle courtesy of the hottest shower in the world.

“Are you kidding me? How far are you gonna go back, huh? If only you’d saved those kids in the quarry? If only you’d saved some guy you saw one time? What? Tell me.”

He looked too dazed to tell her. As though she’d slapped him without knowing it—though Lord knows she felt like it.

“You saved Blake. You saved me. Isn’t that enough?”

“I didn’t shoot her fast enough when she went for me. I didn’t. I couldn’t. She would have gone after you, next—I would have gone after you. And I just couldn’t.”

It sounded like he was apologizing, which was frankly too awful to bear.

“That’s okay—you know why? Because I could. And I’d do it again in a heartbeat if anything laid a hand on you, I swear to God I would.”

It was a surprise, how fierce the words came out. Also a surprise—how hard he kissed her after she’d said it. In fact, it wasn’t a kiss at all. It came out much more like he’d decided to bury himself in her, immediately. As though he could just suffocate inside her body if he really tried hard enough.

And God knows he was trying. She went to do all of the things she wanted to—run her hands all over his body, kiss that gorgeous throat, the strong shape of his shoulders that reminded her of something always knotted—but he pulled her up short before she’d gotten halfway to the good stuff. Pinned her back against the shower wall as though it was just. That. Easy.

Then told her no, no. It made her run hot—just that little repeated word. Just the tone of his voice, suddenly gruff and all over the place. But the next thing he decided to say punched deeper, made her wetter, got her hotter.

“Just lemme get atcha,” he said, and her mind tried to tell her that those weren’t even really words. His accent had gotten so out of control that even the first real one—just—didn’t sound right anymore. It sounded as though he was speaking another language, though it was surprisingly easy to decipher.

His mouth suddenly on her breasts gave her a bit of a clue. He didn’t even stop to remove her soaking wet bra. He just got a mouthful of material and mouthful of flesh, and sucked hard enough to leave blood red marks behind.

Though it didn’t take her to the place she expected it to. It didn’t even leave her on the safe shores of it’s okay if he sinks his teeth in, it’s okay, everything’s fine, the way it had done before. Instead a jagged thought flashed across her mind, angry and filled with want in a way she couldn’t process.

Bite me, her mind urged him. Bite me hard, draw blood.

And that was too sick and too weird and she was almost relieved when he didn’t. When he just mouthed her stiff nipple through the still clinging material, and made her moan instead.

Still, there were more shocks to come. More jolts of wrongness to her unprepared system. Like how much pleasure spilled through her from so slight a touch. He didn’t have a finger on her clit or in her cunt. He had his mouth on her breast—that was all.

But it made her pulse hard and steady between her legs, and her legs didn’t want to hold her up, and when he suddenly twisted his fingers beneath the elastic of her panties, she wasn’t sure she’d ever felt anything so dirty.

Yeah, yeah, her mind said. Yank them down.

Which was at least better than bite me. She couldn’t hold it against her mind for wanting her panties yanked down, even if this was only a couple of hours after the dying girl and not five minutes from his meltdown.

Did meltdowns mean she should be doing this for him? Maybe yanking down the underpants he wasn’t wearing, sucking on parts of him until he couldn’t control his body anymore? That sounded great, really great, only he still had her kind of pinned somehow and her ankles were suddenly tangled in panties and God, God.

She tried to make a sound but everything in her had lodged itself in her throat. He was just too fast, that was the thing. Too wily. One second he had his mouth on her breasts. The next he was between her legs. She couldn’t keep up and wasn’t sure if she wanted to, because he ate pussy just the way she remembered and, oh Lord, it was blissful.

Like forgetting, she thought, which seemed like a weird thing to consider until the edges of her body grew fuzzy with the heat he was stoking at her core. Any second and she was just going to burn away, and that felt good, much too good.

He pressed her thigh back against the cool tile, but it barely made a dent in the fire that was blooming in the swell of her clit. It almost felt like pain with his mouth on her like that and his tongue real firm against her aching bud, but she could take it. She could. She could take anything he had to give.

Including his lust-sparked eyes suddenly on her, and the naked want he left behind between her legs. He ran a proprietary hand over her sex as he looked up at her, and that was almost as knee-trembling as his tongue on her clit. Almost, but not quite.

Whereas his hand suddenly sliding down, then two fingers inside her—rough and steady—yeah…that was as good. He knew just where to stroke, and how firmly to do it, and when the sensation forced her inner muscles to clench hard around the invasion, the answering wave of pleasure shocked her.

“You wanna come, baby?” he asked, and it was the first time she suspected he didn’t know something about her, sexually. She was going to come any second now. Just like that—so quick and brutal.

It made her want to hold her breath. Keep any evidence of the rising swell of pleasure in so he couldn’t get away with teasing her before she got there. It was obvious that he was going to and she just couldn’t take it, couldn’t have it, she needed the release of it so badly and oh then she could see it in his expression.

He knew it. It was okay. He was going to give it, she could tell. He kept right on rocking the curl of his fingers over that little bundle of nerves inside her, and when she finally dared to let a great rush of breath out, he said such good good words.

“That’s it, baby,” he said. “Come on, come on. Let it go.”

Oh Lord, how she wanted to let it go. She could feel it drawing up tight, teetering on the brink, any second now, any second—

There was a sound from the bedroom, and she looked in its direction. Knew immediately that she shouldn’t have fucking looked. Just knew, the way animals know something blindly in their own dumb way, but afterwards are still surprised to find they’ve run into a glass door.

God, she wished she knew what the glass door was. Jealousy? Insecurity? Those two things seemed the most obvious, but then if that was the case why did he stand up, and pick her up all wet with her legs tangled around his body, and say let’s go in there, with him?

Those weren’t the words you used if you were jealous or insecure or feeling weird about threesomes. You don’t say to someone, so casually—why didn’t you go at her? She’s just about crazy for it now, aren’t you, baby?

Because those were the words he used in Blake’s direction and it stung in a way she did understand. Completely. She’d read it wrong, that sting said. He wasn’t jealous or uncomfortable or insecure. He wanted her to be with Blake. Maybe he even knew how much she cared for him and wished it wasn’t so. Wished that he’d saved Kelsey so he could have her instead of someone he was only trying to force himself to love or want.

Then it struck, even harder than his words. That was why the dead girl had upset him so much. Because the girl had been pretty and blonde and the opposite of her. Something about her face, still innocent and not damaged the way she was.

It made her swallow too hard and throw herself into kissing Blake because if she stopped moving for even a second she was going to start crying. Actually crying over something so stupid! As though he didn’t love her enough—he loved her enough, didn’t he? When Blake spread her back on the bed she could see him over his shoulder, gazing at her with those eyes so full of everything.

She couldn’t even make out what he was really feeling, because nothing stayed still for a minute in them. Everything looked all mixed up and dark and…soulful. Yeah, that was it. His eyes were soulful.

As though she represented, in some small way, all the things he could now never have. Like the pretty blonde girl with the innocent face.

She kissed Blake hard, hard. Hard enough that he said ow, Jesus June—though she could see it on his face that it had excited him. Her hands on him, rolling up the t-shirt he’d put on for some unaccountable reason, her heels digging into the clean set of sweatpants he’d also donned, pushing and pushing until they were halfway down his legs.

Yeah, that excited him too. He fumbled out a are you guys sure I didn’t interrupt something, but she could tell he didn’t want to hold back. He didn’t look at Jamie as he said it and she wondered how he could be such a fool. Did he really think she and Jamie had anything special?

Stupid, she thought, then found herself flinching when Jamie said—

“Get on him, baby.”

It still ran through her hotly, of course. There would never not be something deeply and primally compelling about Jamie being the one who told her what to do, Jamie orchestrating things, Jamie’s voice so cut up with lust and other complicated things, and yet part of her suspected an awful reason for him suggesting it.

If she got on top of Blake, she’d have her back to Jamie. It was clear before she even obeyed him. And worse than that, she didn’t want to do anything but obey. She could feel that pulsing heat between her legs again, driving her onwards. He’d spent all day working her up into a frenzy, for Christ’s sake. She couldn’t do anything else.

And especially not when Blake mouthed are you sure? Just before she sank all the way down onto his thick, hard cock.

It was the two things, she felt. Him saying something so sweet and considerate, then the feel of him, like putting something cool against a burn. He was solid inside her, good and grounding, and though she couldn’t stop herself shaking and knew she looked wild, it helped. His expression helped—so openly desirous and pleasure-shocked.

And the sound he made, too. Like the words are you sure had melted and he’d decided to push them out in their new form. Squished and lacking air—a total mess.

It made her slicken further around the push of him and the urge to grind down hard grew strong. Irresistible, in fact. She moved a little without even meaning to, and the answering slap of pleasure struck hard.

“You know what you look like, June?” Blake said, and there was something about his tone, so light-hearted that it made her grateful. “Like a guy who’s trying to stop embarrassing himself. Like a guy who knows he’s going to come and is trying to hold off.”

She was glad of the laugh. It burst out of her, good and strong—and maybe she could have carried on like that and been grateful to Blake for turning things that way, if he hadn’t then fixed his eyes—suddenly sharp and electric—on Jamie, over her shoulder.

And said—

“Come on and kiss her. Kiss the back of her neck.”

Just like that. So kind of casual-like. Only she could hear that Jamie had moved far off because it took him a while to come back—and that gave a different tenor to Blake’s request.

For one, it didn’t let it be just a request. It sounded more like an order. It sounded the way Jamie had just been, only a few moments earlier. The orchestrator. The person in weird control of everything. For another, it meant that he’d been leaving.

But he kissed her just the same, all right. The mattress dipped, when he moved onto the bed. His hand slid beneath the heavy weight of her hair and lifted it, so he could put his mouth to that thrillingly sensitive place.

And it was, it really was. It felt as though he’d jabbed her with a pin, there. She jumped when he kissed and almost fell over Blake, but Blake had his hands firmly on her hips and there was nowhere to go. His cock was like an anchor inside her, and when he held fast to her like that it rubbed her nice and hard against that good place.

She gave a little shout. Couldn’t help it. Jamie was right up against her back, now, and his mouth was hot and wet and hungry just like it had been in the shower, and even sweeter than that, she could feel his stiff cock pressing into the curve of her ass.

It took her a long, agonizing moment to fully process that he was rutting against her. Really rutting—not like in the storeroom, when he’d been behind her. This was hot and heavy and she could feel him leaving trails of slickness on her skin.

She couldn’t stop herself urging back against it. And when she did, Blake’s cock slid back and forth inside her, back and forth. Not like fucking at all—more like just pushing against each other. Like animals, rubbing their bodies over something rough.

Blake’s eyes had narrowed down to slits. She thought of what he’d said—about how she looked like someone trying to hold off—and saw the exact same thing in him. Only this was…it was more like he wanted to keep himself on some edge. More like he’d decided to immerse himself in the pleasure, and draw it out, and it took her a moment to realize why it seemed that way.

Because he was rolling his hips. Just rolling them. No jerking thrusts, no pounding up into her. Slow sweet rolls that lulled her into a false sense of security, then suddenly, suddenly—

“Oh God, I’m coming. Oh God, no no. Ohhhhh I’m coming.”

It seemed like something that needed announcing. It was too big, too much, and she just had to escape she had to. She had to dig her hands into Blake’s fingers and ride out each swell of pleasure, even though each one threatened to never end. Each one made her bite down hard on nothing and squirm in their two grips and miss things, vital things.

Like Blake saying fuck her, now.

Of course, once she was lax and dazed and leaning back into Jamie—strung so tight behind her, so tight—she knew what he meant. He didn’t mean—I’m going to come in her pussy now, then you get to have a turn. He meant the other thing, the thing she’d thought about while pretending that she wasn’t really thinking about it. Or the thing she’d thought about while touching herself because really, it was the hottest thing she could imagine them doing together.

And it definitely washed away all those tangled thoughts she’d been having earlier. Nobody could have tangled thoughts when Jamie made a little frustrated sound and Blake snapped, sudden and sure—

“Use the stuff on the dresser. Come on. She wants it.”

She tried to think what he meant by stuff then went red all over. Of course she’d understood immediately what Blake meant but even so. Baby oil made it real. As did Jamie saying, do you? Don’t…you don’t have to.

She thought about the size of him. Christ he felt immense in the other place, never mind her ass. And Blake seemed so swollen and thick inside her, as though any second he was going to burst and really Jamie had better hurry up and do it before that happened.

Because she could see in Blake’s face—it was important somehow, that they shared her like this. She thought about how Jamie had been the one up until now who’d pushed and suggested and said come on, buddy. And it was as though Blake was saying…she didn’t know.

Like he was saying come on, buddy.

It wasn’t even like a share thing, either, she didn’t think. There was no sense of herself as a thing they were portioning out between them, no leftover unease or weirdness. It just felt like something possibly glowing and good between all three of them, something they could all be a part of with no trouble at all.

Listen to him, she thought at Jamie, and his hand was suddenly on her shoulder again. Strong and firm and good, as though maybe he’d heard what Blake was saying, and understood. She hoped he understood.

The slickness she felt him striping down her back…that suggested he maybe understood. He just ran it all the way down her back to the curve of her ass, everything all slippery and tugging at her still swollen clit, the hot bloom of her sex.

She clenched around Blake without meaning to and heard him gasp gutturally. It made her want to look at him and see his expression—probably tense and bright with pleasure—but somehow her eyes had screwed themselves tightly shut and didn’t want to open.

She could feel Jamie’s breath on the nape of her neck, hot and shaky. It excited her even more than his fingers sliding between the cheeks of her ass—maybe because he was out of control. She could tell he was. His touch was almost rough and too eager, pressing against that tightly clenched hole before she was ready for it.

Though most of her suspected she’d never be completely ready for it. She wanted to tell him—no one’s ever had me there before—but that sounded stupid and gauche and it didn’t contain all the things she actually felt. How hot her body burned for it, for him to fuck her there hard and not care. If she said it, he might not do it. He might get a hold of his control and shut right down, then watch as Blake fucked her until he came.

And that…no. Not right now. She wanted him to have her, and tried to push back against him to tell him as much.

It was still a shock when he slid one finger inside. She found herself suddenly falling forward right on top of Blake, but that was okay because Blake put a hand in her hair and said you okay? It’s okay.

She tried to answer that she was, but couldn’t. Mainly because Jamie was groaning and groaning even though she knew he hardly ever made noise when it came to sex, and it was plunging her deep into a great pool of arousal. Her sex pulsed hotly, over and over, and the feeling only intensified when he slid his finger back and forth inside that tight channel.

But it didn’t stop there. Her mind wouldn’t let it. Her mind wanted to send her images and ideas that her body couldn’t cope with, like—maybe he can feel Blake, through the thin barrier of me. Maybe he’s kind of stroking him, and that’s why Blake has his eyes shut tight with his teeth in his lip like this and, God, God I’m sweating. I’m shaking.

She thought of the Jamie she’d experienced before, when they’d last had sex—but couldn’t see that Jamie here. That Jamie would have stroked a hand down her back and steadied her, calmed her, but this Jamie was quiet except for the groans, and maybe too far gone.

He pushed against the resistance to get a second finger inside her, and she couldn’t even complain about it. It felt as good as much as it burned, and she found herself begging for his cock before she could get a hold of herself. She said words that made her hot with shame, like fill and my and ass, then dirtier, filthier. Words that sounded sticky on her tongue—come in me, come in me, God, come all over my body.

But they cut some things loose inside her, and they cut some things loose in them, too. Two sets of hands tightened on various parts of her body, then she felt him pressing there, massive and hot and not like a finger at all. God no, nothing like a finger.

He was going to hurt her—there was no way he couldn’t—and for a moment, real fear spiked in her blood. Just before he got her by the hips and slid all the way in to the hilt, smooth as silk and twice as easy.

He didn’t even have to say anything. No relax, baby, or anything like it. Her body just relaxed all on its own, and took him in as though it had been craving this all along—this feeling of almost choking fullness, this pleasure with the barest hint of pain just at its edges.

She laid against Blake, trembling. Couldn’t look at him. Couldn’t even try looking at Jamie. The good glowing thing between them was there, but it was purely in the tension between bodies, the sense of them all being one push and slide of flesh, and oh, it was sweet. She could feel every pulse in her body right between her legs, expanding and expanding. Her clit felt huge and swollen, her pussy and her ass so small. So driven down to nothing.

It was unbelievable. Beyond that, past that. Her fingers twisted in the covers either side of Blake’s shoulders, but she couldn’t make a sound.

Jamie made the sounds, instead. It was almost like a sob, when it came out of him—so much so that she could hardly believe he was the one making it. Then even stranger, it was Blake who asked the questions. Blake who talked on and on, the way Jamie so often did.

“Is it good?” Blake said. “Is she tight?”

How could he not know? He hardly had any leeway to move at all, and when Jamie rocked just ever so slightly—as though he couldn’t do anything but—they all gasped together. God yeah, it was tight. And hot and slick and shot through with these little pulses of tense pleasure.

“Yeah,” Blake said. “Yeah, go on.”

And she knew he’d done so because he could feel Jamie, through her. Could feel something other than her rubbing against his already filled to bursting cock, until his body went rigid and he panted out his moans, and she knew he was going to come.

It made her want to urge herself against both of them—as far as she was able to—in order to make it happen. Though after a moment of this agonizing rocking and pushing and feeling Jamie’s cock slide and slide into that tight ring of muscle she realized it wasn’t Blake she was trying to push into orgasm. It wasn’t even for herself—though that was definitely coming too.

No, she wanted Jamie to get at it. She wanted to feel Jamie swell inside her, and flood her with his cum, and maybe in the middle of it say all those things he usually did. Maybe if she got him there, he’d tell her  it’s okay baby, that’s it or oh you’re so good, so hot and wet.

Just something, something.

Only the thought of it…the thought of him saying things to her and holding her in just that way, then losing it…it pushed her too close to the edge. She ground herself against Blake’s suddenly jumping cock and that was all it took, just the barest hint of his slick stomach against her clit and something rubbing fierce and hard inside her, and she was the one doing it.

It shoved through her just like before—too much, too much. Blake tried to hold on, but she could feel the wetness spilling inside her and his hands suddenly on her hips, scrabbling and scrabbling.

It was so good. Too good, really. Because only after it was done did she realize she’d missed Jamie finding his pleasure—wasn’t even sure, in fact, if he had. Wished, beyond anything, that she could have seen his face when he got there or just something, something.

Instead, he pulled out of her too quickly and it was a shocking and sudden absence. The fact that the evidence of his pleasure then trickled down her thigh…not really a comfort. Unsurprisingly, not really a comfort at all.
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Jamie was sitting by the window when sleep slipped away from her in the night, though not in any sort of comfortable way. He didn’t look relaxed, half-bare like that with his head tilted against the glass. He looked like he could see something he was longing for, instead. Something as amazing as the great white moon that hung so heavy in the winter-dark sky.

She could see it even from here, casting odd shadows on his shoulders and making his skin a silvery color in the dimness of the bedroom. He looked lovely, and lonely, though she couldn’t quite fathom why. Hadn’t they just done all of that stuff? Been together and formed that good glow?

Though when she looked at him now, she couldn’t tell if all of that had really meant anything. He looked different, somehow, in a way that made her wonder if she’d ever really known him properly. Of course, he always had that look about him—of someone just crouched and ready to go, of someone lean and wired and ready for that terrible war in the future—but there was something more pronounced about it here, now.

She thought of the words lone wolf and wanted to laugh at herself for doing so, but couldn’t. Wanted to call him back to her, but couldn’t.

It was all right though, in the end. He didn’t need her to call him back to her, because after a moment of her careful watching he turned, as though he’d known she’d had her eyes on him all along. And he said—

“I’m still here. I ain’t dead.”

She wanted to tell him yeah, I can tell, in response to that. I can tell so hard it hurts. You’re so alive it’s frightening sometimes.

But somehow she just went with come on, and patted the bed next to her. It was still raw in her, all the things they’d done, and she wanted him to come over. No—she needed him to come over and put his arms around her until that rawness went away or burned in deeper—whichever felt best, first.

Only he just sort of hummed in reply, and after a minute said something that made her hackles go up—though she wasn’t sure why.

“Do you think people ever really know when they’re happy?”

He was facing her, but she could tell what he was doing—pushing his back against the window. She couldn’t even imagine how cold the glass must have been. “Or do you reckon most of the time, they just make do with satisfied?”

“Is that what you’re doing?”

It popped out before she meant it to. Felt kind of like vomit, coming up. Especially when his eyes went so dark like that—like water over slate—and his next words seemed so…bottomless.

“No, baby,” he said. “I ain’t never satisfied when it comes to you. Even when I’m right there touching you, I want more of you.”

She knew her voice was going to come out shaky, even before she managed to make the words. She could feel that tremulousness right down in her chest, threatening and threatening—even though she’d said the same thing to Blake easily enough. It had come out so easily with Blake.

“I love you, Jamie, I love you.”

She had to say it twice. The first one came out all weird and not like words at all. And he wasn’t saying anything back, either, which made the things he’d said even more elusive. Did he mean that she never gave him enough?

She couldn’t tell, she couldn’t tell. He just regarded her with those water on slate eyes and seemed beyond words.

Then, finally, he went with—

“It’s okay, June-y. It’s okay. Go to sleep—everything’s okay.”

Which seemed at best, complicated. Unfortunately, he also chose that moment to come over and run a hand through her hair. And after he’d done so he laid down next to her, and she forgot almost any worries she’d had. He was right, after all. Everything was okay, when he held her like that, and didn’t let her go.

* * * *

She heard it, and half-dreaming thought of birds, flying. A hundred black wings against the sky, beating and beating and leaving only good things behind—though that was the way dreams usually were. You woke up, only to find that the good thing had become bad and the bad thing had become good and everything was too late, too late.

If the birds were already flying, she was too late.

“Do you hear that, June?” Blake asked from beside her, and she thought of Jamie joking the other day. Jamie saying—hey, do you hear that big alarm going off?

Only this wasn’t a big alarm and Blake wasn’t joking. He wasn’t the kind to joke in that way. She glanced over her shoulder at him and his face was drawn tight, the way people got when they knew they’d made a terrible, terrible mistake.

She wanted to tell him that it was okay—that the birds had gone now or some other leftover-from-her-dream thing—but most of her knew it wasn’t, already. The dream was fading and being replaced by the real reason for the noise. A helicopter—a helicopter taking off.

“Where is he going?” she asked, but it was as though someone else had spoken the words. They sounded like the kind of thing a person would ask when they noticed a colleague taking the wrong elevator. When they saw their husband going out to get the paper, even though you’d already brought it in five minutes earlier.

They just didn’t encompass everything her body was trying to feel, right at the moment. Her body was trying to feel it, but something cold had hold of her and it wasn’t letting go.

“Did he tell you he was going somewhere?” she asked, and now she could hear it. That same coldness, creeping into her voice. Like an icy lockdown on everything she was.

“I…I…” Blake said.

She kind of hated him, for that. For being so lost. If Jamie had woken up and heard Blake flying away in a goddamned chopper, he would have known what to do immediately. He would have formulated answers and sprang into action.

Though she couldn’t continue with the hate, after a moment. Because what was she doing? Nothing but looking at Blake, waiting and waiting for this to not be true.

“I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t know.”

“He didn’t tell you anything? He didn’t say—hey, think I’ll go for a stroll tomorrow in zombieland?”

She could hear her own voice starting to rise, but felt helpless to stop it.

“No, God no, June. He promised me he’d stop going alone—he swore to me, months and months ago.”

She flung herself out of bed at that. Started putting on whatever clothes she could lay her hands on.

“June, what are you doing? The chopper will be gone by the time you get out there, it’ll—”

He just didn’t get it. Neither of them really did, despite all of the things she’d said.

“Is there a boat?”

“What?”

“Is there a boat? Come on, answer me—because if there’s not I’m going to swim.”

He got out of bed at that. Started pulling on his own clothes—though with his face as flat as anything and some intent in his body language. He was going to try to stop her, she knew it.

He didn’t stand a chance.

“You can’t be serious.”

“I need a boat, Blake.”

“You don’t even know where he’s going—he could fly hundreds of miles. Then what?”

“Give me a best guess—that’s all I need.”

“June…”

“Best guess, Blake, best guess!”

It came out harsh and frantic. She didn’t mean it to, but oh God her heart was pounding now and everything seemed tilted and off-kilter. Didn’t he understand?

“The…he always goes to the…this place, first. If he’s looking for survivors, which he always is.”

She thought of the blonde woman on the ground. Her pleading eyes.

“Which place? You said “the”. What “the”?”

He pressed his lips together tight, suddenly. It was obvious what the expression meant, even after he’d explained. He didn’t want to say, and after she’d heard the name of the place Jamie always went first, she understood why.

“The shooting gallery. We call it the shooting gallery. People always try to get down to the water but it’s like a fucking disaster there. All around the lake it’s just swarms of them like you wouldn’t believe—I tried to make him stop but sometimes you can see them running for the lake, you know? You can see them trying to make it to someplace safe. I had to throw away the binoculars because he was—”

“Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.”

She pushed past him so fiercely that he didn’t even try to stop her. She couldn’t blame him. It must have been clear that she’d take down anyone who got in her way. It must have been clear that her heart was beating behind her eyes like something red, red, red and all she could think was—I should have made you understand it harder. I should have said I love you more. That even though I might not be enough we have to try and make it so. We have to try and be enough for each other, God, don’t you want to try?

She didn’t know, and now maybe she’d never get to ask. All because he’d put his arms around her and she’d let her worries slide away.

“June, you can’t swim,” Blake was calling down the stairs after her. It made her mad, madder than hell, and that feeling didn’t subside until he was standing by the front door with her. Until he looked at her, as frantic as she felt, and said—

“There’s a boat.”

* * * *

It was funny, how she didn’t feel anything this time. Well, at the very least she felt no fear. No clenching of her fists, no flashes of terrible memories. Just Jamie, Jamie, Jamie all over her mind and in her soul and oh if he was dead. If he was doing this because he wanted to be dead…

He’d asked her if she felt suicidal. Why hadn’t she asked him? Why hadn’t she asked him a thousand times? And now Blake was with her on this little strip of bloodied land because he’d refused to let her go alone and God, what if he died too?

She realized as they looked over what was left of a lovely waterfront vacation spot that he could die here just as easily as Jamie. Just because she was with him—that didn’t mean anything. They were both going to die for stupid reasons that no one had ever said.

“Why’s it so quiet?” he asked, but his words—so sudden and too-loud—only served to emphasize the ghostly quality of the place around them. She’d expected sudden hordes, the way things got in populated areas, maybe. But there was just a red-streaked ramp down to the water and one of those little places that had bathrooms inside and areas for people to change and the like. Further off, she could make out a store of some kind, though even from here she could tell its roof had caved in.

An explosion, maybe? Rioting? Sometimes things looked exactly the same when she came across them—as though the human race had never deserted it—but other times there was stuff like this. Stuff that had been destroyed for reasons unexplained. Fires that had raged with no one to turn off the gas.

There were boats by the truncated pier, too, but most of them had half-sunk or been overturned. Tarpaulin spilling into the water like plastic hair.

“Never seen it like this,” he said, and again she thought of how often their words seemed so banal. So like something from before—as though they’d just entered a popular nightclub and found it a little deader than they’d expected.

Though the term deader applied in some interesting ways here, too. There were bodies, after all—of course there were. Always bodies. Kind of funny that her eye went to buildings and boats first, and barely saw the tangled grave piled by the pier. The mess of them spreading out into the fields and the trees beyond.

“Everybody’s dead, aren’t they,” she said.

Because that was true. Before, even when she’d been in empty areas with hardly any of them around, she had been able to hear them. Sense them, pressing on the outskirts of her consciousness. They were like bees buzzing all the time, something terrible always there and waiting.

But here, now, she felt nothing. Could hear nothing. Nothing but the hollow silence at the end of the world.

“Look there,” he said, and for a moment she thought he’d seen Jamie—so much so that it choked her up in a way she couldn’t deal with. That was how much Jamie meant to her. Just a hint of him made her swell with hope and pain and longing.

But instead of Jamie there was just a man twisted on the ground by an overturned trash can. Or—what had once been a man. She could see even from all the way over by the water that his eyes had turned and his face was mottled the way they got and he hadn’t died as a human.

He’d starved to death as a zombie.

“Jamie was right,” he said. “They’ve run out of people to eat, and now they’re just…dying.”

“I guess so,” she replied, but her voice came from very far away. It was such a different feeling to walk amongst the dead with nothing coming at you. No threats, no snarling, feral things.

Just this—this emptiness.

“Is it weird if that seems worse, somehow?” he asked.

She understood what he meant. There was a hollowness at the center of her chest—for Jamie, mostly—but it spread as they walked amongst the quiet remains of the human race.

They came across a park bench, and there was a man sitting on it. Just sitting there, as though he’d decided to take a rest in the middle of battling zombies. But when she drew her machete and poked at his lowered head—much to Blake’s consternation—he had the black, black eyes and the weird skin.

He just didn’t jump up and try to kill them, the way they always did. He didn’t do anything, because he now had a different hallmark of being a zombie—hollowed out cheeks and skin stretched paper thin over bone. Something desiccated about him, as though all the moisture in his body had drained away and left behind…this.

“God, God, June. Don’t,” Blake said, but she couldn’t stop looking. The tip of the machete was starting to cut into the thing’s forehead, only it wasn’t drawing blood. No blood at all.

“Don’t worry. It’s gone, believe me.”

However even after she’d spoken with such surety, she found herself picturing him jumping up suddenly. As though maybe he’d grown intelligence and decided to play possum, rather than what she knew this was.

He’d just sat down on the park bench, exhausted—the way an ordinary person might have after a particularly arduous swim.

She let his head drop. Something inside his neck cracked and whispered when she did, but only Blake jumped. He was dead, and there was nothing to be squeamish about, now. It had taken her this long to even realize there was a smell—that sickly sweet stench of death—and when said realization came she brushed it off.

The smell of fresh blood and meat would always be worse than rot to her. Always. Plus, there were other things to consider. Like—where was Jamie? Was he here? She thought she could see something over by the tree line, but her heart was beating too hard and hopeful for her to look at it directly.

Then Blake said, “I see the chopper!”

And suddenly it was okay. She could look. It was comforting, in a way, that he sounded as joyful as she felt. She could see it all over his face, too—a real burst of feeling in a way Blake almost never let out. Strange, really, that he should allow it just as something awful pressed down on her and wouldn’t let go.

He’s going to be dead, she thought. Because that was the way things were. She’d had a few months of happiness, and that was all anyone got in this new world. Hell, it was all she could ever remember having  before any of this happened, so God only knew what the score was here.

Two seconds of happiness to ten years of misery, maybe.

“Just be cool,” she found herself saying. “Be cool.”

Which seemed like a really stupid thing to come out with until she thought of the ratio. Two seconds to ten years. Until she thought of all the ways she wasn’t deserving of Jamie just being alive and okay, and had to watch Blake jogging off in the direction of the field because she just couldn’t stand it.

Hope was starting to kill her. She could see it. It was turning her into an insane person, because even when she could see him suddenly there, amongst the too-long grass, she couldn’t let herself believe it was really him.

Then everything inside her broke and she ran to him—real fast, knees kicking up clumsily, eyes not seeing obstacles in the way she was supposed to. She was supposed to look, and it was only by some miracle that she didn’t trip over a stray body or land in a bear trap or some other dumb thing.

Blake was even shouting after her—hey, be careful, be careful. As though she’d turned into a little kid, tumbling after a treat she couldn’t wait for.

Only it wasn’t a treat. It was awful, it was awful. He just looked at her dumbfounded, like he wanted to ask her a million things and couldn’t think what to start with. Of course, she knew what one of them would have been—how did you get here?—but there was something else there, too. Something as empty as this place.

She recognized that, too. It said—there’s no one left, is there?

And that made her want to be sorry, to hold him and say that it was okay, everything was okay. That even though there was no one left, they still had each other. Couldn’t that be enough?

But instead, every bit of rage welled up inside her. Her hands did things that her mind didn’t want them to—they shoved at him and got fistfuls of his shirt and she could hear herself yelling.

How could you? She could hear herself saying. Why? Why? She could hear herself saying. Her face was wet, and he wasn’t answering and when he did, it only made things worse.

“I just thought…” he said. “I just thought if I had someone too, then you and Blake could be happy. I thought…”

Then the world was full of white noise, and she was screaming at him about nothing, nothing at all, and Blake had hold of her, was pulling her away because God she hated Jamie—hated him hated so much just hated him, for being this stupid.





   

 

 


 Chapter Seventeen



  

 

She thought of odd things, idly. Like—now that everyone was dead and the zombies were all gone, she could safely go and get a bunch of books. Ones that she’d always intended to read, like Anna Karenina and  Great Expectations. She could lie in the sun and wile away the years on nothing but books.

She could go and find Kelsey’s body, too. Yeah, she thought of that all right. Go and get it and bury it and say sorry. Go and find her sister and say sorry for that, too. There were a lot of things she could go and do, but she didn’t feel like doing any of them.

Instead, she stood by the front door, and listened to Jamie out on the porch, noodling around on his guitar. The song was almost unrecognizable, but after a moment of just standing there taking it in, she thought she had it. She dredged it up from the bottom of her memory, somewhere.

Hit Me Baby One More Time. That’s what he was playing. Weird, that it sent chills up her spine when he got to the line my loneliness is killing me. Maybe it was his voice, which had a low, strange wavering quality about it that somehow made everything upsetting, even when it was only some dumb, bubblegum, pop song.

It made her wish she didn’t need to go out for a run. Every morning since the incident on the mainland, he’d sat out on the porch right before Blake said hey, you coming for that run? Then Blake took off out the front door, and she knew he expected her to, too. And wouldn’t it be so weird if she took the back door and ran all the way around just so that she didn’t have to see Jamie?

It was obvious he was sitting out there, waiting for her to talk to him. It made her feel like a weird, disturbed crazy person to not want to. He hadn’t really done anything wrong, after all. In fact, he’d done something really, painfully right in a way that made her eyes sting every time she thought about it, and oh Lord, maybe that was it. Maybe if she had to speak to him, her heart would just ache until it melted inside her.

Heart melting seemed like the last thing anyone would want. Especially when he was playing my loneliness, my loneliness, my loneliness and she still hadn’t explained to him. Hadn’t said what was true above all other things.

She almost managed to get right past him. Almost. But then her mind went elsewhere and her body took control and her body wanted to turn just after the steps and speak. It wanted her to say—

“Why is it always pop songs?”

Apparently, her body wasn’t very smart when in control.

He ran his thumb along the strings, making one last long note. It made her realize he was good at it—the guitar. He really was and didn’t that make the question reasonable, after all? He wasn’t like Blake with the wooden horses. He could actually do this and do it well, so why didn’t he?

She watched him lean over the instrument to speak to her—probably to say something that wasn’t about pop songs and would definitely hurt her in some way.

“Honey, I didn’t mean to make you feel like that. I didn’t know you would feel like that.”

She thought of that one sweet note. The birds beating their wings against the sky.

“Why is it always pop songs?”

He leant back then, against what had probably once been a park bench. It made her remember the man with his paper skin and his staring eyes and how he’d just sat down, like a real person.

“I can play something else if you want me to,” he said. “Come on up here, and I will.”

She knew what he was doing—luring her in—but she went to him anyway. And not just because she wanted to hear. There were other things in there, too—the need to talk to him, just talk to him about anything, again. The need to be near him after feeling so strongly that he might be dead.

But oh no, oh no, she knew what he was playing. The other songs all came back to her slowly, but this one didn’t. It was clear right off, and he wasn’t even playing the verse that rambled on about religion and other things that meant nothing to her. He was doing the other one.

The one that went on about a brotherhood of man and loving everybody and Lord, she was shaking before he’d even gotten to the part about sharing all the world. Before she could even think about everybody gone, gone, and how there was just them to share all the world. Just them.

It was like a sudden brutal instinct. Like shoving out when one of them got hold of you and you just had to fight and fight in order to carry on living. Her body started shuddering and the wetness just poured down her face like some stupid knee-jerk reaction to John Lennon. Like some stupid knee-jerk reaction to Jamie, because man alive he could really, really sing and she could hear he meant every word.

It was almost a relief when he stopped. She could feel all the crying and the feeling in her like a great pressure, threatening to break out. She needed him to stop before she started sobbing because of John Lennon.

“See,” he said. “This is why I don’t play anything but ridiculous pop songs.”

But she couldn’t respond to that. She had to say the only thing that had ever been in her, instead. It came out all mingled with the laugh she wanted to make because he’d said something so Jamie, and the sob she wanted to let out too because it was so terrible and wonderful all at the same time.

“How is that I’ve found you guys at the end of the world? How? Out of all the people left, it’s you two. It’s you two.”

She wasn’t even sure what that meant. He didn’t seem to know, either—he just looked at her for a long time, filled with a kind of nakedness. When he put the guitar down, she knew he wanted to put his arms around her, but she got there first.

He smelled like cinnamon and safety and home. She felt him press his face into her hair, and that was even better.

“I love you more than I’ve ever loved anything, you know, June. I love you enough to scare me. But I want you to be happy; I want you to be with who you want to be with, not who you have to be with.”

Lord, but he was dumb. He was so dumb that the first words she heard Blake say after he’d finished panting and leaning against the rail by the stairs were—

“You’re an idiot.”

She wasn’t even sure when he’d gotten there. He must have cut his run short, but when she managed to squirm around and look at him she kind of knew why. His expression was all tension—probably because he was as big an idiot as Jamie was. They both spent so much time talking to each other, without ever really saying a word about the truth of things.

“Come on,” he said. “Can’t you tell she loves you more?”

As though he just wanted to prove all her “Jamie and Blake are dumb” thoughts right.

She threw up her hands then. Startled them both. Blake even took a couple of step back down to the ground, in case she was thinking of attacking him, maybe.

“I don’t love anyone more. Are you guys serious with this? You skulk off in the middle of the night and run off into Zombie Land because you think I love one of you more than the other?”

They had the decency, at least, to look contrite.

“Do you know how amazing you both are? I would have killed to have someone even half as fantastic as either of you before this happened, and I find it incredible daily that you’re the ones who seem to insist that I don’t love you on an almost constant basis.”

It was weird, how saying something so shot through with incredulity made her upset, suddenly. Though she suspected that John Lennon and Jamie’s declaration and all the near death experiences had something to do with it.

As did Blake suddenly sitting down next to her to put an arm around her shoulders.

She wanted to tell him not to, but instead found herself pressing against him, the way she’d done to Jamie only a few moments earlier. God, they were just so exhausting, so exhausting—didn’t they get it?

“Listen, June,” Blake started, and she felt pretty sure she wasn’t going to like how it finished. “We both just want you to be happy. And…well…happiness more generally means choosing.”

Yeah, she definitely didn’t like how it finished. Or what Jamie added to it.

“Three people are typically called a love triangle.”

She put a hand over her eyes. Pushed away from Blake, just so she could have some space to get out the words she need to.

“We’re not a love triangle,” she said. Of course she could have made it a question—is that what you think we are? A love triangle?  But no, no. She wouldn’t give him the chance to take an idea like that and roll with it. “We’re a love…a love…”

God-dammit. How was she supposed to convince either of them when she couldn’t even think of a good adjective or noun to go with the word “love”? Her mind kept throwing up the word “square”, but that sounded even more stupid than triangle. They weren’t a love square, for God’s sake. A love square would mean they’d found another person and had started bonking them, too, which was just overkill, frankly.

“Go on,” Jamie said, which was good because it meant he wanted to hear the rest. Then Blake added the words it’s okay, and they further aided her progress into this no man’s land.

Only…only…

“I don’t know what kind of love thing we are, okay? I don’t know! I just…I just love you the same. The same, but different.”

She was relieved to finally get it out. And it sounded right, too. Strong.

She loved them the same, but different.

“Different like how? Different like one of us gets a box of chocolates for Christmas and the other gets a bunch of flowers?” Jamie said, and oh she knew he was grinning before she even managed to peel her hand away from her face. He’d leaned back against the bench he was sitting on, loose and casual suddenly. Everything pained gone from his gorgeous face.

And when she glanced at Blake, he looked calm, too. Settled, she thought, in a way he hadn’t seemed for a while.

“Different like one of you gets a bite and the other gets a scratch,” she said, at which Blake laughed. He really laughed.

She slid an arm around his middle for that laugh, but something happened when she did. A look flashed across Jamie’s face, and for a moment she was sure everything couldn’t be cool. Not ever. One would always want what the other had—even when it was something as simple as an arm around the middle. And it would all build until tensions got impossibly high, and people couldn’t bear it anymore, and finally—

Sudden runs into the deathzone.

Only Jamie then said—

“So what do I get?”

So casually and full of good humor that she could hardly stand it. It sung through her, as brilliantly as John Lennon had.

“For what?” she asked, though she knew.

“For the arm you’ve just put around him.”

Blake made a chuffing, rolly-eyes sort of noise next to her, but it only added to the slow release of tension.

“Oh, I see. So now I’ve got to make sure that you’re equal in everything?” she asked, and Jamie’s grin broadened.

“What can I say? I’m high maintenance, baby.”

God, he was a demon. A demon in man-form.

“Good thing I enjoy maintaining you. Apart from when you run off and get yourself killed. Then I hate you.”

His expression straightened out, then. Sparking eyes suddenly serious.

“Guess I’ve got some making up to do then, huh?”

She let out a breath then, long and slow. His voice sounded so familiar, so back to being himself again. And she could feel the rightness of things, too, in the way they’d shaped themselves around her—Blake leaning back so she could rest against him, Jamie finding her hand before she found his—everything comfortable and easy, now.

So much so that it struck her when she least expected it to, like something long forgotten and now remembered.

They’d made a circle. That’s what she should have said. A circle—not a triangle or a square or any other ridiculous shape that didn’t make a single lick of sense. Like the outline she’d imagined around herself when she’d first come to this place—only with both of them inside it, too.

And as long as there was that, she could carry on living. She could be. Everything was awake and alive again—not dead and empty, like the world beyond—because they were here, together, on this island, with each other.

They were together in the circle, and all was well.
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