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          THE LAST EXIT

        

      

    

    
      The air in the bunker has always tasted like recycled breath and sweat-soaked plastic, like the inside of a gym bag that's been sealed for safekeeping. I can almost remember what clean air tasted like: rain, pine, freshly cut grass on a summer day. Now this is what passes for oxygen, and my body has the audacity to call it normal. It clings to my tongue and the insides of my nose until I don’t notice it anymore.

      I sit on the edge of my bunk, gripping the frayed laces of my boots between my fingers. The laces snapped weeks ago, tied now in knots and desperation. Everything is makeshift. Not just inside this bunker, but outside, too.

      The main generator sputters. Right on cue. Every day, around this time, we all collectively hold our breaths while we wait to see if the generator will kick over to drawing energy from the solar panels, or if we’ll finally be completely without power. The lights blink once, twice, then steady into a sickly pale-yellow glow. No one says a word. We’re used to the threats now: power failure, fire, collapse. We’ve named them, counted them, pretended we had control.

      It’s a miracle that the solar system still works at all. Once a month, a small crew drags the long metal access cables through the maintenance shaft to the surface, wiping grime from the panels with chemical cloths and hoping the storms stay mild enough that the cells can still catch light. Sometimes, they come back burned. Sometimes, they don’t come back at all.

      But this place is a corpse we’re desperately trying to keep on life support.

      The women’s bunk room is a glorified corridor lined with two rows of triple-stacked beds bolted to the cinder block walls. Heat accumulates here, trapped between the low ceiling and bodies pressed into too-small spaces; the temperature always a notch higher than anywhere else in the bunker. The ceiling is painted with damp stains, curling at the corners, sometimes weeping with condensation that runs in thin rivulets to the floor.

      Personal space is a fairy tale. Each woman’s territory is demarcated by the practical: ration crates repurposed as nightstands, cloth bags knotted to free metal rails, boots lined up in crooked formations. Some girls hang strips of fabric overhead for a semblance of privacy. Others, like me, don’t bother.

      I drag in a slow, shallow breath. My stomach aches from hunger, but I don’t get up for the ration queue. It isn’t worth the elbowing. Not for a protein bar the size of a fingernail.

      The concrete walls pulse with heat from the generator room. Someone mutters about it being too hot near the door. Someone else hisses back that the insulation is failing again.

      And then, like every day, I wonder how long it will be before this whole place just… burns.

      The front chamber of our bunker isn’t much more than a rusted pressure seal and a staging zone for going out—if you’re unlucky enough to be chosen. But if you don’t follow the process exactly right, opening the door to the outside would be like striking a match over a bucket of gasoline.

      "One day, the hatch will open," Mara says from her spot near the wall, one hand absently stroking her daughter’s hair, "and we’ll all go up like kindling."

      "Then at least we won’t have to argue about ration portions anymore," I say, not looking up from my boots.

      A few brittle laughs crack through the heat. Someone mutters, "Dark, Tess."

      But no one argues.

      I pull my boots on and pray today won’t be the day we all die. I’m halfway through wrapping my threadbare scarf around my neck when the front corridor fills with sharp, frustrated voices. It's barely ten a.m., and they already sound tired.

      "Brett’s not going," my uncle Frank barks. "Says he’s sick."

      I stand slowly, my fingers clenching around the fabric at my throat.

      Sick. How convenient.

      Brett’s never met a chore he wouldn’t try to weasel his way out of. I’ve had to take at least three of his scouting shifts in the last month alone.

      I step through the curtain of the women’s bunk room just in time to see Brett slouched on a bench, arm draped over his eyes like he’s dying of something dramatic. He isn’t pale. He isn’t sweating. He looks… perfectly fine. Relaxed, even.

      "Bullshit," I mutter, low enough that no one hears. He looks annoyingly alive.

      He cracks one green eye open as I approach. The color should be soft, but it always looks calculating instead.

      "You’re sick," I say flatly.

      Brett gives a cough that could’ve been real or fake, no way to tell, but it’s the way the corners of his lips twitch afterward that gives him away. "Fever. Or maybe radiation flare up. Who can tell these days?"

      A few of the others exchange quick, uneasy glances that vanish when I catch them. No one calls him out, but suspicion hangs in the air. They’re tired of him, too, even if no one says it out loud.

      I want to slap that phantom smile off his face. Instead, I turn to the group gathering around us, arms crossed over my chest. "I’ll go."

      That gets everyone’s attention. The air tenses around me like a wire pulled tight. Jo—an EMT in her old life, now the bunker’s doctor—shakes her head. "You’ve already been once this week. You know the rule: five days between outings so your body can process the radiation safely."

      "It’s a recommendation, not a rule," I remind her, then drop my voice to a near-whisper. "You can’t send Tom."

      Tom, our leader-in-effect, has been showing signs of chronic radiation syndrome for a while now. He, Brett, and I are the only trained scouts. It used to be just Tom, but when Brett turned twenty a couple years ago, he was conscripted. When I turned twenty a year later, I volunteered.

      Seventeen of us live in this bunker. Three are mothers, with seven children between them. Mama Mae and her husband, Earl, are in their seventies, too old to navigate the dangers outside. They tend the food rations and prepare most of our meals instead.

      My uncle Frank, the reason I have a spot in this bunker in the first place, lost his leg in the war. With no prosthetic and only a single crutch to assist, he can barely ambulate down here, let alone topside.

      Jo is too important to risk. She may not want to admit it, but we all know it’s true. Without her medical skills, every single one of us would be fucked.

      That leaves me. "You know I’m right."

      Brett’s voice slithers from behind me. "You sure about that, Tessa?"

      He says my name like it means something. Like we’re close. We aren’t.

      We fucked a couple times, and it wasn’t even good—mechanical, selfish, like he forgot I was a real human being he was sticking his dick into. No heat, no foreplay, just friction and ego. If the world hadn’t already ended, that would’ve done it for me. If this were the before times, I wouldn't even spare him a glance.

      I don’t turn to look at him now. "Yeah," I say. "I’m sure."

      He doesn’t say thank you.

      Behind him, murmurs ripple through the group. Jo curses softly under her breath; one of the mothers clutches her young son closer, and even Earl mutters a prayer. I catch flashes of fear, guilt, and something darker in their eyes. No one stops me, but the silence thickens, heavy with everything they won’t say.

      Brett just watches as I strap on the only half-decent pack we have left and walk toward the exit hatch. Toward silence, cold, and what’s left of the world we once knew.

      The inner hatch groans like it’s in pain.

      Steel teeth peel back with a slow, grinding snarl, letting in the first gasp of outside air. It’s colder than I remember. Colder than it has any right to be this far south. The atmosphere’s gone feral. Some days it’s searing heat that blisters paint on metal; other days it’s ice, brittle and biting. The planet can’t decide which way it’s dying.

      The corridor behind me is silent, a dozen eyes watching, none of them willing to say what they’re thinking. That I’m disposable. That if I don’t come back, it won’t cost them anything.

      I don’t blame them.

      Or at least, that’s what I tell myself so I don’t start hating the look in their eyes when they watch me walk toward that hatch. The quiet relief that it isn’t them is the worst. We all do what we have to do.

      The threshold looms like the mouth of a beast, exhaling a warning hiss before it releases the seal. Uncle Frank taps the wall twice with his crutch. Not for luck. In send-off.

      No one says goodbye. That feels too final. Instead, Tom mutters, "Bring back something useful," which is bunker code for please don’t die in a way we can’t explain to the kids.

      I roll my shoulders once, like I’m stepping into a ring instead of a pressure chamber. "If I explode," I say, "at least make it quick."

      My boots squeak against metal as I step into the small chamber between the inner and outer doors. The lights flicker once, the energy draw of the door opening exerting just this side of too much strain on the generator.

      I draw my scarf-turned-mask up over my nose and mouth and curse the fact that the only good pair of goggles our bunker shared broke last week. Hopefully, the dust storms won’t be too bad today. I tighten my grip on the strap across my chest as the outer hatch unlocks with a deafening clang, and I wait for the explosion we’re all expecting to come someday.

      Instead, I’m met with the reassurances of dust and cold of the outside air slamming into me like a wall. My eyes water instantly as I step out, but I’m alive.

      I make a mental note to specifically search for new goggles while I’m out. I wait the requisite five seconds and add two more for good measure. Then I hit the button to close the outer hatch. The door groans into motion on its track and then slams shut behind me, sealing with an echo that rings in my chest like a death knell.

      I’m outside now. And I’m alone.

      The world stretches empty in every direction—ashen trees, shattered road signs, a collapsed overpass in the far distance. The landscape as far as the eye can see is nothing more than the fossilized skeleton of a forgotten civilization. Five years and two months, give or take a day, is how long it takes for the bones of a dying world to become unrecognizable.

      Our bunker used to be an underground utilities access point, before the change. Before the wars. Before the bomb to end all bombs sparked in our atmosphere, setting off an irreversible chain reaction. Before the largest of the melting icebergs crashed into the ocean, and the sea levels swallowed the coastline. Before the plant life dried up, miles of petrified forests still visible on the horizon, and most of the world’s animal life died of starvation and exposure.

      I square my shoulders and move forward, boots crunching over frostbitten brush. My pack thuds against my spine. My breath comes through my scarf in clouds. I keep my hood low and my head down, following the broken ridge line toward what used to be a trade route in the early days, after the world folded in on itself.

      The land has gone quiet in the years since. Just the wind whispering through brittle trees and the occasional snap of something moving just out of sight. I’m halfway down the path toward the next ridge when something stops me in my tracks.

      A sound, low at first like distant thunder, rolls over the hill behind me. I pause, turning toward it, thinking it might be an approaching storm. A flash lights up the sky, far enough away to be safe, close enough to know it’s real. A second later, a boom shatters the surrounding silence, the roar of it almost deafening even from where I am. Then comes the second wave: the ground trembling beneath my boots, followed by the long, ragged sigh of smoke curling into the cold air.

      I stare at it for too long. Fear paralyzes me. My brain refuses to catch up to what my body already knows.

      Fire.

      From the direction of the bunker.

      My pack hits the ground as I break into a sprint, vision tunneling until the world narrows to smoke and sky, the taste of metal flooding my mouth like I’ve bitten through my own fear. My legs are made of rubber, but somehow, I make them hold as I race back the way I came.

      Branches whip my face. My lungs burn. All I can hear is the roar of my own pulse, and all I can think is: No, no, no, no, no.

      By the time I reach the ridge overlooking the bunker, my legs are trembling, and my breath comes in sharp, uneven bursts. The sky has already begun to darken, not with dusk. With smoke.

      Thick, black, acrid smoke.
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          ASHES OF HOME

        

      

    

    
      I fall to my knees behind a collapsed fence post, bile rising in my throat as I stare down at what used to be home.

      There’s nothing left. Just scorched earth, melted steel, and the jagged edges of concrete blown apart like a kicked anthill. And me on my knees like some idiot praying to gods who clocked out years ago.

      The blast didn’t just hit. It decimated. The tunnel entrance is a blackened wound in the hillside, twisted and caved in, spewing heat like an open furnace. I can feel it from here, hot and sticky and full of death.

      Flames still lick up from the wreckage, fed by whatever old wires or unstable fuel source is buried in the rubble. I can’t see any bodies, but that doesn’t make it better. If anything, it makes it worse.

      I stand slowly, chest rising and falling in hard, shallow pulls. Every step I take toward the wreckage feels like walking through water—or quicksand. Either way, I’m sinking. The heat hits me before I even get close. Waves of it, heavy and punishing.

      I call out for survivors.   "Uncle Frank! Jo! Tom!" I scream and scream for them until my voice is raw and hoarse.

      But there’s no response, and if I’m being honest with myself, I didn’t expect one. No one could have survived this. The bunker is little more than a debris-filled crater now.

      Because of me.

      I opened the hatch, and the world answered with fire, and somehow, that feels like a transaction I initiated. I was the one who went through that door. The one to engage the hatch. If Brett had gone like he was supposed to, he would’ve managed the power protocol the way he always did. He knows the system. I choke back a sob—knew the system. I don’t. I just followed the checklist like I’ve been told. And somehow… I missed something. Or the system failed. Or both. The weight of that knowledge hits me like a wrecking ball, and I have to force myself not to collapse right there.

      I slam my fists into the dirt and ash, coughing as the soot explodes upward and coats my hands. The dust clings to my skin, but that’s nothing compared to the guilt that’s eating away at my insides.

      Around me, bits and pieces of the lives lost clutter the ground: someone’s shirt, charred beyond recognition. A melted pot. Half a ration box, singed and empty, but somehow, mostly intact. The jagged edge of a metal door frame pokes up from the chaos like a broken jaw.

      Sixteen other people lived in this bunker with me.

      Sixteen people I’ve eaten with, slept beside, learned to survive with.

      Sixteen people who would’ve been alive if I hadn’t— I cut off the thought with a bite to the inside of my cheek, clamping down until it bleeds.

      No tears come. My jaw locks so tight it aches, molars grinding until my temples throb. My fingers go numb, then tingle, like the blood in them can’t decide whether to stay or flee. My chest feels cinched with wire, every breath shallow and scraping, like if I inhale too deep something inside me will finally crack open under the weight of this emotion. The kind of grief that burns cold instead of hot.

      I stay there until my knees give out, and my body curls forward, cheek pressed against dirt that still steams from the blast. The wind shifts, pushing the smoke down into the valley and into my lungs. I don’t care. If the universe is keeping score, it can dock my concern from my nonexistent balance.

      There’s nothing left to care for.

      I don’t move for a long time. Hours, maybe. Days, perhaps. Time doesn’t matter anymore. The heat still clings to the bones of the bunker like a ghost.

      Eventually, the sun begins to set, and the air turns sharp. Only then do I move, just enough to gather what supplies I can from the outskirts. A blackened knife. A dented water flask with a shrapnel hole near the top. Most of the length of a torn scarf that doesn’t even smell like its owner anymore; I think it was Jenna’s, judging from the pink floral pattern. She was only thirteen. My heart constricts painfully, and for a second, I wonder if it’s stopped beating entirely.

      It would serve me right.

      Collecting the possessions of the people who died because of me feels so wrong. But what’s one more transgression added to the sixteen black marks on my soul?

      Then I turn away.

      Because there’s nothing left for me here.

      Ash blankets the ground in thick, weightless layers, curling into the air with every step I take. But I don’t stop. Can’t. If I pause too long, I’ll feel it all, and once I let it in, I will spiral forever now that I have nothing left to hold onto.

      I don’t let myself think about their names. Their faces. I don’t dare.

      This isn’t grief. Grief is something softer. This is rot. A hollowing out. A slow death from the inside, like the world has finally swallowed me and decided I don’t taste good enough to keep.

      The smoke thins the farther I walk, but it clings to my hair, my clothes, my skin. It’s left an indelible mark on my soul. Every inhale scrapes my throat like a reminder: you lived; they didn’t.

      I walk because there’s nothing else to do.

      No plan. No map. Just the whisper of instinct and the gnawing ache in my stomach that makes every step feel like a negotiation. The weight of my pack digs into my shoulders, but I welcome the pain. It reminds me I’m still real. Still moving.

      I don’t cry. Not because I’m not broken, but because I’m too dehydrated. Tears are a luxury item now, right up there with antibiotics and fresh bread. My body is rationing water without my permission.

      The sun rises and falls without fanfare, baking the ground during the day and freezing my bones at night. I sleep curled against the base of a tree the first night, then under an old, broken overpass the second. Not that I sleep much.

      Every rustle in the brush could be a threat—animal, or worse, man. My thoughts turn dark. Selfish. Violent.

      My mouth is cracked and bleeding by day two; the ache in my empty stomach is constant and punishing. My vision swims sometimes, and my hands shake. But I keep going, because stopping feels like dying.

      I stop thinking about the people in the bunker. It hurts too much. The world is too quiet now. Not just outside, but inside me. Like something has been switched off, and all I have left is the static.

      By the end of the third night, I can’t remember the sound of someone saying my name. The more I try, the more the memory sounds warped in my brain, wrong, as if it never happened in the first place.

      My skin burns under the thin daylight, then chills once the sun drops, the radiation sickness nibbling at the edges of me like frost. A fever sets in that night, shallow and flickering, but I force myself to keep moving through it. Each time I stumble, I imagine Jo’s voice reminding me to rest, to find shade, to ration energy. It’s advice I don't deserve to follow

      By the fourth day, I catch myself sniffing the air before I move, head tilted, listening for footsteps the way an animal would. I count shadows instead of hours. I don’t think in sentences anymore—just thirst, heat, threat.

      I don’t know where I am. I’ve never been this far from the bunker and never traveled in this direction. The remains of the town nearest to the bunker lay to the south. I think I may have headed west. Or north. It’s hard to remember now. I try to track the sun’s position, using it as my only compass, but the haze keeps shifting, playing tricks on the light until I’m not sure which way I’m facing anymore.

      The trees thin out and then break altogether, spitting me out into the ghost ribs of a town half-swallowed by weeds. A sign lolls sideways in the dirt, its letters sun-bleached and unreadable.

      I duck into the shadow of a burned-out bus stop and sit for a moment, scanning the way the streets warp and tangle ahead. The sky has turned a washed-out gray, the kind that doesn’t promise rain, just more endless drift. I taste the air, metallic and stale, and imagine what this place must have been like before the end.

      It looks like the kind of quaint town that would have had a Saturday market, with food trucks and vendor stalls loaded with wares and baked goods. Which is a ridiculous thing to picture when I haven’t eaten in days. I can almost see artisan bread and chalkboard menus, like my brain thinks nostalgia might count as calories. Now, there’s nothing but the empty shells of cars, their tires gone, windows smashed, paint eaten away by time and fallout and replaced by rust.

      I move cautiously, keeping a wary eye out for any sign that I might not be alone. Being alone out here is awful, but encountering other people could be deadly. The world isn’t exactly a civilized place these days.

      My shoes grind glass with every step as I follow what’s left of a curb, eyes trained on the buckled storefronts and their hollow mouths. Most doors are already splintered open, but a few stand intact, mocking me with the possibility of safety.

      My reflection in a cracked windowpane doesn't look like me. I'm a zombie, filthy, blood-smeared, and wild-eyed. I look like something that crawled out of the bones of the world and hasn’t decided yet whether to die or kill.

      The first shop is a pharmacy. Or was. Its shelves are stripped bare, and the ceiling tiles dangle like torn flesh from the rafters. I stand in the middle of the destroyed store and wait until I’m sure nothing in here will move or scream or transform into a monster. Turns out, the only monster here is me.

      I climb over a scattering of long-empty pill bottles and shuffle under what’s left of the counter. There’s nothing left but debris and a dried brown stain I try not to think about.

      The next few shops are more of the same, including a deli that smells like old rot, though the food is long gone. This town has been picked clean. There’s nothing left for me.

      I keep going. Through building after building, offices, storefronts, all of it.

      It’s nearly dusk when I stumble on a battered dollar store, the faded orange sign still visible above the metal frame of what used to be a glass door. I’m about to go in when I see movement inside.

      I crouch down on instinct and peer over the half-wall that once held the now broken-out store window. Two large figures cut through the aisles, clean lines in a world of chaos. They’re armed well and carrying packs. They move like they’ve done this for years. One taller, broader. The other leaner, all sharp edges and precision.

      They aren’t running, aren’t hiding. They’re not scared. They move like wolves: silent, alert, dangerous.

      I track the two shapes across the store. I wait, muscles screaming with tension as they canvass the aisles, their hands moving over empty shelves, behind counters, under fallen ceiling tiles. Their boots crunch glass in a pattern that almost makes sense.

      They’re talking, low and close, but I can’t make out the words. For one insane second, I imagine stepping out with my hands up, begging for food like a stray dog. Or worse—rushing them, stealing whatever’s in their packs and running until my lungs tear. The thoughts flare with feral and humiliating clarity. My vision blurs with the effort of staying still.

      The closer they get to the exit, the more I inch backward toward the corner of the building, staying low in my crouched position.

      They finish their sweep and regroup at the door. The tall one looks left, then right, then gestures the other out ahead of him. I reach the corner and duck behind it just in time, poking only the top of my head back around to watch them exit.

      They’re halfway down the block before I risk moving. Even then, it’s inch by inch, keeping behind cover.

      Every instinct screams that I shouldn’t. The way they move, controlled and practiced, tells me they’ve fought to survive, maybe killed for it. The smart thing would be to keep my distance, to fade back into the ruins and pretend I never saw them. But hunger and loneliness drown out caution, and my feet keep moving anyway, one step at a time, shadowing danger like a moth chasing fire.

      I know I should turn back. But they’re the only living people I’ve seen in almost week, and from the looks of them... they’re well fed. Which means they have food, or access to it.

      And maybe shelter.

      I want it with a ferocity that scares me.

      So I follow.
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          DESPERATE JOURNEY

        

      

    

    
      I keep to the trees, shadowing the two men from just far enough to stay invisible, but close enough to study the way they move, their bodies as much as their patterns. Stalking, I guess. Which sounds deliberate and predatory. Not like what this actually is: hunger wearing camouflage and pretending it’s strategy.

      The tall one with the broad shoulders moves with a steadiness that makes my pulse jump even through the fog of exhaustion. My head spins from hunger and fever, but adrenaline cuts through the haze enough to keep my focus locked on him. Combat boots, rifle slung across his back like it weighs nothing, he moves with that quiet, dangerous confidence that screams alpha. The other’s leaner, quicker. His gaze slices through the forest like a blade, but I stay in his blind spots, breath locked in my throat.

      They don’t talk. My limbs shake from fatigue, and every breath scrapes my throat raw, vision blurring at the edges. The strain from fever and radiation makes me feel like my body’s fighting itself, but I push through, desperate to stay focused. Just signals. A glance. A hand twitch. A shift of weight. I watch the silent language between them, something tight and coiled in my chest. They have each other.

      For one stupid, irrational second, I envy them. Envy the ease of their companionship, the silent shorthand, the way no one has to carry the dark alone. The bitterness tastes like rust, and I swallow it before it can root.

      All I have are ghosts and silence.

      The sun dips below the horizon, night creeping in as a collection of shadows stretching long through the trees. I move when they move. Freeze when they pause. Once or twice, I lose them, and panic spikes like a knife through my ribs, but I always find them again.

      I don’t know what I’m planning.

      Ask for help? Beg?

      No.

      They don’t look like the type to give help willingly. They look rugged and hardened and like everything I am not.

      It’s well past nightfall when they finally stop. In the middle of the forest, like it’s the safest place in the world.

      One of them drops his pack with a grunt and starts clearing brush with swift, practiced movements. The other circles the small perimeter, scanning the darkness like it might bite.

      They’re methodical. Efficient. The kind of men who’ve survived more than a few close calls.

      The taller one, Alpha, kneels and pulls something from his bag. A compact tarp, worn and patched. He lays it out and secures the corners with stakes. The other unclips a small hatchet from his belt and starts splitting dry branches.

      In my mind, I name him Blade. Subtle, I know. Nothing says stable mental state like assigning dramatic call signs to strangers in the woods. I stay low, belly to the earth, heart ticking like a time bomb.

      They work quickly to start a small, controlled fire. The glow casts shadows across their faces, sharpening jawlines, catching on stubble and sweat. I get my first real look at them, and it guts me.

      They’re younger than I expect, faces flickering in and out of view with each pulse of firelight, their features revealed only in brief, golden glimpses that make me question whether I’m seeing them clearly at all. Not boys, but not old, either. Late twenties, maybe. Built for survival. One with a face that looks like art carved from stone. The other with cutting cheekbones and a mouth that could make promises or threats and mean both.

      And they have food.

      I see it when Alpha unzips a pouch and pulls out a vacuum-sealed pack of jerky. Attraction and jerky are currently neck and neck for first place in my heart, which says deeply concerning things about my priorities.

      Blade hands him a canteen. They don’t gorge, just rationed bites and sips like they’ve done this a thousand times. Like they know exactly what they have left.

      My mouth waters. My stomach twists and growls, louder than it should in the quiet. I press a hand to it, breath held.  Neither of them looks my way.

      I stay low. I stay patient. But inside, I’m shaking from hunger.  From the aching weight of knowing I’m one wrong move away from being caught. I watch every move, cataloging the rhythm of their night. When they finish eating, Alpha tosses the wrappers into the fire and sets his pack aside. Not under his head. Not even within arm’s reach. Just close enough that he could get to it if he needed to.

      Blade stretches out, rolls onto his side, and drops his canteen to the ground beside him with a careless thud. It lands half in shadow, half in firelight. The water’s just lying there. The pack with the food in it is slouched against a log. Their weapons are still in reach, but their guard isn’t ironclad.

      I take note of everything.

      No conversation now, just the soft rustle of limbs shifting and fire popping as Alpha banks it and kicks dirt over the embers. Blade yawns, mutters something I can’t catch. Alpha doesn’t answer.

      I don't know how long I watch them. Long enough that the air grows sharp, and the chill seeps through the seams in my jacket. My toes go numb. My stomach gnaws at itself. Still, I can't look away.

      I've never seen men like this. Maybe in movies, during the before times. These two aren’t like the people I’ve lived with in the bunker for the last five years. They’re made of something else—the blunt force of bodies built to keep going, to endure, to command.

      The memory of Brett flares like a wound torn open by the sight of these men. Guilt punches through the fog of hunger and weakness, sharp enough to make me want to look away. Anger follows, bitter and raw, at him, at myself, at the fact that I’m here, and he’s not.

      Suddenly, I’m replaying how he’d hunt my gaze whenever we were in the same room. I gave into him once, but even deep in the act, my body hadn’t lit up with warmth the way it is right now looking at these two guys. That night, all I’d felt was a cocktail of boredom and guilt and relief. It felt like checking an item off a list. A favor exchanged, except I didn’t get anything out of it except the ability to say I wasn’t a virgin anymore. When he finished, he’d looked at me with expectation. Like I was his after that. I quickly dispelled him of that notion.

      And now he’s dead. I should have been nicer to him.

      The thought makes me want to laugh and scream at the same time. Nicer how? Hold his hand while he two-pump-chumped his way through the completely forgettable sex? Let him believe that I was even remotely interested in him after?

      Death has a way of polishing people into saints, and I resent it. I resent him for leaving me with this version of him: tragic, unfinished, impossible to argue with. My gut clenches with grief all over again at the reminder that everyone I know in this world is dead now.

      Eventually, one of the men in front of me softens into stillness. Then the other.

      I keep waiting. Probably longer than I need to. Long enough for the cold to sink its teeth in. Then, slowly, silently, I move.

      Crawling low despite the fever tugging at my limbs and the weakness dragging through my muscles, I slip through shadows, my breath tight in my chest. Every twig under my knees feels like a loaded gun, every leaf crunch a dare.

      But they don’t stir.

      Ten feet. Six. Three.

      I’m close enough now to hear their soft breathing, the even rise and fall of it in their sleep.

      Close enough to take what I need.

      Close enough to risk everything.

      I ease closer, silent as shadow. Every twig beneath me is a potential alarm, every gust of wind a thin veil to hide behind. My stomach gnaws at itself as I reach the edge of the camp, crouched low behind a fallen log half-covered in moss and rot.

      The canteen is my first target, the one thing I need most. My own damaged flask is nearly empty, and the remnants taste like metal and ash from the blast. This one looks clean, intact, salvation in silver. I can see it now, hanging from the side strap of the taller man's pack, a promise of hydration that makes my mouth ache.

      I reach for it with fingers that tremble from the shaking hollowness of a body running on nothing but instinct. The metal is cool as I wrap my hand around it. I hang it around my neck, resisting the urge to take a long drink right there. I’ll have plenty of time to drink it once I’m safely away from here.

      I should stop. Leave it at that. Disappear while I still can.

      But I don’t.

      My eyes flick to the pack lying inches away; half-zipped, slouched against a weather-smoothed stump like it’s nothing special. But it is. It’s food. It’s everything.

      I could unzip it. Dig through. Grab what I need and go. But every second spent searching is a second too long. A second closer to them waking.

      So, I shift my weight and slide forward, one careful movement at a time, dirt caking under my fingernails as I inch closer. My heart thunders in my ears, drowning out the distant chirp of night insects.

      Then I reach out, curl my hand around the thick shoulder strap of the pack, and tug it toward me. It scrapes across the dirt with a whisper of friction that sounds like a goddamn gunshot in my ears

      Neither stirs, but I don't wait around for that to change. I sling the pack over one shoulder, half-rising into a crouch and creeping away with deliberate slowness. My breath comes shallow. Measured. Branches drag across my arms. A twig cracks beneath my heel, and I freeze, pulse jackhammering in my throat.

      A faint crunch sounds behind me, a branch snapping or maybe just the wind shifting through the brush. I freeze, pulse hammering. After a long, tense moment of silence, I chance a look behind me to make sure they’re still sleeping and suck in a gasp so sharp I have to suppress the urge to cough from it.

      One of the men is gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          CAPTURED

        

      

    

    
      I take off running and don’t look back, though each step sends a flash of pain through my legs and a dizzy throb behind my eyes. Olympic-level stupidity, that’s what this is. If self-sabotage were a sport, I’d have a podium finish. My fever almost certainly hasn’t broken, and the air feels too thick to breathe, but adrenaline shoves me forward. The only thought in my head is run faster. The stolen pack thuds against my spine as I tear through the dark, branches clawing at my sleeves, my lungs shredding with every ragged breath.

      I make it maybe ten steps before something slams into me from behind.

      The world explodes sideways. Dirt fills my mouth. My cheek scrapes the ground, and a sharp weight crashes down on top of me, pinning me hard enough that the air punches out of my lungs. The impact rattles through me like an earthquake.

      The canteen rolls away, clattering somewhere in the dark. The stolen pack is torn from my shoulder.

      Pain flares down my arm from the motion even as his knee presses into my back. He's solid muscle, heavy and unyielding. Fantastic. This is how I die: face-down in the woods, taken out over beef jerky, starring in my own cautionary tale about impulse control. Moral of the story? Don’t let your libido and your blood sugar form an alliance.

      For a second, everything is soundless but my pulse. Then the noise floods in: the low huff of his breathing, the rustle of his clothes, the crackle of leaves crushed under our bodies.

      I twist, kicking, clawing, fighting to get free, but he’s stronger. Too strong. Fear hits like acid at the back of my throat, and my fingers go numb even as my pulse hammers so hard it feels like it’s trying to claw its way out. I taste metal and dirt and the bitter sting of self-disgust. Idiot. I should’ve known better. Should’ve gotten farther before stopping. Should’ve known someone like him wouldn’t sleep that deep.

      I buck against his weight anyway, desperate, stupid, trying to crawl out from under the weight of my own mistake.

      A voice cuts through the dark. "What do we have here?" The sound of boots crunches closer, authority in every step.

      The man on top of me shifts his weight but doesn’t let go. "Caught us a thief." His voice is low and rough, with a dark, velvety undertone to it, the kind that brushes over my skin like a touch I don’t want to notice. Especially not with such a mocking edge curling around the words. "Little bastard tried to run."

      "Let him up," the second voice orders, controlled and clipped, like someone who’s used to being obeyed.

      He kneels in front of me, boots braced in the dirt, firelight catching the sharp lines of his face. It’s the one I’ve been calling Alpha in my head, and that means the one crushing me into the ground must be Blade.

      Blade laughs. "You want me to let him go? Kid’s been digging through our supplies."

      Him? Are these guys blind or just stupid? For half a second, I consider correcting them. Then, I picture how ugly that could end and decide against it. Blade wrenches my wrist behind my back until I bite down a cry. My lungs ache from the struggle.

      "Get off me!" I rasp, intentionally lowering my register, but it doesn't matter since the words are half-strangled against the dirt.

      "Quiet," Blade snaps, pressing harder until my ribs grind against the ground.

      Alpha comes closer. I can feel the shift in air, the weight of his attention. "Who are you?" he asks. "Why are you stealing from us?"

      I twist my head enough to spit dirt from my mouth. "Didn’t think you'd miss it," I croak. "You're clearly not hurting for food."

      Driving me farther into the dirt with just one knee, Blade snorts. "Smart mouth for a scrawny kid." His tone is taunting, but there’s curiosity beneath it, like he’s already picturing the punishment.

      Alpha ignores him. "How old are you?" he demands.

      "Old enough," I shoot back, teeth bared.

      Blade’s laugh grates against my skin. "You hear that? Kid thinks he’s tough."

      "Enough." Alpha’s voice cuts clean through the space. "Bring him to the fire while we figure out what to do with him."

      Blade yanks my arms sharply, hauling me upright. My knees barely find the ground beneath me before his grip shifts. One massive hand captures both my wrists easily, holding them behind my back as he drags me to my feet. He leans in close enough that I can feel the heat of his breath on the back of my neck, his voice a low growl against my ear. "Maybe we should just kill him and be done with it."

      Ice sluices through my veins, cold and instant, my bladder threatening to betray me before my pride can. For one fractured second, every sarcastic thought I’ve ever had dies mid-formation.

      "Stop scaring the kid." Alpha sounds bored, his tone cold but not cruel. "We don’t kill children."

      The word children catches me off guard, and it finally hits home that they don't just think I'm a guy; they think I'm a child. My mind races. If they think I’m some half-starved teenage boy, that might be the thing that keeps me alive. Better to let them keep believing it. I lower my gaze, forcing myself to stay small, quiet, harmless.

      Alpha straightens, stepping close enough that the heat from the fire glances off his jacket. "Hold him," he orders.

      Blade’s grip tightens. One hand still traps my wrists, the other clamping down on my shoulder to keep me still. I go limp for half a second, feigning compliance. The instant Blade’s grip loosens, I twist hard, driving my heel into his shin and jerking free.

      I scramble to my feet and bolt. Branches slap my face as I run. The ground dips unevenly, and my breath tears ragged in my throat as self-preservation fuels my flight. I don't make it far before one of them yanks me back by the hood of my scarf. I yelp.

      The world whips sideways.

      A rough hand clamps around my wrist, spinning me so fast I lose my footing. My back hits something solid. Tree bark bites into my back through my jacket, and then Alpha’s body pins mine there. The air leaves me in a strangled gasp.

      We’re both breathing hard. His hand closes around my wrists, locking them above my head. His other hand finds the knife on my belt and tosses it aside quickly. His face is inches from mine, eyes hard, unreadable in the firelight flickering through the trees.

      "Don’t," he warns, voice quiet but lethal.

      My pulse thrashes beneath his fingers, and for one dizzy second, I can’t tell if it’s fear or fever or something else making my knees tremble.

      I jerk my knee upward, aiming for his balls, but he moves faster, shifting just enough that my knee catches his thigh instead. His breath hitches, a low curse escaping him. Before I can try again, he narrows his stance, both boots braced between mine, pinning my legs apart and leaving me no leverage. The closeness leaves my core pressed against him, and I try to ignore the sudden warmth pooling low in my belly, anger snapping at my own body for choosing now to react. Traitor. Not here. Not like this. The closeness is suffocating, his body heat searing through the thin layers between us.

      Alpha’s breathing slows, his expression tightening into something unreadable. His hands begin to move, controlled and deliberate as he searches me, starting at my shoulders and sliding down my sides. He’s checking for weapons, for stolen gear, but each pass makes my body go rigid. I can feel every scrape of his calloused palms through my clothes.

      He checks my pants pockets and pats my outer thighs before sliding his hands inward. His palm moves firmly, brushing up the insides of my thighs. I’m hyper-aware of his touch on me, and I can’t stop my body's response. Can't stop the flood of heat or the throb of my clit when his knuckles graze the place where my legs meet. He frowns faintly, just a flicker of confusion, maybe noticing what isn’t there, then continues upward.

      He reaches my stomach, then my ribs, and my breath stutters. His hand hesitates for a split second before moving higher, cupping the curve of my breast. The touch detonates through five years of no one touching me except one fumbling boy who wouldn't know a tit from his asshole. The sensation is a shock against the bunker-tight cage I’ve been living in, heat ricocheting through me, dizzy and disorienting.

      My nipple hardens instantly beneath his hand, and a shudder rolls through me, fierce and involuntary. I bite my lip hard, trying and failing to silence the whimper that rises in my throat as my core clenches around emptiness. The sound freezes both of us.

      Realization flickers across his face. His fingers twitch, like he's trying to figure out if he's really feeling what he thinks he is. The air between us shifts into something charged and dangerous. His body tenses, a sharp inhale breaking the silence, and I feel him stiffen against me. The change is unmistakable as the thick line of his cock swells beneath the fabric of his cargo pants, pressing into my belly.

      Heat floods my cheeks. Humiliation flares into something worse: an ache I can’t control. My body betrays me, arousal blooming where fear should live. I hate that part of me reacts at all. I hate even more that all I want is to wrap my legs around him and pull him closer, to fill that aching hollowness between my legs with him.

      Alpha’s eyes lock onto mine, and for a heartbeat, the world narrows to the points of contact between us: his hand on my chest, his length jerking to hardness between my legs. His breath is suddenly rough and uneven, and mine is keeping pace.

      Then he freezes completely. The look that flickers across his face isn’t lust or guilt but understanding, cold and assessing. His jaw tightens.

      He knows.

      And I have no idea what he’s going to do next.

      Eventually, Alpha curses under his breath, the sound more frustration than fury. He releases my wrists only long enough to grab the back of my jacket, dragging me out of the shadows and back toward the firelight.

      I stumble as he hauls me into the open, my boots catching on roots and debris. The sudden glow burns my eyes after the dark.

      Blade steps forward, face flushed with temper. "You trying to let him get away, Dean? We need to tie him up so he can’t run again."

      "Enough, Reid," Alpha—Dean—snaps. "She’s not going anywhere now." His tone is measured, but there’s an edge to the way he emphasizes the word she, the kind that makes the air go still.

      My nickname for Blade fits Reid so much better than his real name, especially when the reality of what Dean's just disclosed hits home.

      Reid’s eyes widen first in shock, then narrow as understanding clicks into place. "She?" he echoes, disbelief laced with a rough laugh. He scrubs a hand over his jaw, gaze scraping down the length of me. He shakes his head like he can’t decide whether to be angry or impressed. "Well, that explains the attitude." He folds his arms, glaring. "No way a little thing like her is out here alone. She's probably bait. Bandits probably sent her to get us hard up and distracted, so they can hit while we’re thinking with the wrong heads."
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