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The neon yellow of the “Dead End” sign glared at me from beside my mailbox, an oddly vivid reminder of something I couldn’t quite place. It felt like a scene I had witnessed countless times before, a déjà vu moment wrapped in early morning hues. 

Approaching the mailbox, its red metal exterior faded and familiar, I experienced the same eerie sense of repetition. I hulled down its mouth, just as I had done in countless mornings past, but today, the action resonated with a peculiar significance, as if I was replaying an old memory.

The usual emptiness greeted me as I bent to look inside, but also a strange sensation of having witnessed this exact happening before. The void in the mailbox seemed to echo a forgotten part of my mind, stretching into an eternity of unfulfilled expectations. 

Quickly, I snapped it shut, shivering as an inexplicable chill, a ghost from the past, zapped through me. I rubbed my arms vigorously, trying to shake off the unnerving feeling that clung to me.

Taking a deep, grounding breath, I filled my lungs with the sweet, damp air. The scent was comforting, yet it carried a poignant reminder of times gone by, of days that seemed to have looped back on themselves. I turned around, ready to start my half-mile walk back to the house. 

These morning walks, a ritual steeped in familiarity, were now like a routine I had lived through in some parallel existence. My Papa, whose wise words often visited me in moments like these, had called me a creature of habit. But today, as I walked under the tall cypress trees, watching the first rays of the sun dance through their branches, it felt like more than habit. 

It was a second relived, a fragment of time I had experienced in another life.

The crunch of my feet on the gravel path, the chirping of the birds heralding the dawn, became imbued with the weight of the past. The peace that usually settled over me during these walks was now marked with discomfort. 

Was I truly a creature of habit, or was I re-experiencing flashes from a life once lived? In these repeated habits, I found not just an anchor, but a bridge to a time and place, both impossibly distant and intimately close.

As I stepped onto the wraparound porch, the sense of déjà vu enveloped me again, intensifying with the sight of the rising sun plants. These plants, nurtured so lovingly by my Papa, seemed to hold within them memories of a time both past and present. My gaze drifted from them to the myriad of tasks awaiting me - the watering, the yard work - all to be tackled later when the heat of the day subsided. The sky was already alive with a symphony of chirps and buzzes. 

And I had a peculiar sense of having lived this time before.

The two white porch swings, hanging longways on either side of the front door, swayed gently as if in recognition of my presence. Beside them stood two enormous goblet-shaped pots brimming with colorful, nameless blooms that cascaded down their sides. This vibrant scene against our yellow Creole cottage, with its drab avocado shutters, was like a vivid painting from another time. 

The stylish white benches and glass-topped tables, each accompanied by their own garden, adorned the deck that was wrapped around the corners of the house. My favorite, the maypop passion flowers with their bursts of purple, lined the white trellises at each corner. Papa’s legacy living on in every bloom and leaf.

“If heaven were a porch,” he used to say, and his words echoed in my ears, his fluid voice as if he were right beside me, speaking them anew. The cherished recollection made his absence ever more poignant.

The coffee pot’s chirp pulled me back to the present, inviting me inside. I walked past our cozy living room, with its rose-colored walls and hard walnut floors, into the bright white farmhouse kitchen. The kitchen, cluttered with blue and white porcelain and copper pots hanging, bore the unmistakable touch of my Papa. Each item, each color seemed to whisper stories of our past, of times shared and lived again in this strange, beautiful loop of time. 

As I moved through these familiar spaces, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was walking through an instant that had breathed before, a second where past and present merged in the warmth of remembrance and the eerie beauty of a memory.

Glancing down, I held a blue envelope, turning it over in my hands. Sorrow washed over me. It was worn and stained, clearly not a recent arrival. Addressed to this house, to me, it oddly read, “To Creepy with Love,” a nickname only a few knew. The return address was a puzzle in itself —it bore Dillon’s address, but not his handwriting. Adding to the mystery, the Post Office had stamped “Return to Sender” on it twice, in bold red ink.

I scrutinized the postmark, and a chill ran down my spine. It was dated two years ago, around the same time my fiancé’ and I had broken up—before everything in the world had gone south. The timing was uncanny. The postmark fell just a couple of weeks before we split. The fact that the letter had been returned not once, but twice, only deepened the enigma.

Frowning, I studied the handwriting on the envelope. One was unmistakably Dillon’s—tiny, precise, addressing it to “Creepy.” To me. The other was undeniably my Papa’s—his handwriting was always messy. The implication was clear: my Papa had sent the letter back.

Feeling both baffled and intrigued, I tore the envelope open. A folded white sheet of paper tumbled out, landing softly on the floor. Cursing under my breath, I bent down to pick it up. As I unfolded it, more of Dillon’s small, neat handwriting came into view.

The familiarity of the handwriting, the nickname, and the connection to that tumultuous time in my life stirred memories. It was as if I was reliving a part of my past that I had tried to leave behind. The sense of déjà vu lingered, blurring the lines between past and present, as I prepared to delve into the contents of the letter, a message seemingly lost in time.

But the letter faded away.

I stood there, frozen, as the surreal scene unfolded before me. In my kitchen was a zombie, a grotesque parody of life itself. Its flesh was rotting, hanging off its bones in tattered strips, a horrifying sight that rooted me to the spot. This zombie moved with an agonizing slowness, dragging its feet as though wading through molasses. I never imagined zombies would be so sluggish, so eerily deliberate in their movements.

And there it was, the absurdity of the situation hitting me. The zombie was drinking coffee from my favorite Garfield mug. Its decayed fingers were wrapped clumsily around the ceramic, its cloudy, lifeless eyes fixated on an old issue of Cosmopolitan magazine. It seemed utterly engrossed in the horoscope section, a darkly amusing detail that made my blood run cold.

But then, clarity washed over me in a wave. I realized I was merely dreaming, not because zombies didn’t exist—in this twisted world, they were a grim reality—but because I was no longer in my home. I was safe, asleep next door in the secure, gated estate of old man Jules. This knowledge permeated my dream, a comforting anchor in the midst of the nightmare.
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Chapter 1
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My dream shifted, taking me back to the makeshift funeral we had just held for Mabel, my new friend who hadn’t survived her trip to rescue me from the Stayers. She fell to a zombie attack. Mabel was immune to the virus. Hence the reason wasn’t that she had been infected. The zombies simply killed her the old—fashioned way as they tried to get to her brains. 

Her absence was a gaping wound in our tiny community, a glaring reminder of the danger lurking just beyond the safety of Jules’ walls. The funeral had been a somber, heart—wrenching affair, filled with quiet sobs and whispered goodbyes. 

As I watched the zombie in my kitchen drop and break my favorite mug, part of me understood what it represented, besides the obvious—the life I once knew, now forever changed by the undead. The zombie, with its decaying body and mundane actions, symbolized the shattered normalcy of our world. Our reality had become fragile. In the safety of Jules’ estate, this nightmare was just a vision, but outside, the threat of zombies was all too real.

The nightmare twisted further, morphing into a scene even more heart-wrenching. The funeral was no longer for Mabel. It was for Joey, my brother. But Joey hadn’t died, not yet. He was lying in a comatose state, his body ravaged by that recent zombie attack. The sight of the casket bearing his name sent a sharp pain through my heart, a preemptive mourning for a loss that hadn’t happened.

Memories of Joey flooded my mind, swirling in and out of my consciousness. I remembered our childhood, when we were little Peace Joesph and Innocence Silya Landry—the good times and the bad, woven together in the tapestry of our shared youth. Joey, with his bright red hair, always the protector, always the one to make me laugh when the world seemed too dark.

But then, in the twisted logic of dreams, Joey’s face morphed. His features shifted, his beard fading, transforming before my eyes. To my horror, the ginger haired person, the face looking back at me from the casket was my own. It was me lying there, still and lifeless, not Joey. An icy terror gripped me, a fear more profound than any I had experienced before.

I woke up suddenly, sitting up in the pitch-black room, a cold sweat drenching my skin. The possibility of Joey’s loss was unbearable, but the thought of my own demise was even more frightening. As my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I realized I wasn’t alone. Beside me was Wade Kline, Joey’s best friend, who had been sleeping next to me.

Wade had become a constant in these tumultuous times, a solid presence that offered some semblance of security in a world turned upside down. His being there was a comfort, a reminder that even amid chaos, I wasn’t alone. The nightmare still clung to the edges of my mind, but Wade’s presence grounded me, pulling me back from the edge of panic.

Lying back down, I tried to steady my breathing, to erase the images of the dream from my mind. The idea of losing Joey was a burden too difficult to endure, seriously. Especially after a life that included him seemed so in reach. Yet the fear of my own mortality lurked in the shadows of my thoughts. In this new world, where death waited around every corner, these fears were our constant companions, haunting me even in my sleep. But for now, in the safety of Jules’ Estate, with Wade by my side, I allowed myself the luxury of believing we were safe, at least for one more night.

In the tense quiet of the night, the reality of our situation was fully clear. Wade was by my side, his presence a silent reassurance in the darkness. Arlo, another member of our close-knit group, was on duty, guarding Joey and his pregnant girlfriend, Lucy. Joey, my brother, lay in a comatose state, his fate hanging in the balance, a constant source of worry and heartache.

Troy was outside, vigilant and alert. It had become his job to guard the property, to keep watch for any threats that might surface in the night. After we returned to Creepy, Troy had initially distanced himself from our group, but his return had been a relief, albeit a bizarre one. He hadn’t just left. He had gone to retrieve Shena, his chicken, and his precious collection of water jugs. In these times, everyone had something they couldn’t leave behind.

Our nights were not just about watching for zombies, who seemed more active under the cover of darkness. We also had to be on guard against the Stayers and Dillon, my ex, who led the community of survivors in the neighboring parish. The Stayers, a group of motorcycle-riding savages, were loyal to Dillon, following his orders without question. Dillon, with his twisted sense of control, was the reason for Joey’s current condition. He had captured Troy as bait to lure me in, and his plan had worked all too well. He had caught me, too.

Wade, Arlo, Mabel, and Joey had come to our rescue. Dillon, through his minions, nearly killed me in that encounter, but instead, he had inadvertently caused near—fatal harm to my brother. In his twisted logic, Dillon had given me time—a deadline. I had until Joey either recovered or succumbed to his injuries and turned into one of the undead. We had about two weeks before I had to give myself up. Give myself up to my ex-fiancé, who had become the King of a ruthless horde, the worst one of the bunch. 

Those two weeks were about up.

In the shadows, the weight of this deadline pressed down on my chest. Two weeks to hope for a miracle, two weeks of watching Joey’s still form for any sign of recovery or the dreaded turn. Two weeks in which the fragile safety of our current refuge could be shattered at any moment by zombies, the Stayers, or Dillon’s next move had turned into a matter of days.

The responsibility of it all was overwhelming. My brother’s life, the safety of our group, the uncertainty of Lucy’s future and her unborn child—it all rested on a knife’s edge. Each day was a battle, each night a vigil, as we clung to hope and prepared for the worst. In this new world, where the lines between life and death were blurred by the undead and the cruelty of those who still lived, we fought not just for survival, but for the faint glimmer of a future that seemed more like a distant dream with each passing day.

I sought comfort in what I could. Who I could. Wade stirred, and I cuddled into him. As I lay there, sensing his chest rise and fall with each breath, memories of my high school crush on him flooded back. It seemed almost like destiny that he had shown up with my brother after the world had ended. In my heart, I couldn’t help but feel that maybe, just maybe, this was a sign we were meant to be together.

Since they attacked us, Wade had been my pillar, nursing me back to health with the supplies Dillon had begrudgingly provided. The irony of being aided by the man who had caused so much pain wasn’t lost on me, but in these desperate times, we couldn’t afford to turn down any help.

Wade stirred, his eyes fluttering open to meet mine. There was a weariness in his gaze, a reflection of the burden we all carried. We lay in silence for a moment before I broached the topic that had been occupying my mind.

“How’s Joey doing?” I asked softly, my voice barely more than a whisper in the dim light of dawn. Wade had been the last one to check on him. 

He sighed, scrubbing his forehead. “No change,” he replied, his voice laced with worry. “He’s still in the same state, and we’re running out of time.”

I felt a knot tighten in my stomach. Joey’s condition was a ticking time bomb, and we were dangerously close to the deadline Dillon had set. 

“Do you think... he might turn?” The words were hard to say, the possibility, a nightmare I didn’t want to confront.

Wade’s expression hardened. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “But we need to be prepared for anything. Dillon’s not going to give us any more time.”

The reality of our situation was bleak. We were caught between hope for Joey’s recovery and the fear of him turning into one of the undead. Dillon’s ultimatum loomed over us, a dark cloud threatening to burst at any moment.

“We have to decide soon,” I said, the stress of the situation making my voice tremble.

Wade reached out, taking my hand in his. His grip was firm, a silent promise that we were in this together. “We’ll figure it out,” he assured me, though I could see the uncertainty in his eyes.

The conversation lingered in the air, a testament to the grim reality we faced. In this dystopian world, every moment was a battle for survival, every decision a matter of life and death. And as we lay there, side by side, I wondered what cruel twist of fate awaited us next.

The space between us became charged with unspoken emotions, a friction that had been building ever since we found ourselves thrust together in this new, harsh existence. Wade’s gaze held mine, a mixture of concern, determination, and something else I couldn’t quite name. It was in that moment, amidst the uncertainty, that he reached out, gently tugging a stray strand of hair behind my ear.

His touch was tender, standing out in the brutality that surrounded us daily. I found myself leaning into his hand, my breath catching as his fingers trailed from my hair down to my cheek. His eyes searched mine, looking for a sign, permission. I gave it to him with a small nod, my heart pounding in my chest.

Slowly, hesitantly, Wade’s hand moved from my cheek to my lips, his thumb brushing against them with a tenderness that made my belly ache. And then, he kissed me. It was a kiss born out of longing, desperation, and a shared history that only we understood. As our lips met, a surge of emotions engulfed me.

In my kiss, I tried to bury the fear and grief that were constantly looming over us. The thought of Joey, lying in that vegetive state, was a shadow that hung over every moment of our lives. But in Wade’s embrace, I found a brief respite, a momentary escape from the relentless dread that filled our days and nights.

As we deepened the kiss, opening our mouths wide, a bit of me clung to the consolation that when Joey was gone, at least Wade and I would remember him. We would carry the memories of not just Joey, but of my Papa and the time before the world had fallen apart. We would hold on to the echoes of a past life, a reminder of what we had lost and what we were still fighting for.

I thought of Arlo, Troy, and Lucy, and how they didn’t have this anymore—someone who shared their past, their memories. The only other person who was part of my past was Dillon, and the very thought of him filled me with a bitter rage. He had put Joey in this perilous condition. He had torn our lives apart, and there was no way I could ever be with him again.

In a world that had been irreversibly fractured, my kiss with Wade acted as a balm to my aching soul, offering a fleeting moment of connection. It was a promise, unspoken but deeply felt, that no matter what the future held, we would face it together, carrying with us the memories of those we loved and lost.

And then Wade’s hands traveled lower, highlighting all we had to live for. 
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The kiss, as profound as it was, didn’t lead to more, despite the part of me that had hoped, perhaps even yearned for it. Wade, ever the gentleman these last two weeks, stopped his advances. He made his excuses soon after, mentioned needing to check on Joey and Lucy and the myriad of morning chores that awaited him. And part of me was thankful for his restraint, his respect for the complicated situation we were all in.

But I also thought of our conversation the night we left for Rapides Parish, to rescue Troy. Surprising the hell out of me, Wade admitted he had always had a crush on me. I thought I had been the only one harboring a secret crush for my brother’s best friend. I didn’t tell him about my feelings for him. That night, he declared he wanted to date me now that he found me again. 

Oddly, he confessed he had been prepared to share me, speaking of women being a precious commodity nowadays. We shared a hot moment in the sex shop we raided for the proper attire to infiltrate the Stayers’ camp. But everything went downhill once Dillon let us go. 

Initially, after the Stayers released us, Wade announced his suspicions. He thought I whored myself out to Dillon, my ex, to buy our freedom. That hadn’t been the case. Far from it. However, it wasn’t too unlike the deal I had with Dillon to live here in Creepy alone and not join him in the first place. 

For what felt like an eternity, I had been the only survivor in the town of Creepy. These past two weeks, as I recovered from my injuries and fretted over Joey, Wade had been a constant, caring presence. His polite conduct was a comfort, yet it also left me feeling increasingly impatient, craving a deeper bond, something more than the fleeting moments we shared.

In other words, I wanted to jump his bone. 

To be honest, I would give anything to lose myself in a passionate night with Wade. Even if I was worse for wear after Dillon stuck his crew on me. I already had a hurt ankle, and a broken rib before I fought off zombies in a Mad Max Beyond the Thunder Dome type arena in downtown Alexandria, Louisiana. All for the pleasure of the Stayers. A punishment from my ex-fiancé. I had to give my body a rest while I still could.  

As I recovered, Arlo and Troy had kept their distance in a way they hadn’t before. Before Wade’s arrival, things had been much different with them. Both men had tried to win their way into my heart via my pants. In a world that had been turned upside down, we had shared moments, seeking closeness driven by pure unadulterated attraction or perhaps loneliness, the human yearning for connection. But now, there was an unspoken tension, a sense of jealousy perhaps, as they watched Wade take on the role of my protector and caretaker.

I was torn, caught in a web of complex emotions and strained relationships. With Wade, there was this intense, almost electric link we hadn’t fully explored. Yet, my history with Arlo and Troy was something I couldn’t simply erase. They were part of my story in this dystopian world, part of the journey that had brought me to this point. 

The men protected me in their own ways. Arlo, promising to keep my chores up, tended my garden, collected gasoline and filled the generator at Mrs. Dean’s Dirty Rice. Even though he didn’t feel like we needed to since he was moving all our supplies to the estate. After all, Arlo, as much of a pacifist as he was, was a brilliant engineer. He utilized the solar panels and resources of the grounds to power what we decided were necessities like refrigeration, and believe it or not, the pump in the swimming pool.   

Troy not only kept night watch, but he also went out early and patrolled Creepy while he scavenged like I used to, helping fill the basement of the Jules’ Estate with provisions. He made much lighter work of it than me. And his taste was better as he stockpiled more than just the basics. Upon his daily homecoming, he shared gifts for us all, like a pirate showing off his booty. 

None of us had made any romantic commitments. The very idea seemed almost absurd in the face of our daily fight for survival. Our relationships were not defined by the usual conventions, but by the raw need to feel something, anything, in a world where every day could be our last.

As I lay there, watching Wade leave the room, guilt, longing, confusion churned within me. In another life, choices like these might have been straightforward, but here, in the aftermath of the world’s end, nothing was simple. We were all dealing with our own demons, losses, and desperate need for normalcy, just trying to find some human connection in the chaos.

I knew that whatever lay ahead, the dynamics between us all would continue to be as unpredictable and challenging as the world outside our door. For now, I had to focus on the immediate concerns—Joey’s health, our safety, and the looming threat of Dillon and the Stayers. 

Personal entanglements would have to wait, no matter how deeply they tugged at my heart and at my pants.
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Chapter 3
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Feeling well enough to sponge bathe, comb my hair and dress, I left my room. I made my way to check on Joey and Lucy. The sight of Wade holding Lucy in his arms momentarily startled me. For a split second, jealousy flared in my chest, but it quickly dissipated as I realized the nature of the scene before me. Lucy was crying, her frail body wracked with sobs, and Wade was simply comforting his cousin.

Losing Mabel had hit Lucy the hardest. She and Mabel were cousins, and their bond had been a strong one. If my brother Joey had been awake, he would have been the one holding Lucy, offering her the comfort she so desperately needed. Wade had once mentioned to me that Mabel had also been Joey’s girl. In this new, brutal world we lived in, norms and conventions had been thrown to the wayside. 

Mabel’s small dog, a grimy, white poodle named Bean, a constant reminder of her, was now always by Lucy’s side, a small source of comfort in her grief. The animal was an annoyance to me. It’s constant yapping, nothing but a signal to the zombies. Come, eat us. It’s not that I didn’t like dogs. I did. In the before times. I’d give anything to find a big dog that hadn’t turned, or who hadn’t been eaten. 

I approached them cautiously, not wanting to intrude on their moment of sorrow, but knew we needed to talk. 

Lucy’s eyes met mine, red and swollen from crying. “What are we going to do about Joey?” she asked, her voice trembling. “If he doesn’t wake up or... or turn...” She couldn’t finish her sentence, the implication hanging heavily in the air.

The fear that my brother might become one of the undead if he didn’t recover was a real one, and Lucy’s worry was that the others might decide to end his life before he could turn. It was a brutal thought, but in our world, such decisions were often a matter of survival. Wade and I had just been talking about it. It seemed Lucy forced us to make our decision. 

How could we be so cruel?

I took Lucy’s hand, squeezing it gently. “I won’t let that happen,” I assured her, my voice firm as I followed my heart. “We’ll figure something out. We won’t let Joey turn, and we won’t let the others make that decision.”

Both promises I could not keep.

His expression solemn, Wade nodded in agreement. “We’ll keep him safe,” he added. “We owe him that much.”

The unspoken conversation was a difficult one, filled with the harsh realities of our existence. The thought of losing Joey was agonizing, yet we had to confront the possibility that he might never wake up, or worse, become one of the things we feared most. But in that moment, I resolved to do everything in my power to protect my brother, to give him every chance to come back to us, no matter what it took. 

Lucy’s relief was profound. In her tear-stained face, I saw a reflection of my own fears and my own determination. Looking to Wade, I knew he shared our connection to Joey. 

We outnumbered the others. 

Lucy’s next request took me by surprise. She asked if Wade could stay with her for the night instead of Arlo. 

I hesitated, a multitude of thoughts spinning through my mind. Wade had been my rock these past two weeks, his presence a soothing, stabilizing force during this mess. And after the kiss we shared this morning, I was even more reluctant to let him go.

But then another thought struck me. Dillon was due to show up soon, and his arrival threatened to upend the fragile balance we had managed to maintain. I needed to see him, to confront him, maybe even to negotiate some sort of truce. With Wade and Arlo switched, I would have the perfect opportunity to sneak out to my house and use the radio to call Dillon for a meeting.

“Okay,” I finally said, my voice steady despite the turmoil inside. “Wade can stay with you tonight, Lucy.”

Lucy’s eyes filled with gratitude, but Wade gave me a look. 

“Wade doesn’t need my permission,” I added, to absolve myself. 

Lucy gave Wade a weak smile, and he nodded. 

That settled it. 

As I left them, my mind was already racing with the plan. I needed to talk to Dillon, to somehow convince him to leave us alone. All of us, which also meant me. The risks were immense, considering what I knew he was capable of, but it was a chance I had to take. The safety of our group, Joey’s life, everything depended on it.

But first, I had to get past Troy. He was on guard duty, and sneaking out without alerting him would be a challenge. Troy was alert, his senses honed by nights spent alone traveling from Florida, watching for any sign of danger, be it from zombies or from other survivors.

I knew I was taking an enormous risk, stepping out into the night alone to meet Dillon. But as I made my way through the silent house, a plan forming in my head, a strange sense of purpose washed over me. This scheme made me more like myself than I had in weeks. Besides, this was something I had to do, not just for Joey, but for everyone involved. We couldn’t live forever under the shadow of Dillon and his threats. I was the one he wanted. One way or another, I had to find a way to end this, to secure a future for this group in Creepy. And if that meant facing Dillon alone, then so be it.

Troy returned from his patrol with a collection of salvaged gifts, a testament to his big heart. Among the items, there were practical tools, canned food, and even a few personal treasures that seemed like relics from a world long gone. A tattered but beautiful scarf for Lucy, a deck of playing cards for Arlo, and even an old, slightly rusted pocket watch for me. Each item, while simple, were akin to a treasure. 

Turning the heavy watch with my fingers, I remarked, “Funny, since my time’s almost up.”

“Come on, Sissy. I hadn’t meant it like that. That watch is pure gold.” Troy’s eyebrows shot up.

He brought nothing for Wade. Never did.

Troy Broussard, tall and athletic, with the delicious build of an NBA player he had been, moved with an ease that belied the constant threat we lived under. His kindness was rare in these times, and we deeply appreciated his efforts to bring back small joys. From the moment I met him, he had been nothing but a thoughtful soul, looking to belong again. And he was straightforward about everything, not shy about wanting to fuck me. Which I had appreciated the one time we fucked. But not as much as the act itself.

After distributing his finds, he excused himself to get some sleep. His routine was the opposite of ours. He stayed awake through the night to keep watch, ensuring our safety, so slept during the day.

I followed him, needing to talk about the impending situation with Dillon. Our conversation was awkward, a dance around the unspoken fears and tensions that Dillon’s arrival brought with it. We discussed the timeline Dillon had given me—initially one week—but the Stayers had clarified it was actually two when they dropped us off. Since that was how long it generally took someone stricken with the virus to turn. 

Our time was almost up.

Troy talked about the weapons he had been stockpiling. “Dillon comes, we can give the Stayers a run for their money,” he said confidently. 

It was comforting to know we weren’t completely defenseless, but the thought of a confrontation was still daunting. Not to mention the fact I had stockpiled most of the weapons already. I wouldn’t point that out, or the fact we were six against thousands. 

Instead, I mentioned the change in tonight’s guard shift. “Arlo’s with me tonight,” I said, my voice neutral. 

I saw a trace of jealousy in Troy’s eyes, a subtle shift in his demeanor. His ease disappeared, his body turning stiff. Sensing an opportunity, I suggested that if he wanted to trade places with Arlo, I wouldn’t mind him spending the night guarding me.

His smile was quick, a flash of something more than just agreement. “Only if Arlo gets some sleep,” he said. 

I promised to tell Arlo to take a nap so he could take over the night watch.

Troy, now relieved of his duty for the rest of the day, claimed he no longer needed sleep. 

“I insist you get some rest. You’ll need it,” I said, my words carrying an implication I wasn’t fully prepared to explore. 

His smile widened, understanding my message.

More promises I couldn’t keep. Damn.

As I left Troy to his much-needed rest, my plan was coming together in my mind. Dillon’s arrival was looming, and the shifts in our group dynamic were giving me the chance I needed to meet him on my terms. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 4
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Stepping onto the porch of my house, the scene from my dream came to life—papa’s perfect porch, just as I remembered it, but bathed in golden hour light. I hadn’t set foot here in weeks, and a wave of nostalgia washed over me. I was pleased to see that Arlo had kept up with the yard in my absence, a small gesture that meant more than he probably realized. If there was one thing for certain, folks in Louisiana wouldn’t let a zombie epidemic keep them from tending their plots of grass.

I wandered around to the back, finding Arlo busy with chores in my garden, a place that once was my sanctuary. 

He looked up, surprised, and slightly annoyed at my presence. “Sissy, it’s not safe here,” he cautioned, a hint of concern in his voice. 

Memories of seeing a zombie lurking among the very plants he was tending flashed through my mind. I hadn’t been out in the open, unprotected, for a long while.

Choosing to ignore his warning, I busied myself ignoring papa’s grave. I focused on Shena, Troy’s chicken, who had seamlessly moved into my garden and its shed. I explained to Arlo that with Wade keeping Lucy company and Troy asleep, I had sneaked over. 

“I’m feeling much better,” I said as I gathered eggs, which wasn’t a lie. My recovery had been steady, and being back in my own space was uplifting.

As we talked, I broached the subject of him needing to rest because he was taking over the night shift. 

“Why?” he asked, curious. 

I spun a lie, telling him Troy was under the weather. The guilt gnawed at me. I knew Arlo was a morning person. He rose with the roosters to do his fancy yoga. Staying up all night would be tough for him. But he was so agreeable, so pleasant, that he agreed without hesitation.

Arlo moved about the garden with a grace that seemed almost out of place in our harsh new world. I couldn’t stop myself from watching him. His surfer-dude demeanor, a remnant of his California past, blended with the engineer’s precision in every task he undertook, made him the perfect combination of carefree but careful. He had a way of bringing a sense of inner peace to even the most mundane activities. And Arlo Fernsby had an eight pack of beautiful abs under his shirt.

Catching his eye, I smiled. “It’s nice to see you taking such good care of my bush,” I said, a playful tone in my voice. Arlo had taken care of my bush before, twice.

He grinned, wiping a bead of sweat from his brow. “Well, I figured someone should keep it alive. Besides, it’s hard to resist a place suddenly filled with such beauty,” he replied, his gaze lingering on me just a bit longer than necessary.

“Suddenly?” I asked. 

“When you just arrived,” he said with a wink.

His flirtatious comment made me laugh, a genuine, carefree sound that I hadn’t heard from myself in a while. “Is that so? And here I thought you were only interested in the plants.”

Arlo stepped closer, a mischievous glint in his eyes. “The plants are lovely, but they don’t hold a candle to you, Sissy. You’re resilient, like the strongest of them. And now that you’re feeling better, I bet I can make you feel even better.”

His words echoed with our past, reminding me of the brief time we had spent together before Wade’s arrival. Arlo had always been charming, his presence intoxicating. He made me feel good in a way that was hard to describe, a warmth that spread from the inside out. 

Then he embraced me, innocent and not so innocent.

“I remember you having quite the talent for making people feel good,” I said, playing along, while remembering our dates, the laughter, and the easy conversations. The amazing tantric sex.

“There’s nothing I enjoy more than a challenge,” he replied, his tone light yet sincere. His hands petting my sides. “And you, Sissy, are full of surprises.”

Arlo left me completely impressed. There truly seemed to be nothing he couldn’t do, yet he carried himself with a humility that was endearing, not a hint of cockiness in his manner. When he had plenty of cock to be proud of. 

Laying my head against his chest, it was hard not to imagine giving in to him again, losing myself in the relief he offered. As we bantered, I sensed a familiar pull towards him, a reminder of the connection we once shared and the possibility of what could be. But I broke out of his hold both physically and mentally. Our flirtatious exchange was a brief escape from the reality that awaited us, a moment of lightness in a world that had become unbearably heavy. 

While Arlo finished up in the garden, I slipped inside to use the radio. My heart pounded as I dialed the frequency to reach Dillon. This was a risky move, but necessary. Just hearing from me could prompt Dillon’s arrival. 

As I waited for a response, I glanced out the window at Arlo, feeling a twinge of guilt for deceiving him and Troy, but reminding myself this was for the greater good. I needed to negotiate with Dillon to try to secure some peace, however fleeting it might be. The fate of our new group, and my fate, depended on this conversation.

I filled my lungs with a deep breath before pressing the button on the radio, my fingers trembling slightly. The static crackled to life, and then I heard Dillon’s voice, altered with a desperation that was almost physical. 

“Creepy, is that you?” he asked, his tone revealing a hint of surprise, mixed with something that sounded almost like relief.

I remembered what the Stayers called him. Warden of Alexandria. “Warden,” I replied, trying to keep my voice steady. “Can we talk?” 

“Not on the radio,” he said in a rushed tone. “Only in person.”

Swallowing, I knew that would be the case. “Then I need to meet with you. Tonight.”

There was a pause on the other end, a moment of hesitation. “Will you be alone? Or is Miss Mary coming with you?” he asked, his voice suddenly sharpening.

“Miss Mary isn’t coming,” I whined, knowing full well that she was one of my bargaining chips that I wasn’t ready to play just yet. Fuck. Dillon always brought out my attitude.
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