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Extremely serious and important discussion questions


Zomromcom









RULES:


1. Containment Zone access requires a valid passcard at every Wall. Unauthorized visitors are not permitted within the Zone.


2. Civilian use of drones is not permitted within the Zone.


3. Designate a safe shelter in case of emergency, preferably in a location accessible only via deep water or climbing. In your shelter, store enough food, water, and other necessities to last a week.


4. In the unlikely event of another breach, immediately enter and secure your shelter, then contact the Containment Zone Emergency Line, either via our handy app or toll-free number: 1-800-555-ZOMB. Once the sirens sound, all drawbridges will be raised and Walls Two, Three, and Four will seal shut. No exit from the Containment Zone will be possible. Shelter in place until responding troops give the all clear.


These rules originate from a joint task force composed of United States government officials and the Supernatural and Enhanced Ruling Council (SERC). If you have any questions or concerns, please contact your local official or Council member.


THE MORE WE KNOW, THE SAFER WE GROW!


FOR YOUR SAFETY AND CONVENIENCE, PLEASE HEED ALL APPLICABLE CONTAINMENT ZONE RULES AND GUIDELINES.




[image: Map of the containment zone from The Compound at the centre out to Wall four.]




Expand / collapse Extended Description

This circular map details moat, walls, doors, access points and drawbridges. There are four walls and zones from A-C.
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Armed with a burrito, Edie rounded her car and sprinted to intercept the zombie.


She’d prefer to be carrying the knife she brought with her on her daily zombie-scouting walks or the cleaver she sometimes used to cut her soaps. Both weapons would actually kill zombies—by cutting off their heads or carving out their hearts, two of only three ways the creatures could be slain—rather than simply sprinkling them with medium-hot corn salsa.


Too bad Chad would be a headless corpse before she could grab either weapon.


People used to picture zombies shuffling slowly toward their victims, arms outstretched as they droned about brains, braaaaaains, but a secret, ill-fated government experiment had proven everyone wrong. She’d seen their startling, terrifying speed for herself almost exactly twenty years before, back when she was eighteen, as she’d spotted the first gaunt, gray-pale creature racing silently on all fours toward—


Didn’t matter. A burrito was what she had. Thus, a burrito she would use. Somehow. Even though the various self-defense courses she’d taken had neglected sufficient coverage of the tortilla-wielding martial arts.


Her sweet idiot of a neighbor stood on the unlit front porch of his dilapidated brick rancher as the sun dipped below the horizon and shadows stretched to swallow him. Chad wore headphones and didn’t react to her shouted warning. No one else came running to help either, and no matter what happened, no one would. There were eleven homes on their cul-de-sac, and only two were currently occupied. Hers. Chad’s.


She was the only one who could save him. Or at least attempt to save him.


Oh gods, she didn’t want to die. But she couldn’t let someone else—anyone else—perish while she ran to rescue herself. Not again.


The creature was only a dozen long strides away from Chad now, lunging upward and onto its hind legs in preparation for the kill, elongated teeth yellowed and sharp and bared, claws outstretched to rip Chad’s head from his absurdly broad shoulders before cracking his skull open like an egg and slurping down the tasty yolk of a brain.


She skidded into the zombie’s path, panting and terrified, and kicked it in the chest with every ounce of her strength and desperation.


Mistake. Big mistake. The creature stopped, true. But it stumbled maybe a half step back and to the side, that was all, while the impact numbed her entire leg and jolted her off-balance. As she struggled to stay upright, to assume a defensive stance, the zombie growled something hoarsely—


Bonjour? That couldn’t be right.


—its red-rimmed eyes now fixed on... her. Which had been her intent, but still. Shit.


She swatted it across the snout with her foil-wrapped burrito.


Its stare narrowed, empty of anything but feral rage. As she took several hasty steps backward, the creature stalked forward, slowly now, still upright.


It could tear her to pieces whenever it wanted. It had time to play with its food.


Like her, Chad had cleared all vegetation from a sizable area surrounding his house. No attacker could approach without being seen, because even a last-second warning was better than none. But that meant the nearest climbable tree was maybe twenty, thirty feet away.


She wouldn’t make it. She had to try.


Even though she probably wouldn’t survive this encounter, every moment she distracted the creature would allow Chad time to finally clue in to what was happening right beside his freaking front porch and run for his life. Preferably up a ladder, where the zombie couldn’t follow.


He could call the hotline then. Sound the alarm. Alert everyone else in the Containment Zone to take shelter and wait in safety until the government helicoptered in sufficient troops to remedy the breach and eradicate the zombies once and for all.


After a final shout of warning to Chad, she turned to run as the zombie bent its hind legs in preparation for a fatal pounce.


Hopefully it wouldn’t hurt too much. Please, let it not hurt too much.


After only a single stride, something warm and wet sprayed across her back as the zombie’s guttural snarl cut off abruptly, and an involuntary sob tore from her throat. Oh no. No. Poor, dim, puppy-dog-friendly Chad had attempted to rescue her and died horribly for his efforts.


Why hadn’t he taken advantage of the creature’s utter focus on her?


Had she really sacrificed her entire future for nothing?


If she looked back, she knew what she’d see. Tearing claws and teeth. Blood. A skull cleaved and emptied in two slurps. It was her own future spread before her, steaming in the wintry cold of a late-December dusk, since the zombie could and would still reach her before she managed to heave herself up into the nearest tree and climb high enough, no matter how hard she ran.


She looked back anyway. Then promptly tripped over something—a mole hole, maybe—and fell hard on her ass. Her miraculously intact burrito thumped onto the crabgrass beside her.


Against a dusky blue sky rapidly fading to darkness, a silhouette wavered in front of her watery stare. Someone—or something—tall, standing far too close, with thick, muscular legs braced for battle. Holding a knife, its edge dripping and dark.


Zombies couldn’t use tools. Not since that last, fatal dose of serum.


Gasping, she dashed her wrist over her eyes, and he came into focus.


Chad. Not dead. Not clad in a baseball cap, faded jeans, and a Miller Lite tee. Not smiling goofily at her. Not harmless.


The zombie had leapt upon her, clearly, and she was near death herself, hallucinating in her final, semiconscious moments upon this earth. Because Chad—just Chad, dude, last names are dumb—was wearing an open black leather hoodie, hideous black cloven-toed shoes, and what appeared to be sheepskin underwear. Also a bored, disdainful expression directed unmistakably at her.


That was all. That was everything.


No shirt. No pants. Not even a hint of gratitude or friendliness.


At his feet lay the zombie, rent in two distinct pieces, both soaked in sickly yellow blood. The head to Chad’s right, the body to the left, separated as neatly as any guillotine could have done. Robespierre would have been envious.


For some reason, her poor dying brain supplied a propulsive yet chilly European beat to the sight of Chad the Zombie Slayer staring down his nose at her.


With a graceful flick of his hand, he tossed aside his over-the-ear headphones. Nightfall had darkened his golden-brown hair and transformed his blue eyes into shadowed black pools. His brows were thick slashes drawn over that strong, straight nose, and his full mouth drew thin in seeming disapproval.


“You’re a fool,” he pronounced.


She didn’t take offense. Given her current state of abject confusion, he might very well be correct. Although if Bro Chad had ever made such an accusation—which he never would—she’d have howled with laughter before removing the Miller Lite from his hand and pouring it over his head.


Even his voice was different now. Deeper, more clipped and supercilious, with the faintest hint of a French accent, even though she could have sworn he was one hundred percent Mid-Atlantic Bro down to his marrow.


Numbly, she took stock of herself.


When she prodded her throat, her neck felt entirely intact. When she scanned her surroundings, she saw exactly what she’d have expected to see, excluding Euro Chad.


His ranch house, with its sagging front porch.


All the other crumbling homes arrayed on either side of their street, empty since the Breach twenty years ago. Which would now be called the First Breach, most likely, since a second had clearly occurred.


Her little brick split-level next door, its windows pitch-black, its shutters unsecured for the night. She hadn’t anticipated an after-Christmas rush at the post office, and by the time she’d dealt with all her packages and hastily supervised the construction of her burrito, she’d been running far too late for comfort.


Wall Two still hunkered in the near distance, a reliable landmark and one of four thick stone barriers arrayed in concentric circles around the zombies’ once-secret fireproof, bombproof underground compound. As always, the wall blocked the low-hanging moon early in the evening, along with any lights from the houses on the other side.


She patted her head. As far as she could tell, her brain remained unmasticated and still in her skull. But if she’d somehow survived intact, she didn’t understand how, and she couldn’t explain the appearance of Euro Chad.


Was this a dream?


The dampness from the grass had begun seeping through the thick fabric of her coveralls, though, making her butt increasingly clammy and cold. Just like it would if she were alive and conscious and not either dying horribly or thrashing through a nightmare.


She stared up at Euro Chad, trying her best to ignore the body at his feet. “Am I asleep?”


“No.” He wiped his blade off on the grass, then tucked it somewhere in his hoodie. “Get up.”


“Are you some kind of reaper, then, here to escort me to my afterlife? Because you don’t look like one, frankly.” She squinted at him, her ass still planted on the ground. “Although maybe all reapers wear sheepskin granny panties. I don’t know your lives. Er, afterlives. Non-lives, whatever.”


His sneer became a scowl. “These aren’t granny panties. They’re fashion.”


“Look like furry granny panties to me.”


Muttering something under his breath, he turned his back to her, the movement abrupt and impatient.


Her brows rose at the sight of a thong, as well as what surrounded that thong.


Say what you would about Euro Reaper Chad—both versions of him, each aggravating in his own way—but he apparently did his share of squats. Gluteus maximus indeed.


“That has to chafe,” she pointed out, cautiously getting to her feet and tucking her burrito into her cross-body bag, just in case people still needed to eat in the afterlife. “Don’t reapers get wedgies? Either the ass or toe variety?”


Because those aesthetic abominations on his feet and his sheepskin thong had to be freaking uncomfortable, fashionable or not.


There. She was fully upright again. Her legs still shook a little beneath her, but they were solid enough. They would carry her... well, wherever she needed to go next. Would Euro Reaper Chad help her cross a mystical river? Or guide her through paradisical fields of—


“We don’t have time for this nonsense.” Swiveling to face her once more, he claimed her hand in a firm, cool grip and began hauling her toward his front porch. “Even you must know that zombies travel as a pack. If we’ve seen one, we’ll shortly see more. We need to seek immediate shelter before we’re overrun.”


“I don’t understand.” If she was already a goner, why worry about more zombies? “Is there some way for me to be extra super double dead?”


“You’re not dead yet. But you will be if you don’t hurry.”


Shaking her head in an attempt to clear her thoughts, she stumbled after him as quickly as she could. Because if she truly was alive and conscious, Euro Non-Reaper Chad was right. She did need to hurry.


He hustled her through the dark front yard while she dazedly scanned the tree line of his property, searching for movement. If she had a choice, she didn’t usually go out after dusk. Not because the zombies avoided daylight—in the First Breach, they’d murdered hundreds of humans under a sunlit cerulean sky—but because at nightfall the chances of spotting them in time for an escape dropped from unlikely to nearly impossible.


Which another zombie promptly proved by leaping up onto the side of the porch from the shadows below, jaw already stretched wide and aimed for her neighbor’s throat, growling something that sounded very much like bon appétit.


Euro Non-Reaper Chad moved faster than her eyes could track. One moment, he was tugging her up the steps to his house, those impressive glutes bunching and releasing in rolling shifts of muscle that were honestly a little distracting despite the precariousness of their situation. Then, before she could blink, he’d already lunged halfway across the porch. One long-fingered hand clamped around the zombie’s jaw as the creature growled and snapped at him.


The other hand tore out its heart.


Sans knife. Bare-knuckled.


He tossed the bloody organ to the wooden porch floor, released the zombie’s jaw, and let the creature collapse at his feet, his face a mask of utter indifference.


The whole thing—attack, counterattack, release—took maybe three seconds.


Nauseated, she stared down at the slowing tremble of the creature’s bloody heart. Her own heart, which she hoped to keep safely intact inside her chest for many decades to come, thudded faster and faster, its terrified beat echoing in her skull.


Holy fuck.


Euro Non-Reaper Chad wasn’t a zombie. But he could definitely kill her just as dead.


Slowly, hoping he somehow wouldn’t notice, she backed away from him and down his porch steps once more.


“Where are you going, human?”


Human. Which confirmed he... wasn’t.


Funny, he didn’t sound like he planned to murder her with his bare hands. More patronize her to death, with suffocating condescension his unknown species’ weapon of choice.


She was in shock, though. She recognized that now. Tonight’s terror had resurrected her worst memories from two decades before, leaving her disoriented. Her judgment couldn’t be trusted, so she needed to stick with the emergency plan she and her parents had decided upon during the Battle for Containment, back when she’d been only fifteen. Back when she and the rest of the world had first learned about the zombies—and also Supernaturals and Enhanced humans, who emerged from secrecy for the first time to help common humans drive the creatures back into their compound.


If you see or hear anything that worries you, go to the attic, sweetheart, her mother had said, and lovingly tugged the end of Edie’s ponytail in emphasis. Bring the ladder up after you and lock the door. We’ll have lots of snacks and drinks there, and you can camp out until we tell you everything’s okay.


Edie had frowned. What about you and Dad? Where will you go?


We’ll come with you if we can. If we can’t, we’ll take care of ourselves. Your only job is to take care of you. Do you understand? Her mother had met Edie’s eyes directly, searching for an honest answer. Promise me you’ll go to the attic and lock the door behind you, no matter what, Edie. Please.


When Edie had finally, reluctantly said I promise, she hadn’t truly understood what that promise would mean. She hadn’t been able to grasp how it would feel to abandon her parents to their deaths, even when that was what they wanted, even though her life meant more to them than their own. It was unimaginable—until the moment it became her reality three years later.


But she’d survived in that fucking attic once, and she could do it again. She would do it again, zombies and terrifying neighbors be damned.


“I have a safe place in my house.” She took another step backward, away from Definitely Not Human Chad. “I’ll call the emergency number from there. I’ve got enough supplies to last until help comes, so don’t worry about me.” Her forced laugh sounded far too loud. “Not that you would. Worry about me, I mean.”


He stared at her, his face hard and expressionless.


“Good luck, Chad.” Against her will, her eyes drifted to the heart resting on the wooden boards of his porch. It lay still now, curls of steam rising from it like smoke. “Although maybe you don’t really need luck, huh?”


He scrutinized her for another moment before lifting a broad shoulder in dismissal. “Very well.”


He began to turn away. Then his head tipped to one side, and his brows drew together.


“They’re close,” he said abruptly. “I can hear them. Come with me.”


She heard zilch. “No, really, I can—”


The next thing she knew, he was dragging her back up the steps, across the sagging porch, and through his front door, her wrist caught in his painless but inexorable grip. He flipped over a faded rug in the hall and opened a discreet hatch in the floor. A wide metal ladder descending into an inky void suddenly appeared at their feet.


“Down,” he ordered. When she hesitated, his tone turned biting. “I’m waiting, human. Dither much longer and we’ll both die.”


He could have torn out her heart a hundred times by now if that were his goal. Then again, perhaps he simply preferred murdering at a more leisurely pace. Like the homicidal equivalent of the Slow Food movement.


Whatever. Either of the two zombies would have killed her if he hadn’t intervened. She was willing to gamble that his intentions were good, or at least good enough for now.


Once she began clambering onto the ladder, he reached out to steady her, his grasp light and careful on her hips, her shoulders. “When I close and secure the hatch behind us, it’ll be completely dark. Keep hold and keep descending.”


Fantastic.


She began climbing down. He maneuvered onto the ladder above her, then reached for the hatch. Her palms turned damp, and she grasped the sturdy metal rungs tighter.


Thud. Thump. Click. Click. Screech.


The hatch was closed now. Closed and locked.


Absolute blackness, as advertised. She might have been in a cave, miles underground. She might have been in a coffin, buried alive.


Her chest tightened, and she couldn’t seem to slow her breathing.


She halted on the ladder.


What had she done? Why had she let herself be locked into a godsdamned tomb with someone who could tear out her heart with a single thrust of his hand and twist of his wrist? And why had she done so based on his claim that he heard zombies when she hadn’t heard a thing?


“Human?”


She gulped for air.


“Edie.” Before her next rushed, rasping breath, he somehow managed to climb over her until he was leading the way down the ladder, a rung or two below her. He shingled his body atop hers, using it to brace her from the shoulders down. “Edie, listen.”


The ladder was wide enough that he could grasp it on either side of her waist, and his hard belly pressed against her ass. For all intents and purposes, he was holding her in his arms.


Her brain promptly blue-screened. Her anxious thoughts sank beneath a tide of sheer physical awareness and pleasure, even as the chill of his half-clad frame, its solid support behind her, helped her breathe more easily.


Damn, she thought dimly. If she’d known he felt this good wrapped around her, she might have lured Bro Chad to her house with Grand Theft Auto and a bong freakin’ years ago.


“Listen,” he repeated, and her synapses began firing again at the insistence in his tone. “What do you hear?”


Then she caught it too. A few feet higher, through a single locked hatch...


Faint scratches. Grunts. Shuffling.


The half-forgotten sounds came from above this time rather than below. Still, they made her shudder. He hitched tighter against her, keeping her pinned to the ladder.


Dammit, he was right. This go-round, she wouldn’t have made it to her attic in time.


With his superior hearing and because of his insistence that she accompany him to his own shelter, he’d saved her life. Again. Which she was thankful for, obviously, but also found somewhat irritating since she’d initiated this entire delightful encounter for the sole purpose of saving him.


When she swallowed, her spit tasted metallic. “You’re sure they can’t get in?”


What if the zombies had somehow evolved after the First Breach and broken through Wall One without outside assistance? The compound no longer had any real oversight or governmental presence. How would anyone even know?


“Yes.” When she didn’t resume her descent, he elaborated. “There are still a few functional cameras within the compound. They’re monitored at all times, and nothing has changed. The creatures can’t use even simple hand tools. Penetrating my hatch would require explosives.”


Since the age of eighteen, she’d devoted most of her free time to researching the creatures. Their origin. Their capabilities and weaknesses. Their underground compound, which government officials had declared near impregnable, its complete destruction requiring the sort of drastic measures that would cause unacceptable damage to surrounding communities.


She’d paid special attention to the creatures’ current state, studying the theories of various experts and drone footage of the zombies’ very few excursions outside their compound. Not much reliable information actually existed, though. The creatures might not be smart, but they’d stopped venturing outdoors after the first few attempts resulted in missile strikes and slaughtered brethren. The military had long ago ceased sending troops inside Wall One on doomed missions. And in all her years of research, she hadn’t found a single reference to operational cameras within that damn compound.


Was Definitely Not Human Chad lying to her? And if he wasn’t, where exactly had he gotten his information?


He heaved an impatient sigh. “They can’t climb. They can’t swim. Even if they did somehow get past the hatch, they couldn’t use the ladder. They’d fall into the water pit and drown. They have no chance.”


According to official reports, drowning the creatures was the third and final way to slay them, so that made sense. Only—“There’s a freaking water pit beneath us?”


“We can bypass it.” The strained tolerance in his voice was rapidly leaching away, replaced by the tonal equivalent of an eye roll. “I’ll guide you.”


She didn’t trust him, but she couldn’t keep hanging on this ladder forever, and she certainly didn’t intend to pop back out of that hatch and become Zombie Lunchables.


Her questions would have to wait.


Her chest expanded in a slow, deep breath, and she registered his scent for the first time. Piney and faintly sharp, like eucalyptus. It was surprisingly pleasant.


She’d always assumed her neighbor would smell like beer and noxious body spray up close. “I’m good now. You can move down.”


The cool wall of strength at her back promptly disappeared, much to the displeasure of her hormones. Reluctantly, she loosened her death grip on the metal rung before her, shifted to a single-handed hold, and wiped her slick palms on the thighs of her coveralls one at a time.


She began descending again, rung by rung, matching his measured pace.


A minute passed. Two. Three. As far as she could tell, they still weren’t near the end.


Her fingers hurt after a while, so she paused to shake out her left hand, then her right. As she did, she considered the heavy earth-moving equipment such an absurdly deep tunnel underground had required, how much said equipment and the labor required to use it might have cost, and what awaited her at the bottom of this oversized well.


What sort of shelter had he built down there, beyond his freaking water pit, and what herculean efforts had that construction necessitated?


He drummed his own fingers against the ladder. “Come on. Keep going.”


“How deep is your damn basement, anyway?”


“Deep.”


“If you’re not human, what are you?” Given everything she’d seen and heard, her best guess was—


“You’ll find out soon enough.”


She supposed she would.


Once again, she resumed her descent into darkness, with Chad—this new, unfamiliar version of him—as her fearless, bethonged guide.


Somewhere along the way, she forgot to be afraid.
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At long last, Edie dropped onto blessedly solid ground beside Chad.


“Fourteen minutes. A travesty.” The glow of his phone revealed a long-suffering expression. “The descent usually takes me thirty seconds.”


Her hands had become claws sometime during those fourteen torturous minutes. Unzipping her bag was a challenge, as was unearthing her own cell in total darkness. No, that was the burrito... her keys... a tampon... a tin of mints...


There. The phone. And it somehow had coverage down here, which was nothing short of a miracle. The Zone’s limited and crumbling infrastructure meant she frequently couldn’t muster sufficient bars to place calls within the area’s tall, protective walls, even aboveground.


“I suppose you can’t help being a mere human, however.” He seemed to consider this a generous allowance on his part. “I won’t complain.”


Too late.


“I salute your heroism.” She tapped the Containment Zone Emergency Line icon, something she should have done at the top of the ladder. She hadn’t been thinking clearly, but that was no excuse. After putting the phone to her ear, she waited. And waited some more. “Why isn’t anyone answering the fucking emergency line?”


Chad gave the world’s tiniest, most uninterested shrug.


“Please state the nature of your emergency,” the attendant said after an interminable delay, her voice low and smooth.


“My name is Eden Brandstrup, and I live on Cloverleaf Drive in Zone A. My neighbor and I have just been attacked by two zombies. We heard more outside our shelter, so we assume the entire pack has escaped through a breach in Wall One.”


“How distressing.” The attendant paused briefly, and clicking sounds filled the silence. “I’ll alert the necessary parties.”


“How quickly can you sound the alarm? Because everyone in Zone A is at risk until they know what’s happening.” No response. “Hello?”


Edie lowered her phone and looked down at it. The call had been disconnected.


Well, that was... startlingly abrupt. But the attendant’s haste in ending the conversation made sense, upon second thought, because the sooner the woman stopped talking, the sooner she could activate the alarm. It should be starting any second now. Or maybe she needed approval from supervisors, in which case the warning sirens might not begin for another minute or two.


Either way, Edie had offered what help she could for her neighbors near and far. The rest was up to the government.


“Done.” She slid the phone back into her bag. “I feel terrible for waiting so long, but hopefully our Zone A neighbors are either safely indoors for the night or visiting their families outside the Containment Zone for the holidays.”


Still illuminated by his phone’s blue-white glare, Definitely Not Human Chad simply looked at her.


Bro Chad had been a much better conversationalist, which was saying something.


“So... here we are. Your underground lair. Chad’s Cave of Dreams.” She turned her head, but couldn’t see much. “Does your pit have electricity? Because my flashlight app will work for a while, but eventually—”


With a swipe of his forefinger against his screen, he turned on the overhead lights.


Her jaw dropped.


The place was freaking gigantic, with polished concrete floors stretching into the far distance and minimalist fixtures shining on them from above. An enormous kitchen gleamed to the right, all black-veined white marble and bronze, with an endless island and zero visible appliances other than a refrigerator. To the left, at least twenty feet distant from the kitchen or any other furniture, he had a seating area with chunky metal-and-wood tables positioned alongside long, low, sinuously curved cream-colored couches that belonged on a luxurious spaceship built a thousand years from now.


He watched her reaction with a faint, smug smile.


She closed her mouth. Then opened her mouth. Then closed it again.


“Wow,” she finally said. “This place is huge. Huge and uncluttered and...”


“And...?”


“And... uh... aggressively modern?” When he frowned down at her, she raised her hands, palms out. “Don’t get me wrong. This is amazing, and my attic is basically a tiny, crowded, insufficiently insulated wooden tent, so your shelter is way, way better than mine. Just... damn. It’s like the Guggenheim Museum and a diamond mine had a baby down here. How did I not know this place existed?”


A single golden-brown brow arched, silently chiding her obtuseness. “Because I didn’t wish you to know.”


Well, duh. “But I work from home. How did I not see or hear anything?”


“Most construction occurred at night, after you secured your shutters. Any necessary explosions took place in your absence.”


A mysterious incident from three years ago, shortly after his arrival next door, suddenly made a lot more sense. She’d left for the post office, realized somewhere in Zone C that she’d forgotten her wallet, and driven back home. Only to experience what felt like a small earthquake in her own driveway.


She’d knocked on his door shortly thereafter to ask whether he’d noticed it too, because she couldn’t find any mention of a local tremor on the internet.


“I dunno, dude.” He’d offered her a bright, vapid smile and spread his hands wide in helpless confusion. “My edibles just kicked in a few minutes ago, so...”


“Okay.” With a tiny, silent sigh and a little nod, she’d turned for home. “Sorry to bother you, Chad.”


“No problemo, dude!” he’d shouted loudly enough to make her twitch. “Laters!”


“The earthquake?” she asked now.


“The explosives crew didn’t notice your return in time.”


“Ah.” That explained it.


“Your expression of pained tolerance during our every encounter...” That small, smug smile reappeared on his stupidly handsome face. “It sparked such joy in me, I should have filmed a Marie Kondo special.”


“You were fucking with me this entire time.” Three years. Three damn years.


“Of course.”


“Why?”


“Because I enjoyed it.”


“I imagine you did.” She raised her own brows. “But you also wanted your privacy, and playing the role of Bro Chad ensured I’d keep my distance.”


He flicked a hand, indicating his vast, secret underground bunker in silent confirmation. His was not the home of someone who enjoyed neighborly socializing. Or Miller Lite, for that matter.


After a glance at the nearest masterwork of minimalist design, a bronze-edged glass console table, she returned her attention to him. “Everything here is gorgeous, obviously. But... don’t you need a comfy couch and TV somewhere so you can binge-watch the newest Netflix show before it gets prematurely canceled?”


He drew himself up to his full height. “My home contains all the modern amenities.”


Modern amenities, she repeated silently. A surprisingly old-fashioned phrase for someone who seemed very contemporary in his tastes. Of course, if what she suspected proved true—


“In my media room, I have a state-of-the-art television and various streaming options.” He sniffed. “And my sofas feel like clouds filled with the luxurious down of a thousand denuded geese.”


Apparently defensiveness brought out his eloquent side.


“I see.” She disguised her snicker as a cough, smothering it against her fist. “Please forgive me. I didn’t mean to insult your very nice basement or hurt your feelings. I’m extremely grateful you’re sharing your shelter with me.”


Which was the honest truth, for all her semi-hysterical hilarity. Only a fool would anger someone who could murder her with such terrifying ease and who was currently hiding her from ravenous zombies. She liked her brain. She’d prefer that it remain encased safely in her skull.


His lip curled. “You think you hurt my feelings?”


The very idea seemed to offend him further.


“Uh...” She scratched the tip of her nose with a ragged nail. “No. Of course not.”


“I told more convincing lies in my cradle,” he informed her.


“I apologize once more, then, for...” The gods and goddesses alone knew what had his thong in a twist now. “For implying you have feelings?”


It was her best guess.


And evidently it was wrong, because now he was outright glowering at her. “Of course I have feelings, human. I experience many emotions. Anger. Impatience. Disgust. Boredom. Schadenfreude.”


Wow, his daily existence sounded fun.


“Not a single living creature on this planet can hurt those feelings, however. The opinion of a woman delusional enough to consider foil-wrapped foodstuffs a suitable weapon against zombies certainly means nothing to me.”


Of course her opinion meant nothing to him. Why would she believe otherwise?


She lifted a shoulder. “In my defense, I got extra guac on my burrito, so it’s really heavy. Top of the line as far as burrito cudgels go.”


“You wish to justify your actions?” A hint of menace had entered his tone. “Because I would welcome a discussion of your stupefying idiocy earlier this evening.”


She shouldn’t have to justify her actions, since they’d been undertaken with his continued survival in mind, but if it made him happy...


“Sure. Get it out of your system, Euro Chad.”


Shit. Evidently he’d been right. She was a fool. Either that or her survival instincts were broken. It was the only logical explanation for why she kept poking at him this way despite all good sense and her best intentions.


He scrutinized her with narrowed eyes, disapproval radiating from every stern line on his face. “You’re always home before dark. Why not tonight?”


“Oh!” She brightened in realization. “That’s why you were outside without your usual disguise, huh? You assumed I was already tucked up safe at home for the evening.”


He simply stared stonily at her, waiting for her answer.


For the love of your aorta, do not roll your eyes, she instructed herself. “I had orders to drop off and boxes of supplies to sign for, and I didn’t expect the post office to be so crowded right after Christmas.”


Since the First Breach, mail carriers and package delivery drivers hadn’t been permitted to work within the Containment Zone anymore, so all the Zone’s inhabitants were obliged to venture outside the walled area for mail service. Now that her custom soapmaking business had become relatively successful, she usually drove to the post office two or three times a week. Which was fine by her, since one of her few real-life friends, Kelvin, worked there, and sometimes he had a couple minutes to chat. Not today, though.


“By the time I got out, the sun was about to set, and I had no food in my refrigerator or time to grocery shop, so I grabbed a burrito before heading home. I was just glad the Zone’s entry door wasn’t malfunctioning again, or else I’d have run even later.” She frowned, thinking about the sequence of events. “I didn’t see you when I drove up, and if you’d seen me, you wouldn’t have been parading around in all your sheepskin-thonged glory. You must have come outside after I locked up the car, while I was gathering the boxes I dropped.”


He would have assumed she was already home, and between the growing darkness and his headphones, he wouldn’t have seen or heard her squatting beside her car, picking up her errant packages. Which she’d done, only to drop them again when she spotted the zombie sprinting toward him as he stood on his porch.


“Most likely.” He leaned slightly, ominously closer. “That doesn’t explain, however, why you then chose to intercept a zombie in full flight, kick him, and hit him with a burrito.”


He said burrito the way most people might say plague-ridden sewer rat.


“If I’d had time to grab my knife, I’d have used that instead, obviously. But I’d forgotten it at home, so I worked with what I had.” After unzipping her cross-body bag again, she produced the flattened, foil-wrapped item in question with a flourish worthy of a spokesmodel, then placed it on his console table. “Yes, it’s a burrito, but I thought you would be decapitated within moments. Cut me some slack.”


He thrust his face inches from hers, and the sharp scent of eucalyptus filled her lungs. “I don’t give a fuck about the burrito. Even if you’d had your knife or a godsdamn rocket launcher, you shouldn’t have interceded.”


“I’ve taken plenty of self-defense classes. I know how to fight.” Now she was the one getting defensive—no pun intended—but why wasn’t he giving her any credit for her attempt to save him? Where was his gratitude? “Admit it, dude. My kick was a thing of beauty. I stopped a freaking zombie mid-run with one blow, and I didn’t even fall.”


“And then what?” He spoke the words one at a time. And. Then. What.


“And then what what?”


His voice was a whip crack. “You’re an unenhanced human. You weren’t wearing protective equipment. You had no nearby shelter. You were armed with a stuffed tortilla.”


When he put it that way, her decision to put herself in the zombie’s path did seem somewhat ill-considered, but—


“Explain your endgame. How were you going to stop it from ripping out your throat? How were you going to kill it?”


“Um...” She shifted in place, then fell silent.


His every exhalation washed coolly over her flushed face. “Tell me, Edie. Can you kick hard enough to remove a zombie’s head? A zombie’s heart? Are you strong enough to drag a zombie to the nearest moat and drown it without getting bitten?”


They both knew the answer to that.


“Did you think you’d survive?”


If she leaned forward another inch, she could lick his strong, straight nose. Would that distract him from this lecture? Or at least prompt him to murder her more expeditiously so she wouldn’t be forced to listen to its remainder?


At this point, she’d accept either outcome.


“No. You didn’t.” Straightening, he sort of throttled the air with his broad hands. “Where’s your sense of self-preservation, woman? And why the hells would you sacrifice yourself to save fucking Chad, of all the idiots in the world?”


Chad wasn’t his actual name, then. Not a surprise.


“I don’t want to die.” She wanted that absolutely clear.


The growly sound he made did not indicate agreement.


“I don’t,” she insisted. “But I couldn’t run away and leave you to die. I just... couldn’t.”


As Chad, his eyes had been the color of faded denim, as pretty as they were dull. Somewhere over the course of their conversation, that had changed. The stare scrutinizing her now was as black and sharp as obsidian. It pierced through her, pinning her in place for his pitiless inspection.


She tipped up her chin and waited, unintimidated.


He wouldn’t find falsity. Didn’t matter if he was a telepath or a truthseeker, and he was even now plumbing the depths of her mind. In all their encounters over the past three years, she’d never lied, which was more than he could say for himself.


He lowered his hands to his sides. “Your life means nothing to me.”


For someone unconcerned with her survival, he seemed awfully invested in this conversation. A conversation they were having in his secure compound because he’d overruled her objections and dragged her through that hatch to save her life.


Another lie. Wasn’t he tiring of them?


She directed a meaningful glance at herself, his home, and the nearby tunnel and ladder. Then she raised her brows at him.


He ignored the silent rebuttal. “Don’t die to save me, and don’t die to save anyone else. Not when they’d gladly sacrifice you to save themselves.”


If that was his view of the world and its inhabitants, no wonder his limited array of emotions didn’t include joy or love or even hope.


“And you’d do the same?”


He merely laughed in answer, the sound low and scornful. Fascinated, she watched as his irises softened from black to blue, moment by moment.


“So I shouldn’t save you from harm or death even if I could?” She tipped her head, now studying him in return. “Just to clarify.”


He spoke flatly. “I don’t want your assistance, and I don’t need it.”


“Mmmm,” she said with a nod. Hopefully he took that as agreement, because she wasn’t promising anything.


Not that she foresaw other opportunities to test how either of them would react in an emergency, since the government—


Oh shit.


She checked her phone for alerts. Shushed him when he started to say something.


Nothing. She saw and heard nothing.


She turned to the Neighbor Formerly Known as Chad, grabbed the edges of his open leather hoodie, and clutched tight, her confusion and horror a growing roar in her ears.


His sneer became a frown. “What—”


“Where the fuck are the sirens?” she demanded.
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Edie called the Containment Zone Emergency Line again.


No one answered. The line rang and rang.


While she waited for an attendant or even an automated message or voicemail option, her Neighbor Formerly Known as Chad wandered over to the kitchen, opened the refrigerator’s French doors, and peered at whatever was inside. Closing the doors again, he strolled to his island—which was probably larger than many actual geographical islands—and bent over to rest his elbows on the marble countertop while he idly scrolled on his phone.


Ring. Ring. Ring. Ring. Ring. Ring.


According to the top of her screen, she still had coverage. Was the hotline simply overwhelmed by calls? Or was there something wrong with her phone in particular?


“Call the Zone hotline from your cell,” she told him. “See if someone answers.”


He didn’t even look up. “Nah.”


“What is the matter with you? All our neighbors—” Increasingly frantic, she strode over to the island and snatched his phone from his hand. “Fine. I’ll do it myself, jackass.”


He didn’t resist or try to take it away from her. Instead, he simply watched as she found the correct icon and tapped it.


Ring. Ring. Ring. Ring. Ring. Ring.


Next, she tried calling the all-purpose emergency number on both phones, then Kelvin’s number, and got the same endless ringing in response.


Bars or no bars, something had obviously gone wrong with the Containment Zone’s lone cell tower. Was this a normal outage, born of neglect and the Zone’s crumbling infrastructure? Or had the zombies somehow managed to compromise the tower? They’d been created and trained to kill werewolves, not target communications systems, and according to Not-Chad, the creatures still couldn’t climb or use tools. But a random outage occurring at the exact same time as a breach seemed very coincidental.


Didn’t matter right now. Those questions could wait until she found another way to sound the alarm and ensure her neighbors’ safety.


“I assume there’s internet coverage down here?” When he slanted her a look of scornful incredulity, she muttered, “Of course there is. It’s a modern amenity. I can’t make calls for some reason, but the Zone hotline must have a website where we can report a breach...”


When she tapped her screen to access the internet, though, she got an error message. The same thing happened on his phone.


Again, this wasn’t the first time the Zone’s infrastructure had failed her, and she’d already determined that the cell tower must be damaged or malfunctioning. But hadn’t Not-Chad been glancing through his messages even after the phone lines stopped working?


“Why the hells can’t I get online?” She thrust the cell back into his hands. “Fix this.”


With an expression of strained tolerance, he tapped a few times on his screen. Then frowned.


“The internet’s down,” he said slowly.


Her glare should have turned him to ash. “Yes. I know. Do something about it.”


“It’s never down. I installed my own system, specifically to prevent outages.” His brows drew together. “I was online just a minute ago. What the fuck?”


The overhead lights flickered and went out.


She froze, rendered silent by bewilderment and creeping dread.


They stood wordless in stygian darkness for several moments, until a faint buzzing sound heralded the return of his underground home’s electricity. Not every light illuminated, but enough to see all but the most shadowy corners of the space.


“That’s my generator,” he said, his frown deepening. “The power’s still out.”


“What...” She spread her hands. “What the hells is happening here?”


His mouth firmed in determination. “Let me check my security system.”


When he toed off his gore-stained shoes and washed his bloody hands at the kitchen sink, she did the same. Afterward, as he about-faced and marched past the seating area, she trailed behind him. A dim hallway ahead of them contained several doors, and he entered the first on the right. His media room, evidently, complete with—


Was that a softbox in the corner? And a ring light on a sturdy-looking tripod?


What in the world did Not-Chad do down here? Was this a sheepskin-fetish OnlyFans thing? And if so, would an irresistible combination of prurience and sheer morbid curiosity force her to subscribe to his channel?


Another sleek sofa had been placed in front of a television with a very large screen, and a computer station occupied the wall behind the off-white couch. Without a word, he strode directly to the Mac and booted it up, then sat and clicked his mouse a few times.


His wide, curved monitor lit up with footage from around his property and within his house, both the 1960s section and their current, expansive shelter far underground. Also, on the bottom right of the screen, wasn’t that—


“You have no right to spy on my house!” She poked his shoulder, which had all the warmth and give of a stone statue. “What the hells, Not-Chad?”


When he didn’t respond, she poked him again.


Sounding sulky, he muttered, “During construction, I needed to track your comings and goings to ensure secrecy.”


“Construction is done. It’s been done for a long time now, I’m guessing.”


He shifted in his chair. “Criminals have claimed some abandoned buildings in the Zone. They’ve occasionally broken into occupied homes too.”


“That explains the security system protecting your house, but it doesn’t explain why you’re filming my yard and all four sides of my house,” she emphasized. “Especially when I haven’t given you permission and my life ostensibly means nothing to you.”


She raised her brows at him and waited.


After a long hesitation, he spoke slowly, still staring at his computer screen. “I intend to keep interlopers off my street, since I don’t want anyone snooping in my house. That requires monitoring my neighbors’ homes too.”


She squinted at the monitor. “I don’t see any houses other than ours, so—”


“Is this really the time, human? What happened to determining the cause of the outages so you can warn our neighbors?”


Okay, fair point. “Fine. But we’re discussing this later.”


He grunted and resumed zooming in on various images, then clicking to others.


“They haven’t been able to access my electrical or communications systems,” he said finally. “Whatever’s happening, it isn’t specific to this house.”


If that was true, who the hells had managed to disable the cell tower, internet service, and the power grid? Had the zombies done it? If so, had someone helped them?


That had been the cause of the First Breach, of course. Back then, the thick stone walls ringing the compound had been considered entirely secure, and they’d remained unguarded and unsurveilled. A small group of militants who’d underestimated the zombies’ menace after several years of safe containment had dynamited holes in Wall One and broken down the access door through Wall Two before being overrun by the very creatures they were attempting to free from captivity.


Those militants had all died horribly, along with virtually everyone living in Zone A, including her parents. Before the human government and the Supernatural and Enhanced Ruling Council had taken joint action and sent sufficient troops to drive the zombies back into their compound, countless homeowners in Zone B had fallen too. Only sheer luck had prevented further catastrophe. If the militants had been able to set the charges for Walls Three and Four prior to meeting their grisly fates, the death toll would have been far worse.


Afterward, to prevent another such incident, the government-SERC alliance had begun conducting background checks on all current and potential Zone residents and limiting non-homeowner visitation inside the walls. The alliance had also installed deep, wide moats outside Wall One and just within Walls Two, Three, and Four. No bridge crossed the moat outside Wall One, since no one but zombies lived inside that stone barrier, and the government had long ago ceased their ill-fated attempts at either in-person surveillance or eradication. The other moats had drawbridges that lowered after the scan of a valid pass and stayed down only until the permitted vehicle had traversed the bridge and exited through the temporarily open door in the wall.


Upon word of another breach, the drawbridges would stay up and the doors would remain shut, pass or no pass, allowing no exit for Containment Zone residents. It was the price they paid for such incredibly cheap housing so close to the nation’s capital, in a formerly wealthy area of Northern Virginia.


The Containment Zone had become an exclusive gated community, albeit a crumbling one where very few people actually lived. Once-thriving neighborhoods in Zones A and B had vanished in the space of three blood-smeared days, and they’d never returned. Zone C rapidly emptied too, despite remaining untouched. Humans and Supernaturals who could be killed by decapitation—shifters, vampires, trolls, and others—weren’t willing to risk proximity to the creatures after such a calamitous example of how seemingly foolproof defenses could fail. Supernaturals who could survive zombie attacks—including demons, elves, and the fae—avoided the Zone as well, either because the area felt tainted by the massacre or because they wanted to live somewhere with better services and easier access.


Over the last twenty years, a mere handful of newcomers desperate for affordable housing—as well as criminals bearing forged documents, eager to take advantage of abandoned buildings and limited governmental oversight—had been permitted to join the few Zone residents too foolish, too stubborn, too poor, or too sentimental to leave. How many of those descriptors applied to Edie, she couldn’t say. Most of them, probably. Maybe all of them.


Empty houses that had once cost millions began to sag. The roofs of upscale shopping complexes collapsed. Immaculately paved streets pitted and cracked.


And three years ago, Not-Chad had bought the unprepossessing house next to hers, tunneled deep beneath it, built his lair, and installed startlingly sophisticated security systems, apparently unbeknownst to anyone.


Except her now.


He pointed to one specific image on his computer monitor, the rectangle dark purple except for several dozen orangey splotches clustered in a loose grouping.


“My infrared camera.” Side by side, they studied the image, and his frown deepened. “The creatures seem to be down on all fours and moving slowly.”


“They must not have found anyone else yet.” Otherwise, they’d be sprinting toward their victims and rising to their hind legs for the kill.


He nodded, then checked another subset of images. “Here they are on my night vision cameras. They’re still searching for us. If we stay down here, they’ll eventually give up and attempt to find other game.”


The creatures glowed an eerie green, their eyes as bright as spotlights, the details of their gaunt, muscled frames far more visible now. The outdoor views showed them circling the property, sniffing for telltale scents, as the broken remains of his front door swung and creaked in the bitter winter wind. The interior cameras showed other members of the pack exploring the home above, flinging aside a narrow bed and swatting a closet door off its hinges to expose potential hiding places.


There were so damn many of them. Far too many for even Not-Chad to kill—with her assistance, however unwelcome—before both of them would literally lose their heads.


They were going nowhere until the pack moved on. She might be desperate to alert other Zone residents of imminent danger, but her death approximately five feet outside his home would serve no purpose and help no one.


“Other people,” she corrected quietly. “Other people, not other game.”


“Not to the zombies.” He sounded dismissive. “They can’t think in those terms. People are food to them, although they’d gladly slaughter Supernaturals instead of humans if given the opportunity. It’s why they were created, after all.”


Stung by the detached tone of his words, she turned her head to study him.


Nah, he’d said when she’d asked him to call the hotline. As if he couldn’t be bothered. As if the slightest effort to aid others required more energy than he cared to expend.


Why the hells had he saved her, then?


“How about you? Do you think in those terms?” she asked. “Or is everyone else simply other game to you?”


He didn’t answer.


His face was as smooth as his marble countertop once more, all expression gone as he checked his various security features and collected intelligence on their—his—current situation.


Finally, he straightened and turned to her. “My cameras’ reach isn’t foolproof. There may be stragglers I can’t see, even after the bulk of the pack departs. I don’t intend to leave my home until authorities give us the official all clear and I’ve seen no sign of zombies for at least forty-eight hours. You can stay here with me until then.”


A generous offer.


She didn’t understand it. Without a plausible explanation, she didn’t trust it either.


“Why?” Exhaustion, hunger, and uncertainty sapped her remaining strength, and she leaned heavily against the edge of his glass work desk. “Why snatch me away from danger and lecture me about self-preservation if my life means nothing to you? Why offer me safe shelter for days or even weeks to come if the survival of others doesn’t concern you?”


Whenever he offered her that one-shoulder shrug, casual and Gallic and infuriating, she wanted to smack the shit out of him.


“I noted the initial zombie’s approach in time to kill it without your ill-considered assistance,” he said bluntly. “Still, you believed you were saving me. You intended to save me. You foolishly risked your life to do so. In return, I feel obligated to provide basic assistance, at least this once.”


“So you’re merely fulfilling a perceived debt, then.”


“Correct.” How he managed to pack so much ostentatious boredom into two syllables, she’d never know.


“You don’t actually care if I live or die.”


“Correct.”


Edie hadn’t spent time around farm animals in at least three decades, but she could still identify the pungent scent of bullshit. “What if I left here tonight to warn the other Zone residents?”


It would be a suicide mission, and they both knew it.


A muscle in his jaw ticked. “I would not recommend that.”


“Of course not, but would you care? Would you mourn my death?”


He silently watched her for a moment, a vein throbbing at his temple, before answering. “You told me you didn’t wish to die. Was that a lie?”


“I haven’t lied to you, Chad.” Her thick sarcasm should have choked him.


“Then you won’t leave before dawn.”


Much as she’d love to contradict him, he was right. “If the pack moves away and the sirens don’t sound during the night, I’ll go at daybreak.” She couldn’t live with herself if she didn’t at least try to alert other Zone residents and the authorities that a calamitous breach had occurred. “Thank you for your kind offer of shelter until then.”


If he noted any irony in her tone, he didn’t react to it. He simply nodded.


After one last glance at his monitor, he stood and left his media room. “I need to change. Wait for me in the kitchen.”


He disappeared into the doorway across the hall, and she ventured back into the kitchen in search of an ice pack. Her ankle had stiffened up and was currently protesting the unanticipated evening of zombie kicking, mole hole tripping, and ladder descending.


She limped to his refrigerator, slid open his freezer drawer, and found... nothing. Absolutely nothing. No freezer-burned bags of corn. No microwaveable dinners. Not even a pint of Häagen-Dazs.


He reappeared at her side before she even had time to close the drawer. Somehow he’d managed to change and cross a vast expanse of concrete floor in about thirty seconds, max. Which was... telling, she figured.


Compared to the leather hoodie and animal-hide thong, his track pants and tight Henley were disappointingly normal, albeit ridiculously flattering. When her eyes drifted toward his rounded posterior, she whipped them upward again. She was still blinking away spots from that damn thong. Too lengthy a perusal of his ass now might entirely burn out her retinas, like staring at an eclipse.


“I don’t suppose you have an ice pack tucked away somewhere else,” she said.


“No.” His forehead creased. “You’ve injured yourself?”


“My ankle isn’t injured. Strained, maybe.” Also twisted and jammed, but that wasn’t important. Even without an ice pack, ibuprofen and a few hours off her feet should take care of the issue. “Do you have something to drink? And is there somewhere I can sit without ruining the sacrificial efforts of all those naked, shivering geese?”


She looked down at her blood-splattered, muddy coveralls and winced. Mess didn’t bother her, but gore? Yuck. Sadly, there was no point asking to borrow clean clothes. Nothing he owned would fit her generously rounded frame, on top or bottom.


He hesitated. “I suppose I could get some towels to put beneath you.”


No doubt his towels had been woven by master towel-making craftspeople in the Alps, the glowing white of their cotton unsullied by even the merest speck of dirt.


Ah, fuck it.


“You know what? There’s no need to filthify your towels. Compared to your previous outfit, I might as well be wearing a nun’s habit beneath my coveralls.” Without further ado, she tugged her bag over her head and set it on the countertop, then unzipped her coveralls and shoved them over her shoulders and hips and down her legs. After kicking the stained fabric into a pile beneath the island, she washed her hands thoroughly at the kitchen sink for a second time. “Got any pomegranate juice? It’s my favorite.”


He didn’t respond.


When she turned to check on him, he was staring at her, his expression pained. Which was unfair, because she was actually wearing a bra beneath her tank top for once, and her panties were of the comfy granny variety and fully covered her ass cheeks. Also, they had a cute pink bubble pattern and had never served as the skin of a living creature, so...


“I know, I know. It’s like seeing your mom in her underwear. Get over it, Chad.” To a guy his age, no doubt her late-thirties body seemed like a cautionary tale about the dangers of gravity. Or maybe he wasn’t into fat women of any age, especially those with generous bellies and thick thighs and not much in the way of T and A. His loss. “While you process your Oedipal trauma, let’s find out what beverages you have in your fancy fridge. Mama’s thirsty.”


She swung open the French doors.


Well. Maybe he wasn’t in his earlyish twenties after all. And maybe he wasn’t an elf or a fae either, as she’d been theorizing all evening.


His refrigerator contained nothing but blood bags. Discreetly packaged, of course, but definitely, unmistakably blood bags.


Not-Chad—her closest neighbor, the guy with whom she was currently locked in an underground lair—was a freaking vampire.
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