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For everyone who dreams of an irresistible love...



%Zéz One

A li hid behind a cluster of trees, straining to hear
anything that might break the silence. A rustle of
leaves. A snap of a branch. Her heart threatened to beat out of
her chest. It was so loud, she thought it might give away her

position.
Breathe, Allison.

It was a chilly fall day. Winter was just around the corner.
The wind had blown several strands of blonde hair loose from
her braid. She didn’t dare sweep them from her face, afraid the
motion might attract unwanted attention. After several minutes
of silence, she took a chance and peered around the trees.
Nothing. Not even a bird or the fluttering of leaves. It was

eerily still.

There was nothing beyond the rubble of deteriorated
buildings. Their crumbled exteriors were covered in foliage.
He could be hiding behind any of the mossy stones protruding

from the ground.



Cold washed over her, sinking deep into her bones. Her long
sleeve shirt, damp from running, clung to her frozen skin. She
could hardly feel her toes in her boots and the tips of her
fingers were turning blue. She was desperate to return home.

How much longer could she hide out here?

She scanned her surroundings once more and still couldn’t
spot any movement. She narrowed her eyes like a hawk, but it

was no use. The man chasing her was nowhere to be found.

Where did he go? Maybe I should make my way back home.

I'm not too far away. Five minutes? Maybe ten?

She cautiously took her first step out from behind her cover.
Branches and dried leaves crunched beneath her feet. Before
she could take more than three steps, a hand gripped her arm,
fingers digging into her bicep. With a rough tug, she spun
around and made eye contact with the man who had been

following her.

“Gotcha!” Victory was written all over his face. His eyes
burned a hole through her and the corner of his mouth perked

up, reveling in his win.

“Eli!” She kicked him in the shin and he let go of her arm,
doubling over. She brought her hand up to her chest and
struggled to catch her breath. He had scared her half to death.

Eli shot her an incredulous look as he hopped dramatically
on one leg. The branches scattered across the forest floor
almost tripped him and sent him toppling. “Damn, Ali! That
fucking hurt.” The fire in his brown eyes rapidly disappeared.



They glossed over with tears and Ali smirked, knowing she

had gotten her revenge.

“You deserved it.” She pointed an accusatory finger at him.
He couldn’t really blame her for defending herself. “Where did
you even come from, anyway?” She had been watching and

listening so intently.
How in the world did he manage to sneak up on me?

He cautiously stood up after tending to his sore leg. He
winced in pain when he put his weight on it. It would probably
bruise but she didn’t feel guilty about it in the slightest. It was
justified. “It’s not my fault you can’t hear shit. I found you ten
minutes ago when you were stumbling through the brambles
and have been stalking you ever since. You were so loud. The
reason it’s so quiet now is because you scared off every little
critter within your vicinity. You’re really bad at this, you

know?”” He chuckled at just how pathetic she was.

Ali rolled her eyes. “I do know. That’s why I hate it when
you pick this game.”

They rarely had a chance to relax and just take it easy.
Whenever they did, Eli chose to play hide and seek. It was a
childish game. In fact, they had started playing it when they
were just kids. Back then, a few other kids had played along,
but over the years they had lost interest. They had slowly
dropped off until it was just the two of them still playing
games in the woods. There was hardly anything else to do in
their small village of Andus, so Ali always played along. Even

if she knew she was terrible. Even if she knew he would



always find her. She was starting to suspect he only chose this

game so he could scare her shitless every time.

“Do you want to go again?” he asked with a boyish grin. Eli
was in his early twenties now, but in his heart and soul he
would always be a kid. Like Peter Pan, he would never grow
up. It was something she admired about him. He was carefree
and cheerful no matter what was happening around him. Even
when she was lost in her own thoughts, he could pull her out

and brighten her day.

The wind blew again, and she shivered. She gritted her teeth
and rubbed her palms against her thighs. She hated to
disappoint him. “I was actually ready to go back home. Aren’t

you cold?”

“Nope.” He placed a hand on her cold, rosy cheek and his
warmth immediately radiated through her. She mirrored his
movement and covered his hand with hers, although his hand
was almost twice the size. He could hold her entire face in his
hands. It was so warm and comforting. She leaned into it and

basked in the extra heat.

She looked up to smile at him as he brushed the loose
strands of her braid back behind her ear. He’d grown so tall
over the years. When they were kids, she had grown faster
than he did and had been taller than him for many years. She
used to tease him about it. At some point though, he grew a
foot and then another foot and then another until he became
the tower standing here today. His boyish round cheeks had

turned chiseled and stubble now covered his face. Lean muscle



covered his lanky body. His short brown hair was soft and

feathery. Objectively, Eli was quite handsome.

“You’re a human heater. Stay close. I might need you,” she

said as they turned to walk back home under the setting sun.

They walked this path all the time and there wasn’t much to
see. It was mostly the remains of old buildings demolished
centuries ago. Ali loved hearing stories about the twenty-first
century and often imagined how this place would’ve looked
back then. Foundations overgrown with weeds outlined the
town that had been here centuries ago. Every time they passed,
she would pick one of the cement slabs and put a name to it.
That one was perhaps an ice cream parlor. Maybe a movie
theater, a restaurant, or a salon. She’d seen none of these
concepts herself, but that didn’t stop her imagination from

running wild.

It must’ve been so exciting living in that time period. The
kids who lived here before them probably hadn’t played hide
and seek in their spare time. They would’ve had so much they

could do instead.

Those places didn’t exist now. Their entertainment came in
the form of stories passed down through generations and
singing songs around a fire. They gathered to eat simple meals
as a family. She cut her hair once a year, usually with a rough
blade, and kept it in a braid most of the time. It was the most

convenient way to keep it clean and out of her face.

They’d been told wild stories about this thing called
technology when they’d been younger. Hand-held devices that



were used to communicate. A square frame that displayed
moving pictures and visual stories. Ali wouldn’t have believed
it if it weren’t for the photos she’d seen in books. The pages
were so faded, brittle and falling apart, but it was enough for
her mind to take hold. She wished they had those amenities

now.

The details of the old world were a little hazy. All they
knew was that over time, the oceans had swallowed coastal
towns. The rising sea level forced people to move inland.
Wildfires scorched the western half of the continent, leaving
the land barren and uninhabitable. The small population that
had remained dwindled even further due to droughts and
famine. When the dust finally settled, the earth was
unrecognizable. It had been reborn. Other continents were
rumored to exist, but everyone assumed they had also met

their demise. They had never come to help.

Very few survived that period. Life quickly regressed and
became much simpler. Initially, some people remembered how
to make things like automobiles or telecommunications, but
resources had been so scarce. They couldn’t waste them on
things that weren’t absolute necessities. Now, that knowledge
was long forgotten. A wooden wagon would be considered a

luxury today.

They crossed over the remains of a concrete bridge. It was
sturdy enough, although the rails had crumbled. It served little
purpose since the body of water that used to exist was long
gone. They were far from the shore of the lake and this trench

was completely dried up.



Eli interrupted her thoughts. “Did I tell you I got another

tattoo?”’

“Another one?” She raised her eyebrows. Eli had gotten
more tattoos than she could count. She had gone with him
once and it had made her nauseous to watch as the artist had
tapped ink made from berries into his skin. Little dots over and
over and over again. It was an extensive process. If he felt any

pain, he hadn’t shown it.

Eli nodded excitedly and lifted his shirt to show her a new
design on his rib cage. An image of a black bird engulfed in

flames stretched across his flesh.

“Did 1t hurt?” She reached out to touch it, and he flinched
when her cold fingertips brushed his skin.

“Nah, I was high on gray.” He chuckled when she shook her
head. He was referring to gray grass, a plant that grew
naturally in the area that altered the mental state. It was most
similar to alcohol, but distilling alcohol wasn’t a luxury they
could afford in Andus. Gray grass was readily available and

despite its ugly appearance, it made a delicious tea.

He brought his shirt down and grabbed her hand to help her
cross over some rubble. The closer they got to home, the more
debris appeared. It was a strategic design. It made their village
look like a dump, a graveyard, to outsiders, but sheltered in the
middle were a few homes and a communal area. Their
ancestors who settled here had left the exterior stones for
natural protection and used the ones from the middle to rebuild

houses camouflaged into the demolished structures.



The town of Andus had a population of a little more than
fifty, made up of only a handful of families. It was hard to
sustain a population much bigger. It wasn’t much, but they
were one big family to Ali. It was the only home she’d ever

known.

Friendly faces greeted the two of them as they entered the
main section of town. Eli grabbed her hand, a show of
affection and pride. He loved to show her off, and she let him.
The way he adored her made her heart hurt sometimes. She
only wished she could return those feelings. She squeezed his
hand and let him bask in the moment. The smile on his face

was worth putting her own feelings aside.

Dinner was already prepared by the time they arrived. It was
always served in the center of town. They each grabbed a bowl
full of rice and fish and sat around the fire pit next to their

neighbors, who chatted merrily.

“What did you two get into today?” asked a middle-aged
woman named Sasha. Her hair was slowly turning from
auburn to gray and her skin reflected her years, wrinkled from
sun exposure. Her hands were permanently dyed from working
with clothing and other rags in Andus, taking bland fabric and
turning them into vibrant shades with natural elements. She

was an artist in their otherwise bleak village.

“Not much,” Eli responded. “Just running around in the
woods with this one.” He nudged Ali’s shoulder with his

elbow.



“Ah, to be young and in love,” Sasha mused. “I remember
when my husband and I used to spend our time doing nothing
at all. Just enjoying each other’s company. Those are the

moments that make life worth living.”

Sasha was a widow now and had been for many years, but
her words of wisdom were appreciated by everyone around the
fire. She carried on with stories of her love life, all the lessons
she had learned, the moments that brought a smile to her face
and the ones that made her blush. Every single face around the
fire pit turned to listen, entranced by her. They ate up her
guidance like starving vultures. Sasha had always been a
skilled storyteller, and her tales were laced with lessons to

learn.

Her words made Ali feel a bit more at ease. Perhaps she
could love Eli like that. Didn’t she enjoy spending time with
him? Doing nothing at all, so long as it was with him? She
looked up at Eli’s face and took a moment to admire him. The
kind and caring man who always put her first. Why was she so

hesitant to return that kind of unconditional love?

The crowd groaned when Sasha stood to leave. “You’ll have

to forgive an old woman. It’s past my bedtime.”

Eli turned to Ali, his arm now wrapped around her
shoulders while she nuzzled into his side. “I’'m ready to go

when you are.”

His eyes bored a hole through her. It wasn’t natural, the

amount of yearning he felt toward her. She didn’t know if she



could ever return that intensity, but she resigned to pretend

until it became real.

“I’'m ready.”



%@z e

¢ CL et’s get matching tattoos,” Eli said as they drank their

morning coffee outside his front door. They sat on
the one rocking chair he owned, her on his lap. It was chilly,
but he had insisted they sit outside. She wore his sweatshirt
and a pair of leggings and had pulled his heaviest blanket over
the top of them. He held her close and used his own body heat

to keep her warm.
“Didn’t you just get one?”

“You can never have too many.” He looked at her like this
was obvious. Ali didn’t have any tattoos, so she didn’t
understand just how addictive they could be, but Eli couldn’t
get enough.

“What would you get?” she asked timidly. He could tell she
was nervous about having a significant amount of ink covering

her skin.

“Something small and simple. It’s your first one and it’ll

probably hurt like a bitch.” His eyes sparkled. She hadn’t said



no, and that only encouraged him, leaving the door open to

possibilities. He was dying to share this experience with her.
She released a heavy sigh. “Maybe.”

“I’ll take 1t!”” He finished the remains of his coffee, down to
the last sediment of ground beans. Then he tapped her thigh

lovingly. “I’m going to shower before we head out.”

She stood and allowed him to head back into the house.
Without his body heat, she followed him in and sat at the
kitchen table.

“Where 1s your dad this morning?” she asked, her voice

elevated as he disappeared into his bedroom.

Eli tore off his clothes and threw them into a pile in the
corner of his bedroom. Then he wrapped a clean towel around
his waist. “He went out to chop wood. Our stockpile and the
neighbor’s is getting pretty low. Does your mom need some,
too? I’'m sure they’ll come back with extra.” His dad was
always the first to lend a helping hand. If anyone in the town
needed something, they knew to ask Jack. He was always

happy to assist.
“I’ll ask her.” Ali’s voice came from the kitchen.

Eli popped his head out from the bedroom. He smiled as his
mind filled with lustful thoughts. “Join me?”’

Ali chuckled, but she stood to join him in the shower

nonetheless.

As he dried off his hair afterwards, he couldn’t help but feel
truly blessed. He didn’t know how life could possibly be better



than this. He grabbed a pair of jeans out of his dresser and
pushed a small box of trinkets to the back of the drawer. Ali
didn’t know it, but inside was a ring his dad had given him, a
ring that he intended to put on her finger one day soon. He just
wanted to be sure she’d say yes. It was hard to tell with her

sometimes.

Ali dressed on the other side of the room, wearing the same
jeans as the day before and an old shirt of his that was too
small for him. She didn’t keep many of her own clothes here,
despite how often he suggested it. One day they’d find a home

together instead of staying at his dad’s house. One day soon.

They walked through the center of town and down a jagged
path. A few trees had burrowed through the rubble and had
grown into giants on the side of the path. Their leaves changed
to radiant golds and reds and fell to the ground below them.
The further they walked down the path, the more dense the

trees became.

Eli finally stopped in front of what appeared to be a cave,
but he knew what lay beyond the entrance. He held Ali’s hand
and guided her through the dark tunnel. A few moments later,
it opened up into a small atrium. The glass ceiling was
shattered and natural light shined down on them. The walls

were lined with small vials, herbs, and other trinkets.

He could feel Ali’s hand shaking in his and tightened his

grip reassuringly.

“Eli, I didn’t expect to see you so soon.” Carter, the man

who had drawn all his other tattoos, stepped out from the



shadows. “And you brought Allison?”

Eli wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her close.
“Yep, we’ve got a first-timer.” The matching grins that Carter
and Eli shared caused Ali to shrink in panic. He gave her a

little shake to loosen her up.
“It’ll be fine.”

“Mm-hmm,” she squeaked.

Eli had a design in mind, but she had to trust him. He
wanted it to be a surprise. He whispered to Carter, and his
friend nodded in understanding. She sat on a stool and bared
her collarbone, allowing Carter to clean the skin just below her
protruding clavicle. She turned her head away from Carter and

toward Eli.
“I can’t look.”

“Hold my hand,” he said, clasping her fingers and
intertwining them with his. She flinched as Carter tapped the

tool against her skin and the ink sank into her flesh.

She put on a brave face and tried to hide the pain, but Eli
could feel her hands turning clammy. “Deep breaths, Ali.

You’re doing great.”

“You owe me so big for this,” she muttered, scrunching her

brows.

“Anything you want...it’s yours.” He would give her the

world if she asked for it.



Carter made quick work of her tattoo. It took very little time
compared to the one he’d just finished on Eli’s rib cage. Ali
dropped his hand, and he clenched it a few times, shaking out
the pain from her tight grip. He was pretty sure she had cut off
the circulation from squeezing so tightly. She looked down at

the new design above her chest and smiled.
“The sun?” she asked curiously.

Eli simply nodded. He took his turn on the stool and Carter
imprinted a new design on his chest in the same location as
Ali’s. She watched this time, and her face went pale at the
sight of his blood.

“I’'m glad I didn’t watch during mine.” She turned away and
exhaled, her hands gripping her knees. Eli reached out and

rubbed soothing circles across the back of her hand.

When Carter finished, Eli tilted toward her to show off his

new tattoo.
“The moon...does it mean something?”

“Did you know the light from the moon is just a reflection

of the sun? It means...I’d be nothing without you, Ali.”

Her eyes glistened with tears. He sat up straight and turned
toward her. He hadn’t meant to make her cry. That was not the
reaction he had expected. She bowed her head and then met

his gaze once again. “You have it backwards, Eli.”

They spent the rest of the afternoon relaxing in town. Ali sat
with some of the older ladies, one of which was teaching them

to play a game with dice. Ali was terrible and couldn’t get the



hang of it. It was a good thing they gambled with pebbles and

not real currency because she would’ve been in major debt.

Eli played a game of ball with the younger kids. They had
so much more energy than him and for the first time, he felt
old, despite only being in his twenties. He just could not keep
up with them. They ran in circles around him and easily
kicked the ball away. They tackled him on numerous
occasions and overpowered him as he struggled to get back to
his feet. By the time they were done, he was drenched in

sweat.

He nuzzled against Ali as he sat down next to her, and she

cringed from his sweaty head.

“Disgusting,” she declared, but she placed a hand on his
thigh anyway.

“Are you winning?”” he asked.

“Not at all. I think 1t’s time to call it quits.”

“I didn’t take you for a quitter,” he teased, pinching her side
as she giggled and tried to escape his clutch.

“I’'m not...I need to go home and get ready for tonight.” It
was an excuse and he knew it, but she wasn’t wrong. It was
getting late, and they both needed to wash up and return for

dinner. Eli’s dad was expecting him to be home soon.

“I’ll see you in a little bit?” Eli asked when Ali stood and
turned toward her house. “I know Dad is really excited to

celebrate tonight.”



“Yeah. See you at dinner.” He watched as she continued

walking in the distance, disappearing into a tiny speck.
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Ali spent more time in the bath than she normally would’ve. It
was long enough for the water to turn freezing cold, although
it hadn’t been very warm to begin with. Her mother, Anna, had
already left to help prepare dinner and wasn’t there to rush her
out of the tub, so she took her time. She ran her fingers
through her hair in an attempt to work out the tangled mess.
Then she gently poured water over her new tattoo, dabbing it
dry. She stared blankly at the dirt under her fingernails. No
amount of scrubbing that would ever leave her feeling truly

clean.

From the window, she could see darkness falling like a
blanket over their town. She sighed as she stepped out of the
bath and dried off hastily. If she took much longer, she would
be late to dinner. In Andus, they all ate together as one big
family. It was less wasteful to make meals in bulk, although it
typically meant their food was pretty bland. She couldn’t
count the number of times she’d eaten fish and rice. Only
nearly every day of her life. On rare occasions like birthdays
or weddings, they’d have a more extravagant meal. Today was
Eli’s dad’s birthday, so there would be a full hog roast with
veggies and dessert. She was looking forward to dessert the

most.

She yanked a brush through her hair and smoothed it back

into a braid, glaring at her naked body in a cracked mirror.



Criticizing her body had become a habit. I'm scrawny. The
result of years of being underfed and spending her days

walking along the lake and checking fish traps.

I'm malnourished. My knees are so bony. She picked apart
the features of her body. She had no reason to be vain. It

wasn’t practical or sensible, but that didn’t stop her.

My eyes though. If I had to choose one part of my body that
I like, it would be my eyes. They were a striking shade of

brown that made her look and feel fiercer than she was.

And my lips. Eli had told her she had nice lips once.
Apparently, red and puffy lips were desirable to men. Ali
flushed, completely embarrassed, but she remembered the way
it had felt that day to be complimented by a man. Desired,
even if it was just Eli. She had been little more than a child
then, and the effect of his words had since worn off. She still

appreciated his affection, but it no longer burned inside her.

She grabbed a clean pair of black skinny jeans and a cotton
shirt that hung from her lanky limbs. She laced up her black
leather combat boots and grabbed her thick tan wool jacket

before heading out into the brisk fall evening.

The scent of bonfire smoke hit her as soon as she stepped
out the door. It was one of her favorite smells. It always
brought back many wonderful memories spending time with
family and friends. If the comfort of home was a scent, it
would be this one. There was something so comforting about
the way the aroma swirled around her, wrapping her up like a

warm blanket.



It didn’t take long to find Eli waiting for dinner to be
served. She could hear his laugh from a mile away, and it
brought an instant smile to her face. He was surrounded by a

few other older men, including his dad.

“Happy birthday, Jack!” Ali shouted as she snuck up behind
them and patted Jack on the shoulder. He embraced her and
hugged her tight. Jack had been like a father to Ali ever since
hers had died when she was young during a hunting trip gone
wrong. It was partly why she had become so close to Eli. That
and the fact that he was the only one close to her age. Jack had
stepped in to make sure her mom had everything she needed

and that Ali was well taken care of.

“Miss Allison, I’'m so glad you made it. We were starting to
wonder 1f you got lost. I was just telling Eli here that he needs

to lock you down before some other chump comes along.” He
chuckled and shook her by the shoulders.

It wasn’t the first time he’d made a comment about the two
of them getting married or having babies or falling in love. It
seemed pointless to resist. They probably would get married
and have kids. The next closest man in age to Ali was seven
years younger and the next closest woman to Eli was twelve
years older. Eli was the practical option, and marrying her best
friend wasn’t exactly the worst prospect in the world. Other

people weren’t so lucky.

“No need to rush things, Dad.” Eli nudged his dad and
flashed Ali an apologetic smile. Ali didn’t know if she was
ready for this.



Jack was oblivious to her discomfort and carried on,
clapping his son on the back. “Sure there is. I’'m not getting
any younger!” His belly shook as he laughed and a few of his
friends had the decency to look toward the ground, though

they were unwilling to reel him in.
Ding. Ding. Ding.

A bell graciously interrupted their conversation. Thank you,
dinner bell. She would get away with another day of no
commitments. She wasn’t sure how much longer they could

delay the inevitable, but she’d take any extra day given to her.

Jack and his older friends hurried ahead to grab a plate,
leaving Eli and Ali behind. He shifted uncomfortably with his
hands in his jean pockets and avoided eye contact. His
confusion was her own doing. Half the time she was sleeping
in his bed and the other half she was keeping him at arm’s
length. Whenever the topic of marriage came up, they both

turned to stone.

She grabbed him by the elbow and said playfully, “Take me
to dinner, handsome?” She batted her eyelashes at him for

good measure, attempting to pull him out of his thoughts.
He snorted. “Do you have something in your eye?”

“Eli!” She smacked him hard in the gut. He was laughing so

hard, her hand bounced off his abs. “You are such an ass.”

“Oh, that was good, Ali. That was good.” He was so out of
breath that he could hardly speak. There were tears in his eyes.



The teasing was her signal that things were back to normal.

The awkwardness from before had dissipated.

“Fine. Find another girl to take to dinner. I'm sure Sarah is
available. Sure, she’s forty-five years old, but I hear she likes
them young.” She raised her brows and crossed her arms

defensively. He would be so lucky to have her.

“Aw, come on now, Ali. You know I love you.” He stepped
forward, arms open wide and ready to embrace her, but she
took an equal step back. She wouldn’t let him win that easily.
He paused and a shimmer of playfulness danced across his

eyes.

“Don’t.” She warned him, but he closed the gap in a flash
and swooped her up off her feet in a bear hug. He squeezed so

tight she could hardly breathe. “Put. Me. Down,” she grunted.

“No,” he said. “I’m never letting you go. I won’t let you

leave me.”

“I’'m not leaving you. Just put me down.” She wriggled in

his arms, struggling to break free, but his hold was too strong.

“Promise? Promise you’ll never leave me?” He loosened his

grip and looked down at her.

She locked eyes with him so he knew she was sincere. “I

"’

promise, Eli. I’ll never leave you. Now put me down

He gently set her down and together they made their way
over to the dinner table, hand in hand. It all smelled incredible.
She added a little bit of everything to her plate and Eli did the

same but with double the serving. His plate was practically



overflowing. She smirked, but he didn’t notice. He was too
busy shoveling food into his mouth, his shoulders hunched
over the table. Slices of angel cake topped with berries were

passed around after everyone had finished their main dish.

Chatter and laughter filled the air. Everyone was having a
great time sharing and listening to stories about Jack. The hell
they’d raised as kids and then more endearing stories about
raising Eli on his own. Eli’s mom had died during childbirth,
so he’d also been brought up by one parent like Ali. They sat
and told stories long after the food had been devoured. Even
though her fingers were frozen and her nose was pink from the
cold, she couldn’t think of any other place she’d rather be than

surrounded by these people.

She shivered next to Eli, and he turned his attention to her.
He slid his arm around her shoulders and pulled her closer to

his side to warm her up. “Do you want to go sit by the fire?”

“Sure.” He held out a hand to help her up from the bench.
“Always the gentleman.” She placed her hand in his and
allowed him to lead her to the bonfire. Logs and branches
were stacked five feet tall so they didn’t have to get too close

before her fingers started to thaw.
“Better?”

“Much better.”

Before she could take a seat on one of the unoccupied logs,

Eli threw his hands up dramatically.

“Wait.” He stopped abruptly.



She looked around in confusion, trying to determine the

reason for his sudden outburst.

“I know what would make this even better. I’ll be right
back.” He jogged off and left her just as confused as she was
before. She sat down and it was only a few minutes before he
returned, keeping his hands mysteriously hidden behind his
back.

“What do you have there?” She raised her eyebrow. She

knew Eli. It was, without a doubt, gray grass tea.

He pulled two mugs out from behind his back. “Tell me you
love me.” She shook her head, but it was hard to deny him
when he was this cheerful. She pursed her lips, refusing to

humor him.

“Ali, if you don’t tell me you love me, I will drink both of

these myself.”

She smiled at the thought. He absolutely would. He loved
his gray grass. “And I’ll be carrying you home.”

“I’d like to see you try.”

She burst out laughing. He was easily twice her size and
there was no way she could possibly carry him. She’d have to
leave him out in the cold instead. “Okay, fine. For the sake of

my back, I love you, Eli.”
He extended one of the mugs with a triumphant look.

She took one sip and her tongue tingled. It was strong.

“Whoa, are you trying to get me fucked up?”



“No, you’re just weak. But don’t worry. I actually can carry

you home.” She glared at him, but he wasn’t wrong.

It didn’t take long before her whole body was feeling light
and floaty. Floaty. Is that a word? It feels like I could float
away. The only thing holding me to the ground is this log. But
if I stood up, I think gravity would cease to exist. I think my
lips are balloons. Are they balloons? They’ll help me float
away. How will I steer? Will I come back down? I think I could

live among the stars. Ali, are you okay? Ali?
“Ali?”
That s not my voice?

“Earth to Ali—” A deep voice interrupted her trance. She
turned to see Eli lying on his back, one arm supporting the
back of his head. He was watching her with amusement and

chuckled. “I told you. You’re such a lightweight.”

She opened her mouth to say something and realized her
fingers were on her lips. When had that happened? She lightly

tapped them. Her lips were not balloons after all.

“I think I’m ready for bed.” She stood up, but her legs were
like jelly and she stumbled forward, closer to the fire. Eli and
his lightning reflexes grabbed her by the elbow to save her.
Why wasn’t he fucked up?

“All right, I’ve got you. Let’s get you home.”

Eli’s bedroom was small, but cozy. His bed took up most of
the space, along with a small desk. The windowsill was

covered in shells they’d collected together. She kicked off her



boots and felt his soft rug between her toes. He helped her out

of her jeans and top, and she tossed her bra on the floor.

It wasn’t a romantic or sexy moment. He’d seen her naked
plenty of times. He was just as familiar with her body as she
was with his. They were comfortable, brought together by
their circumstances. The two had been inseparable for nearly
two decades. She didn’t know why she was so scared to

commit to him. They acted like a married couple already.

He pulled one of his shirts over her head and it was so long
that it fell to just above her knees. She reached up to remove

her hair tie, letting her long hair unravel.

His bed was more comfortable than her own. It might’ve
been the fluffy pillows or maybe his warm body. Moments

later, he slid in behind her and wrapped his arms around her.

He moved in close. So close that their bodies became one.
She could feel his breath on her shoulder, his thumb rubbing
against her stomach. Some nights they would fool around, but
tonight she wasn’t in the mood. He ran his hands down her
waist and to her legs, playing with the hem of the shirt she was

wearing. She felt something grow and press into her ass.

“Ali...” He planted a kiss on her shoulder. I'm sorry, El,
but not tonight. She pretended to sleep, squeezing her eyes
shut.

“Ali1?” His hand slipped under her shirt.

Nope. Not happening.



He heaved a sigh and gave up. His hand returned to rest on

her stomach outside of her shirt. “I love you, Ali.”

It wasn’t like the other times. Things were shifting between
them. She’d sensed it for a while now. This wasn’t friendly
love or familial love. She heard the longing in his voice when
he said it and knew it meant something more. Something more
than she could give him in return. She winced and vowed to

erase that confession from her memory.



Chapter e

S he could hear Eli’s deep breathing before she opened her
eyes. His body was so warm. She could lay in his arms
forever, enjoying the beat of his heart against her cheek. At
some point in the night, she had rolled over to face him. She
snuggled in closer, their legs intertwined. When her eyes
finally fluttered open, she smiled at the sight of him. He
looked so peaceful in his sleep. The hard, chiseled lines of his
face seemed softer in the glow of morning light. He was more
relaxed. She watched his bare chest rise and fall and her

breathing synced up with his. He always made her feel at ease.

She reached up to touch his chest, and traced gentle lines
down, down, and down further until she reached that V shape

at the top of his briefs.

He stirred, then inhaled sharply and said, “Your hands are
freezing.” Without opening his eyes, he took her hands in his.

“Good morning.”

She nuzzled his neck and planted a quick kiss. “Good

morning.” That got him to open his sleepy brown eyes. She



hadn’t forgotten his confession from last night. The
confirmation that Eli had feelings for her beyond friendship.
Sometimes she felt guilty for the kisses, the sex, all the time
they spent together. She felt like she was leading him on, but
did it matter? It wasn’t like they had other options. If they
were bound to be together, then why not give him what he

wanted? She would do anything to make Eli happy.

He wrapped one arm around her back, running his hand
through her hair. The sensation was gentle, but he was in total

control. He licked his lips and stared down at hers.

Dishes clattered from beyond the bedroom. “Breakfast is
ready!” Eli groaned in dismay. His dad always had impeccable
timing. His face dropped in disappointment as he tilted his

forehead to rest against hers.

“Can we just ignore him?”” he whispered. His lips grazed her
skin. Ali was inclined to humor him, but it wasn’t possible. If
they tried, Jack would just shout at them again. She’d stayed
here enough times to know that he had zero patience. It wasn’t
malicious; he just didn’t consider that maybe his son would

like some privacy.

Right on time, he shouted again. “It’s getting cold!” They
both laughed and slowly parted. She couldn’t help but stare at
his body as he got out of the bed wearing only his underwear.
His muscles rippled as he pulled on a pair of shorts. There had
to be something wrong with her. How frustrating that it felt

like she was settling when this perfect specimen of a man was



standing in front of her. She desperately yearned to feel a

spark, but she just didn’t.

When they were younger, she’d thought maybe there was
something there, but it turned out she’d just been eager to
explore the unknown. She’d wanted to know what it felt like

to be with a man.

Eli made her feel safe and comfortable. It was easy with

him. Easy, but not passionate. At least not on her end.

He grabbed her clothing from the night before and handed it
to her. She should keep more of her own clothing here
considering how often she stayed the night. Jack would
certainly have something to say about her wearing the same
clothes, and if her mom was up when she got home, then she

would too.

Ali felt Eli’s eyes on her as she changed back into her
clothes. He handed her the jacket she’d worn last night and
kissed the top of her head as she threw it over her arm before

they stumbled out of the bedroom together.

Jack feigned surprise. “Oh, hi, Allison. I didn’t realize you

were here, t00.”

He knew. His words weren’t convincing at all. Plus, he’d

cooked enough eggs for three.
“Good morning, Jack. Smells amazing in here.”

“Thanks for breakfast, Dad.” Eli grabbed a plate for himself
and Ali.



She devoured hers as quickly as possible, almost choking on
the toast that accompanied the scrambled eggs. She couldn’t
give Jack more time to talk about her future as his daughter-in-
law. There was only so much she could take. “I can’t stay
long. I need to stop at home before we check the traps.” She
headed out the door before either of them could object. She
caught Jack looking at Eli with a confused expression. Eli just

shook his head, a silent order to drop it.
“I’ll see you in a bit,” he called after her.

Jack gave Eli a stern look. After she left, Jack would no
doubt drill Eli about when he would propose to her. He didn’t
care for the casualness of their relationship and expected
something more serious. That was one conversation she was

glad to miss.

One day, Jack would be her father-in-law. Perhaps she
should get used to standing up to Jack alongside Eli, but today

he could handle the difficult conversation on his own.

It was freezing outside. It would be a brutal day checking
the fish traps. They’d been assigned this job many years ago
when they were old enough to contribute to the community. In
a few months, they’d get their winter break when the lake
froze over. It was pure torture to work in the cold and wet, but
someone had to do it. She made a mental note to throw on
some extra layers before they went out today. She’d have to
pull out the thick wool socks stuffed away in her bottom

drawer.



She tried to open the front door of her house as quietly as
possible, but it was pointless. As soon as the door cracked
open, her mom was waiting for her, sitting at the table in the
dining room. She hovered over a piece of tattered fabric with a
sewing needle, attempting to patch yet another hole in one of
her blouses. She didn’t even look up when Ali entered the

house.

“You should at least tell me when you’re going to be out all
night so 1 know where you are, Allison.” Her words were
sharp, but Ali knew they came from a place of love. It didn’t
matter that she was a grown adult. She still felt like she had to

obey her mom’s wishes.

“Sorry, Mom. I meant to give you a heads up, but it got late
and then I just forgot,” Ali said timidly, hoping her mom

would forgive her.

“It’s okay. Sit, sit,” her mom insisted as she laid down her
sewing kit. There was more toast on the table and a jug of
juice.

“I can’t stay long. I need to change and get to work.” Ali

tried to rush to her room.

Anna fussed before she could get far. “You have to eat
something. Come sit with your mom. I feel like it’s been

forever since we’ve caught up. I rarely see you anymore.”
“I already ate at Eli’s.” She went to step around her mom.

I love her, but she has terrible timing. Can't she see I'm in a

hurry?



“You spend a lot of time with Eli. Is there something you

need to tell me?”’

Ali knew her mom wouldn’t let her leave without having a
conversation. She accepted defeat and took a seat at the small
dining table and poured a glass of juice. “Do we really need to

do this right now?”
“Is he the one, then?”

She let out a huff of air. “Mom, there 1s no one else. Who

else would be ‘the one?’”” She put up air quotes.

Anna looked down and contemplated for a moment. Her
shoulders sank and her eyes drooped heavily. Ali had never

seen her looking so fatigued.

“I don’t want you to settle, Allison. I always wanted more

for you out of life...more than what I had.”

There was an uncomfortable energy in the air. They’d never
talked about her parents’ relationship before. Not like this. Ali

had assumed they were head over heels in love.

“Don’t get me wrong. I loved your father. He was a good
man and cared for me, provided everything I could’ve asked
for.” She gestured around the house. “But just like you, I had
no other options. I sometimes wonder if I should’ve moved
with you when you were younger, after your father died.
Maybe you would’ve had more opportunities if we had found

a larger town.”

Ali had never even thought of leaving Andus. She’d never

considered the way life could’ve been in another town or even



that there were other towns. It seemed naive now, but she had

always assumed this was the only way of life.

She crossed a leg over her knee. “Why didn’t you? Why

didn’t you leave?”

Her mother sipped on her glass of juice, staring off into the
distance like she was envisioning a different life. Ali
wondered what she saw, what had brought on this

conversation.

“I had no i1dea what else was out there. What if I left, hoping
the grass was greener somewhere else, only to find a desert? I
didn’t want to risk it. Now I’m afraid I risked your happiness

instead.”
“I am happy.”
Anna looked at her with skepticism.

“I am,” she insisted. “You know Eli. He’s an amazing guy.

I’d be lucky to marry him and have a family with him.”

Ali didn’t know if she was trying harder to convince her
mom or herself. “I love him enough. Enough to make it work.
It’s not worth beating yourself up over when it’s inevitable.

We can’t change things now.”

Ali took her mother’s hand in her own. She hadn’t noticed
how fragile and worn her mother had become. The winters
always took a toll, the small house too frigid to protect the two
of them. Even her hair had a frost to it. Her dark blonde hair
had slowly turned white.

“What if we could? Would this still be enough for you?”



Ali shook her head. There was no point to this conversation.
Her life was set in stone and it did no good to daydream about
some other life meant for some other version of her. She knew

her mom meant well, but she let out a frustrated sigh.

“I can’t do this right now. I’m late for work.” She grabbed a

piece of toast and rushed to her room to change.

When she came back out, her mom was no longer in the
kitchen. She must’ve left for work as well. Ali let the door
slam shut behind her and made her way to the edge of town as

quickly as she could. Eli was probably already waiting for her.

As much as she hated to admit, their conversation that

morning had gotten her head spinning.

What would I want out of life if I could have anything? Do |
even want to be married or have kids? Is it possible to love
someone more than I love Eli? Do I want to check fish traps

for the rest of my life?

She couldn’t even picture a life different from this one. It
was all she’d ever known. She had done a terrible job of

shaping her own life. She let life happen to her.

But we don t really know what's past our small world. What

else could be out there?
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Eli stood by the old rusted ‘Andus’ sign on the edge of town,
waiting for Ali. She was running late. He had a feeling her

mom had given her a hard time for not coming home last



night, but it was nothing compared to the earful he’d received

from his father.

“Just do it already,” he’d yelled. As if it were that easy. Eli
wanted nothing more than to be with Ali for the rest of their
lives, but he sensed her hesitation. If he pushed her, would it

ruin their friendship?

And then there was her mom. As much as his dad wanted
them to be together, it seemed Anna was the total opposite.
Most days, he felt resentment radiating from her. The days Ali

chose his bed over her own only ignited her disdain.

Doesn't she realize Ali is all grown up now and can make

her own decisions? She s not a child breaking her curfew.
It was a bit extreme and uncalled for, in his opinion.

He scanned his surroundings again, hoping to see Ali, but

she was still nowhere to be found.
Come on, Ali.

He tended to get impatient when it came to work. He’d
rather get it all out of the way and have some free time, but Ali
usually preferred to take things slowly. She’d once told him if
they had to work, they might as well make the most of it. She
always chose the long way around. Stopping to smell the

roscs.

In the summer, he was completely okay with it. Her idea of
taking their time was to skinny dip in the lake. She’d strip

down to nothing and run into the water. “Just to cool down,”



she’d say. He would always be okay with taking that break

from work.

This morning was significantly cooler, so he hoped she
wouldn’t feel like lingering today. He would much rather be
back in a warm bed with her, running his hands over her soft

skin.
Nope. Don t go there, Eli.

The last thing he needed right now was to get wound up. He
couldn’t spend all day distracted thinking about her thighs
around his waist or his hands cupping her breasts. It would

drive him mad.

He spotted Ali in the distance and watched her pick up the

pace when she noticed him.

“Sorry. Have you been waiting long?” She was a little out of

breath as she jogged the last few steps.
“Not at all.”
“You’re lying, aren’t you?”
He grinned at her accusation.
“It doesn’t matter. Let’s just get going.”

They set off in the direction of the lake. She was unusually
quiet today. Eli could sense something was up but he didn’t
like to pry. Ali always came to him when she was ready to
talk. Whatever it was, he was sure she’d share eventually. If
she wasn’t ready to talk about it, then he’d distract her in the

meantime.



“Do you think aliens are real?”
She stopped in her tracks and her eyes widened. “What?”

“Do you think aliens are real? Like, do you think there’s life
in outer space? Is there another planet out there where we

could live that’s better than this one?”

She looked at him like he’d grown two heads. Then, she
opened her mouth slowly and spoke with uncertainty. “I

guess? It’s possible.”

“Cayden was telling us a story yesterday. Apparently he
heard from his dad that they used to have transportation to
space, Ali. To space! How would they even get up there?
Anyway, he said that scientists back then were trying to figure
out a way to live up there before everything went to shit here.

Guess they should’ve tried harder.”

She shook her head at him, but a smile crept across her face.

His mission to distract her had been successful.
“What do you think aliens eat?”

“Eli, you’re so weird.” She rubbed her hand across her
forehead. “I don’t know. My intuition says they probably are
vegetarians. There’s got to be a lot of weird wildlife on other

planets, right?”
They made their way to the first trap. “It’s empty.”

It wasn’t a surprise. The fish became less active when the
temperatures dropped. But it wasn’t great either. Their

supplies for winter weren’t as plentiful as they’d been last



year. They had hoped to get a few more good days in before

the lake began to freeze over.
“Maybe we’ll have more luck at the next one,” she said.

Eli followed her as she made her way toward the next trap.

“So do you think alien planets have gray grass?”

“Oh my god, don’t talk to me about gray grass,” she
groaned. “I have a headache from last night and I don’t need

reminding.”

“Aw, poor thing,” he teased. ““You were quite amusing last

night, actually. You should drink gray grass more often.”
She moaned again. “What did I say?”

“It’s not so much what you said. It’s what you did. You were
like a statue. You just sat there, feeling your lips and muttering
about flying. And then you swayed in your seat like you were

listening to music, except nothing was playing.”
“That’s not so bad. I’ve been worse.”

“Yeah, like that time you stood on the table and flashed

everyone your—~

She shoved him off the beaten dirt path, right into a pile of
weeds. “We don’t talk about that time!”

Eli tried to make his way out of the bramble, but she pushed
him down again. He tripped backward over a branch and
instinctively grabbed her arm on the way down, pulling her
with him. She released a huff when her body hit his chest.



“Are you okay? I’m so sorry.” He started checking her body
for scratches and that everything was all right. Her hair was
covering her face so he couldn’t see her reaction, but he felt
her trembling. He gently rolled her body off his. No, not
trembling. Shaking. She was laughing. Of course she was. He

was so concerned for her well-being and she was amused.

“I’'m fine, Eli,” she said between fits of laughter. “You don’t

need to worry about me.”

Once he realized she was okay, he began to see the humor in
the situation. He chuckled and shook his head at her, pulling a
weed out of her braid. “I thought I might’ve hurt you. You’re

so tiny and fragile.”

“Fragile?” Her tone shifted to indignation, and she glared at

him. “I am not fragile.”

“Okay,” Eli conceded. She was fragile, but he wouldn’t
argue with her. He got to his feet and helped her up from the
ground. “I should push you like you did me.”

“You wouldn’t dare.”
“No, I suppose I wouldn’t.”

“Fragile,” she muttered under her breath as she stomped off

toward the next trap. Eli hid his smile.

The rest of the morning dragged on. They checked a few
more traps, most of which were empty, but a few had a fair
number of fish caught in them. It wasn’t ideal, but it was better
than nothing. They stopped for lunch at one of Eli’s favorite

places.



It was an overgrown playground of cement and metal near
the beach. Ridiculously tall structures of wood and iron
twisted and turned across the terrain. Hills reached toward the
sky and plummeted back down to earth. They were completely
unsafe to explore. Time had ruined their integrity, but they

were a magnificent sight.

His favorite place of all, though, was in the middle. It was a
circular platform with ceramic horses all the way around. Ali
hopped up on one of the horses with ease and pulled out a sack
lunch. He pulled himself up on the one next to her. It was
covered in dust and gold flakes were peeling from the pole that

connected it to the top of the structure.

He was in the middle of a big swig of water when Ali turned

to him. “Eli1, are you happy?”

That was a very loaded question. He wasn’t sure he wanted

to know where this was going. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, is this all you ever wanted? Living at Andus.
Checking fish traps for a living. Being with me till death do us
part?” She emphasized the last bit dramatically. It was
flippant, and he choked up a little.

“I’m happy,” he said cautiously. “Why do you ask?”

She looked lost in her own thoughts. This had to be what
was bothering her this morning. She picked at her food, not

eating a bite.

“Are you happy?” he asked her.



She scrunched her face, contemplating her answer. “I don’t
know. I thought I was. My mom just said some things this
morning...” She shook her head. “I just feel like this is all I’ve

ever known. How could I possibly know if it’s enough?”

It felt like a punch to his chest. All the air escaped from his
lungs. Eli didn’t know if there was more out there for him, but
if he ever had the desire to explore it, he would want Ali by his
side. He picked at the peeling paint in front of him. “You don’t

know if I’'m enough?”

She looked up at him urgently. “No, Eli, that’s not what I
meant at all. Of course, you’re enough. You’re more than

enough.”

“It’s all right, Ali. You don’t need to spare my feelings.
We’ve always been honest with each other.” He meant it
sincerely. It was more important to him that she be honest.
Suddenly, the thought of marrying her felt like torture. To be
bound to a woman who didn’t love him back. He would
always wish his feelings were reciprocated. A dagger of pain

pierced his heart.
Is that enough for me?

“Eli—" She reached for his hand and gave him a pitiful
look.

I don 't need or want your pity.
Her eyes were like glass, pleading with him to understand.

I don t understand.



He swallowed the lump in his throat and braced for

whatever she was about to say.

But loud shouting in the distance interrupted them. She
never finished her sentence. They both snapped their heads in
the direction of the noise. They should’ve been alone out here.
No one came this far out of town except hunters and gatherers.
And no one ever wandered in this area. Something wasn’t

right.



Chaptor Fown

E 11 slid down from his horse and helped Ali down as well.
She slipped her hand in his and it felt like fire and ice at
the same time. A burning passion on his end and cold
indifference on hers. He gripped it anyway as she slid down,

her feet hitting the hard floor with a thump.

“What do you think that was?” she whispered. She was

tense. He could feel it.

He didn’t answer and instead led her into the woods toward
the voices that stood between them and Andus. They were
careful not to make any noise or to be seen. He didn’t know
who could be in these woods, but it was important that he

spotted them before they spotted him.

The voices died down, and it was silent for several minutes.
Had the noise been from an animal or their brains playing
tricks on them? There was no whisper of the voices they had

heard back on the horses, let alone a shout.



As they worked their way through a thick spot of trees, he
saw movement up ahead. He looked back at Ali and placed his

index finger to his lips. She nodded and followed his gaze.

It was still unclear who they were, but there were three men
in the clearing. Eli didn’t recognize any of them, so they

couldn’t be from Andus.
“Who are they?” Ali whispered.
“I don’t know.”

He studied them for clues. They wore gear like soldiers but
traveled lightly. They were armed, but no more than the
average hunter. Perhaps they were scouts. Where had they
come from though? And what were they looking for? He was
torn between wanting to stay safely hidden and wanting to

know more.

“Can you hear what they’re saying?” Ali was right behind
him, so close he could feel her breath on his ear. Her body

huddled against him and shielded him from the wind.
“No. I think we need to get closer.”
“Is that wise?”

“No, but if you want more information, I’ll have to move in.

You should stay here.”

Her eyes grew wide. “Eli, you’re not going anywhere

without me.”

He looked back at the group, weighing the options. One

man muttered something inaudible, and they started to move



west.

“Fine. We’ll follow them at a distance. Stay close to me and

keep quiet.”

She nodded in acknowledgment and treaded softly behind

him.

The group traveled quickly. It was like they were familiar
with this terrain. They had to be from somewhere close, but
neither Ali nor Eli knew much about outside civilizations. At a
closer look, they all seemed to be very fit and strong. His gut
told him they were dangerous. He didn’t want to get into a
confrontation with this group, and definitely not while Ali was
with him. She shouldn’t be here, but she was too stubborn to
return home even if he told her to. She was brave, even to her

own detriment.

They followed the group of men for at least twenty minutes.
The temperature dropped even lower than it had been that
morning and flurries of snow started to fall. It added an
eeriness to the air around them. He couldn’t recall the last time
strangers had come upon their town. It must’ve been when he
was a child. He vaguely remembered a mother and child
seeking refuge after stumbling upon their town. They hadn’t
stayed long before continuing their travels. Andus hadn’t been

the sanctuary they’d hoped for.

“El1, look.” Ali grabbed his shoulder and pointed in the
distance. It was hard to tell with the snow coming down

harder, but it looked like there was billowing smoke a few



miles away. It could only mean one thing—there were more

than three outsiders in their midst.

“We should head back home.” He was already worried
about confronting three men. Now there was potentially a
whole army they were at risk of stumbling upon. “This is too
dangerous. We should get more men to come back to

investigate. And more weapons, t00.”

The knife he carried would only be useful in close combat.

He doubted Ali was armed at all.

“We can’t do that.” She looked at him with disbelief. “We
need to know what they’re up to. The snow is getting worse. It
could be a full storm by the time we get back and ready to

head out again. There’s no time.”

She was right. There was a good chance this storm would
worsen in the next couple hours. “What’s the plan, then? We
can’t just waltz in and ask who they are and what they’re here
for. We don’t even know if they’re looking for Andus. Maybe
they’re just passing through.”

She considered the possibilities. “We’ll get as close as
possible. At least find out how many there are. If there are
women and children with them, I’'m less likely to believe

they’re dangerous. But if they look like soldiers...”
“If they look like soldiers, then what?”

They were both quiet. Andus wasn’t equipped to handle an
attack. Neither of them wanted to say it, but they’d be forced

to