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A Note From Nebby

Spoilers and TW's ahead

Bailey is not for the light-hearted. Yes, there will be a HEA,
but Bailey has not had an easy life. She was SA as a child, had
to raise her infant brother, and does get SA again. That’s a
necessary spoiler because I want you to know what you’re
getting into. Bailey is also filled with heart, healing, and
learning to love even when your entire life teaches you not to.
Bailey’s men come into her life and teach her how to love
herself and be loved. The baddie DOES get it in the end.

Please be mindful of your triggers.

Bailey may be the strongest, most badass FMC I’ve written

to date, and I promise her story will move you.
Also, zombies.
X0XO,

Nebby

Bailey is a dark reverse harem featured in an apocalyptic

setting. Our FMC won't have to choose between her men.



Please be mindful of your triggers. Bailey contains past child
sexual assault, trauma, death, murder, rape, references to
necrophilia, and spicy content meant for an adult audience.
While it deals with dark themes, it is also a story about healing

and overcoming your past.



This book is dedicated to every survivor of sexual abuse.

Especially the two women who helped me get Bailey’s story
right.



Prologue

Bailey — Age 10

2 hours east of Nashville, TN

My heart was thundering in my chest. Daddy told me to
run to the garage and not to look back. Mommy was sick like
those people from the news, and she tried to get me and Matty.
Daddy told me to run. I silently watched the door that led into
the house, wishing Daddy would come through it with Matty.

Finally, I heard Matty’s cries getting closer, and relief
flooded me as Daddy came barreling through the door with
Matty, slamming it shut behind him. A loud thud on the other
side of the door told me Mommy was still after us. Daddy
handed me my fifteen-month-old brother and barricaded the
door as best he could. He came down the few steps and held
me by my shoulders, ushering me towards the big roll-up door,

the clicker for it in his hands.

He pulled a walkie-talkie from his pants pocket and held it to

his mouth. “House two sixty-six is ready for extraction, threat



still active.” Someone answered him, and their words sounded
jumbled to my ears before Daddy put the walkie-talkie back in
his pocket and knelt before me. “Ok, Buttercup, listen to me.
Some people are going to come to get us. I need you to be a
big girl and care for your brother. Can you do that? Can you
do that for Daddy?”

“Yes, sir,” I whispered, flinching from another loud bang
from the door. He pulled me and Matty into his arms and

squeezed tightly.

“Good girl, I knew I could count on you. I love you both so
much.” He kissed my forehead, then Matty’s. I heard a loud
truck pull up outside before three loud knocks rang on the
aluminum door. Daddy went over to the button, his hand
slapping it in haste. The door started to rise as wood
splintering filled the garage. Fear paralyzed me as I watched

Mommy start to bust through the door.

Daddy grabbed us and shoved us under the rising door,
crawling out behind us. He wrapped his arms around us and
lifted us into a pair of waiting arms. He stood up on the tire
and held my face in his hands. “I’m sorry, Buttercup, be
strong. I love you so much; don’t ever forget that.” He jumped
off the truck and turned back to the garage. Mommy was
halfway through the hole she had made in the door.

“Hal, what the fuck are you doing? Get in the God damned

truck! Carrie is gone, Hal! You can’t help her anymore, but

'77

you sure as fuck can help your kids



“Take care of them, Jordan. She’s the love of my life. I can’t

just leave her,” Daddy said, not sparing us a second look.

I felt the truck shift into gear, the engine’s roar drowning me
out. “Daddy!” I screamed. He didn’t look back, and the last
thing I saw before we drove out of view was the blood
shooting from his body from Mommy tearing into him as he
held her tightly in his arms. He chose death with her over life

with us.

That was the first lesson the zombie apocalypse taught me.
Love is a weakness, and it makes you do some really dumb
shit.









Chapter One

was startled awake and lay there trying to control my
I breathing as the remnants of the familiar nightmare
washed over me. I had been having that nightmare for the last
seventeen years. You would think that it would have stopped
affecting me by now. Though, I’d take that nightmare over the
other ones I have regularly. 1 listened to the sounds of the
house, trying to pinpoint what had woken me, when I heard
the slight squeak of the screen door hinges as it was quietly

opened and shut.

I shook my head as I smiled to myself. Matty. He thought he
was sneaky with his secret relationship with the girl who lived
a few miles away, but he wasn’t. His relationship with Anna
was the worst-kept secret around. Her parents and I have
discussed it several times while laughing at how they thought
they were being slick. My smile faded as I thought about the
fact that he was over eighteen and would be leaving soon.
Anna’s parents told me they would invite him to live with

them as they weren’t comfortable letting their daughter go and



had plenty of room. They ran a much bigger operation than I
did. They offered to let me move in, too, but that wasn’t
something I could do. Never again would I live in someone

else’s house.

After that fateful day, Uncle Jordan cared for Matty and me
for about six months until he went on a scouting mission and
never returned. After that, a couple, Jenn and Scott, took us in,
and I was relieved that I would have help taking care of Matty.
I was relieved until Scott came into my room one night and
almost every night after that for seven years. | told Jenn what
was happening, and she laughed. “Better you than me,” she
had said. “What? Did you think living under our roof, eating
our food, and benefiting from our protection wouldn’t cost you

anything?”

That was when I learned the second lesson of the zombie
apocalypse. Nothing is freely given, not anymore. Every
kindness comes with a price, and you better make sure you can
pay it. So, for seven years, I endured. It kept Matty safe and
fed. I wasn’t old enough to care for him alone; I needed their
help. Plus, it allowed me to learn how to shoot and fight,
survive in this apocalyptic nightmare, and make sure Matty
survived it. It wasn’t until Matty turned eight and I noticed
Scott paying more attention to him that the price became too
much. I wouldn’t let that man touch my brother. It was time

for us to leave and make it on our own.

I had been going on scouting trips for the past two years.
Before its official fall, the government had built massive

concrete walls around the bigger cities, containing most of the



infected population. There were still plenty of zombies around,
but they tended not to be in numbers so big that one or two
people couldn’t easily kill them on their own. On one of my
trips, I located a pharmacy. Most useful medications were
cleaned out, but I stumbled upon a nice little stash of sleeping
pills. T took and hid them, knowing they might come in handy

one day.

It took me a week to solidify my escape plan and squirrel
away as much as possible, hidden in a bag in the barn. I would
do a final sweep the night of as we were leaving. The plan was
set. All I had to do was wait for my opportunity. I had already
ground up the pills into powder. Finally, one night, my
opening came. Jenn and Scott were celebrating their
anniversary, ironic, considering he’d spent the last seven years
of their wedded bliss raping a child. Because they were
celebrating, they got drunk early in the evening and began
having me fetch their drinks. I slowly put more and more of
the sleeping powder into their drinks until it was all gone and

lights out for them.

I wasted no time gathering food and packing the rest of my
and Matty’s things. Quietly, I took him to the barn, fetched the
rest of the supplies, then saddled up my favorite two horses
and took off. I had an idea of where I wanted to go, the most
critical factor being as far away from Jenn and Scott as
possible. To this day, I have no idea if they ever woke up from
their drug-induced slumber or not, but I do know they never
found us. After traveling for several days, we came across this

abandoned house, still in great shape, and moved in. It had a



barn, a paddock for the horses, and the capabilities to provide
us with a decent living. Eventually, I met more of the
neighbors around us, and while I would never fully trust
anyone, I did need to trade with them for livestock and other

essentials.

Ten years later, here we still were. I had a farm that provided
more than enough for us, and we didn’t see zombies too often.
The house had solar panels, so we were lucky to have hot
water, heat, and lights, and our stove was electric. All the top-
notch amenities one looks for in the zombie apocalypse. |
managed to raise Matty to be a brave, intelligent, sweet,
capable young man, and now he wanted to leave me. I
couldn’t blame him as much as I wanted to. He deserved to
find happiness in life. Knowing this day is coming doesn’t

make it any easier.

I heard the scraping of the kitchen chairs on the floor and
what definitely sounded like more than one set of feet. I
jumped out of bed and grabbed my knife and shotgun, opening
my door quietly and creeping down the hall. Maybe it wasn’t
Matty coming home after all. Whoever it was, they made a
mistake coming into my home. I rounded the corner and
silently took in the scene before me. Matty was here, as well
as four other men. I tried to figure out precisely what was
happening as they spoke to each other in hushed, excited

voices.

That was when I saw a fifth man being held between the
others, blood dripping from a wound in his leg. “Here, put him

on the table,” Matty instructed them. They placed him on the



table as I cocked my gun and pointed it at the injured man’s

head. They all froze at the sound.

“What the fuck is going on, Matty?” I said evenly. “Who are
these men, why did you bring them here, and more
importantly, has he been bitten?” Matty jumped between the

man and my gun, causing me to lower it instantly.

“B, don’t shoot anyone. They’re with me, well, I found them
anyway. He hasn’t been bit. He broke his leg in a gopher

hole.” I gave him a long, hard stare, making him gulp.
“And why did you bring them here instead of Anna’s?”

“Anna- why would I- how did you- I- None of that is
important right now,” he said, flustered. “I brought them here
because we have the room, and everyone knows his best
chances are with you.” I gave a long sigh and looked up at the
ceiling. He wasn’t wrong. I spent most of my free time as a
child learning everything I could about how to help people. I
was lucky enough to spend time with several doctors and
nurses through the years who happily taught me everything
they could. I had to learn as much as possible to take care of
Matty.

“Fuck. Fine. Get his pants off, and then everybody wash
their hands. Matty, start a pot of water to boil. I’ll grab out my
kit. This won’t be pretty, and I can’t make any promises on the
outcome, but I’ll do what I can.” I placed the gun and knife on

the counter and pulled my hair into a messy bun.

“Ummm, Bailey,” Matty said, keeping his eyes on my face.



“What?”

“You might want to put on clothes first,” he said. I looked
down at myself and cursed. Sure as fuck I was in a tank top
and a pair of panties. I didn’t even bother getting dressed

before I came out here. Well, that was a little embarrassing.

“Don’t feel you have to on our account,” one of the men
closest to me purred, reaching out a finger and trailing it down
my arm in a flirty gesture. In an instant, I had his hand twisted
back with him on his knees in front of me. A little more

pressure, and I’d be setting two broken bones.

“Do. Not. Touch. Me. Touch me again, and you’ll be carting
your friend off into the night to try his luck surviving in the
wild broken and bleeding, got it?”

The man hissed but nodded. “B! Let him go, he didn’t know,
and you’ve made your point,” Matty ordered. I released the
man, and he climbed to his feet, eyeing me cautiously. My

gaze snapped to Matty, who took a half step back.

“I’'m going to go change. You brought these men here. Tell
them not to touch me. I don’t care if you have to tell them
why. Just make sure everyone is on board by the time I get
back, or they can leave.” I left the kitchen and paused in the
hall long enough to hear Matty.

“Listen, my sister isn’t as unpleasant as she seems. She’s
been through a lot. We lived with this couple for seven years,
and every night, the man... did things to her... assaulted her.
So, just no touching, especially without her knowing you will

touch her. As you saw, that’s a fast way to get a broken hand.”



Satisfied that they were told all they needed to comply, I

returned to my room to get dressed.

I quickly pulled on a bra, shirt, and jeans before shoving my
feet in socks and boots. Nothing fancy, no such thing in the
apocalypse. Grabbing my medical supplies, I rushed back into
the kitchen. The atmosphere was much more somber than it
had been when I left. I placed my supplies on the kitchen table
and noted that they had removed their friend’s jeans. The man

who had touched me approached me cautiously.

“Listen, I just wanted to apologize for my actions before. |
don’t have an excuse. Who touches a stranger without their
permission? Apparently me. Anyway, my name is Caleb, and
these are my friends.” He gestured to the men around the
room. “Boone, Pike, Ethan, and Gray is the one on the table.

We really appreciate any help and hospitality you can offer.”

I nodded at him, “Bailey. And you’ve already met my
brother, Matty. I’ll do what I can for your friend.” I grabbed
iodine out of my bag along with a clump of cotton and
approached Gray’s leg. “I’m going to need you all to keep him
still. This 1sn’t going to be pretty, and unfortunately, I can’t
spare the pain medicine to numb him. Hopefully, he passes out

quickly.”

They all moved closer to the table, prepared to hold their
friend down, while Matty came to stand near me to help. |
examined his leg visually first to see exactly what I was
working with. He had a compound fracture, the shin bone

sticking out of the top of his leg. I swabbed the entire area as



gently as possible with the iodine, disinfecting the whole area.

“The good news is it looks like a pretty clean break.”
“The bad news?” Gray huffed out.

“The bad news is this really will hurt like a bitch. And I have
no way of knowing until it heals that I got it lined up right.”

“Just do what you can, Doc,” Gray said.

“I’m not an actual doctor,” I cautioned absentmindedly as I
eyed his leg, taking in the angle of his foot and mentally
mapping out the direction I would need to twist and pull to get
it set straight, hopefully. “Ok, someone get his belt and stick it
in his mouth. Matty, I need you to get in position to help hold
his leg still at the knee. The rest of you get ready. I need him

as still as possible, or I could mess his leg up even more.”

They all moved into position, placing the belt between his
teeth and grabbing him. A couple draped themselves across his
torso and hips, two held him down at his shoulders, and Caleb
grabbed his other leg to pin it down and make sure I didn’t get
kicked in the face. I grabbed Gray’s ankle and foot in my
hands and braced one of my own feet against the edge of the
table. “Everyone ready?” They all nodded at me. “Ok, on
three. One, two, three.” I pulled his leg towards me, and the
bone slid back under his skin, hopefully in place. Gray
screamed at the top of his lungs as he was held immobile

before passing out from the pain.

“Thank God, this part is going to be even worse.” I took a
steadying breath, then still pulling backward on his leg, I

turned his foot to the proper position. You could hear the



bones realigning themselves in his leg. Slowly, I released the
pressure on his leg, letting it fall naturally back into place,

hopefully meeting up with its other half correctly.

“Matty, trade places with me and hold his ankle still. Don’t
let his leg flop or turn.” I felt around at the break site, running
my fingers over the bone and probing it to see if it was
aligned. I didn’t feel any apparent issues with the fix, so I
prayed I had done it. I swabbed the area again before getting
my suture kit and stitching the wound closed. It wasn’t pretty,

and 1t would scar, but it was the best I could do.

I grabbed the thin boards I had brought to the kitchen and
slid one underneath his leg. “Ok, this is the part I will need
help with, and hopefully, he stays down until we’re finished. I
need his leg lifted slightly on this board and these other two
boards on either side. I will wrap the boards to his leg as tight
as possible. This is as good a cast as I can come up with. If he
makes it through the next few days and things look like they’re
going well, maybe I can make a run to a nearby hospital or
clinic and get materials for an actual cast. Either way, I want
that wound to heal first.” I wrapped as I talked, and soon we
were done. They lifted him, and I led them to one of the

downstairs spare rooms, where they placed him on the bed.

“He should be fine here. I’'m sure he will call for someone if
he needs anything.” I returned to the kitchen and began
cleaning up, the other four men helping. Matty was putting all
the medical stuff back in the bag.



“Matty, can you go out and collect the eggs? I’'m betting

everyone could use some breakfast.”

“Sure, B,” he pushed open the screen door, and time slowed
as he was shoved backward by a zombie. As he struggled to
hold him off, I grabbed the knife I had left on the counter and
sent it flying across the room straight into the zombie’s head.
Matty shoved it off him as I rushed over and inspected him for

scratches or bites.

“Are you ok? Did it get you? Are you hurt?” Panic was in

the driver’s seat as I checked him.

“I’'m fine, Bailey, really. It didn’t get me; it just caught me
off guard.” I breathed a sigh of relief, slumping against the
door jam before reaching out and smacking him upside his
head. “Ouch! What the hell, Bailey?”

“Did you close the damn gate when you came back?” I

demanded.

“I thought I did,” he poked his head out the door and looked
to where the gate was. “Ahh fuck. Don’t hit me again, but he
brought friends.”

“What?!” I shoved him out of the way and stepped out onto
the porch. Sure enough, I had several zombies that I could see
meandering around my yard. I let out a tiny growl of
frustration as I stomped back inside. Matty quickly retreated,
staying out of reach of my hands. I marched over to my
crossbow and grabbed it off its hook, slinging the quiver of

arrows over my head.



“Five years, Matty. Five fucking years since one of them
made it inside the fence. Then you come across these yahoos
with a nice little pod following them, and you all lead them
back to the house and forget to shut the fucking gate. That’s
apocalypse one-oh-one, secure the fucking perimeter.” I
stomped up to him and poked him in the chest. “Clean the
mess off my porch. I’'m going to put the rest of them down
before they get into the chicken coop or the barn. It looks like
breakfast will have to wait, boys. We’ll be burning dead bodies

instead.”

I stomped back out the door, muttering about the stench of
burning zombies and how it permeates everything, and I’'m
low on soap. It will take me weeks, if I’'m lucky before I get
the smell off of me. Before I stepped off the porch, I heard one
of our guests say to Matty, “Bro, she’s kinda scary, but I think

I might be falling in love with your sister.”

“Good luck with that,” Matty responded. “My sister doesn’t

do love.”



Chapter Two

¥4 y sister doesn’t do love.” Matty’s words echoed in

M my head as I peeked around the corner of the house
to ensure there weren’t any zombies to sneak up behind me.
Finding the area empty, | sprinted over to the gate to secure it
so more zombies didn’t find their way in as I killed the ones
that had. I tried not to feel hurt by his statement, even if it
wasn’t entirely incorrect. I just hoped he knew that while 1
didn’t “do love,” I loved him with every cell in my body. |
hope he didn’t doubt that.

My sprint to the gate caught the attention of a couple of the
closest zombies, and they had changed course and were
coming my way. I pulled out my knife and ran towards them,
stabbing one and then the other in the head. Two down; who
knows how many are left. Everyone had their name for them.
Some called them walkers from some comic book turned-TV
show from the pre-apocalypse era. Some were poetic and

called them the undead. I called them zombies because I didn’t



see the point in getting creative with what to call the monsters

of the world; well, the reanimated monsters, anyway.

There were far worse monsters out there than zombies, like
humans. At least with zombies, I could easily identify and
know their motives. I planted three arrows in the heads of the
trio headed toward my pasture where the horses were grazing
and continued to creep around the house towards the chicken
coop and barn. The animals housed within had started making
a fuss, so I needed to be quick before the zombies broke in and

slaughtered them.

The zombies weren’t terribly bright or fast, but in numbers,
they were like a plague, and I still didn’t know how many had
gotten in the yard. I heard movement behind me and already
had my knife out and was swinging it around when a hand
shot out and grabbed my arm before I could make contact.
Caleb looked at me wide-eyed as his eyes darted to the knife

inches from his face.

“It’s just us,” he whispered in alarm. “We wanted to come

help since we’re the reason they’re here in the first place.”

I nodded and lowered my knife, tucking it back into its
sheath. “Sorry, but you really shouldn’t sneak up on people
like that. That’s how you get dead,” I admonished.

“Noted,” Caleb said, relaxing. He gave me a blinding smile,
which slowly faded as I stared at him awkwardly. He looked
like an angel with blond hair and blue twinkling eyes, which
was strange for the apocalypse. How can he look that good

when the dead come back to life and try to eat you? I looked at



his two friends standing behind him, staring at me. They, too,
were attractive, but I wasn’t paying attention when they were

introduced.
“Who are you two again?”’ I asked.

“I’'m Boone,” the tall, dark-haired man answered. He had
green eyes, and I recognized his voice as saying he was falling

in love with me.

“And I'm Pike,” The dark-skinned man added. His coffee-
colored skin had several scars that added to his allure. Except
for his eyes, this guy looked like he belonged in the

apocalypse. His dark brown eyes were entirely too kind.

“Right. Caleb. Boone. Pike. Got it. Boone, go right. Pike, go
left. Caleb, with me. If they get into my chicken coop or barn,
I’m screwed.” I turned my back on them and continued across
the lawn, trusting they could handle themselves. I took in the
scene in front of me. Five zombies were loitering around the
barn, bumping into it as they tried to get to the cows and goats.
I could hear panicking inside. They were safe for now, so I
turned my attention to the chicken coop, which was far less

secure.

The coop had about eight zombies surrounding it, and the
chicken wire was starting to give as my chickens flew around,
freaking out. Once Boone and Pike were in place, I shot an
arrow through the head of the zombie who had managed to get
his arm through a hole in the fencing, then whistled. “Hey!” 1

said, trying to get their attention on me and off of the chickens.



It worked, maybe a little too well, as it also drew the attention

of the ones around the barn.

The three men moved in while I stayed put and dropped
zombies with my arrows until I was out. I had managed to
down six of them while Pike and Caleb handled the other two.
We moved in on the other zombies who had their sights set on
Boone and worked as a team to take them down quickly. I
double-checked my chickens, who were still in a tizzy, then
checked the barn’s perimeter for signs that a zombie had made
it in. Everything looked fine, so I could relax, knowing my

animals were out of immediate danger.

“Ok, let’s check the rest of the property. Stay in pairs. I don’t

care who comes with me,” I said.

“Called 1t!” Boone said louder than necessary. The other
men glared at him as he came over to me. He went to put his
arm around my shoulders casually but pulled back when I
flinched at the impending touch. “We aren’t going to hurt you.
I’'m not going to hurt you. In time, you’ll see that,” he said

somberly.

“I doubt you will be here long enough for that, but thank you
for not touching me anyway. Let’s go.” He quickly fell into
step with me as we searched the rest of the property to ensure

we didn’t miss any zombies.

“So you raised Matty on your own?”’ Boone asked

conversationally.

“Basically, yeah. I mean, I had help, if you could call it that,

which I am choosing to do since I paid for it with my body.



We stayed with that couple for seven years, and then when
Matty was eight, I realized we had to leave if I was going to
protect him from those monsters, so we left and found this
place. That was about ten years ago.” I said it matter-of-factly,

like a series of facts I was reciting.

“It must have been difficult to be on your own and raising a
child,” Boone responded as we looked behind a shed closer to

the fence line.

“Not really. Sure, there were challenges, but by then, I had
learned as many skills as possible, and I knew that no matter
what we faced out here, it was infinitely better than what we
would have faced had we stayed. What about you?” I asked,
changing the subject as we stopped by the horse paddock and

waited for old Sampson to plod over to me.

“We were in a foster home together when all of this started.
We holed up there for a while until the food ran out then we
had to venture out into the new world and find our way. There
used to be more of us, but they didn’t make it. Survival of the
fittest, I guess. Now we’ve just been trying to find a
defendable place we can settle down and call our own,” he
replied. I heard the sadness in his voice when he mentioned his
other foster siblings. The idea of losing Matty was too
terrifying to think about.

Sampson finally made it over to us, and I stroked his head as
he nuzzled my neck and then started to chew on the strands of
hair that had escaped the bun. “I can’t imagine losing Matty,” I
said, surprised at myself for voicing that thought.



“It hasn’t been easy,” Boone admitted. “The only thing that
has kept us going is each other. Then Gray stepped in that
damn gopher hole, and I thought we would lose him too.
Thank you for helping him.” I looked at Boone and the
sincerity on his face and nodded. I opened the gate and led
Sampson out by his halter, making sure I had a firm grip. He
wasn’t one to shy, but I wasn’t taking any chances with

zombies in the vicinity and strewn across the yard.

The other horses came trotting over at the sound of the gate
opening. While content in their pasture, every animal wanted
freedom—even people. My mind drifted to Matty while I led
Sampson through the gate, and Boone shut it behind him

before the other horses could escape. “Thanks,” I said.

“We make a good team,” he replied with a twinkling smile. I
rolled my eyes at him and made a noncommittal sound in my

throat as I began leading Sampson toward the house.

“So, what happened to your parents, if you don’t mind me
asking?” Boone asked as he fell in step with me. I froze for

half a second before I continued walking.

“If 1t’s all the same to you, I’d rather not discuss my
parents.” There wasn’t much to discuss, but admitting that our

father chose death over us was embarrassing.

“Ok,” he responded easily. He’d probably go to Matty, but I
didn’t care as long as / didn’t have to discuss them. As we
approached the house, I saw Matty in the yard collecting
bodies and tossing them on a sheet of metal we used as a sled

to haul the zombies to the burn pit.



“Why are you outside?” I said in a panic. “I didn’t give the
all-clear yet. What if we hadn’t gotten them all yet?” I said in a
panic. Matty rolled his eyes at me as he took Sampson from

me and hooked him up to the sled.

“I know how to take care of myself, Bails. I learned from the

best.”
“Flattery will get you nowhere,” I told him.

“Don’t I know it,” he mumbled under his breath. Pike and
Caleb were just walking up as Ethan looked at Matty in
confusion. “She treats me like a child and prefers I stay inside
and safe where I can’t get hurt even though I am more than
capable of taking care of myself,” Matty said, answering a

question that hadn’t been asked.

“I don’t know. I haven’t said anything about your nightly

visits with Anna, have 1?” I pointed out.

His face turned red, and his chest puffed out as he crossed
his arms defensively. “How did you... how did you know
about Anna? And how do you know that I sneak out every

night?”

“You, my dear brother, are not as sneaky as you think you
are,” I told him. “Why do you think I never take you on
scouting trips with me? Sure, part of the reason is because I
want you to stay where you are safe, but the other part is
because you sound like a herd of elephants stomping through

the forest.”



“Not to take your sister’s side or anything, kid, but how do
you think we found you to get help for Gray?” Boone asked.
“At first, I thought you might actually be a herd of elephants
until I got closer.” A giggle bubbled out of me before I could
stop it, and five heads snapped to me. Matty looked shocked,
making me wonder when he last heard me laugh. The other

four, well, they looked... hungry.

I cleared my throat uncomfortably. “Right, Matty, finish
loading up all the bodies, then we can take them down to the

pit to burn,” I instructed.

“Actually,” Caleb said, “If it’s ok with you, we’d like to help
Matty and go with him to burn the bodies. It’s the least we can
do.” Normally, I might have pushed back. I don’t like people
doing things for me that might put me in their debt. But the
zombies were here because of them, and I really didn’t want to

smell like barbequed zombie for the next few weeks.

“Ok. I’'ll check on the chickens and then your friend. Thank
you.” I tried to think about how normal, well-mannered,
socialized humans behave and added a tentative smile. I was
rewarded with a beaming smile and a wink from Caleb. I
walked away thinking that no matter how many times I tried, |
would never be able to smile like that. It’s like a special skill

or something.

I went inside and hung up my crossbow and empty quiver in
their spots. Matty would collect and clean the arrows for me. I
grabbed the crossbody cloth bag we used to collect eggs and

slung the strap over my head. I peeked in on Gray, sleeping



soundly, then returned outside. Walking to the chicken coop, I
ignored the men in my yard. I was reminded of a song Jenn
used to sing growing up. I certainly didn’t shake any milk, yet

here they are.

[ let myself into the coop and immediately spotted the
chicken lying dead in the middle of the pen. I crouched beside
it and inspected it for injuries but found none. The poor dear
probably dropped dead from fright. I guess chicken is on the
menu tonight. “Hi,” a voice behind me said as I stood, causing

me to jump three feet.

I spun around to find the man named Ethan standing on the
other side of the fence. He held up a pair of needle nose pliers
and gestured to the hole in the chicken wire from the zombie.
“Caleb mentioned that there was a hole down here that needed
patching, so I thought I’d come over quick and take care of it,”
he said as he knelt and began pulling the broken pieces back
together. “Plus, I realized my brothers got to spend some time

getting to know you, and I felt left out.”

“Well, we can’t have that now, can we?” I said back. I
grimaced internally. Something about these men brought out
parts of me I didn’t even know I had. I don’t do flirty banter.
Ethan’s copper hair shined in the sunlight as he fixed the fence

with a smirk on his face without responding.

When he finished patching the hole, he stood up, looked at
the chicken coop, and then around at the other buildings. “You
know, since we’re going to be here a while, we stopped

overnight in a town with a Lowes about a day or so away. We



could go back and see if they have any building materials left
and upgrade your coop and the other buildings. I saw a
hospital down the road, too, and you said you’d need to run to

a hospital for Gray.”

“It’s probably all been picked clean by now. Plus, how
would we get it all back?”’ I asked.

“I’m sure we could figure something out. Think about it and
let me know,” he said with a smile as he walked away without
giving me a chance to respond. I watched him walk away and
found myself appreciating his well-toned body. He looked
back with a knowing look in his light brown eyes as he
continued walking, shaking me from my staring. I should send
them all to Anna’s with Matty for Gray to recover. Having

them here is just too much. I’ll discuss it with Matty later.

I combed through the coop, gathered the eggs, and took them
and my dead chicken back inside. I hung the dead chicken on a
hook over my sink and cut the head off, letting the blood drain
from the carcass down the drain. Once it was bled, I scalded it
and plucked the feathers, shoving them in a sack to deal with
later. I finished processing the chicken, slathered it with a
marinade I made, and put it in the fridge until it was time to
cook. Gray was still sleeping, but I knew he would need to
wake up soon and eat something so he could take some
antibiotics to ward off any infection. I’d also give him some
light pain medication to take the bite out of the worst of the

pain.



As I was frying up the scrambled eggs and veggies from my
garden, Matty opened his door and stuck his head in. “Hey,

we’re leaving. It should only take us a couple of hours.”

“Ok, hey Matty?” I didn’t turn to face him as I talked. My
brother knew me well, and I knew he would see right through

me to why I was suggesting our new friends go to Anna’s.

“Yeah? Listen, if it’s about me being careful, I know. There’s
going to be four other guys with me. I’m sure we can handle

it,” he said as he came the rest of the way into the kitchen.

“No, it’s not that. I was just thinking that maybe the guys
would all be more comfortable down at Anna’s. They have

more room there and better accommodations. We could-"’
“No,” Matty said, cutting me off.

“I’'m sorry, no?” I asked. I faced him and placed my hands
on my hips. He shrunk away from my glare for a moment

before squaring his shoulders.

“No. They’re staying here. And maybe that scares you, and
you would be more comfortable if they left, but I think it
would be better for you if they stayed,” he said. He wrapped
his arms around me and hugged me. “B, I know you have
issues opening up to and trusting people, but you laughed
today. I can’t remember the last time I heard you laugh. And
I’ve seen you smile more times today than I’ve seen you smile
in six months. Let them stay. They can help fix this place up
while Gray gets back on his feet, and then you can decide
whether you want them around or not. Give yourself a chance

to grow as a person.”



I stood in his embrace for a moment in silence. “Who gave
you permission to be so smart?” I grumbled to him, making

him chuckle.

He put his hands on my shoulders and pushed me back to
look at him. “You did. Everything I am is because of you and
everything you’ve sacrificed over the last seventeen years. I’'m
leaving, and you’ll need somebody to boss around here. It may

as well be five guys who have the hots for you.”
“Matty!” I exclaimed as I felt my cheeks heating.

“Don’t Matty me. You deserve to get some enjoyment and
pleasure out of life, and I have a hunch that if you asked,
they’d be more than willing to help you out with that. I get the
sense that they wouldn’t be opposed to al/ of them helping you
with that,” he said with a grin as he wagged his eyebrows at

me.

The sound of a throat clearing came from the direction of the
door. My eyes widened in shocked horror, and I knew my face
must be beet red as I looked around Matty and saw all four of
them standing there, grinning ear to ear. Jesus, fix it. Actually,
I’d happily let the ground open, swallow me up, and send me

straight to hell if it meant escaping this moment.
“We’re ready to go when you are, Matty,” Caleb said.

“And we cleaned and brought back your arrows,” Ethan

added as he went over to my quiver and dropped them in.

“Umm, thanks,” I said as I turned back to the stove and the

cooking eggs. Everything is normal. This is normal. If I ignore



them, they’ll all go away and leave me to die of mortification

in peace.

“I'm ready,” Matty said, poking me in the back and
following the men out. I held my breath while waiting to hear

the screen door close, signaling I was alone again.

“Oh, and Bailey?” Boone said from the door. I turned to face
him cautiously. “Matty is right about what he said. We’re real

good at sharing.” He winked at me and left, the door slapping
shut behind him.

I let the breath I was holding out with a huff. I rubbed the
palm of my hand over my thudding heart. Well, shit. What the

fuck was a girl supposed to do with that information?



Chapter Three

finished cooking the eggs and plated them, stealing some
I bites. I added the plate to a prepared tray with utensils, a
glass of water, and meds. I carried the tray into the room as
Gray turned his head to look at me. “Hey Doc, everything

work out 0k?”

“I’m not a doctor,” I said automatically, “but I think I fixed
you. Ultimately, time will tell, but I think you’ll be good as
new once it’s healed.” I set the tray on the dresser and stuffed
more pillows behind him to prop him up. Satisfied he was
elevated enough, I carefully placed the tray on his lap. “I
brought you food. You need to eat so that your body can heal.
Nothing fancy just scrambled eggs and vegetables. There are
some pills for you to take once you’re done eating.” I went
around to the other side of the bed to check on his leg. The
wound I had stitched closed looked good, with no angry

redness indicating an infection.

“I really want to thank you, Doc. Without you, I wouldn’t

have made it. You saved my life,” Gray said. He took a bite of



his eggs and moaned in pleasure while I huffed a sigh of

exasperation at his continuing to call me Doc.

“You’re welcome,” I said as I pulled up a chair to sit by his
bed. I may as well keep him company. That’s what a good host
would do, right?

“Where are the guys?” Gray asked between bites.

“They went with Matty down to the burning pits to dispose
of the zombies that followed you through the gate last night.”

“Was anyone hurt?” he asked me solemnly, fork frozen

halfway between his plate and mouth.

“Nobody was hurt. The only casualty was one frightened
chicken, which isn’t a total loss since she was one of my older
hens, and now we get to have chicken for dinner,” I told him.
He nodded and continued eating. Silence stretched awkwardly

between us, and just as [ was going to leave, he spoke again.

“Matty told us that you were abused as a kid,” he said

quietly. Well, that’s one way to start a conversation.

“I guess we’re jumping right into that then,” I said

humorlessly.

“We don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to. I, I get
it. I only brought it up because I wanted you to know I was
too. That’s why I was in the foster home when the outbreak
started. I just wanted you to know that I understand that pain
and mental fuckery.” I stared into his blue-green eyes and saw

only understanding and compassion in them.



Before I could stop myself, I brushed the black hair from his
forehead and quickly yanked my hand back when I realized
what I had done. “Yeah, well, I don’t like to talk about it. I did
what I had to do to make sure Matty was cared for, and that’s

all there is to it.”

“I didn’t mean to upset you,” Gray said softly. Slowly, so I
knew it was coming and had time to pull back if I wanted to,
he reached his hand over to cover the fidgeting hands in my
lap. He squeezed my hands gently, “I just didn’t want you to

feel weird about it.”

“Thanks,” I said quietly. I searched my brain for something
to say to change the subject but was floundering. “Is it true
you all share women?”” I blurted. Oh, God. Seriously, when is
this floor going to open up and take me? Gray’s sea foam eyes
widened in shock at my question before he recovered, and a
sexy grin spread across his face. He licked his lips, and I
tracked the movement of his tongue as an unexpected need
began to stir in me. This was crazy, and it definitely wasn’t
me. [ went to pull my hands away and stand when his grip

tightened, keeping my hands trapped in his larger one.

“Don’t shy away from me now, Little Dove. You asked a
bold question. Stand behind it,” he ordered gently. I took a
shaky breath, then raised my eyes to meet his. I was not this
woman; I’ve faced countless zombies, but five men have me
all out of wack. “Good girl,” he said approvingly. Somehow,
my face got even redder. “I’'m not sure exactly what’s been
going on out there while I’ve been stuck in this bed, but I'm

not surprised that my brothers and I are all on the same page.”



His thumb began to move in soft strokes over the pulse on my
wrist. “To answer your question, while it isn’t always easy to
meet women these days, we decided a long time ago that we
would share. That way, there won’t be any fighting between

us. Plus, it makes it much more fun for the lady,” he winked.

“Good to know,” I said lamely. What does a person even say

to that?
“Is that something you’d be interested in?”

“No,” I blurted, stunned. He arched an eyebrow at me.
“Maybe, I don’t know!” I stood and leaned over to take the
tray from his lap, bringing our faces closer together. Our eyes
met, and my mouth went dry. His hand came up slowly to

twirl a lock of hair that escaped the bun around his finger.

“Why don’t you let me know when you figure it out,” he

purred. I gulped.

“Ok,” I whispered. Ok? Stop talking and leave Bailey! “I’'m
going to go—things to do. If you need something, yell,” I told
him. I went to stand, and the hair he had wrapped around his

finger tugged a little.

“I don’t think you’re ready to hear what I need,” he
whispered seductively. My eyes widened as I straightened, my

hair slipping from his hand.

“I think you’re right,” I said quickly as I left the room. As
soon as | entered the hall and was out of sight, I leaned against
the wall and closed my eyes. Jesus, I don’t think I’'m ready for

any of this. I ignored the dampness between my legs as I



pushed off the wall with determination and carried the tray
into the kitchen. I quickly washed and dried the dishes I had

used, then decided to get the chicken into the oven and shower.

I was finishing my shower when I heard what sounded like
groans. I cut the water off and listened closely. A few seconds
later, I heard more moaning. Panic set in as [ jumped from the
shower and wrapped a towel around me. What if we missed a
zombie, and one of them had gotten into the house and found
Gray? I grabbed my knife, burst through his open door, and

breathed a sigh of relief when I saw only him in the room.

“What’s wrong?” I asked as I ran over to his leg to look at it.
It looked fine, just like before. Worriedly, I pressed my wrist to
his forehead to check his temperature. He didn’t have a fever. I
looked at him expectantly as he groaned again. “What is it? I

can’t help if I don’t know what’s wrong,” I demanded.
“I... I have to pee,” he said.

“You have to... oh! Umm, ok. Let me go get you a jar.” |
rushed to the kitchen and found a jar. As much as I didn’t
relish the idea of him pissing in one of my jars, there wasn’t
much I could do about it. I’d have to boil the thing about fifty
times before we had to can all the vegetables. I rushed back

into his room and held the jar out for him. “Here, use this.”

“Thanks,” he said, quickly taking the jar from me. I stood
awkwardly momentarily as he fumbled under the blanket
before realizing he might like some privacy. I turned to leave
and reached the doorway when he huffed out a frustrated sigh.
“Doc? I.. I think I need help.”



[ spun around to face him, “What?! Why?”

“I’m having a hard time getting everything lined up just right
laying flat like this, and I can’t exactly reposition myself on
my own because of the leg. If one of the guys were here, I’d
have them help me, but you’re all I have, and I have to go so
bad it hurts. Could you maybe help me sit up a little?” He
asked desperately.

That didn’t seem like such a big ask, so I moved forward and
took his hand in mine like we were going to arm wrestle. I
wrapped my other arm around his shoulders and, in this
proximity, became increasingly aware that [ was only wearing
a towel. “Ok, on three. One, two, three.” On three, I supported
him as he began to sit up. Unfortunately, he also let out a shout

of pain before flopping out of my hold and back onto the bed.

“Oh God, that hurts. Sitting up like that set my leg on fire. I
can’t. Fuck,” he exclaimed, his whole face pinched in pain. |
put my hands on my hips and looked down at him, trying to
figure out our next move. I felt my entire body heat in
embarrassment as I realized we only had one real option left. I

was going to have to do it for him.

“I'm sorry. I know this 1s all sorts of weird and
uncomfortable, but please, Bailey. It’s this, or I end up pissing
all over myself and the bed, which would be even more

humiliating,” he pleaded.

I glared down at him. “This isn’t some elaborate ruse to get

me to touch your junk, is it?”



“Believe me. In all the many scenarios I’ve imagined you
touching my cock for the first time, none of them involved me
pissing in a jar. I’'m not looking forward to this any more than

you are,” he assured me.

Ok. I could do this. I was a professional. I'm just helping a
man pee. The fact that said man wants to do dirty things to me
with his four other friends isn’t relevant right now. He’s
hurting and needs help. I checked to make sure the towel was
still securely tied around me, then pulled down the blanket so |
could see what I was doing. He had managed to get his cock
out of his pants, and my eyes widened as I got my first look at
it.

It wasn’t fully erect and was already a solid six inches. It had
a large bulbous head, and the whole thing had a slight curve to
the left. As I stared, it grew, and I quickly made eye contact
with Gray. “Sorry,” he said, smiling sheepishly. “It has a mind

of its own and can sense a pretty girl is admiring it.”

“I wasn’t... let’s just get this done,” I said brusquely. I took
the jar from him, leaned over the bed, and held it between his
legs. I had just wrapped my hand around his rapidly growing
dick, ignoring the quiet moan from Gray, when someone spoke

behind me.

“Well, well, well, what do we have here? You know, I'm
honestly not all that surprised that my boy could make it so far
in such a short amount of time, though I am disappointed that I

missed so much,” Pike said from the door.



I jumped and let out a small scream as I dropped, probably
more accurately described as spiked, the empty jar into Gray’s
balls, making him let out a howl of pain. “Oh, thank God!
Your friend needs to pee. New rule: one of you stays behind to
tend to his more personal needs,” I said quickly as I rushed

past him without making eye contact with either of them.

“Oh, I think he has some personal needs that you’d be much
more suited for,” Pike teased as I stopped dead in the hall. The
other guys were all standing there grinning at me as I rushed
from Gray’s room in my towel. Even Matty smiled as he

enjoyed this embarrassment at my expense.
“Did you put the horses away?” I asked.
“Not yet,” Matty answered.

“Well, what are you waiting for? You lot put the horses away
and feed the animals. Then hose yourselves down outside. You
stink. Assuming you all have more than just the clothes on
your back, put your dirty clothes in the washer, and I’ll get
them cleaned. And someone go help Gray pee before his
bladder explodes,” I ordered as I stomped towards my room.
“And make it snappy. Dinner will be ready soon.” I went into
my room and closed the door behind me. The only thing worse

than helping Gray pee was getting caught helping Gray pee.

I quickly dressed in shorts and a shirt, taking advantage of
the still-warm weather. Fall was rapidly approaching, and soon
it would be cold again. I added chop firewood to my mental
list of things that need to be done. The house had baseboard
heat, but it didn’t work all that great, so having a fire in the



fireplace in the living room was super helpful. There have
been plenty of cold winter nights when Matty and I camped in

the living room.

Once dressed, I cracked my door open to peek into the hall.
It was empty, so I quietly passed Gray’s closed door and into
the kitchen to finish making dinner. The chicken wasn’t
entirely done yet, so I prepared the vegetables. I was slicing

carrots when Pike came into the kitchen.
“Gray’s bladder is no longer exploding,” he announced.
“Good, thank you.”

“Hey, listen, Bailey, I want to apologize for my teasing
earlier. I wasn’t truly appreciating the uncomfortable position

you were forced into and should have been more sensitive.”

I stopped slicing and turned to face him. “Did Gray tell you
to say that?”

“No. I mean, he told me I was out of line and should

apologize but didn’t tell me what to say,” he said quickly.

“Well, apology accepted,” I responded. I went to say more
but fell silent when I heard shouting from outside. “Now
what?” I asked as I followed Pike outside. I blinked in shock
as a raccoon with a chicken egg in its mouth ran past the front
porch, followed by three very naked men. Matty was over by
the hose, rolling around and laughing as he watched the other

men try to catch the raccoon.

“Are they really trying to chase down a raccoon right now?”

Pike asked in astonishment.



A giggle bubbled out of me before turning into full-blown
laughter. “I think they are. When should I tell them that is
Chester and we have an understanding? I let him swipe an egg
occasionally, and he doesn’t kill my chickens or tell any of his
raccoon buddies about my coop.” Chester reached the fence
and jumped into a tree, catching himself on the branches as

they shook from his sudden weight.

I felt a blush creep onto my face as Boone, Caleb, and Ethan
turned and started back towards us, dicks swinging as they
walked. What is it with these men and their oversized dicks? Is
it even statistically possible for none of them to have a small
dick? I side-eyed Pike, the only one who’s dick I haven’t seen
yet. Maybe he’s the one in five. I guess only time will tell.

Pike caught me looking at him and grinned at me.
“It’s bigger,” he said confidently.

“I didn’t ask. I’'m going to finish dinner. You go get cleaned
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up.

He saluted me playfully, “Yes, Ma’am.” I shook my head

and went back inside to finish dinner.

“So since you have such a full house, I think I’'m going to go
ahead and move to Anna’s now,” Matty announced after
dinner, setting his packed bag down as he entered the living
room. | was relaxing with a book about plants since my guests

insisted I let them clean up the kitchen.



“What?! I’'m not ready for you to leave yet, and like hell
you’re leaving me alone with them. Don’t do this to me,
Matty, please,” I begged, sitting up and tossing the book aside.
Matty came and sat down on the couch beside me and took my

hands 1n his.

“Bails, you knew this was coming before I knew you knew
this was coming. It’s time. I’ll be back tomorrow and every
day after to check in on you until I'm sure you can live
without me for more than a day,” he promised teasingly,

coaxing a smile to my face.

“Ugh, fine, but I still don’t like it. And I’'m going to miss
you,” I told him, pulling him in for a hug. I squeezed him
tightly and tried to hold back my tears. My baby brother was
leaving the nest, and I wasn’t sure how to process that. My
entire life has revolved around taking care of him. Maybe
having five strangers in my house is a good thing. They will
keep me distracted from Matty’s absence. Matty started

making dramatic suffocating noises, so I released him.

“You’re going to be ok, Bails. I’'m going to be ok. You’ll see.

This is a good thing. Maybe now you can focus on what makes

you happy.”

“You make me happy,” I argued.

He rolled his eyes at me, “You need to get a life, B. Lucky
for you, five guys are more than willing to help you with that.
Promise me you will give them a chance and won’t shut them
out. Keep an open mind and see where it goes. You might be

surprised.”



“I promise, but I’m not sure what to do about them, Matty,” I

whispered, showing my vulnerability.

He ran a hand over my hair and pulled me in for another
hug. “I know we’ve only known them a day, but they seem
like pretty upstanding guys. Let them take the lead. You don’t
have to do anything you don’t want to. They can take the lead,
but you call the shots, Bailey. Just try to have some fun.”

I leaned back to look at him. “You’re the best little brother in
the whole entire world, and I hope you know how much I love
you,” I told him. I leaned forward and planted a loud,

smacking kiss on his cheek.

“Ok, that’s enough of this,” he said as he wiped his cheek
and stood. “Why do you always make things weird?” he

asked, making me laugh.

“Come on, I’ll walk you out.” He grabbed his bag, and |
followed him through the kitchen, which went silent as we
passed through and outside. I wrapped an arm around his back
as we walked to the gate. Once we reached the gate, Matty
turned and hugged me goodbye.

“You’re the best big sister in the whole entire world, and I
love you too,” he whispered. I swallowed past the lump in my
throat as he stepped away from me and walked through the
gate. I secured it closed behind him and waved as he walked
down the road. I stood there trying not to cry until I couldn’t
see him anymore. Composing myself, I walked back to the

house.



When I entered the kitchen, four pairs of eyes turned to look
at me. I froze briefly under their stares. “Right, I'm going to
bed. There are three bedrooms upstairs you can use. Two of
you will have to double up unless you take the couch in the
living room instead. Make yourselves at home, and I’ll see you
in the morning.” I didn’t give them a chance to respond as I
quickly left the kitchen. I went down the hallway towards my
bedroom and stopped to check on Gray, who was peacefully

sleeping, before closing myself in my room.

Once | was safely behind the door, I let out a sigh of relief.
Usually, I slept with the door open, and maybe once everyone
went to bed, I’d open the door, but for now, I needed it closed.
I took off my bra and shorts and climbed into bed. I listened to
the less-than-quiet house as I tried to get used to the sounds of
five other men living there. I was certainly out of the frying

pan and into the fire now.



Chapter Four

urprisingly, 1 fell asleep quickly. Unfortunately, I wasn’t
S sleeping for long before I woke up from another
nightmare about my parents. I lay in bed and listened to the
sounds of the house while I tried to go back to sleep. After
what felt like an hour, I gave up with a sigh. I got up and
almost left the room without pants again. I needed to start
remembering them now that I had company. I slipped on loose

pajama pants and tiptoed to the kitchen.

As quietly as possible, I made myself a cup of hot tea and
then took it outside to drink on the porch. The sky was just
starting to lighten, so I must have gotten more sleep than I
realized. I sat on the porch swing and sipped my tea, thinking
about the day ahead and what needed to be done. I jumped
slightly as the screen door opened, and Boone came outside
with a blanket wrapped around him and over his head like a

cloak.

“Is everything ok?” he mumbled sleepily as he sat beside

me, causing the swing to bounce slightly. He immediately took



over the movement of the swing, so I folded my legs under

me.

“Fine. I just had a nightmare and couldn’t get back to sleep.
It’s normal,” I said to him. I felt him looking at me before |
watched in my peripheral as he slowly reached for me. I would
find it funny how they all make exaggerated slow movements

when they’re about to touch me if it wasn’t necessary.

One hand gripped my far shoulder, and the other crossed my
lap to grab my outer thigh. He dragged me towards him until
there was only about an inch of space between us and moved
the blanket so that it was now wrapped around us both. “Do

you want to talk about it?”

We sat silently as I debated whether I wanted to discuss it. I
never spoke about my nightmares, mainly because the only
person around was Matty, and my issues weren’t his burden. I
took another sip of my tea and decided to try this open-
minded, don’t shut them out thing Matty suggested. I shifted
slightly to get more comfortable, which caused me to cuddle
into Boone a little bit. I was aware of his arm around my

shoulder but ignored it as I began to speak.

“I had a nightmare about the day our parents died. It’s one of
my recurring nightmares.” I took another sip of my tea as I
organized my thoughts and what to say. Boone said nothing as
he patiently waited for me to continue, his thumb lightly
stroking my upper arm. “I was ten when the outbreak
happened. Matty was just a baby still. I don’t remember what

day of the outbreak it was. I was so young that I didn’t realize



anything was wrong until it entered our house. My mom must
have been bitten because I awoke to terrible sounds and my
father shouting. I rushed out of my room and ran down the hall
to my parent’s room. Matty’s crib was still in the room with
them, and I remember standing in the doorway watching as my
father held my mother off as he stood protectively in front of
Matty’s crib. Matty was crying, my dad was shouting at my
mother to stop, and she was making these animalistic sounds
as she kept lunging for my father. It’s weird the things you
remember. I couldn’t tell you what color the walls were, but
I’1l never forget the sound her teeth made snapping together as

she tried to bite my dad.”

Boone pulled me a little closer, and I didn’t resist, enjoying
the comfort his presence brought. “I must have made a sound
because my parents looked at me standing in the doorway
simultaneously. My dad yelled at me to run to the garage just
as my mother turned towards me. Now, he was holding her
back instead of pushing her away. I did what he asked and ran
through the house quickly. It felt like an eternity as I stood in
the garage shaking while I waited for Dad and Matty to come
out. Finally, they got there, and Dad handed Matty to me as he
locked the door behind him. I could still hear Mom banging

against the door on the other side.

“I remember Dad radioing to someone and the garage door
opening as Mom began to break through the door. Dad put us
in the back of a truck and told me he loved me and to take care
of Matty. Then he returned to the garage while Uncle Jordan
yelled at him to be with Mom. The memory is fuzzy and



sounds like I’'m hearing everything underwater except for one
clear statement. My dad said that Mom was his life’s love, and
he couldn’t leave her. He chose to abandon his children to die
with her. The last thing I saw was all the blood as he hugged
her. It’s the kind of thing that you can never unsee or forget. If

anything, I think it’s gotten sharper with time.”

Boone didn’t say anything immediately, and I began to fidget
nervously as the silence stretched. Maybe telling him was a
mistake. “I’m so sorry you had to go through such a traumatic
experience,” he finally said softly. “It makes sense why Matty
said you don’t do love when at such a young age you learned

to associate it with your parents dying.”

I tipped my head up to look at him. Well, wasn’t he just an
observant smarty pants? “It’s not that I don’t do love. I love
Matty. It’s just that... well, the first lesson the apocalypse
taught me was that love makes you do stupid shit, so where
possible, decisions should be made without factoring love into

them.”

“I’d have to agree to disagree with you on that. In my

experience, sometimes love is the most important factor.”
“I’d have to see it to believe it,” I said honestly.

“You’ve lived it though, haven’t you?” I was confused by his
question until he asked another. “What was the second lesson

the apocalypse taught you?”

I looked down at my lap and swallowed several times before

answering. “There’s no such thing as a good deed. Everything



comes with a price,” I whispered. He pulled me even closer,

tucking my head under his chin.

“And you selflessly paid that price for seven years to keep
Matty safe because you loved him. That was the most
important factor. If you took that out of the equation, you
would have left to save yourself, but you didn’t. You stayed
because you loved Matty and couldn’t take care of him alone

yet,” he said softly.

“Well, of course I love him!” I argued, pushing away from
him to look at him better. “I did what I had to because I loved
him and could never have turned my back on him. Are you
saying I was stupid for letting that vile man touch me every

night?” I started breathing heavier as my anger rose.

“That’s not what I’'m saying at all,” Boone replied evenly.
“That’s the conclusion according to your rule. I’'m saying that |
disagree with it.” He gently pulled me back into his arms,
soothingly running a hand up and down my back. “Why did

you decide to leave?” he asked.

“Scott was starting to pay more attention to Matty, and I
knew I had to get him out of there before he started abusing
him, too,” I replied. Was he right? Was my rule the problem?

“Another decision made based on love,” Boone pointed out.
“If you didn’t love him, you wouldn’t have cared what
happened to him and might have welcomed the potential
reprieve as Scott set his sights on Matty, but that’s not what
you did. Instead, you devised a plan to get you and Matty

away from them.”



The thought of standing by while Scott hurt Matty and
feeling relieved about it made me nauseous. “Well, that... that
was some really annoying logic you just laid out,” I finally

said. ““You’ve given me something to think about.”

Boone chuckled lightly. “You’re welcome. Thank you for
sharing with me. You didn’t want to talk about your parents
yesterday, so I appreciate you doing so today. I’'m going to
assume that you haven’t talked to anybody about the things
you’ve gone through over the years, especially not Matty, so if
you ever want to talk about it, the guys and I are more than
willing to lend an ear. We’re here for you, whatever you need,”

he assured me.

“Yeah, but for how long?” I questioned, more to myself than

to him.

“As long as you’ll let us, I imagine,” he said. He placed a
finger under my chin and tipped it to look at him. The sky was
light enough now to make out his features in the dark. My
stomach flip-flopped as he looked down at my lips; the only
warning I had that he was going to kiss me. Before his lips
could land on mine, the sounds of distress reached us from the
barn. The animals were usually quiet at night. There was only

one thing that would cause them to be restless.

I jumped off the swing and ran into the house, Boone hot on
my heels. I slid my feet into my boots and grabbed my bow,
arrows, and knife. I was ready before him and didn’t bother
waiting as | ran back out toward the barn. I heard the screen

door slap shut behind me as he followed me out.



“Bailey! Wait up!” He whisper-yelled. I hated to stop, but I
slowed my pace so he could catch up to me. As we approached
the barn, I scanned it for zombies and didn’t see any. They

must be on the other side.

We stopped at the corner of the barn, and I cautiously peeked
around the corner. Only one zombie bounced along the barn
wall, searching for an entry point. I scanned the rest of the
yard between the barn and the fence line and saw no others.
“Must be a rogue that didn’t make it through the gate with the

rest of the pack,” I whispered to Boone.

I loaded an arrow into my crossbow and stepped around the
corner. “Hey,” I said so that it could hear me. Once I had his
full attention, I pulled the trigger and let the arrow fly. It hit its
target, making a gross squishing sound as it went through the
eye socket. The zombie fell with a thud, and I wrinkled my

nose at it with disgust as I approached.
“Dammit,” [ grumbled.
“What?” Boone asked, standing beside me.

“The fucker landed on my arrow and broke it,” I replied with
a sigh. We checked the rest of the yard and located the place in
the fence where the zombie had come through. It would need
to be repaired in the morning with more daylight. As we
walked back to the house, I mentally checked my supplies. I
was pretty sure that [ had what we would need on hand to fix
the fence. I thought back to Ethan’s suggestion to make a run
to that town they came through. It was beginning to look like a

necessity now.



We climbed back onto the porch, and Boone collapsed
dramatically onto the swing, pulling me down with him. I
laughed lightly as I set my weapons aside and kicked my boots
off. We didn’t exert much energy, but your adrenaline tended
to spike whenever you faced a zombie. I brought my
lukewarm tea to my lips with a slightly trembling hand, the

effects of the adrenaline still pumping through my veins.

“Me and the guys will take care of the zombie and the hole

in the morning,” Boone said.

I nodded. “Supplies to fix the fence should be in the shed,” I
replied. I looked up at him and found myself trapped in his
gaze as | remembered the almost kiss before we had to kill a

zombie.

Boone seemed to remember as well when suddenly his
mouth covered mine. He had moved fast, but his touch was
soft as his lips brushed lightly against mine. I wasn’t sure you

could even classify it as a kiss, but it wasn’t not a kiss either.

The thud of my tea cup hitting the wood planks of the porch
was ignored as | suddenly climbed into Boone’s lap. He
moaned into my mouth as my tongue darted out to taste him.
His hands gripped my hips tightly, holding me in place as I
deepened our kiss. It was like a switch had been flipped inside

me, and I suddenly found myself... needing.

Boone let me take the lead as our tongues danced together.
When my hips began to move, seeking friction to satiate my
desire, his hands slid up my body, making me moan. His hands

gripped my shoulders and applied a small amount of pressure



to move me backward, breaking our kiss. “Hey, hey, slow

down. There’s no need to rush, baby.”

Embarrassment was like a cold bucket of water being
dumped over my head. “Oh, my God. I'm so sorry. I
thought... never mind.” I went to get off his lap, but his hands
moved back down to my hips. A whimper escaped my throat
as Boone pulled our bodies together, grinding my pussy on his

very hard, very large dick.

“Understand one thing, Honey Bee,” he growled lightly as
he continued to grind me against him. “Me wanting to take
things slowly has zero reflection on how much I want you.
You have no idea how badly I want to bury myself inside you.
Or how I’ve wanted to from the moment you came into the
kitchen and pointed a shotgun in Gray’s face. Understand,
Bailey?”

“Yes,” I moaned as my nails dug into his shoulders. I began
to move faster as my hips moved on their own accord with
him. I could feel my orgasm building when panic suddenly
shot through me like a bullet, and I launched myself out of his
arms to the porch railing. “No,” I croaked as tears flooded my
eyes, and I started to hyperventilate. I crouched down, clinging

to the railing, trying to get ahold of myself.

At that moment, I hated myself for my inability to act like a
normal person. I felt Boone’s presence as he kneeled beside
me but didn’t touch me. “Shhh, it’s ok. Breathe, Honey Bee.
Just breathe. That’s why I wanted to slow down. Your body

and hormones were trying to write checks your mind can’t



cash yet. And that’s ok. We are all very patient men. There’s
no rush. Hell, it doesn’t even need to happen if you don’t want

it to.”

I focused on his words as I tried to get my breathing under
control. The shittiest part about this was that I was still turned
on in the worst way. But what my body wanted didn’t matter
when my brain refused to cooperate. “Fuck, baby, this is
killing me. Can I hold you?” I kept my eyes closed but
nodded. His arm slid beneath me, and my heart slammed in
my chest as he lifted me into his arms. “Shhh, it’s ok. I’'m just
going to carry you inside and lay you down on your bed so
you’re comfortable. I know how exhausting panic attacks can
be.”

He carried me through the house and into my room, gently
setting me down on my bed. He went to move away from me,
and my hand shot out and gripped his arm. “Do you want me
to stay with you, Honey Bee?” I nodded and felt the bed dip as
he lay beside me. We lay there in silence as my breathing
slowly returned to normal. As my mind settled, I was
presented with another problem; I was still horny as hell. 1
crossed my legs at the ankles as casually as possible,

squeezing my thighs together to achieve relief.

Boone didn’t miss my movements and understood them for
what they were. “You still buzzing, baby?” he crooned. I

nodded silently. “Use your words, Honey Bee.”

“Yes,” I whispered.



“Me too. The way I see it, we have two choices,” he said. He
turned onto his side to face me, propping his head in his hand.
“The first option is to leave you to finish yourself off while I
finish in the bathroom thinking about you in here touching
yourself. The second option is I promise not to touch you, sit
in that chair in the corner, and finish ourselves off while we
watch each other.” My breath caught in my chest, and I got
even wetter at the thought of Boone watching me touch
myself. “So what’s it gonna be, Bailey? Go or stay?”” Boone

whispered.

“Stay,” I whispered back. He let out a light growl and then
left the room. I stared at the door in confusion for a few
seconds before he returned with a hand towel so he didn’t
make a mess. He closed the door softly behind himself. He
went over to the chair and dropped his pants before sitting
down. He spit in his hand and began to stroke his hand up and
down his eight-inch dick; it was thick and veiny. I licked my

lips as I watched.

I scooted back on the bed so my back rested on the wall,
slipped my hand past the waistbands of my pants and panties,
and slid my fingers between my wet lips. “That’s right, baby,
focus on making yourself feel good. Let me see you,” he
pleaded. If he was going to dirty-talk me through this, I
wouldn’t last long. Feeling brave, I did as he asked, lifting my
hips, pushing my pants and underwear off, and kicking my
legs free. I chewed on my lip nervously and let my knees fall

apart before I could psyche myself out.



Boone groaned appreciatively when he saw my pussy for the
first time. “So fucking pretty, Honey Bee. Show me how you
like to be touched. Show me what makes you feel good.” I
moaned as I slid my fingers back through my folds and dipped
two inside me to gather some of my juices and bring them to
my clit.  moved my fingers in slow circles around my clit and

moaned again as pleasure shot through my body.

“That’s right, baby, rub that pretty little clit for me. One day,
when you’re ready, I will wrap my lips around it and make you
come all over my face.” I whimpered as his words washed
over me. I moved my other hand between my legs to slide two
fingers inside myself. I slowly pumped my fingers in and out

of me, increasing my speed until I matched Boone’s.

“Oh, fuck,” T moaned. Boone’s eyes were laser-focused on
what my hands were doing as he increased the speed of his
hand. My hands sped up with him, and he groaned as he

looked up at my face and locked eyes with mine.

“Such a good girl,” he rasped. The gravel in his voice sent
shivers down my spine. “I’'m so close, Bailey. Watch me.
Watch what you do to me.” He sped up his pumps even more,
and my hands automatically followed. I was so close to
coming myself that when he suddenly growled out my name
as he came, I followed. I moaned out my release as I came all
over my hand, forcing my eyes to stay open so I could watch
as he spurted rope after rope of cum into the towel he had

retrieved. Fuck that was hot.



Boone got up again and left the room. I closed my eyes and
basked in all the happy hormones. I heard him return and
opened my eyes as he held out a towel he had wet with warm
water. “Can I clean you up, or would you rather do it

yourself?”

I blushed and snatched the towel from him to wipe myself
off. It was ridiculous to feel embarrassed by this when he
watched me finger myself to completion two minutes ago, but
I couldn’t help it. When I finished, he took the towel back
from me without blinking an eye. He dragged the blanket over

my body and leaned over slowly to kiss me softly on the lips.

“Why don’t you try to get a little more sleep, baby, and thank
you for sharing that with me. I’'m proud of you.” I smiled as he
left the room, closing the door behind him. I closed my eyes
and was surprised to find I was feeling tired. Before sleep, |
thought about what we had just done and had to admit that |
felt proud of myself, too.



Chapter Five

woke up a short time later and heard a low murmuring
I from the kitchen. I climbed out of bed and quickly
showered before emerging from my room, ready for the day. I
stopped in Gray’s room to find him awake and staring at the

ceiling.

“You look bored,” I commented. I checked his leg and saw it

was starting to heal and still didn’t look infected.

Gray grinned at me, “Good morning Little Dove! I'm

literally bored out of my mind. Keep me company?”’

“Id love to, but chores to do, trips to plan, winter to prepare

for, you understand,” I said as I returned to the door.
“Have lunch with me then? Please?”

I nodded my head, “Fine. It’s a date. And I’ll try to come up

with something to entertain you while you’re stuck in bed.”

His eyes took on a twinkle. “I have a couple of ideas,” he

said with a wink. I rolled my eyes at him.



“Cool your jets, Sparky. Even if I wanted to, you’re in no
shape for some cardio,” I said over my shoulder as I left the
room. | entered the kitchen and found the four men sitting at
the table like they were waiting for me. Boone gave me a
heated smile and a wink while Pike quickly jumped up and
produced a plate he kept warm in the oven. On it were some

fried eggs and...a couple of biscuits?

“Where did you get biscuits?” I asked excitedly as 1 sat
down and dug into my breakfast. I moaned as the fluffy biscuit
hit my tongue. I could do many things. When making any
form of bread, I sucked in the worst way. Matty had stopped

asking me to bake years ago.

“I made them,” Pike said. “I hope you don’t mind that I used
your supplies. It had just been some time since we’d had
anything close to biscuits, and I saw all the ingredients and

couldn’t resist making them.”

“Are you kidding me?! Can you make bread, too? Cake?
Muftins?” The more I added, the bigger his smile got.

“I can.”

“Then I’'m keeping you,” I said around a mouthful of food.
“I can’t bake worth shit. Help yourself to whatever ingredients
you want, and if there’s something you need, let me know. |
can talk to Anna’s parents about a trade. I’'m pretty sure half
the reason Matty wanted to go live with them was because of
their baking abilities.” The men chuckled at my poor attempt

at humor while I continued eating. When my plate was empty,



another biscuit appeared, and I mumbled my thanks around a

bite.

Once I was done eating, I took a sip of the coffee that had
appeared beside my plate at some point. I sat back in my seat
and looked at the men expectantly. I assumed they had
something they wanted to say to me. Otherwise, four
intelligent men could easily find something around here that

needed tending.

“So I guess I will start,” Ethan finally spoke up. “I told the
guys my idea about making a trip back to that town we had
stopped at to get building and medical supplies, and they think

it’s a good idea as well.”

“Not only that,” Caleb continued, “but while we were going
through there, I saw some dealerships that still had vehicles
inside. I don’t know what is available, but if they’ve been
protected all this time, I bet I could get a couple of them

running so we can bring the supplies back in one trip.”

“How are you going to do that?” I asked incredulously. Cars
just weren’t much of a thing anymore. Lack of fuel was a big
part of that. The other part was that once the fuel ran out, the

cars fell apart where they were parked from lack of use.

“If anyone can do it, Caleb can,” Boone assured me. He
leaned forward and put his hand near his mouth to whisper
loudly, “That’s why he was in the foster home with us. His
hobby was boosting cars, and his foster parents got sick of

picking him up from the police station.”

“How old were you?”



“Thirteen,” Caleb answered with a shrug.

“Were you all bad boys, or was it just Caleb?” I asked
teasingly.

“Honey Bee, we were and will be whatever you want us to
be,” Boone purred. I blushed at the nickname used in front of
the others, but they didn’t comment on it; they just exchanged
secret looks. I looked between them and then fixed my eyes on

Boone, who looked down at the table.

“How much did you tell them?” I demanded. I was trying
not to get upset about him sharing a private moment between
us with the others. They said they shared. Obviously, that had
to mean more than physical, but I trusted him and couldn’t

help but feel a sting of betrayal.

“Bailey,” Boone started, then stopped. He let out a long sigh.
“I told them everything, but before you get mad, let me
apologize, then explain. I’'m sorry for not asking permission to
tell them about what happened between us. I should have
made sure you knew I was going to because we already told
you we share. We want to share you. We’re all kind of crazy
about you, and we’re a team. What you shared with me about
your life is important information they need to know. So are
your reactions to fooling around and... what we did

physically.”

I took a sip of my coffee to distract myself from earlier
memories and the embarrassment of the thought of them
gossiping about me. Pike came over and turned my chair to the

side so he could kneel in front of me. He took my hands and



looked up at me earnestly. “Bailey, we know you’ve been
through so much, and the absolute last thing any of us want to
do 1s cause you more pain or trigger a traumatic response. We
don’t want to push you too far or fast or end up pushing you

away altogether.”

“To do that,” Ethan continued, “we must share information
and communicate openly. That includes you, too. If you don’t
want something or want something, you have to tell us. We

take our cues from you. Ok?”

I nodded, “Ok,” I said softly, finding my voice. Open and
honest. I could do that. And if they compared notes, that saved

me from awkward conversations with them.

“Ok. Now that that’s settled, back to this supply run. Ethan
told you there was a hospital there, and you said you would

need to get supplies for Gray?” Caleb asked.

“Yes. He needs a better cast to keep his bones from shifting
while it heals. He will also need crutches or maybe even a
wheelchair or something to start moving around. Staying in
bed for the next two months won’t be good for him. We should

also grab any medical supplies and medication we can find.”

“Ok,” Boone said, “The hospital will be our top priority, and
if Caleb can get us a couple of vehicles, we can see what sort
of building supplies we can get together. At a minimum, some
wood, nails, and new chicken wire to re-do the coop. I haven’t
checked your fence line, but we’ll go through the property
with a fine-toothed comb and make a list of everything that

needs to be fixed, and with any luck, we’ll be able to bring



back enough supplies to fix the more pressing issues. When

did you want to make the trip?”’

“I think we should probably go in a week. That should give
us time to get ready. I’ll ask Matty if he will stay with Gray

while we’re gone.”

“That kind of brings us to our next matter of discussion,”
Pike said. They exchanged looks again, and I patiently waited
for him to continue. “You mentioned it taking two months for
Gray to heal. And I’'m guessing he’ll still need some time to
get back to full power after that. With the winter months
approaching, we’d like to request shelter until spring
formally.” They all looked at me uncertainly, expecting me to
kick them out on their asses as soon as Gray could walk.
Considering I just tried to send them to Anna’s with Matty, I
guess they might have a good reason for thinking that.

“You are more than welcome to stay until spring. Then we
can revisit the matter,” I said. The relief was palpable as they

all relaxed.

“Thank fuck for that!” Gray shouted from his room, making

me laugh.

“Ok, so since that is settled, what do you need to be done so
that we’re prepared for winter?” Ethan asked. I checked my
mental list, and with six of us living here, 1 felt a small amount

of unease that we wouldn’t have enough food.

“Well, the first thing we are going to need is firewood. And a
lot of it. Once the temperature drops, I keep a fire going in the

living room to help keep the house warm,” I said. “We’re



going to need more food. I’ll have to work out a trade with
Henry and Susan for more supplies. Depending on what we

can bring back on our supply run, we could use some of that.”
“Who are Henry and Susan?” Boone asked.

“Anna’s parents. We get along pretty well and trade often.
With more mouths to feed here, we’ll need more than I usually
trade for. When Matty comes over, I will tell him to talk to
them about it so they can be prepared. I will have to start
hunting more to have meat through the winter. I have a freezer

in the basement that sometimes works that we can stock.”

“Oh! Maybe we can bring a new freezer back with us! Those
types of stores usually had appliances, too, right?” Pike asked
excitedly.

“So that’s another potential issue. As you’ve noticed, I have
solar power, but with the added bodies, we will have to be
careful not to strain the system. It might not hurt to keep our

eyes out on the supply run for solar parts if they have any.”

“So what I’'m hearing is that we’ll have to shower in groups
so we don’t use extra power to heat more water,” Boone said.
“It will be a challenge, but I think that’s a sacrifice we would

be willing to make. Boys?”

“Oh, I think that’s something we can manage,” Caleb said

with a smirk.

“Good! That’s a relief. I was worried you guys might feel

weird showering together,” I said as I stood and brought my



plate and cup to the sink. I’d wash them later. Right now, I

needed to feed the animals and check on the garden.

“Honey Bee, we’ll shower with you whenever you’d like,”

Boone purred.

I turned to look at him as I opened the screen door. “Who
said I was sharing my showers?” I asked him with wide eyes. |
grinned to myself as I left them in the kitchen. The sky was
looking a little gray today. We could use the rain, but that
means Matty might not come over today. He knows I wouldn’t

want him to get stuck in a storm.

I checked on my garden first. It was a pretty large garden,
and I tried growing it a little larger every year. I mentally
noted which vegetables I would need to start harvesting first.
The tomatoes were beginning to ripen to a nice red color. They
would end up needing to be picked first. The peppers and
cucumbers were also coming along nicely. When we went on

the supply run, I would need to watch for more jars.

As I stared at a tomato, a thought came to me. Would we be
able to get the supplies to build a greenhouse? That would
keep us with fresh vegetables year round. I’ll have to
remember to bring it up to the guys later and see what they
think. Maybe not this year’s project, but it would make a good
spring project if they’re still here. I was still unsure whether I

wanted them here longer than the winter.

I checked on the chickens and fed them. One of the guys
must have already been out to collect the eggs because I didn’t

find any. I walked down to the barn, and the couple of cows



and goats I kept there began greeting me. The calves and kids
were jumping around excitedly. They were all ready to go out
to pasture. First, I needed to milk them. I grabbed a bucket and
a stool and let myself into their stalls one by one, making
quick work of it. The curious babies poked me with their noses
playfully as I worked. Once I was done, I put the bucket of
milk I had collected out of reach of any of the animals and let

them out of the barn into the field with the horses.

As I stood in the doorway to the barn watching the animals
run around, I noticed Boone was walking the property’s
perimeter. I also spotted Ethan and Caleb with axes and a two-
handed saw walking through the woods on the other side of
the fence. My heart skipped a few beats as worry for their
safety crept up in me. I reminded myself they knew what they
were doing and would be fine. I wasn’t the only one capable of
surviving the apocalypse, and it wasn’t my job to keep

everyone around me out of danger.

I heard movement behind me but didn’t acknowledge it as

Pike approached me. “Hey,” he said quietly.
“Hey,” I responded.

“I stuck around in case you needed help with anything,” he

told me.

I turned to look at him, leaning against the door frame. “You
know that I’ve done all of this on my own for the last ten

years, right? Well, Matty helped, but most of it was all me.”

He took a few steps forward so that he was in my space. My

heart thundered in my chest as he pressed his body into mine,



pinning me between him and the barn. “I’m well aware of that,
Sweetling, but the correct response was ‘thank you.” Try
again, for me,” he prompted, his voice like velvet as it

caressed my soul.
“Thank you,” I whispered as my body buzzed to life.

Pike made an approving sound in the back of his throat as he
leaned in even further until our lips were a breath apart. “Good
girl,” he whispered. He pushed away from me, and I couldn’t
help the chill I felt from losing his body against mine. “Now,”
he said in a more normal voice, “how can I help?” It took me a
minute for my brain to catch up with his. When I didn’t
answer immediately, he looked back at me with a smirk.
“Bailey?”

My eyes snapped to his and narrowed at his smirk. I was not
a toy to play with. “The milk needs to be bottled, and the stalls
mucked. The manure can be wheeled over and spread in the
garden. I’ll let you handle that while I take care of the milk,” |

said sweetly as [ walked past him.

“That works for me,” he said cheerily. I ignored him as |
brought the bucket of milk over to the stall I used as a
workspace. Inside was a burner and the heavy-bottomed pot I
used to pasteurize the milk. A book on milking sat on the shelf
above the workbench, but I hadn’t needed to reference it in
ages. This batch would just be milk, so I needed to maintain a
specific temperature to kill any germs that might have gotten
in and could make someone sick. Until I found the book, I

couldn’t figure out why me or Matty would frequently get ill.



I placed a strainer over the top of the pot and slowly dumped
the bucket into the pot. The strainer was to catch any larger
objects that didn’t belong in the milk. I heated the milk and
stole glances at Pike over the walls mucking out the other
stalls as I slowly stirred the milk. His muscles bunched and
flexed as he worked. I didn’t realize I had stretched on my toes
and craned my neck to watch him better until he stopped to
wipe his brow and looked my way. After a few seconds of him
not moving, I realized he was watching me ogle him with a

smile.

Caught, 1 quickly ducked back down to focus on the milk.
The sound of his chuckle reached my ears, and I groaned
internally. The presence of these men in my life now was
highly distracting. I found this incredibly annoying since I
didn’t see myself as a sexual person. For my entire life, I
viewed sex as a bad thing, a punishment. And now my body
seemed to have a mind of its own and wholeheartedly

disagreed.

Once I finished heating the milk, I carefully poured it into
the clean bottles I had waiting and corked them. Thunder
sounded, startling me and almost making me drop the bottled
milk. I carefully placed the milk bucket in the pot and the
bottles in the bucket. I would take everything inside to clean
and then bring them back out later. I closed the barn doors that
led to the pasture so that the rain stayed out of the barn. There
was a covered shelter the animals could gather in to keep dry

if they wanted.



“I’'m going to run this inside, then I’ll come back and help
you spread the manure in the garden,” I told Pike as I walked
past him to the other barn door. “Since rain is coming, I want
to get the manure on the garden before it hits to get the

fertilizer soaked into the ground with the rain.”

“Ok,” he said. “I’'m on the last stall now.” I gave him a
thumbs-up before grabbing my pot and leaving. I set it down
on the front porch to bring in and looked for the others. Boone
was almost through his walk-around. I didn’t see any sign of
Ethan and Caleb, which worried me. They needed to get inside
and out of the woods before the rain hit. The last thing we

needed was for them to get struck by lightning.

Pike was in the garden, so I went to join him, accepting the
shovel he handed me. Together, we emptied the wheelbarrow
he had filled. Thunder sounded above us, even louder this
time, followed by a streak of lightning across the sky. “We

need to get inside,” I told him as Boone jogged over to us.

“I’1l run the shovels and wheelbarrow back to the barn. You
get inside,” Pike responded. He grabbed my shovel and took

off at a sprint.

“Make sure to close the barn behind you when you return,” I

called to him.

“Come on,” Boone said, grabbing my hand and pulling me
towards the house. “It looks like this storm will be a bad one.”
I followed behind him but pulled my hand away as we reached

the porch. I looked to the woods and gate again, hoping to see



Caleb and Ethan—still no sign of them. I chewed on my lip as
[ watched.

“I need to go find them,” I said as Pike joined us.

“No!” They said in unison.



Chapter Six

¥4 xcuse me?” | asked, turning to look at both of them.

E “Let’s get one thing straight. I’'m in charge here. This
is my house, and you all are my guests. You don’t get to tell
me what to do. Now your friends are out there. What if they
got lost? I’'m going after them.” I turned away from them and
started to march towards the gate. I had my knife on me; that

was all I needed.

As fat raindrops began falling from the sky, I was grabbed
and tossed over Boone’s shoulder. “Sorry, Honey Bee. You can
be mad at me all you want, but there is no way we’re letting

you stomp around in the woods by yourself in this storm.”

“It wouldn’t be the first time,” 1 said, wiggling around and
trying to free myself from his hold. A sharp sting on my ass

made me yelp as Boone swatted my ass with his hand.

“Stop struggling. You aren’t going anywhere; accept it,” he
told me. I stopped fighting him as he walked up the few steps
to the porch and brought me inside. I’d drop him and find the



guys when he put me down. I glared at Pike, holding the

screen door open for Boone with a grin.

“Careful, bro,” he warned Boone, “she looks like she’s

scheming.”

“I’d expect nothing less,” Boone said with a laugh. He bent
over and set me down. As soon as my feet hit the floor, I
would introduce him to my knee, but he didn’t give me the
opportunity. Instead, he kept me crowded close to him as he
ran his hands down my arms. Too late, | realized it wasn’t just
a comforting gesture, and he gripped my wrists behind my

back in one of his hands.

“Are you going to behave, or am I going to have to tie you

down?” he asked.

I glared up at Boone. Being pressed up against him was

wreaking havoc on my emotions. “You wouldn’t dare.”

“Believe me, Honey Bee, if it meant keeping you safe, I

absolutely would,” Boone replied.

We stared at each other in a battle of wills, neither willing to
back down. Finally, I conceded with a compromise. “You have
one hour,” I said to him, proud of my voice’s strength. “If
Caleb and Ethan aren’t back in an hour, I’'m going after them,

even if [ have to hurt you.”

I tugged at my wrists as he returned my stare. When he
released them, I stomped over to my crossbow and slung it and
the quiver over my shoulder. I stomped down to my room,

grabbed a machete and a couple of other knives, returned to



the kitchen, slammed myself into a kitchen chair, and put my
feet on the table to wait. I crossed my arms and ankles while
looking pointedly at the time on the stove before glaring at

Pike and Boone.

Pike stood there smiling, always finding humor in whatever
was happening. Boone glared back at me, then walked away,
muttering about how much of a brat I was and how he should
put me over his knee and spank it out of me. I pretended I

didn’t hear him as I glared at Pike.

“You know Bailey, we’re just trying to look out for you. I
know you’re used to being the one who takes care of
everyone, so I know this is going to be an adjustment for you.”
He walked casually around the table until he reached me. He
leaned over me, bracing his arms on the armrests of my chair.
“But make no mistake, Sweetling, as long as we’re here, we
will make sure we take care of you right back. Sometimes, that
will mean letting us run into danger and do the heavy lifting
instead of doing it yourself. That doesn’t mean we think
you’re any less capable than us. It just means that you are far
too important to us to risk any harm coming to you. The

sooner you deal with that, the easier this will be for everyone.”

I turned my head to the side so I didn’t have to look at him.
His chuckle turned to a growl as he leaned in closer. “But by
all means, keep fighting us. It gets the blood pumping and
gives me ideas on what to do with you,” he said in my ear. |
yelped as he quickly bit, then released my shoulder as he
walked away. Fucking hell, they were going to be the death of

me. Maybe they should be protecting me from themselves.



The minutes ticked by as I sat in the kitchen and listened to the
murmuring voices of the guys as they sat in Gray’s room
talking. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but one of them
would laugh occasionally. I peeked down the hall as I quietly
moved my feet off the table. I knew I could make it to the door
without making a sound. The challenge was the screen door.
But I’m fast. I’'m sure I can make it over the gate before they

catch me.

I did say I’d wait an hour, but there were twenty minutes left,
and twenty minutes didn’t mean shit to us safely in the house.
But for Ethan and Caleb, twenty minutes could mean the
difference between life and death. Silently, I crept to the door,
listening closely to the sound of their voices for any sign that
they knew what I was up to. I placed my hand on the screen
door, ready to shove it open and make a run for it when it
swung open. I started to shriek, then slapped a hand over my

mouth as Caleb and Ethan crowded inside the door.

“Bailey, where the hell were you going?” Ethan asked. He
and Caleb were soaking wet and dripping on the floor, but they
were here and safe. I backed up to give them more room and
bumped into a hard chest. I hadn’t even heard him come into
the kitchen.

“If she’s smart, her answer will be nowhere for at least
twenty more minutes,” Boone said darkly. Ethan raised an

eyebrow as he looked between us.



I moved around Boone with a smile. “I guess we’ll never
know since it doesn’t matter now that they’re home,” I said. I
hung up all my weapons and put water on to boil to make tea.
Pike came in with towels, which Ethan and Caleb took

graciously.
“What did we miss?”’ Ethan asked.

“Oh, you know, Bailey was going to look for you because
you didn’t return before the storm started. Boone threatened to
tie her up if she tried. They compromised with Bailey agreeing

to give you an hour to return,” Pike answered.
“Has it been an hour since the storm started?” Caleb asked.
“No,” Boone growled, glaring at me across the kitchen.

Caleb looked at me and grinned. “You bad girl, trying to

sneak out. It’s a good thing we came home when we did.”

I rolled my eyes and decided it was time to regain control of
the room. “Where the hell were you?” I demanded. “When it’s
going to storm, you come home immediately. Nothing out
there 1s more important than getting back home safely. You
don’t know these woods. You don’t know that if you travel too
far in that direction,” I said, pointing, “you run into ravines
that pop up out of nowhere. Or that if you go too far in the
other direction, there is a creek that quickly overflows with
fast rushing water during a storm, and if you aren’t careful,
you can easily get swept away in it.” I walked forward until 1
was standing in the middle of them. I faced Pike and poked
him in the center of his chest. “So, if you don’t want me

running off into the woods to find your asses, I highly suggest



you get home before the storm starts. The sooner you do as I
say, the easier it will be for everyone,” I said, throwing his

earlier words back in his face.

“I’m really sorry for worrying you, baby,” Caleb said,
grabbing my hand to get my attention. “Maybe Boone and
Pike should have told you about a rule between us. If anyone
gets lost, we don’t go looking for them. We stay at the agreed-
upon meeting place so nobody else gets lost, but I don’t care
about all of that right now,” he said as he pulled me closer. “I
really need you to say we have to come home before the storm

starts.”

I was confused but did as he asked. “Make sure you come
home before the storm starts.” He let out a groan as his lips
crashed down onto mine. I made a startled sound, leaving my
mouth open just enough for him to dip his tongue in. My knees
started giving out when a hard body pressed against me from
behind, sandwiching me between them. I didn’t even know

who 1t was, and I didn’t know that I cared.

Whoever it was began to kiss my neck as Caleb devoured me
with his mouth. Lust clouded my brain as my touch-starved
body responded to their mouths. I moaned as my hands fisted
into the ends of Caleb’s hair, and his hands ran down my body
to grab my ass and lift me. My legs wrapped around his waist,
and I became aware of two very hard dicks pressed against
me. [ rubbed myself against Caleb’s dick as I deepened the

kiss, losing myself to lust.



I felt us moving backward and became aware that my back
was wet, which told me the person behind me must be Ethan.
There was a slight scraping sound of wood on wood as Ethan
was backed into the table. I sat on Ethan’s lap as Caleb pressed
closer between my legs. Their cocks pressed against my pussy,
and my hips moved on their own accord in response. Ethan ran
his hands under my shirt to cup my breasts, and I moaned into
Caleb’s mouth when he lightly plucked my nipples between

his fingers and thumbs.

“Fucking hell, that’s hot,” I heard Pike say. That was all it

took to break the spell the two men had cast upon me.

“Wait,” I panted, pulling my mouth from Caleb’s. They both
froze in place as I tried to sort through my thoughts. Did I
want to stop? Was I ready for something like this? As much as
my body was screaming for me to keep going, in my head, I
knew I wasn’t. I knew as soon as this moved past a simple but
undeniably hot make-out session that I would have a panic

attack like last night. It was beginning to become frustrating as
hell.

“What do you want, Bails?” Ethan whispered behind me.

“You call the shots,” he reminded me.

“I... I don’t know,” I stuttered. “I want this. My body wants
this, wants you. All of you. But my head... my head won’t let
it move past this. It won’t... T can’t... Let me go,” I said

slightly louder as everything began to close around me.

The words weren’t out of my mouth for more than a few

seconds when Caleb had taken several steps back, and Ethan



had carefully extracted himself from beneath me and moved
several steps away. Boone and Pike were also a careful
distance away, giving me a wide berth. Tears sprung into my
eyes at their kindness and understanding. I wasn’t sure I
deserved it. “I’m so sorry,” I croaked as I ran for the sanctuary

of my bedroom.
“Bailey, wait,” they called after me.

I ignored them. As I closed my door, I heard Gray shout,
“You guys really need to make this supply run sooner rather
than later. I keep missing all the fun stuff, and I feel like you
all are fucking everything up! I need out of this bed!”

I placed my back against the door and slid down it, drawing
my knees up and hugging my legs as my head fell forward to
rest atop them. I couldn’t hold the tears back as I began to cry
quietly. I didn’t want to attract too much attention, but I knew
this house, sound traveled. If I had one wish at this very
moment, it would be that I could react to shit like a normal

human, not some broken shell of a girl.

I froze as I heard someone approach. I felt the pressure
through the door as they sat quietly on the other side and
leaned against it. There was a light thud from what I assumed

was their head hitting the door as they rested back on it.

“You never have to apologize to us for pushing you to your
limits, Bailey. Ever.” Boone. I should have known it would be
him. “It’s us who should be apologizing to you. We know you
need to go slow, but sometimes, our desire for you takes over,

and we forget ourselves. You did everything right just now,



Honey Bee. Never hold back because you’re worried about
how we will feel when you have to stop. Do what feels right to
you at the moment. We’ll survive, I promise.” I didn’t respond,
but my tears stopped falling, and I could take a deep, shaky
breath. Baby steps. The only person judging me for my issues
is me, and I’ve had many years of practice doing so. This

might not be so easy after all.

I groaned when I woke up later, curled up on the floor in front
of my bedroom door. Not the best place to fall asleep. I stood
and stretched out the kinks before opening my bedroom door.
Boone’s sleeping body fell backward when I did, and we
looked at each other in shock as his sleepy brain fought to
catch up. “What are you still doing sitting outside my door?” 1

asked him.

“I didn’t want you to be alone, but I guess I fell asleep,” he

replied as he climbed to his feet.

“So did I. I woke up on the floor. Not my best idea,” 1 said
with a laugh.

“Bailey?” Gray called out. I exchanged a look with Boone
and went to Gray’s room. He was quickly becoming a problem

patient.

“What’s up?” I said, leaning against the door frame. | felt
Boone behind me and caught movement as he rested a hand on

the top of the door frame.



Gray was sitting up in bed with his arms crossed and a pout
on his face. “You promised you would have lunch with me,

and now 1t’s almost dinner,” he accused.

“You’re right. I did promise, but then things got all wonky.

How about I have dinner with you?”

“Deal,” he said, grinning. “But just us. The rest of them can

eat in the kitchen.”

“Gray, you can’t steal her for yourself during meals,” Boone

protested.

“Sure I can. The only time I get to see her is when she is in
this room, so as long as I am stuck in this bed, I’ll claim every
single meal she will let me. Consider it your incentive to go on

that supply run so I can be mobile again.”

“It’s fine,” I said to Boone. “He is cooped up in here, and

that’s got to be boring.”
“But we’ll miss you,” Boone whined playfully.
“Something tells me you’ll survive,” I said dryly.

“You’re probably right,” he said, kissing my cheek quickly.
“Why don’t you hang out here with Gray, and someone will
bring you food when it’s done.” He gave me another wink
while he flipped Gray off, then left.

I pulled the chair near Gray’s bed closer and took a seat. “So

how ya feeling, other than bored? Same?”

GCYep.,’



“Good. That’s a good sign. Thank God you’re healing up

much better than I expected.”

“How are you? I know my idiot brothers have been chasing
your ass. Say the word, and I’ll tell them to back off
completely.” I could see Gray’s seriousness and couldn’t help

but smile softly at him.

“Thank you, but I think they’re helping. I can’t heal and be

normal without being pushed out of my comfort zone.”

“If you’re su-” Gray was cut off by the sound of the front
door slamming open and a lot of shouting. We exchanged
worried looks, and I held my finger to my lips as I slipped my
knife from its sheath and went to the door. I peeked down the
hall and saw strange men standing by the door in my kitchen.
Boone and Caleb stood in front of the hall, blocking the
hallway as they held their hands up.

Did someone really think they would come into my house
and threaten us? I don’t fucking think so. I ignored Gray’s
frantic movements as he tried to get my attention and silently
crept to my room. | grabbed my guns, including my shotgun,
and crept back down the hall, Boone and Caleb’s bodies
blocking my movements nicely. Let’s see what these assholes

have to say for themselves.



Chapter Seven

reached Boone and Caleb and saw them stiffen as they
I registered my presence. So help me God, if they try some
macho bullshit and try to protect me right now, I’ll... 1 don’t

know, smack them or something.

“Now, everybody shift around the room towards the door.
This house officially belongs to me, and I’'m going to need you
to vacate the premises,” a man said. Yeah, that wasn’t going to
be happening. [ slipped a couple of handguns into the
waistband of Boone and Caleb’s jeans, then nudged them with
the barrel of my shotgun to move apart. After a moment of
hesitation, they complied, and I stepped forward and pointed

my shotgun into the man’s face.

“I’m afraid you are mistaken. You see, my name is Bailey,
and this house is mine. It’s been mine for the past ten years.
You think you’re the first piece of shit to come and try to take
it from me?” His gun swung towards me as he eyed my
shotgun nervously. He had dark hair and mud-colored eyes;

with him was a frail-looking woman and a girl who didn’t look



like she was more than ten. They were all dirty and skinny.

“Boys, arm yourselves,” | said to my guys.

There was shifting around behind me as they did as I
complied. Ethan even came around behind me and pulled the
handgun from the front of my pants. He kissed my neck
quickly, then retreated. The man in front of us was waving his
gun around wildly. “Nobody moves, I mean it. I’ll shoot!” he

yelled while the guys ignored him.

“You shoot, I shoot. And at this range, not only will I blow
your head off, but I will do some damage to your wife and kid.
Here’s what 1s going to happen. You will place all your
weapons on the table and back away with your hands on your
head.” I glanced to my right and saw that Caleb had passed his

gun off to Pike and now had my crossbow.

“Do it now, or my friend here will start taking random shots
with the crossbow. Full disclosure, that bow is mine, and he
isn’t a very good shot. No telling who or what he will hit. Now
move it!” I stepped closer to the man for emphasis and heard

the guys also take a step forward.

Even as I watched the panic rise in his eyes, I wasn’t
expecting his next move. “Run!” he screamed to his family as
he threw his gun at my face. I managed to knock it to the side

before 1t could hit me.

“Wait!” I called out as I ran after them. I hit the button
outside for the floodlights and watched them hop over the gate
and disappear into the woods from the porch. “Well, they just



joined the zombie population,” I said, shaking my head. Ethan

was the last to come outside and had the man’s gun.

“Not only was his gun not loaded, but it doesn’t even have a

firing pin,” he said, handing me the gun.

I looked it over, “No wonder he threw it at me. That was all

it was good for.”

“Have you really had people come and try to take the house

from you?” Boone asked.

“Oh yeah. Plenty of times. God, the first year we lived here,
I think it happened once or twice a month. People can’t help
themselves. I’ve got a good setup, so I get it. I was lucky to
stumble upon this place unoccupied.” I stared out at the woods
a few minutes more before turning around with a sigh and
going back inside. I hit the switch to turn off the floodlights on

my way.

“Well, how did you deal with them?” Pike asked. He was the
last one through the door, and I heard him close and lock it as I
returned to Gray’s room. If it was story time, it may as well
happen in Gray’s room so that he could be a part of it. The
men followed me and settled around the room as I sat beside
the bed again. Gray glared at me, but I ignored him since |
knew he was probably mad that I had left the room in the first

place.

“Most of them underestimated the preparedness of a
seventeen-year-old girl or the lengths she would go to to
protect her kid brother. I’ve always ensured I was well armed

and well trained, and most people coming through often have



busted weapons like that man. They’re desperate. Once we
understand who holds the power, they are usually easy to work
with. I feed them, let them rest, then send them down to Henry
and Susan’s. They always have room for people willing to

work.”

“I guess these people were no different,” Ethan said. “Who
breaks into a house with a gun that couldn’t shoot bullets even

if it had some 1n it and tries to take it?”

“A desperate man with a starving family and no other
options,” 1 said quietly. “Now I’ll likely have to put them
down when their bodies stumble back to us after they die,” I

sighed.

“Ok, I have to ask,” Gray said, “Who the fuck are Henry and
Susan? I know who they are, but how did they become so...

successful in the apocalypse?”

The way he said it made me laugh. “They already had a large
farming operation before the apocalypse hit. They were well
respected in the community, and when shit hit the fan, they
took in many people. Over the years, they’ve expanded as
other farms fell to ruin. This place belonged to a cousin before
I took it over. It’s a little farther from their house than they
would like, so they never did much with it. A few days after I
arrived, Henry stopped by to check on the property, and he
told me I could stay and make it my own. He’s helped me
build up my stock over the years and trades me for whatever |

can’t provide. Usually in health care.”

“See! You are a doctor, Doc,” Gray said with a grin.



“I’m really not, but I can handle minor things, and with me
around to do so, it’s less strain on them. Honestly, I think they
just took pity on a couple of kids trying to make it on their
own and recognized that I wouldn’t ever be willing to come to
live with them, so they let me play house here.” My stomach

chose that moment to growl loudly, making the men chuckle.
“I better go get dinner on,” Pike said, leaving the room.

“Question, you guys know how to handle a gun, right?” I
asked.

“We do,” Caleb answered.

“Good, start carrying one. Winter is coming, and there is a
good chance they won’t be the only ones knocking on the

door. I’d feel better if you were all armed.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Boone said.

The rest of the night was uneventful. Gray protested, but we
all ended up eating dinner in his room as they spent the
evening telling me stories about each other, making me laugh.
When I went to bed that night, I couldn’t help but think about
the desperate family out in the woods somewhere and wish

they had stuck around a bit longer so that I could help them.

The rest of the week was uneventful. I didn’t have any other
dalliances with the guys. They still flirted unapologetically,

but there seemed to be an unspoken agreement between us that



things needed to slow down. Matty came by several times and
agreed to stay with Gray while we were gone, so he was here

as we prepared to leave the following day.

“So tell me,” he said as he stuffed his face with biscuits,

“how is it going with the guys being here?”

“Really well. We have almost all the firewood we’ll need for
winter chopped and stacked. The garden is just about ready to
be harvested. There are so many helping hands around this
place that I run out of things to do and just... sit. It’s odd,
really,” I laughed as I packed food for our trip. I made a bunch
of hard-boiled eggs and was packing up a bunch of carrots and
beef jerky to take with us. The guys were outside prepping the

guns and sharpening the knives we would take.

“And what about the... romantic... aspect of their presence?

How is that going?” he asked.

I turned to look at him. “Matty, you know I love you, but
there are some things I’m just not going to talk to you about.
Whether or not I’'m having sex with five men is on that list.

How are things at Anna’s?” I asked, changing the subject.

“Things at Anna’s are great. Henry will teach me how to
harvest his big fields next week. I'm looking forward to
everything he can teach me about running his farm. Then I’1l
be able to teach you and help you grow this place even more.
He said just to let him know what you need, and he will make
it happen. He also wanted me to ask you about the bull calf
you have. I told him I thought you might plan to raise it to
slaughter, but I would find out. He wants to add another bull to



his herd and might be willing to trade you a bull ready to start
breeding in the spring.” He went to eat another biscuit, but I
slapped it out of his hand and put a few carrots in front of him

instead.

“I have wanted to get my hands on a bull of my own,” I
admitted. “I want to add more animals in general. A few more
cows, a bull to breed them, more chickens, a rooster. I also
want to grow the goat herd, but that might be a next year thing.
I’ve been thinking it might be worth scouting out some farms
that are further away next year and seeing if there are any
abandoned animals we could grab. Now that I have all these

extra hands, expansion is a genuine possibility.”

“So then you plan on keeping them around past spring?”
Matty asked. He tried to make it seem casual, but I could hear

the underlying excitement in his voice.
“Why do you care so much?” I asked.

“Because if they’re here, I don’t have to feel bad about

leaving you alone. I’ll be able to be happy knowing that you’re
happy.”

“Matty, it isn’t your job to ensure I’'m happy or cared for.”

“Why not?” he asked, standing. “It shouldn’t have been your
job, but you did it anyway. Now it’s my turn.” He went outside
to leave me alone with my thoughts. He was a sweet kid, but if
he thought that now that he was grown, I would stop worrying

about him and trying to take care of him, he was wrong.



We turned in early and were back up just as the sky began to
lighten. We said our goodbyes to Matty and Gray. I gave them
several warnings until I was practically dragged out of the
house. We walked down the drive, and I gave Matty one last
wave before the road curved, and we couldn’t see the house

anymore.

“Come on, Honey Bee, they’ll be fine,” Boone said, patting

me on the back.

“I know. Let’s just get this done. I feel better when we’re all
safely tucked away at home,” I said. “Now, where exactly are

we going?”

“Well, we don’t have a map, but follow us. We’ll find the
town,” Ethan said cheerily. I could tell that as much as they
liked living with me, they had missed this and were happy for
an adventure after spending so much time wandering from

place to place.

“Ok. Do you think someone should start making a map,
especially of the roads, so we know how to get back by car?” |
was determined to be positive and expected everything to

work out as planned.

“Couldn’t hurt,” Caleb answered. I pulled a folded piece of
paper from my back pocket along with a pencil and began
jotting down notes. I knew the roads around here, but soon we
wouldn’t be following the roads. Just before the turn-off to get
to Henry and Susan’s farm Pike veered right and led us into

the woods. I made a note and then put my paper and pencil



away. Now that we were in the woods, we needed to be more

alert.

Sure, we could encounter wild animals, but there could also
be zombies lurking or, even worse, humans. All conversation
stopped as we quietly and carefully picked our way through
the trees, listening for any sign that we weren’t alone. We
stopped at a small waterfall at about noon to refill our canteens

and eat some food.

“So far, so good,” I commented as I dipped my head into the
pond. The trees were thinning a bit, and it was getting hot. I
sat back up, and the four of them were giving me funny looks.
“What? I’'m hot.”

“Yes, you are,” Caleb said, making me roll my eyes.

“So how much further do you think?” I asked Ethan, our de

facto trail guide.

“I think only about an hour or two more. The town itself is
kind of hard to find. The forest grew back around it, hiding it,
so we’ll have to keep our eyes open for signs of it,” he replied.
We finished eating and took off again. After walking for about
thirty minutes, the sound of someone or something moving
through the woods reached us. Silently, we crouched down and

watched the direction the sound had come from.

Slowly, about seven zombies came into view, stumbling
through the forest. “What got them moving around?” Pike
whispered. I clamped my hand over his mouth as the nearest

zombie stopped and turned toward us. The forest undergrowth



hid us reasonably well, and it soon continued moving in the

direction it had been headed.

Once the group passed us, I stood silently and took them out
with my crossbow. When I was halfway through the group, the
ones ahead turned from the sound of the other zombies falling
and spotted me. Their paces quickened when they saw what
was probably the first food source they had seen in a while. It
took the three remaining zombies forever to get back to me.
Boone watched my back to ensure there weren’t any
slowpokes to sneak up on us while the others fanned out and

got behind the zombies.

They lunged for them, quickly planting their knives through
the skulls. “Well, that was fun,” I said as I went around and
collected my arrows, smacking them against a tree to knock as

much brain gunk off of them as I could.

“Yeah, I was honestly beginning to wonder if it could still be
considered the zombie apocalypse if all the zombies were
gone. It’s good to know we’re still in the Age of Zombies. The
world hasn’t passed us by too much while we’ve been in our

little slice of paradise,” Pike joked, making us laugh.

“Ok, onwards,” Ethan said. We quickly fell in line behind
him to continue our trek. We didn’t come across any more
zombies, but we did stumble onto a beautiful pond home to

many ducks.

“Next spring, we need to come out here and see if we can

catch some of these! Maybe even build them a little pond or



something. Raising ducks could be good. More eggs and

meat,” | said.

“We’ll add it to your already long list of things you want to
do in the spring,” Caleb said dryly.

“Hey! Just be glad I’m including you in those plans, buster.
Keep it up, and I’ll toss your ass out once the first flower
blooms,” I said, wagging my finger at him. Faster than I could
react, his hand snapped out and wrapped around my wrist,

yanking me into his arms.

“Before that first flower blooms, sweetheart, you won’t be
able to remember a time when we weren’t in your life,” he

growled out as he began tickling me and making me laugh.

“Uhh, hey guys?” Ethan called from further around the pond.
We all grabbed our stuff and quickly caught up to him. When
we reached him, he pointed to what was left of an old wooden
circular structure with a dome-shaped roof. “I think we might

be close,” he said excitedly.

I looked back at the pond with a calculating eye. “I bet you
this used to be one of those places! What the hell were they
called? Parks! I bet this was a park!”

We all turned away from the park towards the dense
vegetation behind us as a group. Ethan did say the town was
hidden. We all shared a look before Boone pulled out a
machete and approached the wall of plants. He started hacking
away, carving a path through it until suddenly, there wasn’t
anything left to chop. I took Pike’s hand as he pulled me
through the hole Boone had made behind him. In front of us



was a slightly overgrown ghost town, abandoned and
forgotten. A sign to our right said the town was called

Wilsonville.

“Ok, 1 know you guys came through here before but
remember, we don’t know what happened here. For all we
know, there is a high school gymnasium filled with a town’s
worth of zombies who drank the funny Kool-aid together.
Let’s try not to wake them up, agreed?”

“Agreed,” they said in unison. I spotted the four-story
hospital a few blocks away. That was our first stop. I took the
lead, and we made our way down the street, unaware we

already had eyes on us.



Chapter Eight

he walk to the hospital was unbelievably uneventful.

What happened to the townspeople? Where did they go?
Why aren’t there any zombies roaming the streets? It felt too
easy, and I didn’t like it, not one bit. When we reached the
four-story hospital, we could see that all of the glass on the
main level was broken and appeared abandoned. The building
was small enough that I knew it wouldn’t take us long to

search it from top to bottom.

The glass crunched under our feet as we went inside,
sounding like a bomb going off to my ears. As we moved
further into the lobby, I kept my eyes peeled, waiting for
something to jump out at us. When a few minutes passed, and

nothing did, I began to relax.

“Ok,” Caleb said as I studied the hospital map in the lobby’s
center, “we’re going to look for transportation. We will meet
right back here, so if we aren’t back by the time you’re done

searching the hospital, don’t go anywhere.”



My head snapped up to look at him. “I’m sorry, what? We

can’t split up.”

“Relax, Bailey,” Pike said as he put an arm around my
shoulders. “Caleb and Boone can handle themselves while the

three of us go through this place with a fine-toothed comb.”

“But we don’t know what’s out there,” I protested. “What if
they run into a whole army of zombies and need our help?

What if we do? We’re stronger and safer together.”

“Baby,” Caleb crooned as he slowly wrapped his arms
around me and pulled me forward into his chest. “Are you
worried about us again? You keep that up, and I’m going to

start to think you like us,” he teased.

I smacked my hand to his chest playfully. “Was that not
obvious? I don’t let just anyone live in my house.” I smiled up
at him, batting my eyelashes. “So what do you say we make
this whole trip a group effort and stick together?” I felt hands
come from behind me and slide from my hips to my stomach.
Boone pressed himself against me, sandwiching me between
him and Caleb. I briefly wondered when the hell I had gotten
used to their touches but shoved that line of thought away. The

last thing I needed was a panic attack from overthinking it.

“Honey Bee, this will go faster if we split up. That way, we
know if hitting the home improvement store is even possible,”
Boone said, his lips brushing against my ear. “You want to
return to Matty as fast as possible, right?”” My worries quickly

redirected to Matty, home alone with an injured Gray. If



someone stopped by the house like that family did, there could

be problems.

“You’re right. This isn’t a vacation. We need to be quick
about this,” I agreed. I stepped out from between them and
returned to the map, committing all the hallways, stairwells,
and rooms to memory as best I could. Maybe I should have
Pike and Ethan memorize their own floor so I didn’t have to. I
chuckled at that thought, as if I could relinquish that kind of

control and go in blind.

“Ok, so it’s settled then. We’ll meet you here when we’re

done, hopefully with a vehicle of some kind,” Boone said.

“Mmhmm, sounds good. Just be careful, and don’t dawdle,”
I replied. “Oh, and Boone?” 1 turned to look back at him.
“Don’t use my worry for my brother to distract me from my

worry about you all. I don’t appreciate being manipulated.”

The surprise was etched into his face at my words. “Bailey, |

didn’t mean to—"

“Yes, you did,” I said, cutting him off. “You may have done
it innocently enough, but that is exactly what you intended to
do when you brought him up. And it worked. Kudos to you.
I’m not mad about it. I would just appreciate it if you didn’t
make it a habit. I’ve had Matty’s safety held over my head to
control me ever since this whole fucked up world began. 1

don’t need any more of it.”

Boone looked like he was going to be sick, and the others
were studying their feet like there was going to be a quiz. My

heart squeezed, and I walked over to him and stood on my



tiptoes to kiss him lightly on the lips. His eyes widened in
shock, so I winked at him before backing away. “Pike, Ethan,
let’s go.” They hurried to follow me to the stairwell, and Pike
placed a hand on my shoulder to keep me back as Ethan

stepped inside to check it out.

Ethan gave the all-clear, and Pike stepped through the door. I
took a moment to look back at Boone and Caleb’s retreating
backs. I hated splitting up, but their reasoning was sound, and
I knew they could take care of themselves. They’d managed it
all these years without me, and if this relationship had any
chance of working, I would need to learn to trust them and

trust in their abilities.

“Hey,” Ethan said softly, touching my hand, “they really are
going to be ok. Come on. If we don’t find all the shit on
Gray’s wish list, he will become even more insufferable than
he already i1s.” I smiled at him and joined him and Pike in the

stairwell.
“What’s the plan?” Pike whispered.

“We should start at the top floor and work our way down.
It’s much easier to carry shit down with us than to lug it up

and then back down again.”
“Sounds good, Pike, lead the way,” Ethan said.
“How about you lead the way,” Pike responded.

“How about I lead the way? Then you can both stare at my
ass,” I said, rolling my eyes and starting up the stairs. When

we reached the next floor, I peeked through the little



rectangular window and didn’t see anything. I carefully turned
the doorknob to make sure we could get in. It turned easily,
and I opened the door to listen. I heard no noise and closed the
door again, ensuring it latched. I didn’t want any surprises

later on.

We continued up the stairs, testing each floor until we
reached the fourth floor. “Ok, this floor was the maternity
ward. Let’s make sure it’s clear first. Then we can go through
room by room and collect anything useful now or in the
future.” They nodded at me, and I pulled the door open. We
entered a deserted waiting room with a nurse’s station behind a

counter. The doors that let you into the floor were shut.

They were those electric security doors that you had to be
buzzed through. I remembered going through similar doors
when Matty was born. “I’ll get the doors,” Pike whispered. |
watched as he hopped the counter, landed quietly on the other

side, and disappeared through another door.
“We could all just hop the counter,” I told Ethan.

“Let him get the door. If we run into trouble, running
through the open door will be easier than jumping over the
counter.” I shrugged and waited for Pike to come back. Just as
I was getting nervous, the doors began to push open. Ethan
and I ran over to help him, and once we got them opened all
the way, I heard a click as some mechanism caught, and they

stayed open on their own.

“Sorry it took so long. I ran into a nurse and had to put her

down,” Pike told us. Finally! A fucking zombie. It was



beginning to freak me out. We encountered two other zombies
who had been patients wandering around their rooms. Once
we were sure we were the only ones moving around, we began
combing through the rooms. I ignored the tiny bones in the
little bassinets in the nursery, unwilling to think too long about
abandoned babies. The third lesson of the zombie apocalypse

was obvious: Children don’t belong here.

All the baby stuff wasn’t helpful, so we left it all, searching
instead for things we could use. I pulled a sizeable empty
duftle from my backpack and began grabbing any medication I
came across and all the baby blankets. You could never have
too much linen, and with six of us living in the house now, we

would need all we could find.

Once we had cleaned out the floor, we headed back to the
stairwell. On the way, we passed a little pantry with vending
machines. “Wait!” Ethan said excitedly. I watched as he
jimmied open the soda machine and grabbed a can of Grape
soda. He grinned at us as he popped the tab and took a large

mouthful. I would have started with a small sip.

Pike and I started laughing when he immediately spit the
soda out of his mouth. “Bro, it’s seventeen-year-old soda.
What did you expect?” Pike choked out between laughs. Ethan
smacked his lips together as he tasted whatever was left in his

mouth before taking another swig from the can and grimacing.

“It’s not good, but it isn’t bad either,” he said as he placed
the can on the counter. I guess it wasn’t good enough to bring

with him. We descended to the third floor and stepped through



the door, listening carefully for signs of life. I set the full

duffle bag down and pulled another empty one out.

“Ok,” I whispered, “this floor has the orthopedic department
on it. This is where we should be able to find everything we
need for Gray. Keep your eyes peeled for a circular saw,
supplies for casts, and crutches. I spotted some wheelchairs
downstairs, so we can grab one there. Let’s also collect any
splint, sling, or air cast items. You never know when we might

need them.”

Now that we knew what we were looking for, we first
cleared the floor like we had done upstairs. This time, we only
found one zombie locked in a bathroom stall. We then went
from room to room again, collecting supplies. I was beginning
to worry that we wouldn’t find everything we needed when we
found a storage closet filled with everything on my list. I filled
the duffel bag while Ethan and Pike grabbed crutches of all

sizes and tied them together so they would be easier to carry.

The second floor was the one I had been looking forward to
the most. This was where the pharmacy was; if our luck held
out, we would hit the jackpot. I rushed to clear the floor so I
could find all the medicine and got careless. As I pushed a
door open to check a room, I looked away briefly and was
tackled by a snarling rotting mass as it came through the door I
had just opened. I let out a small scream as [ was tackled to the
floor. The force of the impact knocked my knife out of my
hand. I quickly managed to get my arms between me and the

zombie to hold it off me.



“Bailey!” Ethan and Pike shouted. I could hear their feet
hitting the tile floor as they ran toward me, but I couldn’t focus
on that. All my focus was on the teeth snapping inches from
my face as it tried to eat mine. I struggled against the weight
of the zombie as it kept constant pressure on my arms with

small lunges.

A knife appeared through its skull, causing the most vile
substance on the planet to drip onto my face. I was pulled out
from under the zombie and shoved away from them as I ran
for the bathroom we had just cleared dry heaving. I made it to
the sink just as the contents of my stomach appeared. 1 turned
on the faucet, surprised to find water trickling out of it. It
wasn’t clean water, but it was a fuck ton better than zombie
juice. I grabbed some paper towels and washed my face off as
best I could.

When I was done, I could still smell zombies. That wasn’t
going away anytime soon. I looked down at my ruined clothes
and knew I would have to burn them. Some things you
couldn’t get out, and zombie was one of them. When I finally
emerged from the bathroom feeling marginally less disgusting
than when I went in, I found Pike and Ethan leaning against

the wall, waiting for me.
“Are you ok?” Ethan asked.

“Yeah, I smell and need to burn my clothes, but I’'m fine.

Thank you both for saving me.”

“It’s no problem. Not like you wouldn’t do the same for us.

We cleared the rest of the floor while you were in there,” Pike



told me.

“Oh good, now we can go drug shopping,” I said, my mood
brightening. “I don’t care what it’s for or what it treats, grab
everything,” I told them. I would sort it all back at the house
and figure out what was what. As we cleaned off the shelves, I
found a thick book tucked away with all the different kinds of
medications, what they were used for, and how to administer

them. Perfect! I tucked that into my duffel bag and continued.

Medication was so rare these days, and it was surprising to
see a mostly untouched pharmacy. It made me even more
uneasy about what went on here. We finished grabbing
everything and lugged our bags down to the first floor. After
this, we will return to the lobby where Caleb and Boone are
hopefully waiting. We’ll check the ER on that floor and be
done. When we finished with the pharmacy, we checked the
rest of the floor, but it was mostly a bunch of administrative

offices.

We went back into the 