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To the one you think of
when I tell you to think of her
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Chapter One
The bullet sailed flawlessly, piercing through his skull. 
Saff watched as the zombie's body lost all tension and crumpled down onto the asphalt. 
Twelve for twelve.
“Woo.” Mike let out a whistle that scraped against her nerves like a dull knife. “Check that out,” he said with a deep chuckle. “Blew half his head off.”
She pulled her eye back from the scope of the rifle and rolled her shoulders, stretching her neck from side to side as the light crack of bones echoed down her spine. Shifting farther away from her father’s old friend, she scanned the surrounding rooftop, then peered back down to the street below.
“God, this is boring,” Mike grumbled, standing from where he’d been crouched beside her for the last twenty minutes.
Saff glanced over at him, careful to keep a neutral expression. She knew him well enough to know that if she could delay just a little longer, he’d likely get bored and want to move on without her. Then she could move forward with the plan she’d had since her father’s death.
The plan to finally escape.
Even so, she couldn't leave without one more thing.
Her eyes flitted down to the large black duffel bag on the ground behind Mike’s feet. The last inhaler she had was already half empty, but she knew for a fact there were more in there.
She could make it a little while with what she had, but that wouldn’t last long. She needed to get their medical supplies. And then, if she could sneak away from Mike and the rest of the group, she’d be able to make it to her father’s old bunker, which she was sure had a stash of medication. Although even that was a gamble. After the outbreak, he’d never once mentioned the bunker to her. And the last time she’d been there with him was when she was a young child. 
For all she knew, it could’ve been long gone.
But still, if there was one thing she knew about her father, it was that he’d never let himself get caught unprepared—medically or otherwise. Which meant there was a good chance that the bunker, if it was still there, had the medication she’d need when the time came.
Although, that was also a big if.
She’d never asked him why he hadn’t gone to the bunker after the outbreak—why he’d chosen to band together with his old military friends instead. That just wasn’t how they were. Even after traveling together for nearly a year after everything happened, they only occasionally shared a handful of words, and those words were never particularly pleasant.
“Ben, what’s your status? Over.” 
Saff glanced up at Mike, standing with one hand on his hip and the other holding the radio up to his mouth.
He waited a moment before Ben’s thick southern accent crackled through. “Just met back up with Dan and Ethan. We’re moving to the North end of the city. Dan thought he heard some gunfire from that direction. Over.”
There we go. 
A small smile spread across Mike’s face, and she knew there was no way he’d resist trying to raid any group of people in the city. In fact, she was almost positive he enjoyed life more after the apocalypse, when he could raid, kill, and steal anything he wanted.
“Hell yeah,” he muttered to himself before clicking the button on the radio. “Where are you now? Over.”
The radio crackled once more before Ben’s voice came through. “Corner of East Crane and Broadway. Over.”
Her heart rate ticked up in long awaited anticipation. They’d gone even farther than she’d hoped. If they continued, and she could get rid of Mike, then she’d be able to get plenty far away before they’d even think to go looking for her.
“Got it,” Mike replied. “I’m leaving now. Gonna catch up with you guys. Over and out.”
He clipped the radio back onto his cargo pants as she peered back through the rifle scope, trying to appear as nonchalant as possible. “Finish clearing the zombies, then grab whatever you can from the pharmacy.”
Saff barely refrained from rolling her eyes at his need to give her the obvious instructions, as if he was still a sergeant spitting out useless orders.
He reached down, grabbing his camouflaged backpack off the gravel floor of the rooftop they were on. “Radio us when you’re done and we’ll meet up somewhere at the North end.”
She nodded, already knowing exactly what she’d do—and it definitely wasn’t that.
He bent down, hoisting up the duffel bag, his shoulder sagging beneath its weight. 
Her eyes zeroed in on it as she swallowed.
This was her chance. And if the bunker wasn’t there anymore, or if it didn’t have the medication she’d eventually need, then the duffel bag would be essential.
“It’s a far way to go,” she said, keeping her tone as casual as possible. “You’ll need to move fast to catch up with them.” She cleared her throat, moving her gaze back out onto the street below them. “I can keep the bag with me if you want, so it doesn’t weigh you down.”
Right as the words left her mouth, she cringed. They were too direct—too helpful. Too unlike her. 
And Mike would see through it.
He grunted, then looked down at her, studying her face as he pulled the rifle off his shoulder.
Yes, he would definitely know. 
A slight movement from the street below caught both their attention, and Saff dropped her head down to the scope of her rifle once more.
Two more zombies trudged down the street.
“Mine,” he muttered, pulling his rifle up. 
He stared through the scope for a moment, then fired two quick shots, dropping both the bodies. She waited as he lowered the rifle, having to adjust the heavy duffel bag on his shoulder again.
“Fine,” he finally grunted, pulling the strap off and letting the bag drop to the gravel with a crunch. 
Saff pressed her lips into a hard line, keeping her expression neutral as he turned and strode to the first metal rung of the ladder that led off the side of the roof to the ground.
“Don’t fuck around,” he called back to her as he stepped over the side. “Drop whatever zombies are left. Get in. Get out.”
She pulled her eyes away from the duffel bag, listening to the heavy steps as they rang against each metal rung of the ladder. Then finally, a light thud floated up from the alleyway below as he dropped to the concrete.
She leaned over the edge of the roof, spotting him on the sidewalk below. He hurried down the street, then turned the corner, disappearing from view.
Saff released a deep breath, her eyes flicking to the duffel bag, then down to the watch on her wrist. 
She had to wait long enough to ensure he wasn’t anywhere nearby, but also leave soon enough that she’d have plenty of time to get out of the city and far away from them. Once they realized she’d gone AWOL with their stash of medical supplies, they’d try to hunt her down. Which meant she had to make it near impossible for them to catch up with her. 
Saff looked through the scope of her rifle again, scanning the street below as well as the surrounding buildings.
More zombies had come through that morning than expected, which was never a good sign. And it would also make a quick escape much more challenging.
She checked her watch compulsively, watching as ten minutes passed by without another sighting. 
Okay, this is it.
Carefully, she released her grip on the gun and pressed her palms flat against the rough gravel surface of the roof. Casting one last glance around, she pushed herself up and popped onto her feet in one swift motion. 
She grabbed her backpack, then rifle, and slung them both over her shoulders before pulling her hood down over her forehead to block the heat of the newly risen sun. Then she knelt down, grabbing the straps of the duffel bag and lifting it up onto her other shoulder, the weight of it instantly dragging her body to the side. 
She hoisted it up farther until it felt slightly more secure on her body.
And then she was off.
She paced to the side of the roof where the top of the rusted ladder protruded up from the edge, then swung her leg over the side, every muscle tensing under the immense weight of the equipment.
The first ladder rung screeched as she stepped down, and she cringed, shooting a glance down below. The descent was slow, but necessary in order to keep the bag balanced on her shoulder.
When she finally reached the bottom rung, she hopped off onto the pavement of the alleyway below, throwing a glance each way.
Still no zombies in sight. 
Saff adjusted the straps on her shoulder. Now that she had the bag of medicine, checking out the pharmacy probably wouldn’t be necessary. Instead, she could skip it and head straight out of the city.
As she made her way toward the end of the alley, the view of the street expanded, revealing old broken down vehicles lining each side.
She stopped.
There, on the other side of the street, the back of a blonde head bobbed slowly behind an old red pickup truck. 
She pulled her rifle up, centering her scope on the zombie. 
Saff took a small breath, lining up the shot. 
Then she squeezed.
The gunshot rang through the air, immediately followed by the angry screech of metal as the bullet missed its target by a mere two inches, striking the truck's frame instead with a small spark. 
The zombie gave a startled jerk and dropped to the ground with a very human scream.
Saff flinched, her finger freezing on the trigger. 
Zombies definitely did not scream. 
She moved her gun, scanning every possible hiding spot around the truck.
A slight movement near the front tire caught her eye. 
The zombie–or–woman–crawled along the ground to the other side of the truck.
Saff centered the scope on her again.
Why would a human expose themselves so openly with no regard for their surroundings?
Saff swallowed.
They wouldn’t. Unless they were part of a much larger group for protection. 
A prickle went down her neck, and she wiped a small bead of sweat from her brow. Drawing her face away from the rifle, she scanned her surroundings, her gaze flicking around the street. There were no signs of additional undead, nor of any other humans.
Could the girl be alone? Or had she strayed from a nearby group? 
She brought her eye back to the scope, zeroing in on the body still hidden behind the truck. If the girl got away, and she did have a group with her, she would warn them. Then they would undoubtedly come looking for the person with the gun.
And on the other hand, even if she was alone, she could unwittingly attract more zombies to the area.
Another bead of sweat trickled down her neck, but she didn't dare divert her attention to wipe it away. 
She waited a few moments for the girl to shoot back or attempt to flee. 
But still, she did nothing.
And the lack of either response left an uneasy feeling in the pit of her stomach. In every previous encounter like this, the person had chosen one of those two options within mere seconds of the first shot being fired.
She had to think fast. Any delay in her escape from the city could be costly. 
If she wanted to knock her out, she’d need to sneak up from the opposite side of the truck. But what if she was waiting there with a gun? Just because she hadn't shot back, that didn't mean she wasn't armed.
Saff inched to the end of the alleyway, flattening her back against the wall and cautiously peering around the corner to survey the street once more. 
Still clear.
So if the girl truly was alone, why hadn't she made a run for it yet? What was she waiting for?
She centered her in the scope once again, finding a clear view of her upper body. The few visible inches of her chest rose and fell rapidly. 
Her father's voice echoed in her head again.
Kill or you deserve to be killed.
It would be easy from that distance. One quick shot straight through the few inches of exposed chest. 
Her finger drifted back down to the metal trigger as she lined up the barrel of the gun.
Her breathing slowed.
Her whole body stilled.
Then she put a slight pressure on her index finger as she slowly squeezed.
But before she could finish, something struck her hard on the side of the head, knocking her against the wall. She grunted as her temple connected with the hard red brick. The duffel bag swung off her shoulder, colliding with the wall. 
Then, immediately, something swung at her.
She lunged forward, charging into the young man who’d just missed as he tried to hit her. He grabbed onto her shoulders, and they both twisted in the impact, tumbling out of the alley and into the street. They crashed against the pavement, and she heard a loud rip as the duffel bag tore from her shoulder.
This time, her instincts kicked in immediately, and she rolled to her side, popping onto her feet before the man had even so much as moved an inch.
She whipped the butt of her rifle down into his ribs, and he let out a loud yelp. 
Then she instantly pulled the rifle back up, aiming it down at his head. 
“No! No, don’t shoot!” he cried out, raising his hands in defense.
She took a step toward him, her finger itching to pull the trigger, her eyes only leaving for a split second to glance at the ground where the duffel bag had fallen into the street. The zipper appeared to have ripped apart, scattering every item out into the street.
“Tyler?” a young woman’s voice called out from the other side of the street.
Saff glanced back at the truck that had been her initial target. The girl had crawled farther out and was now crouched in front of the car.
As Saff watched her, the man slowly stood, his hands immediately raising in the air again when she looked back at him.
“Back the fuck up,” Saff growled, her index finger begging to finish what it had started.
“Tyler? What’s going on?” the girl called out, thinly veiled anxiety lacing her voice.
His eyes shot back and forth between the gun and the girl across the street as she stood, inching closer to them.
“You take one more step and he’s dead,” Saff called out, keeping her eyes on the man in front of her.
“Maddie, stop!” he yelled, hands trembling in the air. “Look, you can take whatever you want! I have food in my backpack. You can have all of it!”
“Turn around,” Saff hissed.
He looked across the street again, glancing back and forth between them.
“Turn around!” she yelled, stepping toward him. “And walk to her.” She nodded her head toward the girl. “Slowly.”
He gulped, turning until he faced the street.
“Walk.” She jabbed the tip of her rifle between his shoulder blades, forcing him forward.
She took a quick glance down each direction of the street as they crossed. No one else had shown up yet, but it was only a matter of time before the noise alerted zombies, humans, or both.
And now she’d need to re-gather everything from the duffel bag, which would cost even more time that she couldn’t afford.
“Tyler?” the girl asked, her head tilting just slightly to the side. She wore silver aviator sunglasses and almost appeared to be looking right past them as they approached.
Saff turned her head, checking behind them. 
Still no one.
They took the last few steps and stopped a few feet in front of her.
“Knees,” Saff commanded, shoving the gun into the man’s back.
“What–”
“Get on your knees,” she snarled, quickly losing whatever small ounce of patience she possessed.
He carefully knelt down on the ground beside the young woman, and Saff watched as her right hand shot out to touch him, grabbing onto his forearm without looking.
“Who else is with you?” Saff asked, keeping her gun trained on the man.
“No one. I swear,” he mumbled. “It's just us.”
“Don’t lie to me."
“I’m not, I–” His eyes darted back and forth like cornered prey. Then he reached down, scratching at his ankle. “Look, I don’t care. You can take everything we have!”
“Tyler,” the girl beside him scolded, tilting her head in his direction. “Don’t be an idiot,” she hissed. Then she straightened her head again, looking straight across the street. “You can take half of our food. But nothing else.”
Saff’s head pulled back an inch as she almost scoffed aloud. “You’re not really in a position to be negotiating.”
The girl’s jaw twitched. Then, after a few moments of silence, she spoke again. “He was lying. We are with a group.”
“Maddie–what the fuck!” he yelled, throwing her hand off his arm. She fell forward, catching herself with both hands on the pavement. 
Saff turned her gun back on him. “Where are they?”
“She’s lying,” he blurted, his jaw trembling enough to shake the words as they left his mouth. “There’s no one else, I swear.”
Beads of wetness rolled down his forehead and neck as his eyes shot back and forth frantically. It was turning into a warm morning, but nowhere near hot enough to make someone sweat the way he was. 
Which meant he must’ve been nervous. And she couldn’t tell if that was a good thing or a bad thing. 
He wiped his brow, then scratched at his ankle again. 
“They—we—” he stuttered, renewed fear spreading through his eyes as they refocused on the barrel of her rifle. 
“They’re within a mile of us,” the girl cut in beside him. “We spread out to search these few blocks for supplies.”
Saff tightened her grip on her gun and quickly checked both sides of the street again. 
“They probably heard the gunshot,” she continued. “Which means they’ll be here soon. But if you leave now, you could probably still get away.”
“Right,” Saff replied. “So I should probably kill you both before I go, so you can’t tell them which way I’m headed.”
The young woman stiffened slightly, but otherwise kept her composure. “If you kill us, our group will go after you. But if you leave without hurting us or taking our stuff, they won’t.”
“Yeah, right,” Saff muttered, checking her peripherals again.
“They won’t. They’re not like that,” the girl said, pausing. “We’re not like that.”
“Everyone is like that,” Saff bit back, stepping toward her. 
The girl leaned back on her heels and rested her hands on her thighs. “Well, we’re not.” 
The nonchalant tone of the girl’s voice grated on her nerves. Saff wanted nothing more than to prove her wrong and annihilate every bit of that smug attitude. 
But she couldn’t. Time was running out. She needed to make a decision. And now she needed even more time to pack up the medication sprawled in the street.
If the guy was telling the truth, then she didn’t need to worry about the rest of their group hunting her down. In which case, she could probably knock them both out and quickly get what she came for before fleeing the city.
Or the girl was telling the truth, and a group of raiders was about to descend on her.
Her eyes moved swiftly back and forth, checking every opening where zombies–or people–could attack from. 
Still nothing. But that wouldn’t last long.
“Please let us go,” the young man pleaded.
Her gaze slid back to him. A thick rim of dark sweat now ran along the collar of his gray shirt. 
If there really was a group of people nearby, then she couldn’t waste valuable time. The best option would be to shoot them both and run. 
She raised the rifle, lining it up with his head.
He flinched, hands shooting up in the air. “No, don’t! Please!”
Do it, her father’s voice echoed in her head.
Her finger grazed the trigger. 
“Wait!” the girl yelled out beside him, her hand finding the man’s forearm once again. “Just put something over his eyes and tie him up. That way, he won’t be able to follow you or tell the others which way you went.”
“Yeah,” Saff growled, “and what about you?” 
The girl reached backwards, feeling the ground behind her.
Saff instantly jerked the rifle toward her. “Hey! Don’t even think about it.”
A look of irritation passed over the girl’s face, but she raised her other hand in the air.
“Relax,” she said, in a tone that matched the annoyed look she held. “If it was a gun, don’t you think I would’ve tried to use it by now?”
She leaned back farther as her hand prodded the asphalt. Then she finally seemed to locate whatever it was and slowly drew her hand back up in front of her. 
Saff watched carefully, her finger holding a slight pressure against the trigger of the gun, ready to fire. 
Then the girl raised an object in the air before her.
A folded white cane gleamed in the morning sunlight.
“I won’t be able to see which way you go. So you can tie me up if you really want to, but it’d probably be a waste of time.”
Saff stared at the cane for a moment. Then she looked at the girl’s face. She was still facing straight ahead, but Saff couldn’t see her eyes behind the dark sunglasses.
“You can’t see me?” Saff asked suspiciously.
The girl gave a small shake of her head.
Saff took a careful step toward her, inching the muzzle of her gun closer to the girl’s head. She watched for any sign of a reaction, but there was none. The girl remained perfectly still. 
She slowly crouched down in front of her, peering into the dark lenses of her glasses. She squinted, trying to see past the reflection of the sun. 
Was she lying?
She leaned a little closer.
Then suddenly, there was a flash of movement to her left. 
Two zombies stumbled down the street, their speed slowly building as they locked in on them.
Any other time, she would’ve used her knife to take them down to avoid unnecessary noise. 
She glanced back down at the two people in front of her. The guy stared at the zombies, fear filling his eyes. If she wanted to use her knife, she’d need to leave them in order to do it. And that was a risk she couldn’t take.
She pulled the rifle up, lining it up with the zombies coming toward them, and let out two quick shots, each one easily finding its mark.
Immediately after she turned back to the guy and girl in front of her, another noise caught her attention. She turned to the other side of the street. 
More zombies. A lot more.
She whipped her rifle around, aiming it at the horde. But she instantly knew it wouldn’t be any use. Within a second, even more poured around the corner of the building, filling the street they were on. There were too many to count.
She took a step back as the guy in front of her jumped to his feet, stumbling away from the approaching horde.
He was the least of her worries now. 
Her eyes shot to the duffel bag on the ground in the middle of the street, surrounded by medical supplies—supplies she desperately needed.
“Ty?” the girl called out. “Ty—what is it? What’s going on?”
The guy took another step back, then turned the opposite way and froze.
Saff followed his gaze. 
More zombies had appeared on the opposite end of the street, coming their way.
“Tyler!” the girl yelled, pushing herself up onto her feet, the white cane clutched in her hand.
“There’s—there’s—“ He stuttered, head swiveling wildly from side to side. “We have to go!”
One zombie after the next poured into the street on both sides. Saff’s heart pounded. She turned back to the alleyway she’d come down, then ran a few steps toward it, and froze when she spotted the dead end of a brick wall on the other side. 
“Tyler!” the girl yelled behind her. 
She turned back just in time to see him grab her by the arm and pull her toward a door on the side of the pharmacy. At least he’d made the right call with that, choosing the only way out that wasn’t blocked by a wall of zombies. 
She cast one last hopeless glance at the medicine lying in the street, about to get trampled. Even if she could get to it in time, she’d need to sift through it to find what she needed. There was no time.
She gritted her teeth, reluctantly ripping her eyes away.
Then she ran to the half-open door they’d just entered. 
She sprinted through the opening, throwing the door shut behind her, and leaning her back against it. 
She blinked once—twice. Complete darkness. 
A crashing noise in front of her grabbed her attention, and her hand shot down, quickly pulling the flashlight from her pocket. 
She flicked it on, illuminating the space before her.
They’d entered a small room, with stacks of cardboard boxes lining the walls and papers littering the floor. The girl stood in the center, just a few feet away, white cane outstretched in front of her. 
A box fell to the ground in the far corner, and her eyes jumped to where the guy stood, pulling them away from where they blocked another door leading further into the building. Below the stacked boxes sat a large file cabinet that had clearly been pulled over to block the door. 
He threw the last box off the desk and grabbed for the file cabinet.
“Stop!” Saff yelled. “You don’t know what’s behind that door.”
He kept going, bending his knees and tugging against it with all his weight.
“Hey!” she yelled, rage filling every fiber of her body. “I said—“
Suddenly, something slammed into the door against her back. Her body flew forward a few inches, and the sickening noises of the dead outside instantly filled her ears.
She turned, shoving the door back against them with all her strength. 
Teeth clacked on the other side between sickening grunts just above her head. 
And with each moment, the weight of the zombies against the door increased until she could barely hold them back. 
She twisted her head down, leaning all the weight of her shoulder against the door as her hand fumbled in search of a lock.
Right as her fingers skimmed the deadbolt, the door slammed forward, knocking her back once more. An arm jutted through the opening, snatching wildly at the air.
She rushed forward, grabbing the arm by its mud and blood-soaked sleeve, then shoved it back outside. And with one more hard thrust, she forced them back. Her hand shot down, finding the deadbolt once again. Then she twisted it hard to the left, turning it into place.
The banging on the door continued, but the heavy metal held solidly in place without so much as budging.
After a few moments, Saff slowly leaned back from the door. And when she was sure it would hold, she lifted her flashlight, turning around to scan the dark room once more.
The file cabinet had been pulled halfway out from where it had stood against the door in the corner. Beside it, the guy crouched, pulling against it with all his weight. 
“I said,” she growled, stepping toward him, “leave it.” Saff grabbed a fist full of his shirt and ripped him backward. He stumbled away from the cabinet, crashing into a pile of white filing boxes stacked against the opposite wall. 
“We have to—” He pushed back up onto his feet, his arm waving toward the door they’d come through. “They’ll get in!”
“You don’t know what’s on the other side,” she hissed. “You could be rushing out into another horde.”
Another loud bang of bodies hit against the main door, and she turned to check it, but before she could take a step, he slammed into her. 
She landed hard on her side against the cement floor, the rifle and flashlight both knocking loose from her hand. 
And suddenly the guy was on top of her. 
He threw a punch, landing squarely against her eye socket. Pain radiated out across her forehead as she felt his arm pull back again. 
His other fist flew down at her, and she just barely managed to get her left arm up in front of her face in time to block it. 
“Ty?” the girl called out. “Ty—what’s happening?”
Saff reached down with her right hand and hooked it behind his knee. One more punch came, and as his hand descended, she hooked her left arm over his, pinning his body to hers.
Then, in one fluid motion, she stomped her boot on the ground and rolled their bodies until she was on top of him. She reared her fist back and slammed it into his face, the satisfying crunch of broken bone reverberating through the air. 
She threw the next punch with her other hand, at an angle that just barely allowed her knuckles to avoid the blood now gushing from his nostrils. 
She continued the battering of punches until he stopped fighting back, instead laying there with his arms curled around his head for protection. Her breath came in quick spurts, the pain on both sides of her head throbbing as she pushed herself up and stood.
He rolled onto his side, coughing blood out onto the pavement. 
She bent down, picking her rifle and flashlight up off the ground.
“Get up,” she said, wiping the sweat from her cheek. 
He rolled further over onto his stomach, writhing on the ground. 
She spit a small wad of blood out in disgust beside him.
He whimpered and started coughing again, but this time, it sounded different. He pulled his knees up to his chest and she watched his hand drift down to his ankle again, clawing at the skin behind his jeans. 
She cocked her head, watching him. 
He groaned, falling onto his side once again into the small puddle of blood that had formed beneath him. 
His other hand found his ankle and joined in tugging and scratching at the jeans. 
“Hey,” Saff commanded, her hand tightening on the handle of the rifle. “I said get up.”
He whimpered again and then coughed more blood out onto the cement floor. 
Something was wrong. 
It was too much blood. She knew exactly which injuries he’d most likely suffered during the fight. Broken nose. Possible jaw fracture. Maybe a few lacerations in the mouth. But nothing that should cause that much blood to be coughed up. 
She whipped her head to the side, looking at the girl. “Were you guys attacked before today?” 
“I–” She shook her head. “Yeah–we–we walked into some of the infected people last night.”
The man groaned again, arching his back. Saff looked back at his hands, pulling roughly at his pant leg. 
“Let me see it,” she yelled at him. “Now!”
He coughed more blood out onto the pavement while his body jerked wildly to the side. 
“Tyler,” the girl said, her voice shaky. “What’s wrong? Are you okay?” 
Saff took a step forward, crouching down at his ankle. She held the rifle in one hand as she used the other to yank the pant leg up his calf. 
And there it was. 
Angry red and black lines cascaded through the skin, all stemming from one small row of teeth marks.
“Tyler?” the girl called out again.
Saff’s eyes flitted up to his face, twisted in pain. And in the dark of the room, she could almost see her father’s face again. The way it had contorted in pain as the infection took over.
She raised her rifle, lining it up with the center of his forehead.
Then, without even a second of hesitation, she squeezed the trigger.



Chapter Two
Ablood-curdling scream tore from Maddie's throat.
Not a moment later, the woman’s angry voiced hissed in front of her, “Hey!” A powerful hand grabbed her throat, while another yanked her by the arm. 
“Do not scream,” the woman said with lethal clarity, close enough that warm breath swept over her cheek. “Or you’ll be next.”
“You—you killed him,” Maddie choked out in disbelief. One second, she could hear him. The coughing. The groaning. And then, nothing. “You fucking murderer!” she cried, lunging forward.
Her knuckles struck hard buckles, buttons, and tough cloth. 
The hand on her throat instantly released, moving to pin her arms down instead. 
Maddie cocked her head back an inch, then threw it forward with all the force she could muster, using every bit of the rage that had bubbled up inside of her.
Her forehead landed with a thud as it collided against what felt like lips and chin—both incredibly satisfying and also incredibly painful. Unfortunately, the yelp that escaped her own mouth was louder than the one from the murderer before her. 
“Fuck!” the muffled, angry voice barked a moment before the hand returned to her neck, much tighter than before. She heard what sounded like spitting, followed by a light, barely audible splatter.
“If you don’t shut the fuck up right now, then you’re gonna get bit just like your friend.” 
Maddie choked out a cough, grabbing the stranger’s wrist with one hand, while the other reached out instinctively for her white cane. “Wh–what?” She coughed again, straining for air. “He was—infected?”
More spitting. Then a pause. “Yeah and if you keep screaming like that, then we will be too when every zombie in the city shows up.”
Maddie swallowed the sick feeling that surged into the back of her mouth as the hand around her throat loosened its grip once more. 
Tyler was just there. She was just talking to him. How could he be gone? How could she not even know that he had been bitten? Maybe he didn’t know? Or maybe he did, and he was so terrified that he couldn’t even admit it to himself. She hadn’t known him all that well. Even before their community had been raided, and then after when the group experienced another attack while traveling and they both got separated from the rest of the group—from her family.
But now he’d left her all alone. His inevitable death would now be her inevitable death. 
Could she still find her way to the new settlement? Maybe—
She stopped herself. Not maybe. She would. She had to. Just like everything else in her life, she’d find a way. 
She pulled off her sunglasses and blinked at the darkness. Through the small amount of light perception she had, she could make out one single fuzzy white light moving in the air a few feet away. A flash light, if she had to guess.
She heard the sound of a zipper opening. 
Tyler’s backpack? 
It wasn’t enough to murder him—now this woman had to steal from his dead body?
“Hey! You can’t take his things!” Maddie protested, pushing herself up off her knees. She took a step forward, swinging her cane to the side. 
It met something solid with a rubbery thud. 
She took two more steps and heard a rustling within the pack. The thump of unopened cans knocking against each other—the clink when they hit against what she knew was Tyler’s metal camping mug. The mug he’d used every night they’d traveled together.
“Where’s the rest of your group?” the woman asked.
Rage consumed her. “Get away from his stuff,” she growled, her voice lethally quiet as she stepped forward. 
“Where is,” the woman repeated, her voice slightly closer than before, “the rest of your group?”
“Fuck you,” Maddie spat, venom dripping over each word. 
Being honest might have been the smarter move. She really had no clue where the rest of them were. But at the same time, she didn't want to give this woman that satisfaction. She wanted her to worry—to look over her shoulder and feel like she was being hunted, the same way she’d felt when that bullet had nearly hit her just minutes before.
"They're close," Maddie finally breathed. 
The pounding and groaning sounds of the infected continued on the door, echoing around them. But somehow she wasn't afraid. If anything, it only fueled her anger.
Fuck them.
Fuck her.
“What part of the city are they in?” the woman asked in a low, serious tone. 
Maddie almost let out a laugh. If she couldn’t win a fight against her, making her worry for no real reason was the next best alternative. 
She remembered a street name that Tyler had mumbled aloud as they were walking through the city. It hadn’t been too long before, so the street should still be pretty close to where they were now. 
“Lincoln Drive.”
More silence. 
Then the quiet sound of a single breath that was heavier than the rest. Frustration?
Good. 
A few more seconds ticked by, the silence lasting just long enough to grate on her nerves. 
Then she heard something scraping against the floor with a screech that sliced into her eardrums. It came from the same corner where Tyler had been just minutes before, frantically trying to escape.
“Are you—are you trying to open that door?” Maddie asked incredulously.
The woman gave no answer beyond a grunt of effort, followed by another metallic screech.
“Are you joking?” Maddie scoffed. “Isn’t that exactly what you were just telling him not to do?”
Another grunt, and then the screeching stopped. Heavy breaths came from a few feet in front of her, followed by a muffled cough. 
“I’m not—“ The woman began with an irritated tone before being cut off by another cough. “I’m not going through it yet.” She let out another cough, then a frustrated exhale.
Maddie was about to make some snide remark about how stupid that sounded, but lost her train of thought when another loud thud hit against the main door. There were more infected gathering outside by the minute—she could hear it. The noises had nearly doubled from what they’d been just seconds before. 
“Will the door hold?” she asked, jerking her head toward the noises.
Another cough. Then a zipper opening. And then the next sound she heard was different, yet somewhat familiar in a weird way that she couldn’t quite put her finger on. Compressed air being released?
She listened to the woman suck in a deep breath, then release it a couple seconds later. 
“I asked you a question,” Maddie snapped, stepping forward. “Will it hold?”
A moment later, the woman finally answered, her voice slightly more coarse than before. “It should.”
That was better than nothing. At least it would give her some amount of time to figure out her next move. 
Without Tyler, she would be alone—alone for the first time since the outbreak. So she would need a safe way to make it back to her family. Before the outbreak, she’d traveled easily on her own through the cities and the areas she knew. Every street and every landmark had been imprinted in her mind. But this was different. She didn’t know this city. And even if she could easily navigate through, she’d also have to worry about running into the infected. Could she fight them off? She’d never really had to before, being protected in their community all that time. 
And then, if she could make it safely out of the city, she’d still need to travel quite a way to make it to where the group was supposed to stop at the midway point before reaching the new settlement that had agreed to take them in.
Another loud bang hit against the door, and Maddie tightened her grip on the cane. “How long will they be out there?” she asked, her eyes following the bobbing flashlight. 
Some more items, boxes from the sound of it, shifted around the room. 
“How fast will your group get here?” the rough voice responded.
Maddie gritted her teeth. She was sick of her questions being answered with questions. “Why does it matter?” 
The woman grunted as the sound of another box hit against the floor. 
“Because,” she started, her breathing slightly heavier than before, “if they’re smart, they can help divert the horde away. And depending on what’s behind this door, that might be the only way out.”
Maddie swallowed, her throat drying out. That couldn’t be the only way. If it was, then they’d be trapped with no way out. 
Her chest tightened as she felt the darkness pressing in against her.
“Don’t you have someone that will come?” she asked, her voice losing the strength and anger it held before. “A group or—I don’t know—someone? Anyone?”
The sounds of moving items around her stopped, and the woman went quiet. Maddie waited, watching the light in front of her go still. 
Then the woman cleared her throat, letting out another small cough. “No.”
“No?” Maddie echoed, as cold panic seeped into her veins. “Then how—what—“
“When will your group be here?”
Maddie’s brain stopped working for the first time since that first gun shot had rung out around her. “They—“ She whispered, the words catching in her throat. “There isn’t—“ She stopped, swallowing away the last of the lie. “There isn’t anyone else,” she whispered. “It was just us.”
The room went quiet. Even the pounding on the door seemed to lessen a fraction. 
Maddie waited, the silence stretching on so long it felt like it would never end. 
Then the screeching metal of the desk returned, along with the thud of boxes.
“What—what now?” she asked.
One final loud screech of metal cut through the air, scraping over her ears. 
Then the slow creak of hinges—a door opening?
The woman let out a heavy breath. “Hope there’s another way out.”
***
Maddie waited there for a minute, listening for any signs that the woman had run into more infected on the other side of the door. She could still hear her light footsteps moving somewhere nearby, but that was it. No other noises resembling the grunting or groaning came from the other side. 
Her mouth and throat were dry, reminding her of why they’d traveled into the city in the first place.
Water.
Tyler had said they’d gotten to a pharmacy right before—
She let the thought trail off.
If they’d been right in front of it, then that must have been the building they’d gone into when the infected came after them.
Getting water would definitely need to be priority number one before anything else. It would be embarrassing to make it so far through the end of the world just to die from dehydration. No—she was better than that.
Maddie swung her cane, feeling the ground in front of her as she moved to where she’d heard the woman leave. 
She reached one hand out, fingers grazing along the wall until they touched a metal door frame. The second she walked through it, her nose crinkled in disgust.
The new area had the faint stench of trash and something resembling the smell of finally opening a container of leftovers after weeks of forgetting them at the back of the fridge.
She blinked, taking in the new darkness. It took a few seconds for her eyes to adjust and capture any light they could. Then, once they did, she could just barely make out two large white orbs to the right. Judging by their size, they must have been glass doors or windows. But doors made more sense. Maybe an entrance and exit?
She looked to the left and saw nothing but darkness. Still, that was at least better than being outside in the overpowering sunlight and having no orientation whatsoever. 
She turned back toward the lights and moved her cane from side to side. After a few careful steps, it hit against something solid with a quiet metallic echo. 
She froze, the sound still ringing in the air.
Faint plodding footsteps quickly rushed toward her. 
“Stay quiet.” The harsh whisper came from somewhere to her right, and Maddie fought the urge to yell something back at her.
“I need water,” she whispered, letting her annoyance come through with the words.
There was a moment of silence, then the footsteps started again.
“Water won’t matter if you get bit.”
Maddie’s fist tightened around her cane, but before she could respond, the woman continued. 
“On the right. Two aisles down.”
Maddie paused, then moved in that direction, following the sound of the boots. “I didn’t ask for your help,” she muttered, swinging her cane back and forth. 
“I didn’t offer,” the woman answered, somewhere in front of her. “Just don’t make noise or you’ll get us both killed.”
Maddie bit back a response, focusing instead on what her fingers touched as they grazed the items to her left.
Her fingers trailed over smooth plastic that crinkled beneath her touch. She pressed gently and listened to the crinkling once again.
Chips? Or something similar. 
She continued on the path, navigating with the cane while carefully running her fingertips along the items as she walked toward the bright white orbs. Every few feet, she felt the cane knock against some small object on the floor, but nothing large enough to get in her way. And nothing that made a noise like the first time.
With the next swipe of her cane, she felt the border of the aisle to her left disappear, signaling the end. She continued, turning, feeling for the row in the next aisle.
Once she did, she reached her hand out once more and repeated the process, feeling each item as she passed. 
Boxes. 
More crinkling bags. 
More boxes. 
Then something hard and plastic.
Laundry detergent? 
She paused.
No, not laundry detergent. The plastic felt too flimsy. 
She pushed her fingers harder against it, and the thin plastic dented inward. Then she moved her hand around the tall rectangular container until it stopped at the cap at the top. She wrapped her hand around it and jiggled it from side to side, listening to the liquid inside slosh back and forth.  
It had to be a water jug. 
She tucked the handle of her cane beneath her armpit and used her other hand to twist off the cap. Then she lifted the heavy jug and brought the opening to her nose.
No smell. 
She slowly lifted it to her lips, then tipped it forward just enough to let a few drops into her mouth.
Her lip tugged upward as she swallowed down the bit of cool liquid. She took a few more small sips, then crouched, setting it on the floor and screwing the cap back on. She removed her backpack and shifted the items around before setting the jug carefully inside. 
Then she returned the now much heavier backpack to her shoulders, shifting uncomfortably against the added weight. It wasn't ideal, but it would have to do. 
A faint noise came from somewhere off to her right. Rattling—almost like pill bottles being shaken back and forth. 
“Hey,” she whisper-yelled. “What happened to being quiet?”
She listened to the occasional sounds, barely audible, but still there. Then, after a few moments, they stopped, replaced by footsteps once again coming toward her.
“Is there another way out?” she asked when she spotted the flashlight again, swaying toward her in the darkness.
“Yeah,” the woman answered before letting out a muffled cough. “But there’s too many zombies on the other side.”
Maddie’s chest sank. The flashlight continued moving until it went right past her. “So then, what?” she asked, turning to follow. 
The footsteps continued with no answer.
Maddie weaved her way back down the aisle, one hand grazing the shelf while the other swung the cane gently back and forth. Eventually, the aisle beside her ended, and she watched as the flashlight ahead disappeared. 
“Now what?” she whispered, making her way past the threshold of a door and spotting the flash light once again. She could barely hear the sounds of the infected outside, which meant they must have moved to a different room in the building than the one they’d first entered.
Her cane knocked against something that let out a sharp clang.
“Don’t make noise—“ the harsh whispered voice cut off with a muffled cough.
“Well, if we need to stay quiet, then maybe you should stop coughing so damn loud,” Maddie hissed back.
A moment later, she heard that quick release of compressed air again.
“What is that?” Maddie asked, her irritation latching onto anything it could find.
She waited in the silence for an answer that never came. And finally, she crouched down, lowering herself to the ground. Her legs and backed ached from walking so far with the pack on her shoulders for so many days in a row.
“What were you doing alone in the city?” Maddie asked, not really caring about the answer, but more so trying to distract herself from thinking about the infected that surrounded them.
“What were you doing alone in the city?” the woman replied.
This time Maddie didn’t mind the return question as much. “We ran out of water,” she muttered, laying the handle of the cane in her lap. “After we got separated from everyone else.”
“How’d you get separated?” 
“We were relocating,” Maddie swallowed, the memory replaying in her mind. “And we ran into a horde of infected.”
A few seconds of silence passed, and she knew that would be the end of the conversation if she didn’t continue it. And sitting in silence felt like something she just couldn’t bear at that moment.
“So how long will it take for them to move on?” Maddie asked, removing the backpack from her shoulders. “The infected, I mean.”
“Depends. Could be an hour. Could be a day.”
Maddie nodded slowly. “I guess waiting here for a day isn’t the worst,” she muttered. At least it would give her more time to plan.
A low grunt. “I’m not waiting. I’ll give it another thirty minutes tops, then I’m leaving no matter what.”
Maddie stilled, her head cocking to the side. “Why?” 
Should she be doing the same?
No answer. 
“Why rush it? Why wouldn’t you wait?” she continued, anxiety creeping up into her chest. What was she missing?
Still no answer. Only the slightly heavy breathing.
Yeah, she was definitely missing something. Something about it didn’t feel right—didn’t sound right. But she didn’t have time to dwell on it. She needed to think about her own situation. She needed to figure out a plan of what she’d do after they got out of the pharmacy.
She needed a way to navigate— 
Her brain stopped.
The GPS. Tyler’s GPS.
How could she have forgotten about it? Tyler had used the GPS ever since they'd gotten separated from the group. After almost a year of the satellites having no maintenance, the instructions weren't perfectly accurate, but they were definitely good enough. Plus, they gave verbal instructions, and she was almost positive he had their destination saved somehow on the device. That’s what he’d used to get them to the city in the first place. That’s how he was going to find their way to the new settlement. 
Tyler’s backpack. She needed to get back to it.
She pushed herself up off the cold floor, standing and dropping the end of the cane down to the ground. “Which direction is the room where—“ The thought of Tyler’s dead body flashed in her mind. She swallowed. “Where’s the room we were first in?”
The woman was quiet for a moment before answering. “Why?”
Maddie shifted on her feet. “Because,” she gritted out, “I need to get his backpack.”
The woman went quiet for another few beats. Then she let out a low cough. “Ten feet down the wall on your right.”
Maddie took careful steps forward back out of the room, feeling the ground with her cane until it hit the wall. Then she trailed her hand along it until it met the next door opening. 
She stopped in the doorway. 
Something about the smell in there was different—off somehow. It made her heart rate increase, like her body could almost sense something that her brain didn’t. 
The scent was thick and metallic. Almost like the smell that clung to her hands after she’d held coins.
Her brain froze.
Blood. It was the smell of blood. 
Tyler’s blood.
A sickening feeling entered her stomach, and saliva welled up at the back of her mouth. She threw her free hand up over her nose and mouth, stifling a gag.
The thought of his body lying somewhere near her, leaking blood over the floor, was enough to make her sick.
She bent over, throwing her head to the side just in time as vomit came rushing out of her mouth, splattering onto the ground below.
Tears rolled down her cheeks, and she couldn’t tell if they were from the sting in her throat, or tears for Tyler. 
She gave her body a moment to calm down, desperately trying to ignore the sounds of infected still lurching against the door from the other side. 
She wiped the remaining wetness from her face with one hand, then crouched forward, reaching out with her other hand, hovering a few inches off the ground. 
When her fingers touched rough fabric, she recoiled out of fear. Then she realized it was too rough to have been clothing. She reached forward again, running her hand over the object. 
Buckles. 
A zipper. 
His backpack. 
She let out a small breath of relief as she unzipped the largest compartment. Then she stuffed her hand in, searching for the GPS device.
Canned food. 
Clothing.
Then her fingers touched something that felt different than the rest. 
She paused her searching and picked up the item, letting her thumb swipe across the top, feeling buttons and then a small wand-like piece sticking out from the top.
The GPS.
She pulled it out, dropping the backpack onto the ground. Tyler had been the only one using it, but it couldn't be that hard to figure out.
She pressed a button on the top, and a high pitched chime played from the box.
Right as she was about to press the next button, a sound from back inside the pharmacy caught her attention. Her head snapped up, turning toward it as she shot back up onto her feet. Then felt her way back out of the room.
“You done throwing up?” the woman’s voice asked from somewhere close by. 
Maddie made her way toward the voice, using her cane to navigate past some fallen items on the floor.
She’d found the GPS, which would help her navigate, but she still had to figure out how to use it. And she also had to get out of the city without running into hordes of infected. If she could make it out of the city without getting bitten, then she could figure out her next move from there.
But making it out of the city would be the hard part.
That is, unless she had help. 
Unless she had someone that could help her get out safely.
“They left the main entrance area. At least for now,” the woman said, and Maddie could hear her footsteps for a moment before they paused. “If you’re gonna leave anytime soon, you might want to do it now.”
The light sound of boots walking filled the air again.
"W–wait," Maddie stuttered, turning to follow. This could be her best chance; she couldn't let it slip away. “Where are you going?”
"Leaving," the voice muttered, already sounding much farther away.
"Wait!" Maddie called, moving toward the sound. 
The walking boots stopped, but Maddie continued in their direction.
"Let me come with you," she said, almost breathless. "Just to get out of the city."
"No," the woman responded without even a split-second pause.
It was so sharp and abrupt that it stopped her in her tracks. Although she wasn't exactly surprised at the answer, she had at least hoped that there would be some consideration first.
"I–I can trade you something," she replied, her mind reeling. "What do you need?"
"Nothing," the voice muttered, then the footsteps immediately began again.
A sense of dread washed over as she felt the opportunity passing. She’d gotten water. She’d found the GPS. Now she just needed someone to help guide her out. 
This was her chance.
Although it did feel just a bit worrisome that her best chance at survival was someone who had tried to kill her less than thirty minutes prior. But she could choose to ignore that for the time being. She wasn’t exactly in the position to be picky.
And then an idea struck her. She hadn't even considered it because she figured it was useless for her to try to find it, but Tyler had been carrying a supply bag for the group when they got separated. And when they’d been cornered by infected the night before, he had to stash it in a building so he could move easier without carrying as much. She knew the name of it and where they were at the time, but she probably couldn't get there easily on her own.
"I have a lot more supplies!" she called out. "Not just what we have here. I have a whole duffle bag that we had last night." Maddie paused, but she could hear the footsteps still walking slowly, getting farther away. "It has food—and medicine."
The footsteps stopped.
"We hid it there pretty soon after we got into the city, so I think it's close to the outskirts. If you take me there, I'll show you where it is, and you can have it. You can have all of it."
This was it. This was the last card she could play. 
She stood there anxiously, looming silence filling the air. 
It dragged on for so long that she thought maybe the woman had already left.
"Which building is it in?" she finally asked, and Maddie could detect a hint of curiosity in her tone.
"If I tell you and you try to go on your own, you'll never be able to find it. You'll need to take me with you," Maddie answered in a way that she hoped sounded confident and demanding.
"Which building?" the woman repeated, this time with more annoyance than curiosity.
Maddie swallowed. "The Hilton Hotel."
A small scoff. "Why would you have gone in there?"
Maddie pursed her lips. "Tyler thought it would be a good idea. He thought we could find water in there.” She left out the part where she had argued with him about it being utterly stupid.
"It's too dangerous," the woman answered. "Zombies everywhere."
Maddie shook her head. "It isn't far inside," she said carefully, trying not to give too many details in case she wanted to leave and try to find it on her own. "We could get in and out fast before we would run into any of them."
That wasn't exactly a lie, but it was bending the truth a little. The bag wasn't super far inside the hotel lobby, but it definitely took a little maneuvering.
"Is that where he got bit?" she asked.
Probably.
"I don't know," Maddie lied.
“What medicine is in there?”
“I–I don’t know.” That was the truth. She had no idea what was in that pack. The medicine could have consisted of Band-Aids and Advil for all she knew. 
No answer.
The silence continued, but this time Maddie was confident the woman was still there, and that meant she was, at the very least, considering it.
"Fine."
Maddie froze. "Really?"
"Let's go."
"I—" Maddie's head spun. She hadn't expected such a sudden answer. "Oh–Okay.”
"Now."



Chapter Three
Saff walked back to the young woman.
"Um–okay," she stuttered. "Let me just—just give me a second."
Saff held in a frustrated breath.
If this girl was slow, she would need to leave her, and she could probably forget about finding the bag. Unless she could somehow convince her to tell her where it was in the building. But even then, she’d been in there a couple of times and knew how chaotic it was and how difficult it would be to find something.
Still, this was probably her next best shot. She hadn't found any inhalers or asthma medication in the pharmacy, so her only other option was to try more locations in the city. But then she'd risk Mike and the others finding her.
And that would be just as dangerous.
She walked past the girl, stopping a few feet behind her. "We need to go now. Those zombies won’t stay gone forever."
"Yeah, okay," the girl muttered, her head bobbing as she turned around to face where Saff now stood. She moved her cane slowly, taking a careful step forward.
Saff swung the rifle strap around her shoulder and removed her knife from its holster. If they were moving through the city, it would be wiser to take care of any zombies in a way that didn't attract as much attention or cause as much noise.
Saff led the way out, then glanced around for signs of any approaching zombies.
Choosing the best route to reach the hotel would be important. If she were alone, she would go the more exposed but faster way because she could move quicker if she came across any humans or zombies. But she wasn't sure how fast this girl could move, and even then, dodging bullets and zombies wasn't exactly a normal walk in the woods for most people.
From her time in med school and her first year of the internship at the hospital, she knew quite a bit about blindness. She understood that most blind people retained some sight, and some of them could use it to navigate. However, with this girl, she couldn't tell.
It might be safer for them to go the slower route, staying off the main streets, and instead moving inside and between buildings.
Saff walked up beside her. "Do you wanna hold on to my arm?" she asked.
The girl paused, gripping her cane a little closer to her chest.
Saff continued, "The way we're going will be harder to navigate with your cane. I can guide you through it."
The girl frowned, reluctance written across her face. And Saff couldn't blame her.
"Okay. Sure," she eventually answered. Then she cleared her throat awkwardly, holding out her hand.
Saff bent her arm, placing her bicep against the side of the girl's outstretched hand. A moment later, she felt her fingers wrap around her, gripping tightly.
"Ready?" Saff asked.
The girl nodded once. Then they began walking, slowly at first, but once they were in sync, Saff increased their speed.
"Step," Saff muttered as they came up to the first curb.
They stepped up together and continued, with Saff quickening their pace. 
They needed to get out of the immediate area. All the gunshots and commotion would have attracted zombies and probably humans, too. It was only a matter of time before they all showed up. And now that she’d been off the radio for a little while, it wouldn’t be long before Mike and the others came looking for her. Or really just looking for the bag of medication she’d taken.
The useless medication that now sat crushed and trampled in the street.
She swallowed, thinking about the one half empty inhaler she had left. 
"How far is the hotel from here?" the girl asked.
Saff glanced up, scanning the surrounding rooftops. "Depends.”
The girl was quiet, as if waiting for some elaboration. Finally, after a few awkward seconds, she cleared her throat. "Depends on what?" she asked as they came up to their first turn.
Saff slowed, then widened their angle as they approached, peering around the corner.
"Right turn," she muttered.
They turned down the alleyway together.
"What does it depend on?" the girl repeated, a hint of annoyance entering her voice.
"What we run into."
The fingers around her arm tightened just the slightest bit.
"Step down," she muttered, and they stepped together off the next curb.
The buildings on the next block were nicer—less rundown—with large glass-paned windows.
There was no overhang on the buildings now, and Saff glanced up, scanning the rooftops on the opposite side of the street. If they continued straight, they’d be exposed to anyone with a semi-decent gun up there.
She looked back down just as they were coming to the end of the next block and slowed as they approached the end of the sidewalk.
"What are we doing?" the girl asked, anxiety seeping into every word. "What's wrong?"
Saff looked to their left down the street on that side. A single-lane road or alleyway that ran on the other side of these buildings, parallel to the main street they were on. If they went that way, there would be less room to escape if they were to come across any zombies, but they’d also be much less exposed.
She thought for a moment, then gave herself three seconds to decide, glancing from side to side.
"Turn left," she muttered. “And step down.”
They quickly crossed the open pavement to the other side.
Then they stepped up onto the curb and immediately turned down the narrow alleyway.
Saff looked up, checking the buildings around them, and then down the street. Dumpsters lined both sides, blocking most of her view. She slowed their pace, wondering if it would be a better idea to go back and continue along the main street.
But there was no telling who lurked along the rooftops of the shorter skyscrapers on the main street. She recalled the countless times Mike, and her father, had perched on top of buildings just like them scouring the streets below through the scopes of their rifles.
Staying hidden was still the best option.
They continued on, weaving around dumpsters and old broken-down cars until they came to a string of buses lined up one after the other, almost completely blocking the narrow alley.
Saff slowed as they approached.
"Stay here," she said, pulling her arm out of the girl's grip.
"What is it?"
Saff ignored the question, approaching the left back corner of the first bus.
Then she froze.
Voices. 
Human voices.
But they were far enough away that she was confident they hadn't heard her—yet. She leaned to the left, trying to catch a glance, but most of the view was still blocked.
She dropped to the ground instead, flattening her chest to look beneath the vehicles. And this time, she could see them—at least four different pairs of feet on the other side of the last bus.
They spoke loudly, but not loud enough for her to make out the details of what they were saying. Not that it would matter, anyway. She knew from experience that sometimes, the most friendly conversations preceded the most heinous acts.
She watched for another few seconds before popping back up onto her feet. The people didn't appear to be on the immediate move, so they could probably go a different route and avoid running into them.
She turned and quickly made her way back to the girl.
"We’re going another way," she whispered, taking the girl's hand and wrapping it around her arm.
"Why?" she whispered back, fear laced throughout her voice.
Without another second's pause, Saff turned them and strode swiftly, but carefully, back down the alleyway.
"Were there infected people?" the girl whispered as they neared the end of the block.
"Humans," Saff muttered, slowing down as they reached the corner.
"Wait," the girl commanded, halting in place, her voice at full volume. "What if that’s the rest of my group? We have to go back. We have to talk to them."
Saff held in the scoff that immediately begged to come out of her mouth. "Are you joking?"
The look on the girl's face told her she definitely wasn't.
"It's worth a try," she said. "Maybe they can help, or maybe they've seen them."
This time, Saff did let out the scoff. "Help?" she repeated incredulously. "Do you have any idea what people are like in this city?"
Or the whole world.
The girl pursed her lips, her chin dropping the slightest bit. "You never know," she muttered.
Saff watched her for a moment, studying the changes in her face. She wondered what kind of life she must have lived since the outbreak to allow such a hopeful outlook.
"I do know," Saff replied. "But if you want to go back there alone, go for it."
The girl stood there quietly. Then, after a few moments, she released a tight breath, "Fine. Let's go."
Saff didn’t wait a beat before pulling them forward and around the corner. Then she stopped. A barricade left over from the last few days of humanity blocked the entire street, with old beaten-up army trucks on both sides.
She pulled them back until their bodies were behind the corner once again.
"What is it now?" the girl asked, sounding almost annoyed.
Saff carefully scanned every inch of the street and the buildings on the other side. Barricades like that created hot spots for raiders to attack, making it all too easy for them to corner and trap people who didn't know better.
She gritted her teeth, beginning to regret having chosen to do this whole thing in the first place. If she hadn’t have lost that damn bag of medication, or if that pharmacy had had what she needed, then she could have avoided this whole headache.
"Hello?" the girl repeated, her irritated tone rising.
Yeah, Saff was really beginning to regret it.
"It's too dangerous this way," she answered, turning her head back to scan the buildings along the alleyway they'd just walked by.
Her eyes stopped at a fire escape where the ladder hung down a few feet off the ground.
The building was small, so there probably wouldn't be much inside. They could climb up the ladder to the second floor and take the stairs out on the other side and go out the entrance. That way, they would bypass both the group of people and the barricade. Then, once they were out, they could go down a few blocks and re-enter the alleyway, where it was safer.
Saff turned them back, careful to take quiet steps as they moved.
They reached the base of the ladder, and Saff reached up, wrapping her hand around the bottom rung before tugging it down a few times to test its strength.
Then she turned to the girl beside her. "We have to climb the fire escape," she whispered. "Do you wanna go first or second?"
The girl gave no pause, hesitation, or any sign of fear before responding. "Second.”
Saff nodded. "I'll tell you once I'm up," she muttered, turning back to the ladder and grabbing one of the rungs higher from the bottom. Then, she hopped up and pulled herself up the rusty metal, one rung at a time, careful not to make too much noise. As she neared the top, she stretched her neck out, searching through the small window of the first apartment.
But it was too dark and dusty to see inside.
"Okay, go," she whispered, leaning over to glance down below.
The girl reached one hand out, feeling in front of her until she grasped the bottom rung of the ladder. Her other hand reached up and tightened the straps on her backpack slightly. Then she jumped, pulling herself up enough so that one foot caught on the bottom rung with a reverberating creak.
Saff's eyes shot to the right, checking the area with the buses. Luckily, they were far enough away that she didn't think any sound would travel that far.
The girl climbed quickly and reached the top, stepping up next to where Saff crouched.
"What now?" she whispered.
Saff looked back at the building. "Window.”
She ran her fingers along the metal frame and gently tugged upward. But the window didn't budge. She shifted her hands, getting a little more leverage under a lip of the wooden frame. Then she yanked upward with a hard jerk.
The window opened an inch with a loud screech, and the girl beside her flinched.
She dragged it up the rest of the way; the window continuing its loud protest until she finally stopped when it was wide enough for them to fit through.
"Well, that's wonderful,” the girl hissed. “Just let everyone in the city know we’re here."
Saff ignored her, although she hated that she was right. They needed to move fast.
She bent her head down, peering inside the small opening.
The stench reminded her of her grandmother's house when she and her father had cleaned it out after she died. The smells of a lack of human presence, but also something else. Some faint odor that reminded her of long shifts at the hospital.
She squinted, scanning the darkness.
"Can we go in?" the girl asked, a hint of fear reentering her voice.
Saff reached down into one pocket of her cargo pants and pulled out the mini flashlight. She clicked it on and put it up to her mouth, biting down on the grated rubber handle.
She slowly tilted her head, illuminating different areas of the room.
No signs of human activity. And she couldn't hear any zombie noises, either.
She lifted her leg into the opening, stepping through and down onto what looked like a small dresser. Then she hopped off, landing quietly on the carpeted floor below. She paused, scanning the room once more, toys littering the floor around her.
"Okay," she whispered, turning back. "Step through."
The girl used her hands to feel the frame of the window, then held on to the top as she crouched down, setting one leg carefully through.
"What's below me?" she asked.
"A dresser. One foot down."
She slowly lowered the foot farther until it came to the top of the dresser, followed by the next.
"Can you guide me down?" the girl whispered.
"Yeah." She stepped forward and grabbed hold of the girl's forearms one by one as she let go of the windowsill. "It's a three-foot drop to the carpet." 
She shimmied the rest of the way through, placing her hands on Saff's shoulders and leaning her weight against her. Then she scooted herself off of the dresser, feeling below her with her foot until she gently stepped off.
Saff watched as she reached up and removed her sunglasses, hooking them on the front of her shirt.
She blinked a few times, then squinted, looking around the room before turning to look back at the window.
"How much light perception do you have?" Saff asked, thinking back to some of the blind patients she’d had during her time at the hospital. Each one had wildly different ranges of vision.
The girl paused, a look of surprise settling on her face. "Some, but not a ton." She swallowed, her throat bobbing in the dim light. "I'll still need you to guide me in here unless I can use my cane."
Saff nodded, then took the girl's hand and placed it around her arm before turning back to face the rest of the apartment.
She shined the flashlight at the doorway in front of them, slowly stepping around the array of items littered on the floor. When they came to the doorway, Saff stopped and turned each way, checking the hallway. She spotted some light streaming into a room at the end of the right side, and turned them that way.
Then, suddenly, without warning, the girl stopped. Saff glanced at her curiously.
"Did you hear that?" she whispered.
Saff waited, listening for any noise that was out of place. After a few moments, she shook her head. "I don't hear anything."
"Come on." She tugged her arm forward, urging the girl to move with her.
Then, as they neared the end of the hallway, Saff began to hear something as well. Scratching, like twigs rustling against a window. She slowed as they reached the end, where the hallway opened to a kitchen and living room lined with windows, light streaming in.
Then she saw the source of the noise.
"Do you hear it?" the girl asked again.
Saff shined the flashlight into the kitchen towards the noise and instantly found it.
Rats crawled through the kitchen, with most of them hovering around one source.
A dead body, or skeleton, would be a better word for it. They crawled in and out, gnawing on the bones as their claws etched against them.
"What is it?" the girl asked, her grip tightening around her arm.
Saff watched them for another second, then turned to the living room. "Rats."
The girl's grip slackened as she loosed a breath.
Saff led them towards the door, avoiding the littered items strewn everywhere on the floor. When she reached the front door, she unlocked it, then jiggled it open.
They stepped out into the bright sunlight, and Saff clicked off her flashlight, returning it to her side pocket. Beside her, the girl squinted, shutting her eyes, then she unhooked her sunglasses, pushing them back onto her face.
Saff guided them to the top of a small flight of stairs that led to the ground floor.
"Stairs," she muttered.
They slowly descended and reached the bottom floor where a gate stood in front of them, and beyond it, the main street. 
They went through the gate, then strode down the sidewalk, keeping close to the buildings at all times. They continued like that in silence for the next few blocks until the girl cleared her throat.
"How did you know about the light perception?" she asked quietly.
Saff glanced back and forth as they came to the end of the block. "Step down," she muttered.
They quickly crossed to the other side.
The girl cleared her throat again. "So? How’d you know?"
Saff looked up across the street, scanning the rooftops of the new buildings beside them. "Med school," she muttered.
The girl nodded, then went silent again for a few moments. "Makes sense now."
Saff gave her a sidelong look. "What does?"
"You're good at this," the girl answered, nodding down to where her hand gripped her arm. "Guiding. Explaining. Most people aren't."
They continued in silence, until after a minute or so, the girl spoke again. "I'm Maddie, by the way."
Saff didn't respond, letting the information hang in the air. She didn't care to know the girl's name. Actually, she preferred not to know.
The girl cleared her throat awkwardly. "So, what's your name?"
She grunted. "Doesn't matter."
The girl paused for a beat, then scoffed. "Seriously, you won't tell me your name? Don't you think that's a little dramatic?"
Saff's jaw clenched in annoyance. "We're about to finish this. You don't need to know the name of someone you're never going to see again."
She expected another irritated retort, but this time, the girl remained quiet.
And Saff was glad for the silence; she needed time to think about how they could approach the hotel.
They continued on like that the rest of the way, crossing block after block, with Saff silently checking the crossroads each time.
Until eventually, she could see the tall skyscraper with the hotel's logo at the top. They were only two blocks away. It was time to slow their approach. She'd been in this area of downtown a few times before, just passing through, and she knew it was a hotbed for zombies. They would need to be extra careful.
Saff slowed them to a full stop.
“Are we here?” the girl asked beside her.
She grunted, glancing around, looking for any opportunity to gain higher ground. But she couldn't see anything obvious. They would need to go closer.
She pulled them forward, crossing the street to the last block before the hotel.
And right as they stepped up the next curb, a zombie came around the corner. He wasn't close yet, at least twenty feet away, but he grunted loudly, quickening his pace when he spotted them.
“Is that—”
“Don't move,” Saff whispered, drawing the knife off her belt. She flipped it in her hand, catching it with the blade pointed at the ground. Then she jogged toward him, staying light on her feet to avoid making too much noise.
She approached easily. Then, in one swift movement, before he could do much of anything, she lifted the knife and swung down, piercing it through his soft skull.
He went limp, falling to the cement with a light thump.
She glanced behind her, then took a few steps forward to see around the corner from where he had come. From there, she could see the entire front of the hotel and the entrance to the lobby.
Three zombies wandered aimlessly in the street in front of the hotel. But beyond that, it was relatively clear.
She took one more quick look around, then turned and jogged back to the girl.
“There are more of them in front of the hotel,” Saff said as she hooked the knife back onto her belt temporarily. “You should hide in this building while I take care of them.”
“Oh–uh–okay,” the girl replied, her hand instantly going to her backpack and pulling out her white cane. 
Saff took one more quick glance around the street before leading her into the building they stood in front of. 
It looked to be the small lobby of some type of office building, and after a second, she spotted a bathroom door off to the left of the main desk. She led them to it, then opened the door slowly with her hand on the knife, ready in case there were any zombies waiting inside.
Luckily, there was nothing but one toilet and sink—a single family bathroom.
“Go in and lock the door. When I'm done clearing the front of the hotel, I'll come back.”
The girl nodded slowly, using her cane to navigate inside. Saff closed the door behind her, then waited until she heard the lock click into place.
She turned and jogged back out the door onto the sidewalk.
The first two zombies went down with no challenge at all.
After stabbing the second one, she pulled her knife out, shaking the thick burgundy blood off the blade. She turned around, holding her hand up to her forehead to block the midday sun. It was getting later than she’d originally planned.
She made a mental note to speed up their pace once they got inside the hotel.
After another second of looking around, she spotted the last zombie of the bunch. She jogged toward him, and his head lurched up upon detecting her. She slowed to a walk, adjusting the knife in her hand. Then, in one swift movement, she lunged and jammed the knife upward through his jaw.
She shook the knife off one more time, then turned back toward the office building behind her. 
Right as she did, a flash of movement caught her attention.
Then, before she had even a split second to reach for her rifle, it happened. 
Something hit against her head with a sickening crack.
Then everything went black.



Chapter Four
Something had to be wrong. 
There was no way it should be taking so long. 
Maddie tapped her fingers restlessly against the side of her cane. Could something have happened? Or maybe this was her weird way of backing out on their arrangement?
Maddie pursed her lips. She had a hard time believing that. This woman didn't seem like the type that had trouble saying no to someone. If she were going to back out, she would've said so.
She let out a frustrated breath, pushing herself off the wall where she'd been leaning. Maybe she could give it another five minutes.
No. Her eyes rolled internally. It had already been five more minutes. And five more before that. Now that time was up. It had to have already been a little over an hour, which seemed like too long. 
And that led to one conclusion. Something was wrong. 
Maddie’s stomach churned uneasily.
She couldn't stay in the bathroom forever, but what was the alternative? She didn't know this area of the city. They had to be somewhere near the edge, where it turned into freeways and roads leading to the suburbs and countryside. But where exactly, she wasn't sure.
Maddie loosed another frustrated breath, leaning forward to rest her chin against the handle of the cane where it stood.
The only solution involved going outside, and it wouldn't help to wait any longer.
She tightened the straps on her backpack and pulled out her one small knife, flicking it open in her hand. Then she turned the lock on the door and slowly tugged it open.
A large rectangular source of light shined some distance ahead, which must have been the entrance.
She moved slowly toward it, counting out each step.
This time she wouldn't make the same mistakes as before. She'd make mental notes of everything in the building and outside just in case she had to navigate back to safety at some point.
She paid attention to every detail of how the room was oriented and how far back the bathroom was from the front. Then she paused, listening for any noise out of place as she neared the entrance.
She slipped her glasses back on as she finally stepped outside into the overpowering sunlight.
There weren't any noises that she could immediately hear, and she wasn't sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing. If she could hear a horde of infected people right off the bat, then she could make an assumption about what had happened to her temporary guide. But instead, she was still left wondering.
She took a few careful steps, moving the cane back and forth across the sidewalk, while letting her other hand that held the knife gently pass its knuckles across the building beside her.
Then suddenly, she stopped. 
Voices. 
She could hear voices. They weren't loud enough to discern, too muffled by the distance, but she could tell they were somewhere close by.
She half turned to go back to hide, but then paused. What if, by some miracle, they were people from her group? It was definitely possible that more of them could have been separated and had the same idea they did to come into the city for more supplies.
She stood still, waiting, contemplating.
Even if it posed a risk, she had to know for sure one way or the other.
She continued walking, this time much slower. And as she moved down the sidewalk, the voices grew louder, with coherent words and sentences emerging.
“Well we—how much—he’ll–”
Maddie slowed her pace again, coming to a stop.
“You don’t know—maybe they’ll—”
It wasn't enough. She needed to get closer.
She carefully prodded the way in front of her, and with each step, she could hear more and more. The volume slowly increased until finally, she could make out exactly what they were saying.
“He might not even want to bring her back with us.”
Her?
Maddie froze. Did they have the woman she was with?
“Don't be stupid. You know he will.”
“I'm not being stupid. I'm just saying it would be a lot easier to just leave her here.”
Maddie listened intently. Did she recognize any of these voices? Did any of them sound even remotely familiar?
“Well, we can't—”
“Wait—”
Suddenly, all the voices went silent.
Maddie clutched the knife so tightly in her hand that her palm ached.
“Hey,” a low male voice rumbled beside her.
She recoiled, swinging the knife in his direction.
“Whoa, hey now,” he said with a snicker, but she swore she could hear him take a step back. “Can you—” he paused for a second. “Can you not see me?”
Maddie gritted her teeth. “Stay back."
He let out a loud, barking laugh. “No fucking way." Heavy, scraping steps came toward her. “Glen, you have to see this!”
Before she had a moment to react, a rough hand snatched her wrist that was holding the knife. She tried to pull it back, but he quickly ripped it out of her grasp. Then he grabbed hold of her arm, yanking her forward.
She couldn't decide if it would be better for her to protest immediately or go willingly and try to make a game plan from there. Clearly there were other people with him, so it probably wouldn't do much good to try to fight him off.
She barely managed to swing her cane back and forth as they came to a curb just a second too fast. The ground dropped off below her feet, and she stumbled forward.
“You know each other?” a woman's voice asked, but Maddie could tell the question wasn't directed at her.
“No.” 
That voice was familiar, and the spitting anger in it reminded her of when they had first crossed paths. Even so, the familiarity brought her some tiny comfort.
“Hmph,” the man beside her grunted. Then he walked her a few feet farther and shoved her down to her knees.
“Seems weird that you’d both be traveling alone here at the same time,” the woman answered.
“Who said she was traveling alone?” the familiar voice replied, now close beside her, to the right.
Silence hung in the air for a moment. Then Maddie spoke up, working to keep her voice steady. “I'm not. My group is here in the city. I got separated from them, but they're close by.”
The woman paused for a moment before responding. “How many?”
“Oh, come on,” a new man's voice added. “Even I can tell they're both lying.”
“How many?” the woman repeated with a lethal calm that sent a twinge of fear through her spine.
Maddie considered what would be both a believable and also terrifying number—terrifying enough that it would make them want to let her go.
She cleared her throat. “Twenty-six, including me.”
The man chuckled. “Right. Like we wouldn't have run into a group of over twenty people. That's such bullshit.”
“It's not—I'm—”
“Hey,” one of the men said, cutting in suddenly. “Four dead heads back there.”
“Remember, no guns,” the woman said. “We don't need to draw any more attention.”
Someone grumbled, then Maddie heard footsteps scraping loudly on the ground, moving farther away with each step.
“Were you military?” the woman asked.
“No,” the woman beside her answered.
“Then how’d you get your hands on all this?”
A pause. Then Maddie heard a man shout from far away.
“Shit,” the other man muttered. “More dead coming. I got it.”
Light footsteps trotted away.
“How’d you get the guns and grenades?” the woman repeated, this time with a lot less patience.
There was a long silence. So long that she almost felt the need to fill it with her own lie.
Then, suddenly, all hell broke loose.
She wasn't sure which she heard first: the faraway scream or the sudden, rapid gunfire. Then directly after that, she heard the woman beside her move, followed by a lurching grunt in front of her. And immediately after came the crack of bone she recognized from earlier that morning.
If they weren’t in the middle of a dire situation, she might have found it laughable that the sound of bones breaking was becoming familiar—something she could now recognize.
"Hey," she called out, then paused. Knowing the woman’s name would have made it much easier.
Through the barrage of continuous, somewhat far-off gunfire, she could hear the occasional grunt of fighting happening in front of her. Whatever the woman was doing, she just hoped she was winning—and that she wouldn't take too long to win.
Then she heard a sickening thud. And a few moments later, a sharp yelp echoed as someone cried out in pain.
Maddie pushed herself up quickly off her knees, orienting her cane in front of her.
What was the best option? Retrace her steps back and hide in the bathroom? That would at least keep her safe for the time being while whatever they were shooting at passed by.
Then a sharp crack broke her from her thoughts and suddenly, the fighting noises in front of her vanished. She froze, completely still, waiting for some indication of what had happened or what she should do. Then she heard another far-off scream, and the gunfire stopped.
Beyond the sound of the gunfire was a soft murmur, almost like hundreds of voices speaking in the distance.
"Get—" she heard the familiar voice, although this time it sounded strained. "Get back to the building."
"I–uh–okay," Maddie stuttered. "Are you—are you okay?" she asked, stepping forward and moving her cane until she felt something on the ground and knelt down. "Can you get us there?"
Heavy, labored breathing permeated from the woman in front of her. And with it, the far-off murmuring was slowly moving closer. She could hear more detail: soft grunts, groans, sounds that seemed more animal than human.
"Now," the woman hissed.
Maddie stood, then waited for her to do the same. The few seconds it took for her to rise, and the few painful sounds she made, didn't inspire much confidence.
Then a hand that was wet and slick with something she desperately hoped wasn't blood took her own hand and wrapped it around a muscled arm. 
And it only took a few slow steps together for Maddie to realize that she might have actually been faster on her own.
The woman's heavy breathing quickly grew louder and more frequent, along with the sounds of the rapidly approaching infected. Then she felt her stumble slightly, and Maddie jumped forward, wrapping her other hand that still held the cane around the woman's torso. She braced herself, holding them both up.
"Switch sides with me," Maddie breathed, quickly moving to the opposite side of the woman and switching her cane to the other hand.
"No, I–" the woman began to protest, but even her voice sounded slightly weaker.
Maddie took her hand and hoisted her arm over her shoulders. Then she looped her other arm around her waist, accepting the burden of her weight.
"I don't—"
"Stop," Maddie cut her off. "We're fine. I got it."
Maddie moved swiftly, retracing every counted and memorized step in her mind. She pulled them up the step on the curb and then immediately found the familiar way along the side of the building. After they’d moved a handful of steps along it, she put her hand against the building, letting it scan for the entrance as they moved.
With each step, the woman's weight increased, and her own breathing labored with the added strain.
"Almost there," Maddie gritted out.
Within a few feet, her fingers finally felt the door frame she’d memorized when she’d left. She let out an internal breath of relief. 
They past through the doorway and Maddie immediately began counting the steps.
They made it about halfway before the woman stumbled again, this time losing most of her footing. Maddie grunted under the added weight.
"We’re almost there," she uttered between heavy breaths. 
She brought her one free hand over and grabbed onto the front of her torso to keep her from falling. And as she did, the woman let out a sharp yelp of pain. The spot of clothing was slick and wet, just like her hand had been. But the pain seemed to have reawakened her, and she regained most of her unsteady stance.
Maddie knew it probably wouldn't last and pulled them quickly the last few feet to the door she hoped would be there.
A surge of relief flowed through her chest when she reached her hand out and quickly found the cracked open door. She pulled it open further, rushing inside.
"Sit," she commanded, letting the woman's weight slowly drop to the floor. Then she twisted around and felt for the lock on the door, flipping it into place.
And only then did she finally allow herself to take a real breath. 
She knelt down on the ground and gently reached her hand forward until it found the forearm of the woman.
"What happened? Are you bleeding?"
The woman groaned, and Maddie felt her pushing herself up slightly against the wall.
"Dizzy,” she muttered.
"Did you hit your head?"
"Mmm," the woman groaned.
"So it's not your blood on your stomach? Or–" she paused, thinking about the alternative. 
The woman hummed. "Puncture wound.”
"Puncture–" Maddie stopped, her head jerking back. "Puncture wound?" she repeated. "Does that—wait, does that mean you were stabbed?"
This time, the only response was the soft thrum of her breathing.
"Hey," she said, urgency coming through her voice as she gently shook the woman's arm.
She groaned again, then cleared her throat. "I need—It's far enough to the side—" she cleared her throat again, as if each pronunciation was a task in itself. "I don't think it hit anything major. I need to put.."
She trailed off.
"Hey, are you okay?" Maddie asked after a moment.
"I’m just—dizzy," she mumbled back. "Need something to put pressure on the cut."
If they weren't in so much danger, Maddie would have actually laughed at the fact that she had reduced a stab wound down to something so insignificant.
"Do you have something I can use?" Maddie asked.
She didn't respond. 
Maddie knew little about serious injuries, but she did know enough to realize that she probably had a concussion. And she thought for a second that maybe one of the things you were supposed to do when you had a concussion was stay awake, but she wasn't sure. She also figured that getting a little sleep was much less dangerous than the stab wound leaking in her side.
Maddie turned and pulled her own backpack off onto the floor.
She unzipped the main pocket and reached her hand in, searching for some type of cloth that she could use. Her fingers skimmed over the barrage of items.
After a few seconds, she pulled out one of her only spare shirts.
She moved closer to the woman, reaching her hand out to feel for her forearm again.
"Okay,” she mumbled, wrapping the shirt into a ball. “This might hurt a little."
Her fingers moved lightly across the woman's torso, then stopped when she felt the wetness seeping through. With one swift motion, Maddie pressed the cloth into her.
The woman flinched beneath the pressure, releasing an anguished groan.
"Sorry—sorry," Maddie mumbled, but kept the cloth pushed tightly against her.
After a moment, the woman slumped again.
Maddie moved her backpack until it tilted against the wall. Then she reached up with her free hand and helped guide her head down onto it, so she had something to rest against.
Maddie waited a few seconds to make sure the woman wouldn't wake up again. Then she moved herself until she was sitting beside her and leaned against the wall, tilting her head back onto the cold smooth tile.
She wasn't sure how she would get out of the city, but she did know one thing.
It would be much easier if she had this woman's help. And she couldn't do that if she died.
She adjusted her hand on the compress, increasing the pressure.
No matter what, she had to keep her alive.



Chapter Five
Dreams floated by one after the other: dreams of her father, dreams of the hospital, dreams of the outbreak. The same dreams that had visited her almost nightly for the past year. But then there were also new dreams: dreams of a girl, dreams of pain.
At first, the pain was dull, an annoying ache drifting in the background. Then slowly it grew, spreading from her stomach to her head like a wildfire eagerly devouring everything in its path.
She moved, and suddenly she felt someone jump beside her. 
Not a dream.
Her eyes flew open, met only with darkness.
"Hey—it's—"
Saff jolted away, putting an arm between herself and whoever was beside her as she grabbed for the flashlight in her pocket. Blinding pain shot through her stomach and head with each movement.
She yanked the flashlight out and clicked it on, shining it immediately to her left.
The girl from her dream stared back.
And then it all came back: the fight, her head being smashed against the asphalt, the knife piercing her side, the horde of zombies.
She moved the flashlight around the room. It looked familiar, but she couldn't quite remember why.
"How are you feeling?" the girl asked carefully.
Saff cleared the dryness from her throat, the effort sending unpleasant shock waves through her head. She moved her hand up to her temple and gently prodded where it hurt the most. Dry, crusted blood covered that side of her face and matted into her hair. She slipped her fingers over the area until she found the source. It was sensitive, but it didn't seem to be bleeding anymore, which was a good sign.
Then she swept the light down onto her stomach. She carefully pulled her hoodie and t-shirt up, wincing as they tugged away from her skin.
A small angry red opening trickled with blood. Although, luckily, the bleeding appeared to be nearing it's end. And based on where it was, she could safely bet that it hadn't hit anything vital. 
"How do you feel?" the girl asked again.
"Fine," Saff muttered, searing pain shooting through her temples as she spoke. She shut her eyes and took a slow, deep breath. "How long have we been in here?"
"A while. I’d guess five hours at least."
Saff released a frustrated breath. That meant it would most likely be dark soon. If the bunker was, in fact, still there, she’d have a hard time finding it in the dark. It would be a safer bet to stay hidden through the night and leave in the early morning. But that also meant risking running into Mike and the others.
"Here," the girl held out a jug of water. "Drink this."
Saff looked down at it for a moment, then her gaze trailed to the floor around them.
It took her a second to realize that her backpack wasn't there. Then she remembered them taking it off. She remembered them opening it, digging through, looking at all of her stuff, and leaving it strewn about in the street.
She took a heavy breath, leaning her head back to rest against the wall.
"You need to stay hydrated," the girl said, still holding the jug out towards her.
Saff tilted her head to the side, looking at it again. "It's not smart to give away your supplies."
The girl scoffed, but the edge of her mouth tilted upward in amusement. "I'm just trying to keep you alive long enough to help me get out of the city."
Saff watched her for a moment. Then finally, she took the jug of water.
The few small sips washed relief over the dryness in her throat. 
The girl sat quietly for a moment as Saff handed the jug back to her. 
"The duffle bag we stashed in the hotel is big. I don't think you'll be able to carry it and make it to wherever you're going in your condition."
Saff shook her head. "I’m not going in the hotel."
"What? How are—"
"A horde that big will linger for days. Going into the hotel would be a stupid decision now." Saff lifted her hand to her temple, gently massaging as she closed her eyes.
"But then how will we—"
"There is no we," Saff growled, her stomach roiling with a sudden sense of nausea.
The girl went quiet for a few moments. “You're an idiot if you think it doesn't make more sense for us to travel together.”
Saff breathed slowly, deliberately, through her nose, closing her eyes.
The girl continued. “It makes more—”
Saff threw her head to the side, just in time for the vomit to come spewing out onto the tile floor. Blinding pain shot from the wound as every muscle in her abdomen tightened. 
The retching continued relentlessly until there was nothing but stomach acid scorching its way up her throat.
Then, when the nausea finally subsided, she leaned back and closed her eyes, resting against the wall.
"Here," the girl beside her said in a much softer voice than before. "Take this."
Saff opened her eyes and shined the flashlight toward her. In her outstretched hand lay one small yellow pill.
"They're just for migraines," she continued, "so I don't know if they're good for a concussion or something but—" she paused, shrugging her shoulders.
Saff swallowed, wincing as the sides of her raw throat scraped together. She reached out and took the pill, swallowing it down dry.
"Thanks," she whispered, disgusted by the weak sound of her own voice.
They sat in silence for a few moments until the girl spoke again. "You know, it would have been a lot easier to yell for you out there if I knew your name."
If she hadn't been so out of it, she might have laughed. Well, maybe not an actual laugh, but at least a chuckle.
For some reason, it struck her as both ridiculous and funny that this girl could tie something so insignificant into a life and death situation. And then, on top of it, use that to try to get the information she wanted.
"You did fine without it," Saff muttered.
The girl—Maddie—her brain corrected, remembering what she'd told her earlier that day, chuckled beside her, mirroring the amusement Saff had felt a moment before.
"Right," Maddie said, her laugh still dancing through the word.
Saff took in a slow, deep breath, then gently released it, working to stave off a fresh wave of nausea. "Saff," she muttered.
"Hmm?"
"My name. Saff."
"Oh," the girl answered, genuine surprise in her voice. "Okay. Saff," she repeated, testing the word out in her mouth. "You're not exactly in great shape right now," Maddie said, her voice softening again. "I can help you—"
"I don't need help," Saff said, with enough bite in her voice to hopefully cut off any further discussion.
It worked for a few moments, then Maddie spoke again.
"You're right. You'll make it out of here fine."
Saff waited for the 'but'.
"But—“ 
And there it was. 
“It could go a lot smoother if you trade with me."
Saff opened her eyes, tilting the flashlight slightly to look at her.
"I'll give you half of the headache medicine I have and half of the water. And we travel out of the city together."
Saff stared at her for a moment, blinking. "Did you remember how to get back here on your own?"
Maddie paused, her head tilting slightly. "What do you mean?"
"You knew how to get us back here. You didn't need my help."
"Uh—yeah, I guess,” Maddie mumbled. “I memorized it when I left, just in case."
Saff stared at her. "Then why did you wait?"
Maddie paused again, confusion clear on her face. "What?"
Saff let out a frustrated breath. "Why did you wait for me to get up and walk with you if you could have gone on your own?"
"I—I don’t know—"
"That was stupid."
Maddie shook her head. "I don't understand. Are you—are you mad that I helped you?"
Saff gritted her teeth. "That’s not how things work now. I won't do that for you. I'll leave you there to die and I won't think twice when I do it."
Silence.
Finally, the girl—Maddie—had nothing to say back to that. Saff felt a small sense of relief and satisfaction that the message had finally gotten across.
After a few more moments, Saff spoke again. "We’ll go in the morning."
Maddie sat there unmoving for a moment, before she finally gave one small nod.
Then Saff shifted her body to the side until her head rested more comfortably against the wall. And with that, she closed her eyes to sleep.
***
As the sleep slowly morphed into a dull alertness, she couldn't tell if it had been five minutes, five hours, or five days.
She swallowed down the thick dryness in her throat and rolled her shoulders. Aches and pains sprinted through her body, letting her know that whatever her state, at least she hadn't died in her sleep.
She reached beside her for where she’d left the flashlight, picking it up and illuminating the small bathroom.
When she panned to the left, Maddie stared back, eyes fixed on the flashlight in her hand. And even just from that split-second look, Saff could see the clear exhaustion on her face.
"How are you feeling?" Maddie asked, her voice raspier than before.
Saff shined the light down onto her stomach to check the bleeding. "Fine. Did you sleep?"
Maddie shook her head slightly. 
Saff frowned. "You should have."
She peeled the cloth back from the wound. The bleeding was so light now that most of the blood had crusted and dried around it, but she knew it would reopen once they started moving. It would definitely need to be wrapped with something before they left.
She cleared her throat. "Where are you going once you're out of the city?"
Maddie opened her mouth to respond, then closed it again, pausing. And Saff wondered if she was trying to remember, or if she realized she shouldn’t be telling a stranger in this world where she was heading. Hopefully, it was the latter. 
Maddie cleared her throat. “Brighton.”
It must have been the latter. Saff had never been to Brighton, but she knew it was a large area. Large enough that you’d need to know a more exact location within Brighton in order to find any group living there.
“That's pretty far from here,” Saff muttered, tugging the sweatshirt back down her stomach. “You should’ve slept. You’re gonna need the energy.”
Maddie turned a little farther away. “There’s a halfway point that the group was planning to stop at. A spot in Oakridge. Tyler and I were trying to get there so we could maybe catch up with them.”
Saff thought for a moment. She recognized the town name. It was small, but she’d seen it on the map. It was much closer. If she went a certain way, it would actually be between where they were now and where she thought the bunker would be.
“Have you heard anything outside?” Saff asked, gently massaging her temples.
Maddie shook her head. “No.”
If there were no humans outside, and most of the zombies had passed through, then she could probably make it to her backpack. And the more she thought about it, the more she realized that traveling with the backpack was a necessity. It would be too dangerous to try to make it out of the city, let alone to the bunker without any weapons.
“I’m gonna get my pack,” Saff muttered as she shifted her body, testing the pain with each movement. 
“What?” Maddie asked, leaning forward off the wall and suddenly sounding much more alert. “You can’t. There’s—there’s infected people out there. You’ll get bit.”
Saff took a deep breath before leaning forward, pushing herself up off the floor. Pain exploded through her torso, and she had to bite down on her lip to keep from whimpering.
"Do you have a gun?" she asked.
Maddie went quiet for a moment. "No."
This time, Saff couldn't stop the quiet grunt of pain as she stood the rest of the way. She closed her eyes, placing one hand against the wall for balance as the room spun around her. She took a slow, deep breath. "Too risky to travel out of the city without a gun."
Maddie turned away as Saff opened her eyes, gently rolling her shoulders to test how much movement she could endure with both the pain in her head and her stomach. Her head was definitely the worst of the two.
"Okay," Maddie said suddenly, pushing herself up off the ground. "What do you need me to do?"
"Nothing," Saff muttered. "Just stay here. Keep the door locked."
Maddie's expression changed to one of slight disappointment as she offered a small nod. "How’s your head?"
Saff grunted in response and immediately regretted it when the grunt vibrated through her forehead.
Maddie bent over her backpack. "Here," she said, standing up a second later. "Take another one."
Saff stared down at the pill in her palm. She wondered for a split second if she should save it for later, when she might need it even more. But then again, she wouldn't need anything if she wasn't able to function when she got outside and got herself killed.
She took the pill pushed it past her dry, cracked lips.
Maddie bent down again, feeling around for a few moments before she grabbed onto the water jug. Then she stood, holding it out.
Saff took it, swallowing one large gulp before handing it back. Then she took a few more slow breaths, trying to quell the dizziness.
Finally, when she no longer felt like she might be sick, she rolled her neck back and forth once more and turned to the door.
"Lock it when I leave," she muttered, flipping the lock and pulling open the door.
"You're going already?" Maddie asked.
Saff’s hand paused on the door handle, and she grunted in response.
“How long..” Maddie paused, like she was searching for the right words. “How long should it take? I mean, at what point should I..” 
She trailed off, and Saff realized what she was trying to ask. At what point should she consider her dead and leave on her own.
Saff paused for a moment, turning her head to the side. “An hour.”
Then she pulled the door open and slipped out into the dark lobby. She heard the faint click of the lock turning into place as she carefully scanned the large area. A soft grayish blue light streamed in through the glass door, which meant it must have been in the early hours of the morning. 
She continued through, shining her flashlight on the floor to avoid any scattered objects. When she got close enough to the front glass windows, she paused, craning her neck to peer outside.
Right away, she spotted one zombie ambling down the sidewalk across the street. She watched him slowly move farther away, rounding a corner down the alley. Her eyes skipped back up the street, hunting for any sign of movement. She watched for about a minute until she was confident they’d mostly cleared out.
Then she moved to the front door and gently pulled it open, trying to avoid making any noise. A rush of crisp morning air blew against her face. The fresh, cold air gave soothing relief to the headache, and she inhaled a deep breath. Even here in the city, the morning air smelled sweet and damp. It smelled—calm.
She took one more deep breath and let her muscles relax a fraction. Then, a slight movement in the distance caught her eye, and the calm was gone just as quickly as it had come. Her brain instantly refocused.
She strode down the street, taking quick but light steps, scanning the surrounding area. To her surprise, there didn't appear to be any other zombies making their way through. Maybe they’d waited in the bathroom long enough to let them all pass. Or maybe, she thought morbidly, they heard some other commotion in the city and went to eat them instead. 
Either way, it was a win.
She reached the end of the block and spotted the front of the hotel. She always hated this part of the city: huge skyscrapers aligning the streets. It made her feel trapped, like a snake in a tall glass tank.
Down the street in front of her, items littered the street.
Her eyes drifted between them before they finally landed on the target. She glanced around one last time before darting out into the street to the backpack.
The top main zipper was fully open, and some of her supplies had toppled out beside it. She quickly scooped them up, pushing them inside the top of the bag.
Farther ahead, still sitting where they’d laid them all out, were the weapons she had on her when she was ambushed. She jogged toward them and instantly regretted it when her head pounded with each step.
She slowed and crouched down, grabbing the array of guns, knives, and the single grenade.
Then she went back and stuffed them messily into her bag. She picked up and swung the bag onto her shoulder, cringing as pain shot through her torso. 
A rifle rested on the ground a few feet away, but hers was nowhere to be found.
Perhaps one of the others in the group had taken it. She glanced much farther down the street to where she’d seen them go to fight off the approaching horde. For a split second, she considered going down there to check, but then thought better of it. The risk wasn't worth it. Spending even one extra second out in the open could be costly.
She walked over and picked up the other rifle sitting on the ground, quickly checking to make sure it had ammunition. It wasn't as good as hers, but it would do the job.
Saff put the strap over her shoulder, and a trickle of wetness slid down her hip as she stretched.
So much for not re-opening the wound.
The walk back was slower with the added weight, but she still made it there quicker than expected. If the day continued that way, she might even make it to the location of the bunker by nightfall. Hopefully, that would be the case.
When she finally re-entered the building and reached the bathroom door, she gave a small knock. And before she could knock a second time, the lock clicked open, followed by the door.
Maddie stood there, waiting, and even in the dim light, Saff could see relief wash over her face.
"That was quick," she whispered as Saff strode past her into the bathroom. "Did you get everything?"
Saff hummed in response, setting the backpack down on the floor.
"How was it out there? Were there any infected people?"
"Some," Saff replied, carefully pulling her shirt fabric up over the wound on her side. A slow stream of fresh blood dripped down over her tan skin.
She reached over and opened one of the side pockets of her backpack, pulling out a large gauze bandage along with some rubbing alcohol and tape. It wasn't perfect, but it would have to do.
"Leaving in a minute," Saff mumbled through the roll of tape she held between her teeth as she ripped open the gauze with her hands.
Maddie nodded and began slowly gathering up her things.
Saff winced as she poured the rubbing alcohol over the wound. She wiped off the excess that dripped down onto her hip and stuck the gauze over it.
Then she stood, feeling the tape tug against her skin with every movement. "Have your knife out."
"I don't have it anymore. That guy took it," Maddie answered as she placed the jug of water into her bag.
Saff frowned, reaching down into her backpack. She pulled out one of many medium-sized blades.
"Put your hand out," she breathed, hoisting the backpack onto her shoulder.
Maddie hesitated for a moment as she put her bag on her own shoulders, then tentatively held her palm up in the air.
"There's a sheath on the blade," Saff muttered, placing the knife handle into Maddie's hand.
Maddie turned the knife over, fingers gliding over the details of the handle. "Thanks," she said, a hint of surprise in her tone.
Saff adjusted the backpack on her shoulders, then turned towards the door.
"Let's go."



Chapter Six
Compared to everything else that had happened over the last two days, this was almost boring.
They’d walked for at least an hour without running into any infected people. And although Maddie was grateful to finally not be in immediate danger, walking for hours in silence wasn't exactly her idea of a good time.
"So," she finally started, "how much farther do we have to go?"
It took a few moments for Saff to answer. "Couple miles."
The pause didn't inspire much confidence.
"How many times have you gone this way?" Maddie asked. Then, as the silence dragged on, anxiety slowly swelled in her chest. The last thing she needed was to get lost again. "I mean," Maddie continued with slight hesitation, "you do know where you're going, right?"
Saff let out a dismissive snort. "I know where to go.”
Maddie shifted her hand around Saff's arm, the doubt dying off. She couldn't pinpoint it exactly, but there was something different in the air where they were now. Something in the way it smelled or felt.
"Is it different here from where we were before?" she asked.
"Different how?"
"I don't know," Maddie mumbled. "Does it look different?"
Saff went quiet for a few moments, and Maddie wondered if she was going to get an answer. She’d quickly come to realize that the odds of getting any verbal response from Saff were about fifty-fifty at best. Although it didn’t bother her as much as before. In a weird way, the woman's silences were almost more of answers than any words could have been.
"No more skyscrapers,” Saff finally muttered. “Some trees, I guess."
"Are there still buildings?" Maddie asked.
Saff cleared her throat. "Yeah."
“Houses?”
"No." She cleared her throat again. "Industrial buildings."
"Hmm,” Maddie hummed, the sun now warming the back of her neck, while birds chirped faintly in the distance. "What time is it?" Maddie asked as she let out a wide yawn.
"Mid-morning."
Maddie thought for a moment as she adjusted the cane in her free hand. "Is it safe to be out in the daytime like this?"
Saff's arm shrugged beneath her palm. "Better before the sun comes up, when it's dark, but there's enough light to see."
Maddie nodded slowly. "The darker, the better for me." A few beats of silence went by, then she continued. "If it's all dark, then I can see any bright light source against the dark background."
Saff gave no response, and Maddie felt her shoulder sag a bit lower. 
They walked a few more paces while Maddie slid her cane back and forth in a gentle rhythm.
“How’re you feeling?” she asked.
“Fine,” Saff muttered, barely loud enough for her to hear over her labored breathing.
“Do you need a break?” 
“No."
Maddie turned her head slightly, listening to a group of birds to their left. “I feel like you should take your health more seriously, being a doctor and all.”
Saff’s light breaths continued beside her. “If a zombie hoard ambushes you, then a headache and some bleeding aren’t gonna matter much.”
Maddie blinked, the corner of her mouth twitching upward in amusement. “A headache and some bleeding?” she repeated, letting out a light laugh. “You don’t think that’s a bit of an understatement?”
A few beats of silence went by without a response. Although Maddie hadn’t really expected one. And she actually didn’t really mind. If anything, constantly having the last word against the woman who’d tried to kill her just twenty-four hours earlier actually brought some satisfaction, like she was slowly but surely getting even.
“Are all doctors like this?” Maddie continued. “Zero self awareness mixed with a huge ego?”
“Wouldn't know,” Saff replied without missing a beat. “I’m not a doctor anymore.”
Maddie rolled her eyes, turning her head to the side to listen to the birds once more. She supposed she could let her have the last word on that one.
A sore ache had formed in the crook of her elbow from being bent for hours, holding onto Saff’s arm, and she slowly dropped her hand from her bicep, down to her wrist instead, stopping when her fingers landed on a watch. Then they felt something below the watch. Beads? A bracelet?
“You don’t really strike me as the jewelry type,” she stated, absentmindedly running her fingers over the loose beads. 
“I’m not,” Saff muttered beside her. 
“Mmm, well, this says differently,” Maddie said, lifting the stretchy band beneath the beads with her finger, then letting it snap back into place. It twisted slightly, and then she could feel one bead that differed from the rest. Or maybe it wasn’t a bead, but some type of charm? No. Not a charm. A letter?
“Is this a friendship bracelet?” she asked, a wide smile spreading across her face as her fingers expertly traced the shape of the letter.
“No,” Saff answered in a quick, irritated tone.
It made Maddie’s smile grow even further. Her fingers turned the letter over again in her hand, feeling every edge. 
“Is it an ‘M’ or a ‘W’?”
Saff didn’t answer. 
And Maddie really didn’t care if she did or not.
“You know, if it’s an ‘M’, it would basically be like our friendship bracelet.” Maddie couldn’t help the smile on her face as she said it, knowing how much that would irritate her.
And it clearly did.
Saff immediately grabbed her wrist and pulled her hand back up to its previous spot on her arm.
Maddie continued, entirely unbothered. If anything, the more Saff reacted, the more entertained it kept her.
“Or is it for your last name? Saff Murphy? Saff Mitchell?”
Again, no answer.
“Saff is a unique name. Is it short for something?”
“No.”
“Where’d it come from?”
“I don’t know.”
“You don’t know why you were named that?”
Saff exhaled an irritated breath. “My mom picked it—I guess.”
Maddie hummed. “She never told you where it came from?”
“No.”
Maddie shifted her hand, flexing the sore joints in her fingers. Her mind wandered, thinking back to what Saff had said in the pharmacy. 
“Were you running from someone? In the city?” she asked, her voice losing its teasing tone.
Saff was quiet for a few moments. “I wasn’t running,” she muttered. “Just—leaving.”
“Leaving in a hurry is the same thing as running,” Maddie replied flatly. “So, why were you running?”
Saff let out an exasperated breath. “I told you I wasn’t running.”
Maddie turned her head to the side, listening to the nearby birds once more. Saff coughed, and Maddie felt her arm tremble slightly. 
“You know, the rest of my group has lots of supplies. They probably have medication and stuff that could help you with the—headache and the cut.”
She’d thought about it as they’d walked. They could help each other if they continued traveling together. It would make sense for both of them. She would get a guide, and Saff would get the help she needed. 
Saff remained quiet.
Although Maddie wanted her to say yes, this was one instance where, for some reason, she thought it might be best not to push it. Saff seemed like someone who needed time to think every decision through. And if that’s what she needed in order to be convinced, Maddie could give it to her.
“How much farther now til we’re fully out of the city?” Maddie asked, swallowing down the slight anxiety in her chest at the possible answer.
“We’re almost there.”



Chapter Seven
Saff turned, scanning the cracked concrete walls on either side of the bridge.
If she got close enough to the edge, she could see the concrete dip below where water flowed after heavy rain. Now, though, it was barely a trickle, mostly dried up as the season grew hotter, approaching summer.
From where she stood, she could see the end of the bridge. The end where it turned into smaller offshoots and spread throughout the suburbs, eventually leading into the countryside.
When Maddie had originally mentioned Oakridge and that the group might have things she needed, Saff had shut out the idea entirely. But now, as they neared the official end of the dense city area, the brief thought entered her mind that it might be her best bet. It was pretty close to being on the way to the bunker, anyway.
No.
She shook the annoying thought from her head.
They had an agreement, and now that agreement was coming to an end. It was an error in judgment on her part to have even let the agreement happen in the first place, and especially to let it go on as long as it had.
But it was for her own survival. It was a selfish act, and she’d only agreed because it would increase her own chances of success. She hadn't in any way done it to help Maddie—the girl—she corrected, trying to reduce her to nothing more than a temporary distraction in her mind.
Saff glanced to where she walked beside her, hand gently wrapped around her arm.
She looked calm, almost completely at ease, like she could laugh or make a joke at any moment. It was an odd contrast to the backdrop behind her: the ruined city, half-fallen skyscrapers now far in the distance. Nature had been quick to reclaim the ground it had once lost, sending vines up the buildings to slowly pull them back into the earth.
Maybe to someone else, it would have been poetic or beautiful, like some form of art.
But it didn't to Saff. She preferred the pristine, polished metal. That was right. That was order. 
Saff turned, looking straight ahead, squinting against the high afternoon sun. It would be possible to make it to the location of the bunker by nightfall, even with the slower pace she was moving at. 
Although one nagging thought kept tugging at the back of her mind. If the bunker wasn’t there anymore, what would she do next? 
The throbbing in her head had finally subsided, or maybe she had just gotten so used to it that she didn't notice it anymore. But the pain in her side was approaching an excruciating level, worse than anticipated. Which probably meant an infection had begun to set in.
If the bunker wasn’t there, or if it was but didn’t have a stash of medication, she’d be in a worse position than she already was.
Trees lined the street at the end of the bridge, signaling the point where it split off into smaller roads leading to the suburbs. A concrete divider about two feet tall, stood before the end of the street. One of many remnants from the last few days when they tried to block traffic from entering the city.
As they approached it, Saff came to a slow stop. “We're here." 
Maddie remained quiet for a few moments, but by the time Saff peered up at her, her face was set in determination.
She released her hand from Saff's arm, and for the briefest moment, it almost felt odd without it there. She reached up with her other hand and smoothed out the crinkled fabric on her arm, erasing the ghost of the girl's hand. 
A row of broken-down cars led down the path to the right.
That was the way she would take. It was the fastest way to the bunker, but it also just so happened to be the safest. The neighborhoods that way were less dense, which also meant less danger.
She turned back to Maddie and watched as she reached around and pulled out the knife she'd given her. Then she held it out in the air in front of her with her palm open.
"Thanks for letting me borrow it."
Saff stared down at the knife in her hand. She hadn't realized it before, but it was one that her father had given her for one of her birthdays—one of the many knives he'd given her. But she remembered this one out of the rest because he'd had her initials carved into the bottom of the handle. Not that he’d told her that when he gave her the gift, but she remembered finding them there that night. 
Sometimes she wondered if he’d even known the initials were there. She thought it was actually more plausible that he’d gotten the knife used and they were someone else's initials who just so happened to match hers. That was easier to imagine than to think of her father doing something so sentimental.
"Keep it," Saff muttered. 
A warm smile spread across Maddie's mouth. It wasn't the amused or intrigued smile she’d worn off and on as they'd walked. It was different. Genuine. 
And Saff hated it. 
"I don't want the extra weight in my pack," she added with a little more force than necessary. "And I have enough knives. I don't need it." 
Maddie's smile changed slightly, and now it did look amused. 
Saff hated that one even more. 
But before she could say anything else, Maddie let the smile drop, nodding her head. "Thanks."
Saff let out a small grunt as she looked away, scanning the tree line in front of them. The sunlight was beginning to soften as clouds rolled across the sky. Hopefully, they would pass through. Rain was the last thing she needed.
"What's it like where we are now?" Maddie asked, securing the knife on the side of her backpack.
"Suburbs, then country." 
Maddie nodded slowly.
Saff looked up at the sky again. Off in the distance were darker clouds, and a brief image flashed through her mind of Maddie walking through the pouring rain, trying to keep the GPS protected. 
She gritted her teeth, blinking the image away. Her side hurt so badly that every breath she took echoed with pain throughout her torso, making it hard to think clearly.
Maybe it was smarter for them to stay together. Maybe Maddie was right, and it would be a better bet to get supplies from her group in Oakridge.
No. She immediately shoved that thought away.
But she didn't have the energy to keep it out for long. 
Maybe it was in her own best interest to stay with her. She was injured, after all. And if the bunker didn’t work out, she’d need medication and supplies from somewhere else. If Maddie’s group was in Oakridge, then going there and trading with them would be worth it.
Maybe it made sense. Maybe it was actually the smarter decision. 
Survival at all costs. Her father's voice echoed in her head. 
But she couldn't tell if it was an argument for or against staying with Maddie.
"Do you want any more water before.." Maddie began, trailing off and leaving the question hanging in the air.
Saff lifted her hand to gently massage her temple. "It looks like it might rain."
Maddie frowned slightly, but nodded.
Saff cleared her throat, hating how uncomfortable she sounded. "The way I'm going is in the same general direction as Oakridge,” she continued. “Are you positive they would give me some supplies and medication if I got you there?”
The corner of Maddie's mouth curled up in a tiny, almost imperceptible smile. And it made her instantly want to retract the suggestion.
"I'm not trying to help you," she growled. "It just—it makes more sense for me." She shook her head. "Just right now, I mean, with the headache and the–"
"Cut?" Maddie finished, an amused smirk dancing across her lips.
Saff stared at her for a moment, blinking. Something about that smirk made a voice inside her head scream that she should walk away—run away. 
But something else kept her standing there, unable to move. 
Before she could react—or run—Maddie stepped forward, lifting her hand out in front. Her fingers gently, but expertly found Saff’s shoulder, then moved down her arm until they wrapped around her bicep.
Maddie took another step forward, inserting herself beside her once again.
“Yes, they’ll give you whatever you need,” she said, the smile still detectable on her lips. “Which way?”
***
Within an hour, dark clouds coated every inch of the sky. The wind had also begun to pick up, and Maddie shivered beside her.
"Is that—did I just feel raindrops?" Maddie asked in horror, tilting her face up to the sky.
Saff pulled her forward, quickening their pace.
"Is it going to rain?" Maddie asked.
Saff glanced up at the ominous clouds. "Maybe."
"What do we do?"
Saff let out a frustrated exhale. "Nothing. We need to keep going."
This time Maddie stopped in her tracks, holding her firmly in place. "Don't be an idiot. I can feel you struggling."
If she had the energy, she would have argued relentlessly against that point. Struggling wasn't something she did. But she was too exhausted to argue, so instead, she just stood there, catching her breath.
"We need to keep going," she repeated in a voice that was meant to be stern, but instead fell flat.
And as if to make a point against her, the scattered droplets instantly turned into a light, steady rain.
Maddie leaned her cane against her hip and removed her hand, turning her palm up in the air. Saff watched the small droplets beat against her skin. Then, after a moment, Maddie turned to her, making a face that told her she knew she’d just won the argument.
"Fine," Saff grumbled. "I'll watch out for somewhere we can stop for a bit."
Maddie nodded, a pleased smile adorning her face. Saff rolled her eyes.
They’d reached a neighborhood lined with houses that all looked the same—white paint with black tile roofs and red brick driveways. They were cleaner than the houses closer to the city and also cleaner in general than most. She could imagine them before the end of the world, with their pristine yards and bright white paint. But now that paint had been scuffed—the yards wildly overgrown.
By the time they reached the end of the street, the rain had begun to pour.
“No more looking,” Maddie said in a frustrated tone, shoulders hunching around her neck, as if that would somehow protect her. "We need to go in somewhere. Now."
Saff looked up to the left at the next house. It was a little smaller than the rest, which was good. That meant fewer places where zombies could be lurking inside.
"Here," she said, turning them towards the house.
They walked up the driveway, then Saff spotted a wide wooden fence to the side yard. She led them there and slowly unhooked the latch with one hand hovering over the knife on her belt. She pushed the gate open and tensed, waiting for what might be on the other side.
Trash cans and pool equipment. Then further ahead, the side yard turned and twisted, blocking the rest of the backyard. 
"Walk behind me," Saff said, repositioning herself to stand in front of Maddie and moving her hand to her other arm. "There's some stuff on the ground."
She led them carefully around the pool equipment until they reached a side door to the garage. A small window sat at the top of the door, and she pushed up onto her toes, peering into the darkness. She dropped back down to her heels, pulling the knife out, fully prepared for anything that might be prowling behind the door.
Carefully, she turned the doorknob, and the metal let out a low creak against the wood. Then she nudged it open and held the knife up as the inside of the garage was revealed. It was too dark inside to see much of anything, but the unlocked door was at least one good sign that there weren't any humans still there.
"What's going on?" Maddie whispered behind her.
Saff reached down into one of her pants pockets to pull out her small flashlight. "We're going in through the side door."
She shined the flashlight into the dark, mostly empty garage. There were no cars, and the cupboards above the long workbench that ran against the wall were all open with some items left behind, strewn out onto the bench and floor.
Another good sign.
That probably meant that all of the humans had left the house before any would have gotten the chance to turn.
She stepped through the threshold, finally escaping the onslaught of rain. "We're in the garage. I'm gonna look for supplies."
Maddie gave a small nod, releasing the tight grip on her arm.
Saff walked the perimeter of the garage, scanning each open cupboard and down each shelf of the workbench. The light trailed over cans of spray paint, power tools, and an entire corner filled with soccer equipment. She continued, flashing her light to the other side of the garage. There were some fishing rods stuffed in the corner, leaned up against the cabinets. And if it were any other routine search, she probably would have taken them. But this wasn’t the time to gather anything that wasn’t an absolute necessity.
She moved the flashlight down the rods, tracing them to the ground, and then stopped.
In a small group on the ground, sat four electric lanterns neatly aligned, as if they’d been set out to pack in the car as the owners fled and had simply forgotten about them in their haste to leave.
Saff picked one up off the floor and turned it over, finding the switch. Light illuminated the garage. She knelt down beside the rest of them and tested each one, all of them yielding the same result.
"Saff?" Maddie called out in a whisper.
She looked up and saw Maddie looking toward her. Then she realized Maddie's eyes could probably pick up the light of the lantern in the dark.
"I found some lanterns we could use," Saff answered, grabbing them and walking back to her. "Do you want to hold one?"
Maddie offered her a small smile. "That's okay. The lights really only help as markers in the dark, so I can use them to help show me where I am in a room or where something else is in a room if it has a light on it."
Saff nodded, tucking them under her arm. "I'm gonna go in the house now. Do you want to hold on to me?"
"Um," Maddie paused, still gazing down at the lantern light. "No, that's okay. I'll use my cane. But can you—can you stay near me inside? Just until we make sure there's no one else in there?"
Saff nodded. "Yeah." 
She walked a few paces toward the door she assumed led into the house. Maddie followed behind her, swinging her cane in a wide arc as she walked. Again, Saff repeated what she’d done at the previous door, carefully turning the knob and pushing it open while she held her knife. And again, the door opened easily into silent darkness.
"There's a step here," she whispered back to Maddie.
The hallway they entered quickly ended after a few feet and expanded into what appeared to be a large living room that led to an equally large kitchen on the right. She continued walking until she hit the tile floor of the kitchen.
The scene inside the house matched the garage. Generally clean, but all the cabinets were left open and emptied, with some small worthless items strewn about the countertop.
Maddie cleared her throat, and Saff turned around to look at her. She’d stopped where the kitchen had begun, and now stood leaning against her cane, her eyes still glued to the lantern in Saff's hand.
"So, what's the verdict?" she asked. "Is it safe enough to stay in until the rain stops?"
Saff glanced around the kitchen, leaning her head forward to look into the next room in the entryway leading in from the front door. Branching off from the entryway was a set of stairs.
"I need to check upstairs," she answered. "But yeah. Seems fine."
"Great," Maddie said with a satisfied smile. "When you're done with that, can you show me where a bathroom is?"
Saff stared at her for a moment. "You know the toilets won't work, right?"
"Yeah,” Maddie grumbled, “but do you have a better solution? Because I'm not about to go pee outside in the rain."
Fair point.
"Okay," she answered slowly. "Do you want to go upstairs with me or wait here?"
"Well, how certain are you that there isn't anything hiding down here to kill me?"
Saff shrugged. "Fifty-fifty"
Maddie laughed—a real laugh. And Saff continued watching her. It was the most relaxed she'd seen her, and she wondered why, when everything had seemingly gone wrong. They weren't just injured and exhausted and far from what either of them would consider home, but now they were also cold and soaking wet.
"You know," Maddie said, still smiling. "You go ahead. I think I'll take my chances down here."
Saff watched her. For some reason, it was so different from anyone else she’d seen since the outbreak. It felt almost—normal.
“Just,” Maddie continued, her smile slowly fading away. "Don't, uh—" she cleared her throat as the seriousness returned to her voice. "Don't take too long."
Saff blinked the feeling away, shaking her head slightly. "Yeah."
She turned to leave the room, but then stopped. She reached out and left the rest of the lanterns on the countertop in the kitchen, clicking one of them on.
Then she turned and walked into the next room.
This one was definitely worse than the others. Shattered pictures laid strewn about with broken glass littering the wooden floor. But still, there were no signs that anyone might still be living there.
She moved through the room into the entryway, then walked up to the front door and clicked the deadbolt in place. It wouldn't do much if anyone really wanted to get in, but something was better than nothing.
She rounded the corner at the bottom of the stairs and slowed her pace as she ascended to the top floor. The wooden stairs creaked with every step, and she cringed at each noise. If there was anyone upstairs, they would definitely know she was there now.
When she reached the top, she checked right and left down separate hallways. A small landing with a white railing wrapped where she stood, revealing an easy view of the entryway below. It’d be good to have a vantage point of the front door from up there.
She went down the hallway to the left first, shining her flashlight into each of the open rooms. With each one, she repeated the same quick process, walking in, then scanning the room and checking each closet. Maybe, if she had the energy later on, she'd look through each room in detail for supplies. But for the time being, rest was more important.
After she repeated her checks on the other side of the upstairs, she descended, making her way back to the kitchen.
"Saff?" Maddie called out, her head snapping up in her direction.
“Yeah.” Saff watched the tension leave her face.
"Any issues?" Maddie asked.
"No," Saff answered. Then she added, "There's a bathroom right here by the entryway."
Maddie hopped off the stool where she sat and grabbed her cane from where it rested against the countertop beside her. "Can you show me?" she asked, holding her free hand out in the air.
Saff walked to her and looped her arm over hers. She led her down the hallway, then pushed the bathroom door all the way open for Maddie to enter.
"Is there—" Maddie paused, standing in the bathroom. "Is there any toilet paper or anything?"
Saff pointed her flashlight to the wall near the toilet, searching. "On your left."
Maddie nodded, and Saff watched her for a second before clearing her throat awkwardly. "I'll close the door," she muttered.
She pulled the door shut, and leaned back against the wall beside it.
Dim light trickled through a glass window near the top of the front door, casting the narrow entryway in a solemn gray.
Pictures lined the wall in front of her, and with only the faint light, she could make out the figures in the pictures, but not the details of their faces. And she preferred it that way. It was better not to know the ghosts of the people who once lived their lives in the house.
A minute later, the bathroom door opened, pulling her out of her daze.
"Here," she muttered, pushing up off the wall as Maddie stepped out.
"I'm starving," Maddie said, holding her hand out. Saff looped her arm around it and led them back to the kitchen.
She scanned through a few of the open cupboards without any luck. Not that she expected to find much. The family living there seemed to have cleared out pretty well. Or at least they cleared out the necessities.
In the last cupboard she opened, there was a bag of coffee beans. She grabbed them and removed her backpack, dropping it onto the floor before stuffing the beans into the large pocket. At least one good thing would come from the detour.
"There's no food in here," Saff said, leaning against the granite island.
Maddie frowned slightly, then removed her own backpack, setting it on the counter in front of her. She unzipped the top and rifled through it for a moment before removing a clear plastic bag with what looked like smashed protein bars inside of it.
Saff watched her unzip the bag and pull one out, holding it out in front of her.
"Here.”
Saff stared at it for a moment. In any other case, she would have taken it without a second thought. But this time, she hesitated. She blamed it on the nausea that had begun to reemerge when they reached the house.
"I'm not hungry," she replied.
Maddie frowned again. "You should eat something," she said, holding the bar further out in the air. "Seriously, I don't want to have to deal with you passing out or something.”
Saff snorted, shaking her head before reluctantly taking the bar from her hand.
She walked to the other side of the island and sat in a chair at the kitchen table a few feet away from Maddie. Then she pulled small pieces off of the bar and chewed them as she watched the rain stream down the sliding glass window that led to the backyard.
They were silent for a few minutes, then Maddie hummed. "It feels weird being in someone else's house without their permission."
Saff glanced over at her. "Have you not been doing that this entire time?"
Maddie took a bite off her bar, chewing and swallowing before she answered. "The outbreak happened after my college graduation, when I was with my family at our lake house." She paused, taking another bite from the bar. "It was a gated community and a small neighborhood. Kind of the perfect setup for something like that."
Saff didn't say it out loud, but she was surprised they lasted as long as they had untouched. She’d heard from one of her father's friends at the beginning of the outbreak that most of the wealthier areas were being raided first. After she’d joined them, they’d raided lots of places, but none of the wealthier areas were really left as good targets. 
She pushed away the thought that the people who attacked Maddie’s community were people like them. People like—her.
"We had a good group of people there," Maddie said, "and since they were able to build strong walls around the gates, I never really had to leave."
"Must’ve been nice," Saff muttered, taking another bite of the bar as the nausea returned. She forced herself to swallow.
They fell into silence again, but this time Maddie broke it quickly.
"Where were you when it happened?"
Saff turned back to look out the sliding glass door again. She paused for a moment as the memories of those first few days re-entered her mind. 
"Work."
"A hospital?" Maddie asked, turning on the stool until she almost faced Saff.
"Yeah."
Maddie nodded. "You sound," she paused, as if searching for the right word, "young, for a doctor."
Saff forced down another bite. That was something she'd grown used to hearing after graduating early. At twenty-seven, she'd been the youngest intern at the hospital, and it'd been pointed out by both doctors and patients continuously.
"Yeah. I guess," she muttered.
"What was it like being at the hospital those first few days after the outbreak?"
Saff let out an exhausted exhale. "What do you think it was like?"
Maddie popped the last piece of the bar in her mouth, then continued, ignoring her question. "What did you do after everything shut down?"
Her jaw tightened, and it made her headache pulse again. She closed her eyes for a moment, waiting for the nausea to subside.
It didn't.
Finally, after a few moments, she stood from the table, picking up the second half of the uneaten bar.
"Here," she said, walking toward her. She stuffed the bar back into the plastic bag and placed it in Maddie’s free hand. "I’m full."
Maddie frowned again, but stayed quiet. 
"We should try to rest until the rain stops," Saff muttered, rubbing the back of her neck where pain from the headache radiated. "There are rooms upstairs we could stay in."
Maddie nodded, sliding off the stool.
They grabbed their backpacks and went upstairs, each of them moving slower than before. Saff wondered how exhausted Maddie was after the events of the last two days. Living life in the apocalypse at a protected lake house was probably a much easier life than escaping from zombies and murderers in the rain.
When they reached the top floor, Saff led them down the hallway to the right, stopping before two of the bedrooms she’d checked.
"There's a bed right here," she said, stepping into one room.
Maddie followed her in, feeling her way around with her cane, and Saff watched her, waiting until she reached the bed. When she did, she ran her hand along the comforter, then set her things down on top of it.
"I'll be in the room beside this one," Saff said, walking back to the door. Maddie mumbled something as she walked away, but Saff couldn't hear it over the pounding and ringing in her ears. 
She stopped at the door and put one lantern on the ground, then flicked it on.
"I'm leaving a lantern here, and I'll put another one outside my door."
Maddie gave her a small but genuine smile. And Saff hated that one a little less than the last.
"Thank you," she said, her eyes on the lantern that she'd just sat down.
"I'm gonna close both our doors, but I'll leave them unlocked."
Maddie nodded again, then Saff walked out into the hallway, pulling the door closed behind her.
She dropped one more lantern by the next bedroom door before entering. Then she pulled out a third and walked to the bed, placing it on the bedside table. She removed her backpack, dropping it on the floor, and pulled out one of her knives. Then she placed it next to the pillow, before leaning the rifle against the wall.
A slight tingle went through her lungs as she sat on the bed, bringing a cough with it.
She hadn't thought of it before, but the house was probably filled with dust that would make her asthma act up. It might have even been smarter for her to try to sleep somewhere on the patio, or somewhere with more fresh air. But she didn't have the energy to figure that out now. The pounding in her head and the incessant ringing in her ears were screaming at her to stop, screaming at her to lie down and give them a break.
She glanced over at the window against the far wall. It would have to do.
She stood and slowly walked to the window, then flipped open the latch before pushing it open. An icy rush of air immediately flooded into the room, and the light tapping of the rain outside turned into a pounding thunder.
Hopefully, it would let in enough fresh air that her lungs wouldn't be bothered.
She made her way back to the bed and dragged her legs up, leaning back until her head grazed the soft pillow.
Then she turned to the side and let her eyes lazily drift across the room where soccer trophies and medals lined the top of the wooden dresser in the corner.
Her eyes fluttered closed, and she thought about the last question Maddie had asked her. She thought about what she had done after the outbreak.



Chapter Eight
Screaming.
Maddie's eyes flew open, and she bolted up in bed. Was that a scream? Or part of a nightmare?
She sat there in the dark, waiting, listening.
A few moments of silence passed.
Then there it was again. A loud, muffled yell.
Her heart hammered in her chest.
“Saff?” she called out softly. Was making noise the best decision? She didn’t want to draw attention to herself, but what if Saff needed help?
She listened quietly, waiting—praying for any type of response.
Then she heard another shout, this time a little softer, a little more muffled.
She shifted her legs off the bed, carefully dipping her feet down to the cold floor. Creaking floorboards protested below her and she cringed, trying to soften her steps.
She felt for her cane where she’d left it, resting against the side of the bed. Then she stood and slowly made her way to the one light she could see. The one beacon in the darkness.
When it was at her feet, she reached her hand out for the doorknob, then paused. Was it a mistake to go outside? What if there was something dangerous out there and she was better off hiding in the room?
She shook that thought away. Saff could be hurt or in trouble and might need her help. She wouldn’t cower in the room.
Maddie turned the doorknob and pulled it open, poking her head out into the hallway to listen. But there weren’t any obvious noises she could hear. 
She took a careful step out, swinging her cane to feel the path forward, then she placed her left palm against the wall. Right away, she spotted the next beacon, the lantern Saff had left outside her own door. At the time, it had just seemed like a nice gesture, but now she realized that maybe it was out of survival and smart preparation. Still, she preferred her prior way of thinking about it. 
Maddie crept toward the next lantern, moving her hand along the wall until it hit the frame of the door, then the doorknob.
“Saff?” she called out once more through the door. Then she put her ear against it, listening. This time, she could hear breathing, or more like panting.
Dread filled her. What if her condition had worsened? What if the concussion was worse than she let on or the bleeding had started again in her sleep?
Maddie twisted the doorknob and stepped in.
Freezing cold air hit her like a wall.
“Saff?” she breathed.
More heavy panting, followed by muffled grunts and groans.
Her own breathing quickened with panic.
She hurried toward the noise until her cane hit against something solid. Then she reached her free hand out and felt forward until her palm landed on what felt like the comforter of the bed.
The breathing was closer now, just a few feet away. She inched closer to the bed, her knees knocking against the mattress. Then she shifted her feet along it, trailing toward the noise. Her hand skimmed the bed, coming to a sudden stop when it met cold skin.
Fingers. 
A hand. 
Saff’s hand—at least she hoped.
“Saff?” she tried again, not entirely hopeful of getting a response.
She rested her cane against the bed, then used her newly free hand to trace up Saff’s arm, ending on her chest. Then she waited, feeling for movement. Her chest heaved beneath her palm, which was at least one good sign.
“Saff?” she asked again, this time louder. If she was going to help her, she would need some direction as to what was wrong.
She moved her other hand up towards her neck to take a pulse, which was really the only other medical check she knew of.
But right as her fingers skimmed the base of the girl's neck, it happened. 
The body below her jerked just a split-second before a powerful hand snatched her wrist.
And before she had even a moment to react, her wrist twisted, and she felt the body beneath her rush upward. A yelp coughed out of her mouth at the exact same time that Saff yelled, “What the hell?”
In one swift movement, she was shoved away, her arm wrenched behind her back. Then she immediately felt Saff’s body pressed against her back and a hand wrapped around to grab her throat, squeezing the remaining air from her windpipe.
Maddie coughed, gagging against the pressure, completely unable to speak. A moment passed that felt like an eternity, and a sudden panic swept through her as she realized Saff might not let go.
Then, right as that thought entered her mind, the hand loosened its grip. She inhaled sharply, coughing and sputtering against the air.
“You were—” she coughed again, trying to turn her body to release the twisted arm. But Saff kept her anchored there, twisting harder as she struggled. “I thought you were—I heard noises! I heard yelling!”
It wasn’t a dream. She knew what she heard. She was sure of it.
One moment passed, then Saff completely relinquished her tight grip.
Maddie's arm dropped, and she yelped in pain as the muscle released, immediately cradling it against her chest.
“I called out for you, but you didn't answer," she choked out. "I thought maybe you needed help.”
She moved her hand down to her elbow, massaging the new soreness there as she waited for some type of response. And this time she wouldn’t tolerate Saff’s silence. She deserved an answer.
After a few seconds, Saff cleared her throat. “Is your—” she cleared her throat again, although it didn't seem to come from necessity. “Is your arm okay?”
Her voice was so different from what Maddie had heard from her before. She almost didn't know how to answer. It sounded embarrassed, or ashamed? Every ounce of anger that coursed through her veins diminished.
Maddie moved her hand off of her throbbing arm. “It's fine,” she muttered.
This time, she expected and allowed Saff’s silence. It carried on for a few moments, and then finally, Saff broke it.
“The rain stopped,” she said, so quietly Maddie had to strain to hear it. Then she cleared her throat again, and Maddie swore she could hear her purposely adding strength back into her tone. “It should be light again in a few hours,” Saff continued, her voice returning to the hard, borderline emotionless tone it always held. And this time, Maddie was actually relieved to hear it. “Once the sun is up, we can go.”
Maddie nodded, her hand moving up to brush against the tender skin on her neck.
“I'm gonna check the neighbor’s houses for supplies,” Saff muttered, as footsteps walked towards somewhere else in the room. She heard items being moved. Then, as Saff walked by her, she heard her mumble something. It was too soft to make out the exact words, but she thought one of them might have been ‘sorry’.
***
Maddie inhaled, relishing the cold, wet, earthy scent. She’d always loved the rain. But she loved the hours after rainfall even more. The petrichor scent always did something to her lungs. It made her feel lighter—happier. Her lips curled into a smile.
Now that they’d been walking for an hour or so, the atmosphere also felt different. She couldn't put a finger on it, but it was a combination of smells and sounds. Different from the city, but also different from the suburbs they’d traveled through. The sounds and smells were just—more.
“What's it like where we are now?” Maddie asked, the smile still lingering on her lips.
Saff was silent for a few moments, but Maddie didn't mind. For some reason, she was beginning to like it. It was beginning to feel familiar—almost calming, in a way. Like taking a deep breath.
“The road is still pavement,” Saff began, “but no buildings now. There are fields on both sides.”
Maddie thought about that for a moment. “What kind of fields?”
“What do you mean?”
“Like, what's growing in them?”
Saff paused, and Maddie breathed it in, her smile returning as the wet air traveled through her nostrils.
“Nothing,” Saff answered. “They're just—fields.”
“Grass?” Maddie asked, turning her head toward the sound of birds fluttering nearby.
“Yeah.”
“What color is it? Like, is it dead and brown or is it light green or dark green?”
Saff paused. Maddie smiled.
“Dark green. Forest green.”
Maddie hummed. “That's my favorite color.” She tilted her head back and inhaled deeply, savoring every bit of the wet, rich air.
The next pause lasted a bit longer. Then Saff asked, “Can you see color?”
Maddie shook her head, adjusting the sunglasses on her face. “No. But when I was six, I had a favorite band, and one time the lead singer said that her favorite color was dark green. So I figured if that was also my favorite color, I'd be kind of like her. And then it just stuck.”
Saff let out something resembling a snort or a laugh beside her, and Maddie's smile spread. She almost hadn't even imagined that the woman was capable of laughing. 
“What?” Maddie asked, letting out a chuckle through her smile.
“Nothing,” Saff mumbled. “I guess I just expected a deeper reason.”
Maddie laughed. “My childhood crush isn't deep enough for you?”
Saff chuckled again, and Maddie's smile burned against her cheeks.
When Saff’s silence extended past a few moments, Maddie continued, not ready to let the conversation end.
“How far are we from Oakridge?” she asked.
“Close. Couple Hours.”
Maddie nodded, her excitement growing. If everything worked out, she’d be back with her family before nightfall.
She wondered what it’d been like for Saff, surviving alone for however long. 
“Have you been alone the whole time?” she asked. “I mean, since the outbreak happened.”
Saff didn’t answer, and Maddie knew better than to press into what could’ve been a tender wound. She’d been lucky enough to not lose any of the people closest to her since the outbreak, but she assumed most people weren’t so lucky.
“I’m sorry,” she said quietly, “if that wasn’t the right thing to ask.” She shifted her hand on Saff’s arm. “I’m not used to talking to anyone outside of the community I was in.”
Saff was silent for a few more moments before finally speaking. “Then you were lucky.”
Maddie nodded. “We were. Until the raiders came and destroyed everything.”
Saff shifted beneath her arm, and Maddie could hear her labored breathing. “It would’ve happened, eventually. Whether it was,” she paused, clearing her throat, “raiders—or zombies, or whatever else. Nothing lasts now.”
Maddie pursed her lips. She wanted to argue. She wanted to tell her that her dad was in contact with a network of different safe zones from there to the coast. But she didn’t. The tone in Saff’s voice told her it wouldn’t do any good to argue. And she didn’t want to reopen any old wounds that might’ve led Saff to hold the opinion she did.
So instead, she was the one who let the conversation end in silence.
They walked for hours, barely sharing a handful of words, until finally she felt Saff slow beside her.
“Was there somewhere specific you guys were planning to stop in Oakridge?” Saff asked.
“The library next to city hall,” Maddie answered, adjusting her hand on her arm. “Why?”
There was a brief pause before Saff loosed a breath. “We’re here.”



Chapter Nine
Saff scanned the buildings in front of her.
Oakridge was a small town. She’d remembered passing through it a few times as a child, one of those memories coming from a time when her father had taken her to the woods where he’d been working on the bunker.
As they entered from the hill above, she could see the span of the whole town below. It was only about four blocks wide. One main road centered the town, lined with small businesses, most of which were connected in long, continuous red brick buildings. 
“What do you see?” Maddie asked, a new excitement filling her voice. 
Saff examined the buildings as they approached the main street. Off in the distance, she could see two that were taller than the rest, one with a single steep point resembling that of a church. The other appeared more rectangular, with long white pillars. 
“I think I can see city hall. But I’m not sure. We have to get closer.”
Saff scanned the empty street around them. It was different from the city. She could almost feel the lack of human presence, or zombie presence, through the eerie quiet as the wind whistled through the buildings.
“Is there—are there any people?” Maddie asked. “Or any signs of them?”
“Not yet.” Saff shifted the strap of her backpack and winced as the movement tugged the skin around the wound in her side. The throbbing around the injury continued as it had been since she’d woken that morning in the house. And now every step or movement caused that side of her torso to ache uncomfortably. 
They continued walking down the street, with Saff occasionally slowing their pace to scan for any signs of people.
But there were none. The entire area seemed like it had been abandoned during the outbreak and gone almost untouched since then. 
“Are you sure they said Oakridge?” Saff asked as they neared the end of the main street. 
“Yes. Positive.”
Saff slowed as they rounded the corner of the last building. An overgrown square park sat in the middle, with a line of tall buildings behind it. And now she could clearly see the town hall building with the library beside it.
And still, no sign of people.
“I see the library,” Saff muttered, coming to a stop as they approached the edge of the park. 
Maddie’s grip tightened around her arm. “Why are you stopping?”
Saff’s eyes trailed over the buildings, searching for any signs of danger. “Just making sure we know what we’re walking in to.”
Surprisingly, Maddie didn’t argue. She waited there silently until Saff was satisfied and pulled them forward once again. 
“Steps,” she muttered as they made it to the bottom of the row leading up to the large wooden doors of the library. 
They walked up and then it was Maddie that slowed them as they reached the top. 
“Maybe I—“ She paused, her hand holding Saff in place. “Maybe I should go in first.” 
Saff turned, taking in the timid look on her face. 
“I mean,” she continued, “not that I think they would do anything if they saw you first, but..“
Saff understood what she meant, and a small hint of appreciation bubbled in her chest at the gesture. But still, from how everything looked, she would be surprised if they opened the doors and found her group inside. It seemed more likely that a zombie or two could be lurking behind the doors instead. 
“Its fine,” she answered, stepping forward in front of Maddie.
She took the worn brass handle and slowly pulled the door open, keeping the other planted firmly on her rifle. The door opened with a loud creak that echoed into the darkness inside. 
She waited, listening. 
Still, nothing. No light. No sound.
No zombies, but also no people. 
Saff reached down into her pocket and pulled out the small flashlight. She clicked it on and shined it in, taking a step past the threshold. Particles of dust floated in the air through the light beam.
“Anything?” Maddie asked, a painfully hopeful lilt in her voice.
Saff frowned. “No.”
Maddie took her arm as Saff led them farther into the library, which turned out to be much smaller once they got inside. 
A wide dust-filled desk sat in the center, tailed by aisles of book shelves cascading in neat rows to the back.
They ambled past the end of each row, with Saff scanning for any sign of people.
But as they continued, it became more and more obvious that not a single living thing had entered the building in a very long time. 
“There’s no one here,” Saff finally said, leading them back to the entrance. And although Maddie said nothing, disappointment rolled off of her silence. 
They stepped back out into the daylight, and Saff let out a cough, her lungs craving the clean, dustless air. 
Maddie’s hand slowly dropped from her arm, and Saff glanced over to find her face unreadable.
She eased the backpack straps off of her shoulders, then lowered to the ground until she sat on the top step, leaning to the side against the railing of the stairs.
The coughing had made the pounding in her head return, and she closed her eyes, trying to relax the tension in her neck and jaw. A light breeze wafted down the street, and a chill ran over her body despite the early afternoon warmth. 
She wasn’t sure how long they sat there in silence, but it must’ve been a while, because she jumped slightly when Maddie finally spoke.
“Did it look like anyone had been in there?” she asked. “Was there anything left from them?”
Saff opened her eyes, staring blankly out across the empty street. “No.”
Maddie nodded slowly. “So then maybe they haven’t gotten here yet,” she said, a small hint of hope returning to her voice. “Maybe they’re still on their way here.”
Although that seemed like a slim possibility, Saff didn’t say it aloud. Another chill ran through her body, and she leaned her head against the metal railing once again. Her whole body had begun to ache, and she couldn’t tell if it was from exhaustion or the trauma of their escape from the city. 
Either way, she wasn’t looking forward to the rest of the journey to where she thought the bunker might be. And she couldn’t bring herself to consider the possibility that it might not be there any longer.
“I—“ Maddie started, then paused. “We should stay the night. Maybe they’ll be here sometime today.” 
Saff said nothing. Maybe it was the lack of energy, or maybe it was that slight edge of hope in Maddie’s voice that made her want to keep the response to herself. And maybe it was the sudden chills that had begun to run across her skin, but against her better judgment, staying the night there actually did sound better than hiking the rest of the day to find the bunker.
“Okay,” she breathed, her voice barely above a whisper.
Maddie didn’t say anything, but after a moment, she knelt to the ground, feeling her way to the step that Saff was sitting on. Then she sat down beside her.
Saff stared aimlessly out into the street, her eyes already heavy and begging to shut.
“How are you feeling?” Maddie asked, pulling her legs up and resting her chin on her knees.
“Fine.”
Maddie tilted her head toward her. “You’re lying.”
Saff glanced over at her. At some point, Maddie’s pushing and teasing had become slightly less annoying. It also stopped being unexpected.
“And what would you do if I said I didn’t feel fine?”
Maddie’s lips pressed into a thin line. She waited a beat before answering. “I’d try to help.”
Saff grunted, looking back out at the street. “Right,” she muttered.
“You know,” Maddie replied, “I’m not surprised you prefer traveling alone. Must be hard to travel with other people, with you being such a pain in the ass and all.”
Saff’s eyes shot back to her, finding a teasing smirk on Maddie’s face. Apparently, her comments still weren’t entirely unexpected. 
A low laugh rumbled out of her throat before she could stop it. Maddie wasn’t exactly wrong, but she also didn’t want to think about the fact that she hadn’t actually been traveling alone all that time.
Maddie’s smirk grew into a cocky smile. A smile that Saff was beginning to hate less and less with each occurrence. 
“And I suppose everyone loved traveling with you?” Saff asked, still watching the girl beside her. 
Maddie shrugged, still smiling. “I kept them entertained.”
Saff grunted, letting her head rest against the railing once again. “I can imagine.”
They sat in comfortable silence for a while before Saff finally regained enough energy to stand. 
“I’m gonna check the shops for supplies,” she said, wincing as she slowly grabbed the metal railing and pulled herself up. “Wanna come with me or wait here?”
Maddie thought for a few moments before finally standing. “I’ll go with you. Waiting here alone doesn’t sound super appealing.”
***
By the time they finished making their way through the sixth shop, finding nothing of use, the sun was finally beginning to set. 
Saff led them out of the antique store they’d just searched, and stepped down off the sidewalk. After the third store, her side had begun aching so badly that each step she took was a battle. And after the sixth, she knew she had to stop. 
It wasn’t particularly cold out yet, but chills had begun running through her body every few minutes. And as they ambled toward the library, she winced when another shiver rolled through her.
Maddie stopped, holding her in place. “Are you okay?” she asked, with more concern than Saff had heard from her before.
“Yeah,” Saff muttered. “Just need to sit down.”
Maddie didn’t look convinced, but she also didn’t push her on it.
They made it up the steps, but by the time they did, it felt more like Maddie was leading her, and not the other way around.
Saff paused in front of the large wooden doors of the library. “Its gonna be dark soon,” she said, and even the words were a struggle to get out. “We should probably get settled for the night.”
Maddie nodded, following her into the library. 
It only took a couple of full breaths in the dusty air for the coughing to start. Saff winced, dropping her backpack to the floor as a string of coughs came out, each one sending its own shooting pain through her abdomen. 
She grabbed the inhaler out of her pocket and expelled the medicine, drawing in a deep breath.
But still, it didn’t help much.
“Actually, I’m—” she coughed again, her body tense with pain. “I’m gonna stay outside tonight.”
Maddie paused, her backpack still in her hand as she was about to set it down. “What? Why?”
“Its too—“ Another cough. “I need the fresh air.”
Maddie pulled her backpack up onto her shoulder again. “Okay, I’ll stay out there with you then.”
Saff paused, looking at her. “Why?”
Maddie made a face that said she should’ve known the answer. “I’m not gonna stay in some creepy library by myself.” She stepped forward, putting her hand out in front of her. “Besides, if I need to save you or something in the middle of the night, it’ll be a lot easier if I don’t have to go find you outside first.”
Saff smirked, shaking her head slightly as she led them back outside.
It took her a few minutes to set up her mat and sleeping bag, while Maddie sat beside her, leaning against the wall of the front of the library. She’d tried to convince her that they should go around the side, where they were more hidden, but Maddie had insisted they stay there at the front. She didn’t want to risk missing her group if they came through, and Saff didn’t have the energy to argue—or move.
“You sure you don’t want any?” Maddie asked as she took another bite of her protein bar. 
“No,” Saff answered, grimacing at the thought of eating anything while nausea roiled in her stomach.
“You really should,” Maddie said, munching through another bite. “Your body needs energy to heal.”
Saff grunted, laying down and pulling her jacket up around her neck as another shiver passed through her body. “You gonna put your sleeping bag out?” 
Maddie took another bite, then wrapped the bar up, stuffing it back into her backpack. “No. I’m gonna stay up for a while and listen for them.”
Saff nodded, tucking her backpack beneath her head.
“So,” Maddie continued, stretching her legs out in front of her and crossing one ankle over the other. “Why didn’t you want to sleep in the library?”
Saff let out a breath, looking up at the stars. That was one positive of the apocalypse. Less light pollution meant the stars were always visible, no matter how close to the city she was. 
“Asthma,” she muttered. “The dust makes it worse.”
Maddie nodded slowly, then she paused, as if thinking something through. “Is that what you’re looking for?” Saff glanced at her, the low light of dusk illuminating only half of her face. “The medication, I mean. Is it for asthma?”
Saff was quiet for a moment. She didn’t like sharing too many details, but it also probably wouldn’t be a problem if Maddie knew.
“Yeah,” she muttered.
Maddie looked thoughtful, her head dropping a fraction as she bit her lip. “I don’t,” she started quietly, “I don’t know if they’ll have that.”
Saff watched a look pass over her features. A look that resembled guilt.
Maddie was quiet for a few moments before she continued. “When I figured out that you wanted medication, I—“ she paused again, and the look on her face then was definitely one of guilt—or shame. “I guess I didn’t think it was something like that. I assumed you just wanted general stuff. Not something that..” She trailed off, but Saff understood what she was getting at.
And she wasn’t all that surprised. She knew the risks when she agreed to go with her. No matter what she’d chosen, there was going to be a risk that she wouldn’t get what she needed. There was no getting around that fact.
“I—I don’t know if they’ll have that,” Maddie said, in a voice so low it was almost a whisper. “I’m sorry.”
Saff watched her for a few moments. People like Maddie—good people—weren’t made to last in the world they were in now. A world where guilt would do more harm than good. She’d known that for a while, especially after she’d started raiding with her father. She’d never thought about it much, but for some reason, seeing it in Maddie bothered her. 
“Wake me up if you hear anything,” she said before rolling onto her side and shutting her eyes.
***
She woke to a throbbing ache in her stomach. Her eyes flitted open to gray early morning light. Then they instantly flicked to the side.
Maddie sat there, still leaned against the wall of the library, exactly where she’d been when Saff had fallen asleep. Her head drooped slightly, but she wasn’t wearing her sunglasses anymore, and Saff could see her tired eyes. 
She shifted in her sleeping bag and sat up, letting out a small groan as the swollen skin on her side protested against the movement.
Maddie’s head raised, turning toward her. 
“Did you sleep at all?” Saff asked, her voice hoarse with the remnants of sleep.
Maddie shook her head slowly. 
Saff frowned. “No one showed up?” she asked, pushing her sleeping bag down so she could lift the bottom of her hoodie and t-shirt to check the wound.
“No,” Maddie murmured.
With the shirt pulled up, she could instantly see the swollen bright red skin around her torso. She gently pulled the gauze up off the skin, her mouth pressing into a hard line when she saw the blood and clear liquid oozing from the wound. 
She let out a small breath, pressing the bandage back into place as she leaned back onto the wall.
The sky was gray, but over one of the buildings, the sun was beginning to rise. 
She couldn’t wait any longer. It could be hours, or it could be days, until Maddie’s group showed up. And she didn’t have that kind of time. 
She watched some small birds flitting from tree to tree in the grassy area below the stairs. 
“They might not come,” she finally said, not wanting to put it off any longer.
Maddie didn’t react. She didn’t even move. And Saff wondered if she’d been thinking the same thing—if that’s what had really kept her up all night. 
They sat in silence for a while, until finally the sun made its way past the roof of the building, casting a ray of light and warmth down upon them. 
Maddie blinked a few times, then pulled the sunglasses off from where they hung on the collar of her shirt, slowly pushing them up onto her face.
Saff cleared her throat. “What’re you gonna do?” she asked, surprised by how much she cared to hear the answer.
Maddie shrugged slightly. “Wait, I guess.”
Saff watched the two birds flutter down onto the ground, pecking at the dewy, glittering grass. “What about Brighton?”
Maddie released a sigh, running a hand through her hair. “What about it?”
“What if they’re already there?”
Maddie didn’t answer.
Saff tilted her head, watching her. The bunker—or at least where she thought it might be—wasn’t too far out of the way. And she’d already been with Maddie for a few days. A little longer couldn’t hurt. 
Besides, Maddie wasn’t exactly wrong every time she made a joke about helping her. With the pain in her side growing worse by the minute, it might not be a bad idea to stay with another person. It might even be safer—give her a better chance of survival.
She turned the thought over in her head, weighing the pros and cons.
Finally, she cleared her throat. “I’m going to a bunker. Or—well—I’m going to try to find it.” Maddie cocked her head slightly. “It might not be there anymore, but,” Saff continued, “it’s my best bet.”
Saff cleared her throat again, some part of her brain still trying to convince her not to say the words that were about to come out.
“You can come with me if you want. It’s a little out of the way, but still closer to Brighton than you would be here.”
She’d halfway expected some teasing retort, just like the last time she’d given in to the idea of them traveling together. But this time, Maddie’s face didn’t change. She just sat there quietly, her hands fidgeting with the white cane in her lap.
After a few moments, she muttered, “Okay.”



Chapter Ten
They’d been walking for hours, and Maddie could feel Saff’s shoulder sagging further by the minute. But she rejected any concern that entered her mind. They would soon part ways for good, and she needed to worry about her own safety. She needed to try to remember that this person was someone who had once tried to kill her, and they were only traveling together for the mutual benefit—nothing more.
Still, each time she heard Saff’s labored breaths, or felt her stride slowing, Maddie couldn't help the worry that bubbled in her chest.
That back and forth in her mind went on for an hour or so, and right when she was about to say something and check in on how she was feeling, Saff suddenly jerked to a stop.
“Shit,” she hissed, pulling them both sideways.
“What's wrong?” Maddie asked, her anxiety spiking.
Saff pulled her until she felt the ground soften beneath her feet, like wet earth or grass.
“Get down,” Saff whispered, pulling her down to a crouched position.
Maddie waited quietly, tucking her cane under her arm and placing her other hand on Saff’s shoulder for balance.
“What is it?” Maddie asked again.
“Zombie horde.”
"Really?" Maddie asked, surprised.
"Usually, they don't come this far outside the city," Saff said, "unless they're chasing something."
"Like what?"
"Anything. Caravans moving through. Big groups of people traveling."
The thought of her group—her family—immediately entered her mind. What if they'd been attacked again? What if they were nearby, on the run?
"What do we do?" Maddie breathed.
Saff stayed quiet for a few moments before letting out a frustrated exhale. "We're going to have to go a different way to avoid them. With a horde this big, stragglers can hang on the outskirts for miles." She let out another frustrated breath. "It'll add another few hours."
Maddie frowned. She was exhausted, but she couldn't imagine how Saff felt, traveling with her injuries. 
"Are you sure we have to?"
"Yeah," Saff muttered. "We'll have to backtrack this road a mile or so, then take the turn and go around."
"Should we take a break first?" Maddie asked. Although what she really meant was 'should you take a break first'.
"No," Saff answered, standing from the crouched position, and pulling Maddie up with her. "We don't have time."
Maddie knew it was a futile effort to argue with her on that. So instead, she nodded and pulled her cane back out in front of her, following as Saff turned them in the opposite direction.
It was probably a mental thing, but for some reason, the walk back down the road felt much more exhausting. But, to Saff’s credit, she pulled them along steadily with renewed energy. Maddie wondered if her annoyance at having to go a longer way boosted her adrenaline. Hopefully, it did.
It wasn't until another two hours passed that she felt her really begin to slow down. So much so that she wondered if Saff would finally ask for a break.
Maddie's feet were beginning to move faster than hers, and on more than one occasion, it felt like she was the one pulling them along rather than the other way around.
Then, finally, when she was almost about to ask once more if Saff needed to sit down, she stopped them.
"What is it?" Maddie asked, desperately hoping that it wasn't another horde of infected people.
"River," Saff answered, and even her voice sounded weak and slow in a way that set Maddie on edge.
"Can we go around it?" she asked.
Saff paused for a few moments before answering. "Doesn't look like it."
Maddie frowned. "So, what? We have to cross it?"
Saff was quiet for a few seconds. "Yeah, but I can't see how deep it is." She cleared her throat. "Can you swim? If you have to."
"Yes," Maddie answered confidently.
Saff went quiet again. Then finally she exhaled and began walking.
They moved for another minute or so before Maddie began to hear rushing water, drowning out the surrounding sounds of nature.
"You should stand behind me for this," Saff muttered. "I'm gonna feel the ground with a stick in front of us to see how deep it gets."
Maddie nodded. 
She felt Saff adjusting her backpack, then she stepped forward. Maddie listened to the splashing sound of Saff stepping into the water, then she followed.
With the second step, her foot plunged into ice-cold river water, and she froze for a second in shock. It reminded her of winters at the lake, when the water was so cold, one touch was enough to suck the air from her lungs.
Two more steps, and the cold seeped up her pant legs to her knees.
"How far is it across?" she asked, one hand gripping Saff's arm, while the other gripped the thick fabric on her back.
"Maybe thirty feet," Saff called back to her over the rushing water.
A few more steps, and the water rose to her waist. She sucked in a sharp breath as it touched her stomach. The current was much stronger, and she could feel the water growing rough.
Maddie strengthened her grip on Saff's back, the icy water splashing up onto her hands. As she stepped, the smooth bottom turned to large jagged rocks beneath her feet that shifted with each step.
They took a few more slow, precise steps, then she removed one hand, reaching down to adjust the strap of her backpack.
But right as her fingers touched the strap, Saff dropped.
Water crashed in front of her as the one hand, still clinging to Saff's arm, plunged beneath the rushing water.
Maddie yelped, just barely keeping her balance as she lunged forward, throwing her other arm out to grab her.
Freezing water splashed up around her wrist as her fingers caught onto soaking wet fabric. She moved her hand, throwing her entire arm around Saff from behind, gripping onto her torso and pulling her tight against her own chest.
"Are you okay?" she breathed, as Saff's head and wet hair pressed against the side of her jaw.
Instead of answering, Saff struggled for a moment until she regained her footing.
Maddie loosened her arm, but kept a tight grip with both hands on Saff's sides.
Saff began pulling them forward once more. "Be careful. Some rocks have moss on them."
Maddie stepped carefully over the area, feeling her feet slip slightly as she walked.
Then finally, after a couple more feet, she could feel the water lowering down her stomach. They'd passed the halfway point.
"Almost there," Saff said, but her voice was low and quiet, and Maddie had to strain to hear the words.
With a few more steps, the rocky bottom returned to flat mud or dirt or whatever else was there. They took the last few splashing steps out before finally emerging from the water.
When they were fully out and up on the bank, Maddie pulled her cane out of the backpack once again. Then she immediately returned one hand to Saff's arm, where she knew she still stood in front of her.
The arm shook violently beneath her hand.
"Take off your jacket," Maddie commanded, hoping Saff wouldn't argue.
And when she didn’t, Maddie couldn't decide if that was a bad sign or not.
After a few seconds, she heard water being squeezed out, dripping onto the ground. Then she felt Saff's arm brush against her fingers.
Maddie lifted her hand and placed it on the now bare skin.
Then she immediately stopped.
"Do you have a fever?" Maddie asked with concern, as her fingers ran over the burning hot skin.
She felt Saff tug forward, trying to continue walking, but Maddie held her ground, keeping her there without budging.
"It's fine," Saff answered with an exasperated tone.
Unease filled her chest.
She pulled her backpack off and set it on the ground in front of her. Reaching in, she pushed past the food and items she had on the top of the pack down toward the bottom. Her fingers touched the soft, thick cotton of her spare hoodie and she pulled it up out of the pack.
"Put this on," she commanded. Then she paused. "Or—well—first take your shirt off too, if it's wet."
She could sense Saff hesitating for a moment, but then she heard her shifting around in front of her. That was another bad sign. She was positive Saff would have argued against that one.
Maddie shifted on her feet, waiting for her to finish. If she weren't so worried, maybe she’d feel a bit awkward or nervous about there being a half-naked girl within arm's reach.
Then she felt Saff taking the hoodie from her hands.
"Do you have pants you can change into?" she asked.
"No," Saff answered, her voice a raspy quiet.
Before Maddie could reply, Saff looped her arm over her hand and pulled them forward. Maddie followed without arguing, but couldn't help the uneasiness she felt. It was only once they had moved for a few minutes that she even remembered her own soaking clothes. She knew they weren't as bad as Saff's probably were, but even so, she was surprised she'd so easily thought only about the other woman instead of herself.
And then she wondered whether or not Saff had someone waiting for her wherever she was going that could help take care of her if she needed it.
Right as the thought entered her mind, she stopped it.
No.
She needed to focus on herself in her own situation. Hers was just as bad, if not worse, than Saff's. At least Saff had somewhere to stay that night. Maddie couldn't even bring herself to think of a plan for the night after she and Saff inevitably parted ways.
She told herself that once the time came, she would take a few minutes to regroup and figure out her plan. And until then, she didn’t want to spend any of her limited energy worrying.
Her cane swiped back and forth on the ground beneath her. As they went on, it slowly became more and more uneven.
They walked in silence, the wind whistling through the trees around them. And with that wind came a crisp evening.
Saff's arm shook, and Maddie moved her hand up across her shoulders, stopping near the base of her neck. Wet hair draped over the dry cotton of the hood, and she brushed it away, moving her hand up onto the skin on the back of Saff's neck.
She’d moved it there without thinking, and now she was surprised—very surprised—that Saff had done nothing to resist it.
Then she could guess why.
The skin blazed against her palm. It had to have been even hotter than before when she felt it at the river.
“How far are we from the bunker?” Maddie asked.
“Close,” Saff mumbled. “I think.”
Instinctively, she brushed the wet hair away from the exposed skin on her neck and pushed the hood up against it for protection.
They walked for another thirty minutes before the path grew steeper and more uneven.
She thought she heard Saff mutter something about being careful, but she couldn't tell over her labored breaths. And her own breathing was only slightly better.
She tried to focus on the soothing sounds of wind trickling through the trees. But even that sounded different now. The chirping birds had slowly faded, which meant that it must have been getting later into the evening.
Night would fall soon, and with it, the last of the daytime warmth.
They continued on, her only focus on whether or not Saff's trembling was getting worse beneath her hand.
Then slowly she began to pick up a new sound. It was faintly off in the distance, like a light crunch of leaves or bushes rustling. She tried to listen again, but she couldn't distinguish between the noises from them walking and what she thought she heard.
It was probably some small animal nearby, or her ears playing tricks on her. She was about to move her hand to Saff's neck again to check her temperature when she suddenly heard it again. This time louder. Closer.
She stopped.
“Do you—”
“Zombies,” Saff cut her off, her voice a strained whisper. “They haven't noticed us yet, but they're close.” She paused for a few moments. “They could sneak up on us later.” She paused again, then Maddie felt her removing her backpack. “Stay here.”
Maddie listened to Saff's footsteps crunching on the leaves as she walked away. They continued for a while until she couldn't clearly make them out anymore. She couldn't tell how far Saff had gone, but she faintly heard a grunt of effort that could have come either from Saff or the infected.
As the seconds ticked by, she wanted to call out. She wanted some kind of indication of what was going on. Then, before she could, she heard another sound. This time it was the same grunting, but from a different direction. She couldn't quite tell, but she thought that maybe it was from the opposite direction that Saff had gone.
She paused to listen, trying to block out any other sounds.
The noise slowly grew louder, and then she knew.
It was coming from behind her. Definitely not the direction that Saff had gone in.
Maddie spun, drawing out her knife and clutching it tightly in her hand.
“Saff?” she called out.
No response.
The grunting sound grew closer with every passing second.
Maddie swung her cane against the ground, back and forth in front of her in wide, fast arcs.
“Saff?” she called out again, louder this time.
And right as the word left her mouth, her cane suddenly hit against something.
Then, before she knew it, the grunting, moaning sounds were right in front of her.
A scream, strangled with shock and fear, tried to escape from her throat.
She had only a split-second thought that she needed to stab upward, trying to reach the head of the infected. And right as that thought crossed her mind, arms and hands slammed into her.
They knocked the air from her lungs, and she dropped her cane just in time to throw one arm up and push back against the solid chest in front of her.
The sickening sound of clacking teeth rang out just inches from her face.
She shrieked, stabbing the knife upward immediately in front of her.
The blade pierced easily through the flesh in front of her, but right away, she knew it wasn't high enough to be in its head. She tried to pull her arm back, to pull the knife back out, but something prevented it, as if the knife had lodged onto something and stuck inside the rotting body.
The hands grabbed at her, pulling her shoulders and chest closer. She struggled against the body as hard as she possibly could, throwing herself backward.
Her legs didn't move as fast as her upper body, and when she stepped back to catch herself, her foot caught against something on the ground. She toppled backward, her hands shooting back to catch against the hard-packed ground.
A feral snarl echoed out mere feet away.
She immediately pushed herself back up, but before she had a second to do anything else, a strong arm suddenly wrapped around her torso, lifting her into the air and spinning the opposite way.
This time, she screamed.
Her feet hit the ground again, but the arm didn't release its tight grip.
The infected groaned, now behind her for one split second, then she heard the sound of a knife piercing flesh.
Her hands scrambled, grabbing and pushing and pulling all at once against the arm that had entrapped her.
Then slowly she began to realize its familiarity.
She stopped struggling, and instead held on, keeping it there, keeping it wrapped around her like it was keeping her held together. Like it was the only thing holding her together.
The thud of a body hit the ground. Then Saff immediately loosened her grip, sliding her arm out from around her.
Maddie silently wished she would have kept it there.
Her quaking legs gave out, slumping to the ground.
Leaves crunched beside her, paired with Saff’s harsh breathing. 
Adrenaline coursed through her veins like nothing she’d ever felt before. Not even when their settlement had been attacked and they’d had to flee. Not even when the infected had attacked their group as they traveled.
This was different. Never before had she come so close to being bit.
A few moments went by, and then soft hands wrapped around her wrists.
The fingers were hot, moving with a purpose. They turned her arms over so her palms were facing up. Then she felt Saff pulling the sleeves of her jacket up, turning her arms, as if checking every angle.
Bite marks, Maddie realized. She was looking for bite marks.
The thought sent a fresh chill down her already frozen spine.
“I don't—I don't think it bit me,” she whispered, voice shaking and vibrating out of her pounding chest.
Saff said nothing as her hands continued up and reached her neck. She felt her checking her throat and the back of her neck, the hot fingers tracing over her skin in a quick and efficient way.
Then finally, Saff released a slight exhale of breath.
She wanted to ask, but she didn't think she could speak anymore without her voice quivering.
Then, as if Saff immediately read her thoughts, she answered the silent question. “No bite marks.”
They sat there for a few minutes that felt more like hours, before a strong breeze blew through, and Maddie began to shiver.
“Ready?” Saff rasped beside her.
Maddie nodded, placing her hand out to the side. She held it in midair until she felt Saff lift her arm up beneath it, hooking it and pulling her with her as she stood up.
Immediately, Maddie could feel the hard shivers running through Saff's arm. And she wondered for the first time if Saff had been hurt at all when she fought off the infected. Then she wondered how close, if at all, Saff had come to getting bitten in order to pull her out of the way.
Another chill traveled down her spine.
They began walking up the hill again, but this time felt different. Maddie couldn't help but hold on just a bit tighter to her arm. She hoped Saff wouldn't notice.
Then finally, after what felt like an eternity, they made it to ground that evened out. But still, Saff seemed to struggle even more than she had before.
“Did you get hurt at all back there?” Maddie asked, finally breaking their silence.
“No,” Saff answered, her voice barely a whisper.
She wasn't sure if she was telling the truth. She actually wasn't sure if Saff would tell her at all if she had been hurt.
A few more minutes of silence passed until suddenly Saff spoke.
“We're here.”



Chapter Eleven
Saff stared through the clearing, still dimly lit by the gray light of the sun that had just dipped below the horizon.
A metal shed perched on one edge of the lot, and beside it, the old wooden structure that she and her father had camped out in each time they’d come when she was a child. Calling it a cabin would’ve been an overstatement, especially in its current condition. One wall appeared to have collapsed, taking half of the wooden roof down with it. And weeds had grown tall on all sides, reclaiming the wood back down into the earth.
But that wasn’t what she was looking for.
Her eyes drifted back to the metal shed.
Childhood memories of playing outside, while her father worked somewhere inside the shed—somewhere below it—floated back to her.
She took slow steps toward it, her body shivering through the cold air. Maddie’s hand tightened around her arm, as if trying to keep her steady.
She slowed as they approached the metal door. If she weren’t so out of it, maybe she would’ve thought to be more cautious. Maybe she would’ve thought to inspect the area more thoroughly for signs of zombies or humans. But she didn’t have the energy. She could feel her body slowly shutting down beneath the pain and fever.
Maddie hadn’t said a word since they’d come up the last hill, and Saff wondered if she was just as exhausted.
Saff took the last step to the door, where two broad, rust-coated locks hung from the door handle.
The wiser move would’ve been to find something to pry them off, but she didn’t have the energy. And within minutes, the sun would be fully down, making it that much more difficult.
“Cover your ears,” Saff mumbled, working to keep her jaw steady as another chill wracked her body.
Maddie's lips parted, as if she was about to question her, then thought better of it and closed them again. She pulled her hand off of Saff’s arm and put both hands up to her ears.
Saff stepped closer to the locks, aiming her rifle at the top one first.
Pop.
The gun went off, hitting the first lock with a clang.
Pop.
The next one followed.
She paused for a second, and the fleeting thought went through her mind of what she would do if the bunker wasn’t there anymore, or if it wasn’t finished, or if there was nothing down there but cold empty cement.
But she forced those thoughts away, reaching a shaky hand out and pulled the door open. Metal groaned in protest with every centimeter of movement, as if it had gone untouched for years.
She blinked, eyes adjusting to the darkness.
An array of tools hung on the walls, covered in dust and spiderwebs. And in the center of the shed sat a dark metal hatch.
At least her memories hadn’t been playing tricks on her.
After years of her father not speaking about that place, and never mentioning it in the months after the outbreak, she’d almost wondered if she’d made it all up in her mind.
She pulled the small flashlight from her pocket and shined it into the shed. Then she crept forward, grabbing the handle and yanking upward.
The heavy metal didn’t budge an inch.
She shifted the rifle strap, swinging it around to her back as she crouched down, grasping the handle with both hands.
She pulled up as hard as she could, flinching as pain charged through her abdomen and back. But then the hatch shifted, creaks echoing around them as it slowly opened.
She stumbled back a step, barely catching herself as the hatch door fell to the side. The stream of light cascaded through the vertical tunnel, revealing a set of metal rungs that led into the darkness below.
“Wait here,” she muttered to Maddie, her breathing ragged as she shifted her backpack off her shoulders, letting it drop beside the opening in the ground.
One leg after the next, she lowered down onto the first rung, keeping one hand free to shine the light into the darkness.
She continued, one slow step at a time, until the cement floor below grew closer, the small tunnel expanding into a wider room. She stepped down onto the floor, then stopped, shining the light out across the open space.
Relief filled her chest as she took it all in.
Plastic labeled containers stood stacked against the walls. A small table sat in the center with a pair of fold up chairs resting against it. And beyond it, an army cot lay perched in the far corner.
Saff walked further in, and the small walkway slowly expanded to the left. Shelves, cupboards, and a small counter top lined the wall, reminding her of the kitchen in one of the trailers they’d lived in when she was a child.
It was all eerily familiar, as if it had been modeled directly after it. She couldn’t remember the exact time they’d lived in that trailer, but because of the striking similarity, she guessed that it had been during the time her father had designed the bunker.
Beyond the small open room was a hallway, leading further into the blackness.
She crossed the small space, her boots scraping against the floor as she let out a cough.
The hallway was only a few feet long, leading into another smaller area. And as she stepped out to the other side, she stopped.
Rows of guns and weapons hung from the far wall.
Her father had always kept a large sum of weapons in the house, most of them left out in the open. So from a young age, the sight of them never surprised her.
But these were different. The sheer amount was almost shocking—far more than he'd ever let show in the past.
She took it all in, her brain cataloging each and every one.
Then slowly, she pulled her eyes away, scanning the rest of the cramped space.
In one corner, white tiles lined a few feet of ground, running up the two adjacent walls. At the top, a small shower head jutted out, with a pipe running up into the ceiling, and another running down to some type of pump beside a nozzle. She reached forward, pressing down on the pump a handful of times, then turned the nozzle.
A low bubbling groan came from the pipe in the ceiling. Then, after a few seconds, a small stream of cold water trickled from the shower head, splattering out on her hand.
She made a mental note to check the pipe above ground at some point.
Another cough forced its way out, and she remembered what she really needed to look for in the bunker.
If her father had stashed medicine down there, he most likely would've kept it somewhere hidden, back there with the weapons. He would’ve wanted the most valuable items as far back from the entrance as possible.
She shined her light on the plastic bins lining the wall on the left and stepped up to the first one, biting the rubber flashlight handle between her teeth.
She cracked the lid off the first container.
Heaps of ammunition. Not surprising.
She dropped the lid and went to the next container, popping it open.
More ammunition. Again, not surprising.
She almost didn’t even check the last one, expecting to find more of the same, but she decided to look inside just for good measure.
She cracked the lid open, only half paying attention, then stopped.
Medical supplies.
She reached down, pushing aside a large white medical kit to see the vials and bottles strewn about beneath. She pushed them around, scanning the names until she stopped at one.
Penicillin.
A fresh wave of relief filled her chest. At least her most urgent issue would be dealt with.
She set that vial on top of the medical kit, then continued searching.
An array of basics, including antibiotics, filled the rest of the bin. But within moments, she had her second answer.
No asthma medication.
She wasn’t exactly surprised that her father hadn’t thought of her or planned for her to have been down there. But still, a small, distant pang of disappointment ticked in her chest.
Another cough came out, breaking her from her thoughts.
That problem could be handled later. For now, she had other matters to take care of.
She set the lid back on top of the container and made her way back out into the main area, then went to the stairs.
“Hey,” she called out, her voice raspy and weak in a way that grated against her bones. “You can come down.”
***
Saff tied off the last stitch, wincing at the pull of her inflamed skin. Her side was red and swollen with infection that would soon decrease as the shot of penicillin worked its magic.
She let out another cough, the dusty air irritating her lungs more and more by the minute. She pulled the inhaler out of her pocket and took one long puff from it, holding the medicine in her lungs.
“You okay?” Maddie asked from where she perched on the cot a few feet away.
“Yeah,” Saff rasped, flexing her shaky fingers.
Maddie nodded slightly, then pushed herself up from the cot. “You should lie down.”
Saff watched her stand and step forward, pausing uncomfortably, like she wasn’t sure where she should go or what she should do next.
“Should I—” Maddie continued, nodding at the backpack hanging from her one shoulder. “Can I lay down on the ground?”
Saff took a breath. Just getting a few words out felt like an enormous task. Then she remembered the blankets she’d seen in one of the bins when she finished going through the ones in the kitchen. “I’ll get you something for some cushion.”
Maddie gave her a small smile. “Thanks.”
It took her longer than usual to get the blankets out, and by the time she’d laid them out for each of them, it felt like she’d run a marathon.
When she finally sat down on the cot, setting the third lantern down on the ground beside her, she couldn’t even muster the energy to remove her boots. And as the fever sent waves of shivers quaking through her body, she finally fell asleep to the low quiet sound of Maddie shifting in her sleeping bag on the ground just a few feet away.
***
Saff woke once in a panic, half delirious, and entirely forgetting where she was. As she fumbled in the dark, pushing the blanket back, she caught sight of Maddie’s blonde hair strewn over the side of her sleeping bag. And then it all slowly came back to her. She fell back onto the cot, instantly resuming the fever dreams that consumed her.
***
The next time she awoke, it was to a noise.
She jolted upright, turning and gasping in pain as her newly stitched side scraped against the metal bar of the cot.
Maddie froze a few feet away, water jug in her hands, sitting up but still half in her sleeping bag.
“Saff?” she whispered, concern and trepidation filling the words.
Saff blinked away the cloudiness in her eyes as they adjusted to the dim light. Then she cleared her dry throat. “Yeah.”
Maddie’s face visibly relaxed. “Are you okay?” she asked, setting the water jug down on the floor beside her.
The memories of the night before, and even the days before, slowly came back to her. She shifted, hair tugging against where it stuck to the wet, sweat covered skin on the back of her neck and forehead.
Saff cleared her throat again. “Yeah. Fine.” Her voice was raspy and worn, and Maddie’s face frowned in response.
“Do you want water?” she asked, her hand drifting to rest on top of the jug.
Saff blinked, still taking in the room as the sleepy fog gradually cleared from her head.
Water. Yes, she needed water.
“Yeah,” she mumbled, pulling the rest of the blankets back and drifting each leg off the cot. “Thanks.”
She began to stand, then instantly regretted it as the world tilted with a wave of dizziness washing over her. She stopped, lowering herself to the ground closer to Maddie’s sleeping bag.
Maddie picked up the jug and held it outstretched in front of her.
Saff took a small sip, testing it against the nausea that had bubbled up when she’d tried to stand. But after a few small sips, thirst consumed her, and she gulped until her stomach couldn’t take any more.
They sat in silence for a few moments before Maddie spoke again. “Did it work? The stuff you did last night for the..” she trailed off.
Saff wiped away a small bead of sweat as it dribbled down her temple. It was working. Or at least, it was starting to. Her body no longer shook under the incessant chills and tremors of the infection.
“Yeah.”
Maddie nodded, her mouth tilting up slightly. “Good. That’s good.”
“Did you just wake up?”
“Yeah,” Maddie breathed. “Well, sort of. I was up for a little bit before you.”
Saff wondered what it was like for her, waking up somewhere completely unfamiliar—with someone unfamiliar. But then she paused at that thought. Were they still unfamiliar to each other? Maybe not. At least not to her. She wasn’t sure when that change had happened exactly. But at some point, Maddie really had stopped feeling unfamiliar. Waking up in the same room as her didn’t exactly feel normal, but it definitely didn’t feel uncomfortable either.
And that realization surprised her. Even before her father died, and they traveled with his friends, she’d never slept in the same vicinity as any of them, including him. It just—set her on edge. She preferred a separate space. Somewhere protected from the rest of them.
“How long were we asleep?” Maddie asked, shifting in her sleeping bag.
Saff silently berated herself for not checking right when she’d woken up. The lack of natural light in the bunker had thrown her off.
She peered down at her watch.
2:16pm.
Her teeth ground together in frustration. It was a mistake to have slept for so long, even if her body needed the rest. That mistake would mean less daylight to check things out above ground. Less valuable time to figure out her next move.
“A while,” she muttered. “It’s past two in the afternoon.”
Maddie’s head bobbed. “You needed it,” she replied softly, as if reading the thoughts that had just passed through her head.
Saff leaned back against the cot, then gently lifted the bottom of her hoodie and the t-shirt beneath it. She picked up the lantern and held it up to her side, examining the newly stitched wound.
The surrounding flesh was still red and swollen, but when she touched her fingertips to it, the skin no longer burned the way it had before.
She’d still need to be careful, but it would probably heal without any issues.
A quiet rumble echoed from Maddie’s stomach.
“You hungry?” she rasped, watching Maddie’s dimly lit face contort into a grimace.
“Yeah,” she whispered.
Saff glanced at the far wall, where a tall stack of black plastic containers sat piled on top of each other. She’d checked a couple of them the night before and found one filled with MREs, which wasn’t surprising. freeze-dried food had always made up the majority of the meals when her father had taken her there as a child.
She turned slowly, placing her hands on the cold metal rail of the cot, then pulled herself up. Even that slight bit of effort sent her head spinning, but at least it wasn’t as bad as the night before.
She took the lantern and trudged past the small table to the plastic bin. It only took a second to fish through the crinkling packages, finding one she remembered hating less than the rest.
She pulled it out, then searched for another minute before finding a metal cooking pot.
Water. She’d need water to rehydrate the meal.
She faintly remembered a creek that ran through the woods nearby, but just the thought of hiking to it was exhausting.
“Can I use some of the water from your jug?” she asked, her voice hoarse as her dry throat scraped against itself.
Maddie nodded. “Are you gonna cook something?”
“Yeah,” Saff answered, walking over to retrieve the jug. “And check things out outside.”
“Can I come with you?” Maddie asked, a slightly wary edge in her tone. Saff couldn’t blame her. Staying in a dusty old bunker alone probably wouldn’t be her first choice either.
“Sure.”
They gathered their things and climbed back up the ladder into the metal shed.
The first breath of fresh air seeped deep into her lungs as she finally stepped outside.
Broad daylight illuminated each area of the clearing that had been hidden in darkness the night before. She took it all in, paying extra attention to the faint murmur of rushing water from the creek nearby.
As long as she felt up to it, the following day would be dedicated to exploring the area. Doing it immediately would’ve been best, but it also wouldn’t do any good to accidentally reopen the freshly stitched wound. As much as she hated it, taking it easy was the smarter move.
She led Maddie over to a small open area in the shade, then went to work.
It took longer than usual to gather up supplies and get a fire started, but eventually she had the freeze-dried meal boiling above a small fire.
“So, how’d you know about this place?” Maddie asked from where she sat on the dirt a few feet away.
Saff stretched one leg out in front of her, leaning back on her palms. “My dad built it.”
Maddie paused, as if mulling that over. “But you didn’t come here when the outbreak started?”
“No.”
“Why not?”
Saff’s eyes wandered around the clearing, instinctively scanning for movement. “Wasn’t sure if it was still here.”
Maddie was quiet for a moment, then she let out a small hum.
Saff waited for her to continue, but she didn’t.
“What?” she finally asked, looking back at her.
“I don’t know,” Maddie said with a shrug. “Just seems weird.”
It was weird. Saff knew it was. But it was also normal, at least for them. And she didn’t know how to explain that to anyone else.
“So, what,” Maddie continued, “you just wandered around by yourself for almost a year and only recently decided to come here?”
Saff was the one that paused then. She studied the apprehension written across Maddie’s face, seeing the unspoken questions behind her lips.
Saff cleared her throat, but didn’t answer. Instead, she reached forward, stirring the food in the pot.
Maddie was quiet for a moment. Then finally she continued, “What happened to your dad?”
Saff’s hand slowed, the last image of her father’s angry face flashing in her mind. “He died.”
Maddie went quiet again, and Saff knew her well enough now to know that she wouldn’t ask anymore questions after that.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered.
Saff stopped stirring for a moment. No one had told her that after he’d died. Not that she’d particularly wanted to hear it, but still hearing the words felt odd. It felt—wrong, almost.
The water in the pot boiled over, drops of liquid falling into the flames with a hiss as she reached to remove it.
“Foods ready.”
***
Saff had only managed to get a few bites down before the nausea returned. So rather than force it any further, she decided instead to check out the clearing and creek while Maddie finished eating.
It only took a minute for her to find the pipe that came up above ground and ran twenty feet out to the nearby creek. She followed it, easily spotting where it submerged into the running water.
She reached down, sifting through the moss and leaves that had grown over most of the opening, blocking the fresh water from entering. Then she scraped away the debris, mud lodging beneath her fingernails.
When she was done, she rinsed her hands in the ice cold water and scanned the brush nearby.
She’d already spotted a couple of rabbits and birds while they were eating. So if she had more energy the next day, maybe she’d try to hunt and get a real meal. The MRE’s had never been her favorite. They reminded her of long, uncomfortable trips with her dad, and she wouldn’t have been surprised if that alone contributed to the nausea she’d felt earlier.
She splashed some of the cold water up onto her face, then stood, making her way back to Maddie.
“Done?” she called out as she approached, watching Maddie leaned back on her palms, sun streaming down across her face.
Maddie nodded. “Feels like it’s been forever since I actually felt full.”
Saff hummed, reaching down to pick up the pot from the ground.
She gathered their things and led them back down into the bunker. The brief trip above ground had already taken a lot out of her, and she wanted to use what little she had left to finish searching the bunker.
Maddie sat in one of the folding chairs at the table, waiting while Saff finished going through all of the containers, then went down the small hall to the back room.
She set one of the lanterns on the floor near the white tiles of the shower area. Then she reached out, pushing down on the pump a few times before turning the nozzle.
A loud groan moved through the pipe, then a second later, water droplets trickled out. She frowned, pumping a few more times.
Then, slowly, a sloshing sound came down through the pipe in the ceiling. Before she could move, it sputtered out onto the white tiled floor in front of her. She reached one hand forward into the stream, then quickly retracted it, shaking the wetness from her fingers.
It was ice cold, but at least it was clean running water. Her father might not have planned for her to be there, but at least he’d thought to make that addition in the bunker. And for that, she was grateful.
Saff turned the nozzle until the water slowed back to a trickle, then wiped the remaining wetness onto the front of her hoodie.
She stepped back, holding the lantern up against the far wall where the dusty weapons hung.
There were seventeen different guns in total, including one shotgun. There were also more grenades and some heavier artillery that he must’ve gotten a long time ago from one of his old military contacts.
But still, the amount didn’t even come close to what their raiding group had collected. And she realized then why he hadn’t gone to the bunker right when the outbreak happened. There weren’t enough supplies down there. It would maybe be enough to last one person a year, if they rationed carefully. But anything longer than that, and he would’ve needed to gather a lot more first.
She wondered if that had been his plan all along. Raiding with his friends—with her—until he had enough to survive there alone for a while.
She picked up the lantern, turning around and walking to the opposite end of the small space, where a clutter of items and boxes sat in a pile unorganized.
She moved some of the boxes, coughing as dust stirred into the air. In one of them, she found clothes. His clothes.
She paused, picking up one of the unfolded shirts.
A shirt from the Marines. His shirt.
She shoved the box aside, and the lantern light shined down on a metal frame behind the boxes.
She held it up, getting a better look.
A second cot.
She stepped around the boxes and picked it up, resting the metal bar on her shoulder before going back into the main area.
Maddie raised her head as she entered. “Find anything good?”
Saff set the cot down on the ground and unfolded it, coughing as more dust rippled out.
“Another cot.”
Maddie brightened at that. “So I don’t need to sleep on the floor tonight?”
Saff didn’t bother mentioning that she was going to offer the first cot up for her to sleep on that night even before she’d found the second one. “Yeah,” she muttered. “Shower back there is working now, too.”
Maddie smiled. “Seriously?”
Saff pushed the cot up against the other wall. “Don’t get too excited. The waters freezing.”
Maddie’s smile dropped slightly.
“I’m gonna shower,” Saff said, peeling off her hoodie and dropping it onto the cot. “You wanna take one too?”
Maddie yawned. “I’m too tired. Maybe tomorrow.”
Exhaustion was already creeping up on her too, but after going so long without a real shower, it almost felt like a necessity.
She was in and out in less than a minute, barely able to stand the cold water as shivers ran through her body, causing the ache in her side to return. She changed into one of the plain old t-shirts and sweatpants she’d found before re-entering the main area.
Maddie had found her way to the new cot and already set her sleeping bag on it, along with the blanket she’d used the night before.
“This is so much better than the floor,” she said with a satisfied lull.
Saff’s stomach growled, and she made her way back to the bins of food. She opened one and began sifting through, searching for anything that wasn’t an MRE.
There were heaps of canned food, soups, and other things that did nothing for her appetite. Then, when she was about to give up, her hand stopped.
She smirked, pulling out a bag of buttered popcorn kernels
“I’ll be right back,” she muttered, grabbing the pot on her way back to the hatch.
***
“Is that—popcorn?” Maddie asked, as Saff walked back through the small tunnel into the main area of the bunker.
“Want some?”
Maddie’s smile grew wide as she pushed up onto her elbows. “Is that what you were doing up there? Making popcorn?”
Saff shrugged, bringing the pot over to her. “Found it in one of the containers.”
She poured some out into Maddie’s open palm, careful to keep the still hot metal from touching her skin.
Maddie slowly put one piece into her mouth. “Oh my god,” she said, laughing through a crunch. “This is so good.”
Saff smirked, popping a piece into her mouth.
“This place must be pretty well stocked,” Maddie said, taking another bite.
Saff grunted. “Its not bad. But not great.” She lowered herself to the ground, sitting on the floor beside Maddie’s cot. “Maybe enough for half a year. Or a full year with strict rations.”
Maddie nodded thoughtfully. “Did you find any asthma medication?”
Saff popped another piece into her mouth, then set the pot on the ground. “No.”
Maddie frowned, putting the rest of the handful in her mouth. “What’re you gonna do now?”
She’d thought about it off and on throughout the day, running through the possible options. Although none came up any better than the rest.
“I don’t know,” she answered honestly. “Keep searching any pharmacies I can find, I guess.”
“Aren’t you worried about it being expired?” Maddie asked softly. “Whatever medication you find.”
Saff shook her head lightly. “It’ll still work after its expired. It’s just less effective. I’ll need more of it.”
Maddie went quiet for a moment, as she seemed to consider what she said. “You know, my offer still stands,” she said finally. “You could come with me to Brighton and see if they have what you need.”
Saff swallowed down the popcorn in her mouth. It wasn’t that she hadn’t considered it. She had. But it just didn’t make sense. Now that she’d found the bunker, leaving it so soon would be too big a risk. She had valuable supplies there, and it would be stupid not to take full advantage of that.
“I’ll figure something out,” she finally replied.



Chapter Twelve
This time when she awoke, Maddie smelled what she thought was cooked meat—and coffee.
Definitely coffee.
She blinked, rolling over on the soft cot and pulling the sleeping bag up to her chin.
Two small orbs of light glowed in the darkness where Saff had left the lanterns on. They'd been on since the first moment that they'd walked down there two nights before.
It wasn’t perfect, but the bunker was growing on her. Being underground wasn’t exactly ideal, but now that she was used to it, it felt safe—comfortable even.
Staying inside and out of the sunlight, she could leave her sunglasses off without worrying about getting a migraine. And since the area was mostly dark, with only a couple of small lights, navigating was much easier, which gave her a sense of ease she hadn't felt since their community had been raided.
Quiet noises came from further in the main room as she pushed the blanket back off of her reluctantly and sat up in the bed, stretching her neck from side to side.
“You want coffee?” Saff asked from the area with the light on the left side.
“There's—coffee?” she replied, her mouth instantly pulling up into a smile.
“I grabbed a bag from that house we stayed in. Just made it in the pot outside.”
Maddie took an extra moment to stretch her still sore muscles before setting her bare feet down on the cold floor. She immediately picked up her cane and made her way to where she knew the table and chair were.
When she felt the chair in front of her, she pulled it out and sat down, resting her cane against the side of the table.
Something scraped against the table in front of her, then she heard Saff’s voice. “Here's the coffee.”
“Thanks,” she replied with a smile, carefully feeling for the mug.
She took a sip, then set it down, taking a deep breath as the scent of cooked meat filled her nostrils.
As if right on cue, Saff asked, “Do you want any rabbit?”
“Rabbit? Like—fresh rabbit?”
Saff hummed. “Caught one this morning.”
Maddie chuckled. “Did I really sleep in that late? What time is it?”
A beat of silence passed before Saff answered. “A little before eight.”
Maddie took another sip of the coffee. “As in—eight in the morning?”
“Mhm.”
“Geez, how long have you been up?”
Saff grunted some noncommital noise. “A while. I don’t like sleeping in.”
Maddie snorted, taking another sip. “Of course you don’t.”
Saff was quiet for a few moments, and she could hear items moving around nearby. 
“So—rabbit?” she asked again.
Maddie grimaced internally. Meat hadn't exactly been her thing before the outbreak, especially not rabbit. But she'd become much less particular as the food had dwindled in their community. So although she still didn't enjoy it, she ate it nonetheless.
“Sure. Thanks,” Maddie mumbled behind the rim of her mug before taking a larger gulp.
“I also made some canned beans and potatoes.”
Those sounded a lot better.
“Do you want a fork or spoon?” Saff asked.
“Spoon, please.”
After a minute or so, something else was set in front of her.
“Do you want me to place your hands where each thing on the table is?” Saff asked, immediately reminding Maddie of her medical background. And in this case specifically, she couldn't have been more grateful.
“Yeah. Thanks.” She rested her palms on the table in front of her, waiting a moment before Saff's hands wrapped gently around her wrists. She eased them around the table, explaining where the water cup, spoon, and plate were, along with a cloth to use as a napkin.
Then lastly, she took her through her plate.
Saff cleared her throat. “The rabbit is at twelve o’clock. The beans are at three o’clock. And the potatoes are at six o’clock.”
Maddie sat there, utterly surprised by her detail. She knew that it was just from her time as a doctor, but she still felt a small surge of emotion. It felt familiar in a way that she’d missed ever since the community had crumbled. And especially since they were attacked again while traveling, forcing her to split up from her family. It made her feel understood and cared for in a way that she'd realized she hadn't felt in a while.
It made her miss her family. It made her miss home.
Emotion rushed through her, and she blinked her eyes against the darkness, looking over towards the orb of light on her left.
“Is that—” Saff paused. “Is that okay? Or do you need something else?”
“No.” Maddie shook her head slightly, pushing the feelings away. “No. That's perfect. Thank you.” She took her first bite of the warm food, relishing the taste of the potatoes. “Did you work with a lot of visually impaired patients?”
She heard the scrape of utensils against plates. Then, after a few moments, Saff answered. “Not a lot. Just a few when I started as an intern.”
Maddie nodded. “Seems like you remembered everything.”
Saff let out a small noise of acknowledgment.
Maddie took another bite, content to leave it at that. She wanted to ignore the feeling of homesickness that had begun to set in.
She scooped a piece of the meat, using her other index finger to guide it onto the spoon. Then she brought it to her mouth and chewed the slightly tough meat.
“Can I ask you something?” Maddie asked suddenly.
Saff stayed quiet, and Maddie took that as the sign to continue.
“When you saw that I was fighting off the infected person,” she began, pausing as the memories floated back to her. “When you grabbed me, was I about to get bit? Or do you think I could have held them off?” 
Saff was quiet, but this time Maddie let the silence fall between them, waiting for her to formulate an answer.
“I think it could’ve gone either way,” Saff finally answered. Then she let out a small exhale. “You stabbed him, right?”
Maddie nodded.
“You needed to do it higher through the chin or the base of the skull into the head.”
Maddie shook her head. “I tried, but he was too close. I was going to try to pull it out and stab again, but the knife was stuck or something.”
Saff hummed. “Their skin pierces easier, so knives go farther into them than it would on a human. The knuckle of your knife probably got lodged in a rib or something.”
Maddie considered that for a moment, wondering how many times Saff had directly felt that comparison. Then, before she could reply, Saff continued.
“The stabs have to be quick, but short. They don’t need to go super deep. You don't need to with a zombie.”
The words kept flowing out of her mouth, and Maddie thought for a moment that it was the most she’d ever heard her talk the whole time they'd been together. It was funny to think that all she had to ask about in order to get her talking was killing or fighting.
Or maybe—that really wasn't so funny.
She wondered what kind of background she had beyond medical school that would give her that knowledge.
Saff continued. “And since you probably need to have them come at you first, you'll have to grab and block under the chin.” Saff paused. She was speaking much faster than she ever had before.
Maddie's lip quirked up in a smile. It was like she’d pressed a button on one of those talking toys and was now waiting for it to run through the jingle that it played.
“Yeah,” Saff mumbled, more to herself. “If you blocked it under the chin, then it wouldn't be able to bite you. And then you could use your other hand with the knife to stab around the back of the head up into the skull.”
Maddie took another bite of food, trying to imagine the motions and movements that Saff was describing.
“How do I stab up into their head though if their arms are pushing or holding mine down?” Maddie asked, chewing a new bite of the rabbit.
“It wouldn't be too hard,” Saff answered. “You’d just hook your arm around their back and stab up.”
Maddie tried to visualize how that would have felt if she’d done that instead when the infected had attacked her, but it didn’t make sense how something like that would’ve worked with how it was holding on to her arms.
She heard the clink of a metal utensil being dropped onto a plate.
“I can show you if you want,” Saff mumbled through a mouthful of food. 
“Oh,” Maddie answered in surprise as she swallowed the bite. “Okay. You mean—like—now?”
Saff's chair scraped against the floor as she mumbled, "Yeah."
Maddie set her spoon down and pushed back in her chair, standing.
Then, after a moment, Saff spoke again, this time right in front of her. “Can I—”
Maddie knew what she was trying to ask and held her arms out in front of her.
Saff took hold of her wrists and pulled her one arm forward until she felt her forearm being pressed against Saff’s chest. Then Saff adjusted her arm higher until the skin of her arm pressed against the soft skin of her neck.
“Okay,” Saff spoke, and Maddie felt her throat bob beneath her forearm. “Do you feel how your arm is tucked right under my chin so I can't bend my head down?”
Maddie nodded.
“Okay, so you can either block it this way or you could grab me by the throat, and it would have basically the same effect.”
Maddie thought about that, contemplating if that would have been the better option when she was attacked.
“So now,” Saff continued, “if they're grabbing at you, which they will, then you'll need to hook your arm up underneath there's.” She paused, shifting. “Like this.”
Maddie felt Saff’s hands move and grab onto her shoulders. Then Saff inched her closer.
“When they're like this,” Saff started, and suddenly Maddie could no longer focus on what she was saying.
She smelled like coffee and cinnamon—like warmth.
And hearing her voice so close suddenly felt intimate in a way that Maddie hadn't experienced in a very long time. Her heart rate ticked up, and she swallowed, her throat suddenly going dry.
“Does that make sense?” Saff’s voice cut through her daze, and Maddie realized she hadn't really heard what she had said.
She cleared her throat. “Sorry. Can you say that last part again?”
Saff continued, completely unfazed. “I know it might seem counterintuitive, but you have to kind of pull them closer to you or let them get close enough so that you can reach your arm up underneath their elbow between their bicep and their ribs and then stab upward into the back of their head.”
Maddie nodded, suddenly feeling awkward as she wondered if that meant that she should do that right there and then. 
For some reason, the thought of Saff even closer to her made her heart beat even faster. She blinked, swallowing down that feeling. Then she shifted her feet until she was slightly closer, and slowly moved her other hand up.
Then she stopped.
“I don't—I don't want to accidentally touch where you were hurt.”
“It's fine,” Saff replied dismissively. “Here.” 
She felt Saff’s hand move from her shoulder, then it wrapped around her wrist. She pulled her wrist forward, then touched her hand against soft, warm fabric.
“My ribs are right here,” Saff said. “Then,” she continued, pulling her hand off and moving it a few inches in the opposite direction until Maddie’s knuckles grazed against warm skin. “My bicep is right here.”
Maddie swallowed.
“So then,” Saff continued, removing her hand from Maddie's wrist and placing it instead on her elbow. Then she pulled the arm forward slowly. “You would hook it around there, and up their back, towards their head.”
Saff released her hand from her elbow, but Maddie continued moving it upward in the motion she had described until her fingers touched warm skin just behind the neckline of a shirt.
“Yeah,” Saff said, her breath curling over her ear. “But you can't stop at the neck. You have to do it higher than that.”
The air around them suddenly felt hot.
Maddie pulled her hand down, unhooking it from around Saff’s back. Then she dropped her other forearm and took a small step back, tilting her head down to the side.
“Okay. Yeah, I think I got it.”
Maddie felt for her chair, mentally berating herself. What was wrong with her?
It had to have just been because she was lonely. Saff was the only person she'd been with for days, and she must have formed some type of attachment or—she hated the word that came to mind. Crush.
It was nothing. Just her brain reacting after going so long without being intimate with anyone.
She sat down in the chair, then picked up her spoon and forced a bite.
They ate for a few moments in silence before Saff spoke again.
“Humans would probably be the bigger issue.”
Maddie paused, her spoon hovering in the air on its way to her mouth.
“Have you shot a gun before?” Saff asked. 
She hummed, remembering the one time her father had taken her to a shooting range that had sound targets for the visually impaired. “Yeah. Just once, though.”
“How'd you do?”
Maddie shrugged. “Not bad, but not good either. They had sound markers on each of the targets I was shooting at. I could aim at them pretty well with the sound, but I still had a hard time hitting them.”
“What kind of gun were you using?”
Maddie shrugged again. “I'm not sure. I don't really know much about guns. It was small, though, like some type of handgun, I think.”
“Did you try a shotgun?”
Maddie shook her head. “No.”
“A shotgun would probably be a lot better for you.”
Maddie scooped up another bite of potatoes. 
“Want to try?”
Maddie paused, the bite halfway to her mouth. “Try what?”
“Shooting a shotgun,” Saff answered, as if it was obvious. “I found one in the back. I’m pretty sure there’s a canyon farther up in the woods, too. So the sound wouldn’t attract anything here.”
Maddie thought about it. Shooting wasn’t something she’d considered, but it couldn’t hurt to have the skill. Especially if she did end up fully on her own at some point.
“Um, yeah, sure. Okay.”
***
Maddie ran her fingers over the cold metal as Saff adjusted the end of the gun against her shoulder. 
Holding the shotgun had felt entirely foreign at first, but as Saff began going through the safety rules, things had slowly come back to her. And she began remembering what her dad had explained to her years before when he took her to try shooting. 
“Keep it pointed down at the ground until you’re ready to aim,” Saff said, close behind her left ear. “And keep your index finger resting up on the side until you’re actually ready to shoot.”
Maddie lowered the gun to face the ground and moved her finger until it was pointing straight forward. 
“Okay,” Saff said. “I put some tin cans in different areas in front of you. Now I'm gonna stand behind you and throw a rock into the leaves below the targets. So wherever you hear the noise, lift the gun and aim.”
Maddie hesitated. “Are you sure that's safe? I won’t accidentally—I don’t know—shoot you or something?”
“Yeah, just don't pull the trigger yet. Practice aiming for now.”
Maddie nodded, shifting her stance.
“Ready?” Saff asked.
“Mhm,” Maddie mumbled, adjusting the heavy metal in her hands.
“Okay, I'm gonna throw the first rock. So again, just lift the gun and aim at where you hear the noise. Then stop.”
Maddie waited, listening. Then she heard a small grunt from Saff behind her, and a few seconds later, a thud, followed by leaves rustling on the ground.
She turned her head toward the direction of the noise, then slowly lifted the gun, her sore arms straining under the weight. She aimed it in the direction of where she had heard the noise, then stopped.
“Not bad,” Saff said from behind her. “But you have the gun too high. If you're trying to shoot it at an actual person, it would probably go above their head. Try to keep it in line with your chest, so then you're shooting at someone about the same height as you.”
Maddie lowered the gun a few inches. “How's this?” she breathed.
“Better,” Saff answered. “But it's still a little high.”
Light footsteps plodded behind her. Then Saff spoke, this time much closer. “Can I show you?”
“Oh, yeah,” Maddie answered, lowering the gun.
“No.” Saff stopped her. “Keep it up like that. I'm just gonna adjust how high you're aiming.”
Saff’s hand move to the spot below hers on the gun, her fingers just barely grazing the edge of her palm.
“Okay, so you need to drop it a few more inches. Right about here.”
Saff's breath brushed over her cheek, and just like earlier, her heart began to beat just a little faster. She swallowed, nodding as Saff’s hand moved away.
“I'm going to throw the next one. Are you ready?”
Maddie cleared her throat, adjusting the gun in her hands. “Yeah.”
She focused again on the surrounding sounds. Then, after a few seconds, she heard the small noise from Saff behind her, then the thud of something heavy landing against the ground and skipping through the leaves. This time it was further over to her right side.
She moved the gun in that direction, trying to keep it at the level that Saff had just set it to.
“That's better,” Saff said. “You're not exactly pointed at the target, but you're pretty close.”
A small surge of pride coursed through her.
They repeated the process again and again, each time with Saff adjusting her slightly until the gun was pointed directly at the target.
They continued like that for a while, until her shoulders and arms began to ache.
“Do you want to try shooting now?” Saff asked.
Maddie lowered the shotgun, rolling her shoulders up to her ears and neck. “I don't know if my arms can take much more today. They're not really used to holding the weight of a gun.”
Saff hummed.
“Besides,” Maddie continued, “you should probably get more rest.”
This time, Saff let out a grunt of disagreement, and Maddie smirked, having expected that response.
“How are you feeling? And don't say ‘fine’,” she quickly added, before Saff’s default response could make its way out.
Saff snorted, and Maddie smiled again.
Items shifted around beside her as Maddie listened to her gathering their things.
“My side doesn't hurt that bad. But I have a headache.” Saff paused for a moment, before adding, “The headache is kind of bad. I guess.”
Maddie pointed the gun down at the ground and held it out in front of her for Saff to take. When she felt her lift it from her hands, her arms floated with relief and she massaged her hands back and forth on the sore muscles.
“Are you still taking medication for it?"
“Yeah,” Saff mumbled, “But with most concussions the headaches stay for a while. They just come and go.”
“Is there anything you can do for them?”
Saff grunted dismissively. “Anytime I've had them before, nothing really helped.”
Maddie scoffed. “Anytime you've had them before?” she mimicked. “How many concussions have you had?”
“A few.”
“You mean, like, before the outbreak or after?” Maddie asked.
“Before.”
Maddie nodded slowly. “How'd you get so many concussions?”
“Fighting,” Saff answered, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world.
“What, like a fight club?” Maddie asked with a chuckle. She actually couldn't imagine anything more fitting for Saff. Even in the few days she'd known her, she easily struck her as that type.
Saff snorted a laugh. “No, but I guess kind of close. Mixed martial arts.”
Yeah. That definitely seemed on-brand. “So does that mean you weren't very good then?” Maddie asked with a smirk. “Or did you give more concussions than you took?”
Saff chuckled. “I give a lot more than I take.”
Something about the way she uttered those words made Maddie's stomach instantly burn. Her brain froze up for a moment, searching for a response, not ready to let the conversation end just yet.
She cleared her throat. “How—how did you get into fighting?”
“Ready for your backpack?” Saff asked.
Maddie held out her hands, and Saff placed the straps on them.
“My dad made me start when I was a kid,” Saff answered. Maddie was surprised by the answer. Actually, she was surprised by any answer that wasn't just Saff changing the subject.
“Why?” she asked, swinging the backpack up onto her shoulders before finding Saff’s arm.
Saff shrugged beneath her hand. “Make me strong, I guess.”
Maddie considered that for a moment. “Did you want to do it?”
Saff went quiet for a long moment. “I don’t know. I was a kid, so I probably would’ve rather been doing something else. She paused, clearing her throat. "But that’s why you have parents, I guess. They make you do what’s best for you when you’re too young to know.”
Maddie didn’t know why, or how she could tell, but she knew those words didn’t seem like they were Saff’s. As if she could hear them leaving someone else’s mouth. Something that’d been ingrained in her, and now she was repeating them like she’d been taught.
And Maddie didn’t like it. 
She lowered her hand on her arm down to the bracelet, tracing the beads in her familiar, calming way as they walked. 
“And your mom was okay with that?” Maddie asked. She couldn’t imagine any mother easily watching their young daughter fight and get hurt.
Saff cleared her throat lightly. “She convinced him to stop once for a few months. After the first time I really got hurt.” 
The anger in Maddie’s chest eased slightly, knowing that she had at least one person looking out for her. “Surprised she let him start again after a few months,” Maddie muttered. 
Saff went quiet again. Then she cleared her throat once more. “It was really just me and him. She wasn’t around for long. Left when I was a kid and re-married.”
“I’m—sorry,” Maddie whispered, the quiet rage rebuilding within her
She wondered if the way Saff was now had always been there, or if it had grown over time through circumstance.
She could see it clearly then. A child left behind, forced to build those walls of protection around herself.
Saff didn’t say anything more, but Maddie ran her thumb over the bare skin on her wrist in a light, deliberate circle. It was different from any way she’d touched her before, and she hoped Saff would understand the meaning behind it.
***
Maddie made her way down the narrow, steep set of stairs into the bunker, then easily found her way to the cot and sat down, already exhausted from the day.
“What time is it?” she asked, stifling a yawn. 
“Almost four,” Saff answered from across the room. “You hungry?”
Maddie leaned back against the wall. “Not really. Just tired.”
She listened to things shuffling around the room, as Saff most likely returned everything to its rightful place in the bunker. 
After a few minutes, Saff called to her. “You wanna take a shower?”
Maddie groaned. “Not really, but I feel disgusting. So yeah, I guess.” 
Saff chuckled, and Maddie smiled as the sound floated into her ears. 
“I’ll go get it ready.”
She listened to Saff’s light footsteps walking away, and waited patiently, perched on the edge of her cot. 
Then, a few minutes later, the footsteps returned. 
“Ready?”
“Yeah,” Maddie answered, standing from the cot. She stepped forward, moving the cane in front of her as she shuffled towards Saff’s voice. 
“Its back here,” Saff called out, and Maddie could hear her walking further away, into an area of the bunker she hadn’t been in before. She followed, navigating with her cane. It felt colder in this part of the bunker, and Maddie wondered if there was some type of opening back there for ventilation.
“There’s a small ledge a few inches off the ground lining the shower. There’s no door, but it has a shower curtain, so just pull that closed when you’re ready.”
The way Saff so seamlessly snapped into doctor mode helped ease the slight anxiety she felt, knowing she was about to be naked in a place she wasn’t really familiar with. 
“Okay,” she replied, wrapping both of her hands tightly around the handle of her cane. 
“Do you want me to take your hand and show you where things are?”
Maddie’s anxiety lowered another notch. “Yeah,” she said, smiling. “Thanks.”
She released one hand and held it out in front of her. Saff took her wrist, pulling it forward and down until her hand touched something soft. 
“I found some towels and put one right here. It’s sitting on top of a container right outside the shower.” She moved Maddie’s hand off until it touched the hard surface of the container. Then she moved her hand to the right and her fingers grazed cold tiles. “Shower is here,” she said. “Can you step forward? I’ll show you where the soap and the knobs are.”
Maddie took a careful step, then Saff moved her hand onto what felt like a plastic cord and then a nozzle. 
“You can unhook it from here and move it wherever you need.” She moved her hand onto the back of the nozzle until her fingers grazed something that felt like a handle. “You have to squeeze this for the water to come out. It’ll work for maybe thirty seconds or a minute, but then you have to pump here.” She moved her hand to the right until it landed on something circular. “You have to pump this.” Saff placed her hand on top of hers, pushing it down on top of the pump. “Do it a few times and the pressure will build up again and you can use the water again.”
Maddie nodded, memorizing the placement of each mechanism. 
“Warning you now though,” Saff muttered, “the water comes from the creek, so its gonna be freezing. You probably won’t want to be in here very long.”
“Worse than the river we crossed?”
“The same.”
Maddie frowned. “Better than nothing, I guess.” 
“Last thing,” Saff said, moving her hand downward until it rested on something smooth and wax-like. “Soaps right here. I couldn’t find shampoo or anything like that. Just the soap.”
Maddie nodded. “Got it.”
Saff cleared her throat, releasing her wrist. “Need anything else?”
“Um,” Maddie thought for a moment as some of her anxiety returned. She hated that she felt vulnerable, but she wasn’t about to pass up the opportunity for a shower. “No. No, I think I’m good. Thanks though.”
Light footsteps shuffled away.
“I’m gonna be out in the main area. Yell if you need something.” 
Maddie nodded, listening to Saff slowly move farther and farther away. Once she could barely hear her anymore, she reached one hand up, feeling for the small ledge where the wall met the shower tile. Her fingers touched the cold, smooth edge, and she leaned the handle of her cane against it. 
Then she slowly peeled off each piece of dirty clothing. 
When she was finally done, she felt the ledge of the shower with her foot and carefully stepped in.
If the water really was that cold, she wanted to test it first before spraying it across her body. She reached up, feeling until her hand came to the familiar hose-like cord, then ran up to the nozzle, unhooking it. Then she held her other hand out in front and squeezed the trigger. 
It sputtered for a split second. Then icy water sprayed out onto her hand. 
She flinched, jerking away.
Saff had understated it. This water was way worse than the river. 
She sucked in a breath and counted to three, then she sprayed it across her chest, inhaling sharply as the water ran down the front of her body. She repeated that until the front and back of her body were fully soaked, then she fumbled for the soap, hands already trembling. 
When she found it, she quickly rushed through washing herself, then repeated the whole process with her hair. 
And by the time she’d finally finished washing her hair the best she could, her whole body was shaking. It reminded her of Saff after the river. 
She felt along the wall for the hook and then hung the shower head back up, then she pulled the curtain open and immediately reached for the towel. She pulled it up and wrapped it tightly around her body, giving it a few moments to trap in what little heat her body had left. 
Then it hit her.
Clothes.
She hadn’t brought a change of clothes over to the shower. Actually, she wasn’t really sure what clean clothes she had left to change into, anyway. But still, the thought of having to put her dirty clothes back on sounded like torture.
She carefully stepped out onto the cold floor, then reached out for where she’d left her cane. Sounds floated out from the other room, and she easily navigated her way back to them. 
The one free hand stayed tightly wrapped around her torso, keeping the towel in place as she passed through, feeling the table and then the cot. Saff didn’t say anything as she moved through the area, and part of her was grateful. She didn’t want Saff’s attention on her yet, while she still felt so out of her element. 
She sat down on the cot and felt for her backpack. When she found it, she stuffed her hand deep down into the main pocket, searching for any piece of cloth she could wear. She pulled and adjusted the items in the pack until she felt one thing. A pair of hiking pants, covered in buckles and thick pockets. 
It wouldn’t be comfortable, but it would have to do. Then, she supposed, she’d have to wear the same shirt she had on before. 
Saff cleared her throat from somewhere nearby in the kitchen. “Need some clothes?”
“No, that’s—” Maddie shook her head, then stopped. She didn’t want to feel like she was putting Saff out in any way, but she also really didn’t want to wear dirty clothes again. “I don’t want to take something you need.”
“Its fine. I cleaned some of my stuff in the creek this morning, and they should be dry now. We can clean your stuff tomorrow if you want,” Saff answered. Then she heard her walk away somewhere. 
Maddie sat quietly on the edge of the cot, arms wrapped around her body, trying to control the small shivers that quaked through her. 
Then, a few moments later, Saff’s footsteps returned. 
“Here,” she said. Maddie held one hand out in front of her, keeping the other firmly placed on the towel around her chest. Saff placed the clothes on her hand and forearm. 
“Thanks,” Maddie said with a small smile. 
“I’m gonna go take a shower.”
Maddie dropped the clothes into her lap, then waited until Saff’s footsteps left the room once again.
She laid each item onto the bed beside her, unfolding them and running her hand over the fabric. The pants were thick, with an elastic band at the waist. The shirt felt thinner, or maybe just more loose, like it had been worn many times before.
Her fingers ran over the front of it, skimming over a large decal. 
A moment later, the faint sound of spraying water echoed through. 
She quickly unwrapped the towel, letting it drop onto the cot beside her. Then she pulled the t-shirt over her wet hair. The neckline was snug, but the rest fit loosely over her body, bigger than she’d expected. She stood and quickly pulled the sweatpants on next. 
When she was done, she ran the towel through her hair, squeezing out any excess water. 
She let out a breath, finally feeling her muscles relax as warmth filled her body. 
She folded the towel and dropped it onto the top of her backpack beside the bed, then laid down, pulling up the blanket. Her eyes closed, and she inhaled, relishing the feeling of clean clothes and a warm bed. 
The shirt smelled faintly familiar, and she pulled the neckline farther up to her nose, taking a deep breath. 
It smelled good—like something that made her want to cuddle up in bed and never get up again. 
Then she realized it smelled like Saff. Not when they’d been traveling together, but that morning, when she’d shown her how to kill the infected. When she’d practically hugged her body. 
She bent her head down, tucking her face into the warm blanket and let her thoughts drift off, until eventually she heard Saff re-enter the room.
She cracked her eyes open and moved her face up from the blanket, but kept quiet. Listening to Saff quietly move about the room was calming. Something about the sound of her footsteps soothed her. 
Maddie listened, staring off at one of the lights, until she heard Saff walk to the stairs and go out the hatch. 
She closed her eyes again, waiting for her to return. 
And when she did, she smelled her first before she really heard her. 
Popcorn. 
Maddie smiled with her eyes still closed, her face tucked back into the blanket. 
Metal clinked against the floor nearby
“Want popcorn?”
Maddie hummed, smiling. “Yes, but I would rather die than get out of this bed right now.”
Saff snorted, then Maddie heard more clinking before footsteps came toward her. 
“I’m putting a bowl for you here on the bed.”
Maddie smiled wider. “Thank you.”
She felt for the popcorn and placed a few pieces in her mouth, moaning at the delicious taste of the butter and salt. 
“This is so good,” she said, placing a larger handful in her mouth. 
Saff chuckled softly, and Maddie could hear her crunching through bites. “I think cooking it in a pot over the fire makes it taste better somehow.”
Maddie ate another handful, then leaned her head back onto the pillow. “I think you’re right.”
She listened to the crunch of Saff eating for a few moments, then she turned over on her side again. “How’s your head feeling?”
Saff grunted, then crunched on another bite. Maddie waited for a more concrete answer, but when Saff didn’t give one, she knew what that meant. 
“When I get migraines from the sunlight,” she said, “the only thing that usually helps is when someone rubs my neck and the base of my head.” She listened to Saff chewing. “Wanna try that?”
“Try what?” Saff asked through a mouthful of popcorn. 
“I can massage your neck,” Maddie said, leaning up onto one elbow. “It might help the headache.”
“It’s okay, I’m—”
“I know, I know. You’re fine,” Maddie cut her off, smirking and shaking her head. “But don’t you want to be better than fine?”
Saff was quiet for a few moments, the crunching slowly ceasing. Maddie waited for her next excuse or reason for saying no.
“Okay.”
Maddie tilted her head. “Okay?”
She heard the scrape of the chair on the floor, then light footsteps. “Yeah. Okay,” Saff said, her voice coming closer. 
Maddie smiled, waiting to feel her sit down on the bed beside her. But after a few moments of waiting, she heard a shuffling near the bed.
“I'm sitting on the floor next to the cot,” Saff said from somewhere close beside her.
Maddie smirked. She should have expected that. It seemed more in Saff’s wheelhouse.
Sitting up fully and turning her body, Maddie ran her hand along the bed until it reached the edge, and her knuckles touched what she assumed to be Saff’s back or shoulders. She let her hand drift up until it hooked onto her shoulder, then swung her leg around, positioning her knees on either side of Saff’s body.
She could feel Saff’s tense upper body leaning forward, careful not to touch the bed or her legs. That also seemed very on-brand for her.
Maddie placed her other hand on Saff’s shoulder, then drifted it to the base of her neck. She heard Saff take another bite of her popcorn.
“Where does it hurt?” Maddie asked.
“Everywhere,” she murmured through her mouthful.
“Do you have any cuts or bruises?”
“Back of my head near the top. And right temple.”
Maddie adjusted her hand, trailing it up Saff’s neck and to the base of her hairline. “Okay, tell me if anything hurts.”
Saff continued eating as Maddie worked her fingers into the rock-hard muscles at the base of her neck and shoulders. And after a minute or two, she felt Saff’s shoulders slowly lean back, inch by inch, until they rested against her inner thighs. 
Maddie's lips curled up into a small smile.
She removed one of her hands to scratch an itch on her chest, and when she did, she felt a thick vinyl logo on the front of the shirt she was wearing.
“What's on the front of the shirt?” she asked, setting her hand back on Saff’s neck.
Saff adjusted in front of her. Leaving her hands draped where they were, one of them slid forward onto Saff’s collarbone and chest as she turned.
Saff paused for a second, then Maddie felt her turn back around.
“Penn State logo and something about a soccer tournament,” Saff murmured.
Maddie tilted her head. “Is it yours?”
“Yeah,” Saff said, leaning back into place against her legs.
“You played soccer at Penn State?” Maddie asked. She'd never really been into sports, but she knew enough to understand that it was an accomplishment worth being proud of.
“Mhm.”
The light clink of dishware being set on the floor rang out beside her. Then she felt Saff’s shoulders and back expand slightly, releasing a deep exhale before she leaned further back against her thighs.
Maddie moved her hands over her shoulders, running them along the sides of her neck and the muscle beside her collarbone. “You must’ve been pretty good.”
Saff didn't answer. Instead, she asked, “Did you play any sports?”
Maddie’s lips tilted up. She appreciated the fact that Saff hadn’t automatically assumed that she either couldn't or didn't play sports.
“I liked to swim, but I never really competed,” she replied. “My parents were the opposite. They didn't really want me doing anything physical, but always pushed me to do the academic stuff. It paid off, though. I went to Brown on an academic scholarship.”
“Must've been pretty good,” Saff muttered, copying Maddie’s compliment.
She smirked. “Not bad, I guess.”
Saff leaned back another inch. “What’d you study?”
“Finance,” Maddie answered, trailing her fingers up into Saff’s hairline.
Saff grunted. “You don’t seem like the finance type.”
Maddie chuckled. “I wasn’t. I just did it because my parents wanted me to. They were both in venture capital. That's actually how they met. They were working on some big deal together.”
“Romantic,” Saff muttered.
Maddie chuckled, moving her hands down to the base of her skull, rubbing long strokes down the muscle.
“I actually enjoyed it, but I don't know if I would have picked it on my own without it sort of being the family business.” She kneaded her palms in a long slow stroke down Saff’s neck and onto her shoulders, and felt Saff relax further back into her. “My brother went into venture capital, too. But I think he definitely just did it to be close to my dad.”
Saff’s head bobbed slightly beneath her fingers.
“Did you end up with any step siblings?” Maddie asked.
Saff was quiet for a few moments. Then she cleared her throat. When she spoke again, her voice sounded different, almost like she was half asleep. “I think so. Two boys.”
Maddie absorbed the words, wondering what would make her unsure.
“You don't know for sure?” she asked quietly, working her hands down Saff’s shoulder blades to the center of her back.
Saff hummed in a lazy, tired way that Maddie hadn't heard from her before. It sounded nice. It sounded like, for the first time since they'd been together, she was perfectly at ease.
“We didn't have any contact after she left. I found her on Facebook, though.” She paused for a few moments, then spoke again, but this time her voice had regained some of the hardness it usually had. “Looked like she'd gotten remarried and had a couple kids.”
Maddie was quiet for a few moments. “Did you ever reach out to her?”
This time, when Saff spoke, her voice completely returned to its stone-like state, and Maddie wondered if she would have told her these things at all if she wasn't so tired. Probably not.
“Once. She never responded.”
Maddie's jaw tightened. She couldn't imagine a mother ignoring her child—the child she was supposed to love and protect.
Saff cleared her throat and suddenly shifted her body, instantly morphing back into the tightly wound version of herself. Maddie could almost feel it happening beneath her hands, the way her shoulders stiffened, her body curling inward.
“Thanks,” she muttered, shifting forward. “That actually did help.”
Maddie left her hands resting on her shoulders, letting them slide down her back as she stood.
“Want me to keep going?” Maddie asked, already sort of missing the way Saff’s voice sounded when she wasn't on guard.
“That's okay. I'm pretty tired.”
Maddie nodded. Then, as if on cue, a yawn escaped her own mouth.



Chapter Thirteen
Nine days.
They’d been staying in the bunker together for nine whole days.
And somehow, Saff hadn't truly grasped how much time had elapsed until that morning. She'd gone on what had become her usual morning hunt and walk to survey the surrounding area when she noticed the dwindling supply of firewood. Then she checked some of the other reserves. A few of the essentials were running low, and that's when it dawned on her.
Nine days.
They’d settled into such a routine that she'd barely registered the time slipping by. Each day had been, in their own ways, almost comforting. Perhaps even enjoyable.
Saff continued her regular trail through the woods, rifle at the ready as she inspected the traps she'd set earlier that week. With the onset of warmer weather, hunting prospects were looking up, and just that morning, she'd spotted a handful of rabbits. Although each shot she’d taken at them had missed by a few inches, she blamed the poor aim on the slight ache still present in her torso.
Rounding the last bend, with the rock face to one side and the creek to the other, she stood overlooking the small clearing where the bunker lay hidden beneath the earth. The early more light had seeped into the sky just a few minutes before, casting the forest in a soft, hazy gray. The pine trees, having regained most of their post-winter foliage, displayed a lush, dark green canopy over the area.
In the early months of her hospital internship, thoughts of that place often served as an escape. The mere idea of that serene setting during springtime provided solace from the relentlessly long shifts. And after particularly grueling days, she'd sometimes wish she were there—not necessarily at the bunker, but immersed in nature, where the soothing scent of damp earth greeted her every morning.
In a morbid twist, she supposed she’d gotten her wish.
Saff trudged down the hill, the persistent sting in her side flaring up with every leap over logs or rocks. That was the trickiest part about healing: an injury that wasn't fresh enough to be forefront in your mind but also hadn't mended enough to be entirely forgotten. Which made it more of a daily annoyance than anything else.
Reaching the shed, she opened the hatch to the bunker and descended.
Once inside, her gaze fell to the cot against the wall. Golden locks flowed over the pillow, with the bottom half of Maddie's face still nestled in the blanket, only her closed eyes visible.
Unlike herself, Maddie was not an early riser. Not even close. But Saff preferred it that way. She liked having the time to herself each morning, checking over things and getting mentally prepared for the day.
She proceeded to the back area of the bunker, hanging the rifle in its spot on the wall beside the other weapons. Then she took the extra knife out of the sheath on her leg and opened the drawer where she’d gotten used to keeping it, careful not to disturb the row of spare grenades beside it.
Then came her second favorite part of the new morning routine. 
Coffee.
She dropped her jacket onto her cot as she walked back into the main room. 
Going through the now familiar motions, she grabbed the pot and coffee grounds before heading back outside to prepare enough for two cups. 
By the time she returned, Maddie had begun stirring in her cot. 
Saff set the two mugs on the table, then she settled into her usual spot, watching Maddie stretch and turn towards her, finally opening her sleep-filled eyes.
“Morning,” Maddie mumbled with a lazy smile.
Saff watched her for a moment as she stretched out on the bed, pushing the blanket down to her waist. As she sat up and turned to her, Saff could see which shirt she was wearing. The Penn State Soccer t-shirt.
After that first time she’d worn it, Maddie had mentioned how comfortable it was, so when they washed their clothes in the creek, Saff had left it on her cot to keep wearing if she wanted to. It was never her favorite, anyway. The neckline was always a little too snug for her liking.
Saff took a long, slow sip from her mug. “Does the smell of the coffee wake you up?”
Maddie's mouth twitched up slightly as she swung her legs off the bed, her bare feet grazing the ground. “No. You're not as quiet as you think you are in the mornings.”
This time, it was Saff’s lips that turned up in a slight smile. She took another sip of her coffee as Maddie stood, feeling for her cane.
She ambled over to the table, and Saff watched the way she did it with ease, like she’d done it a hundred times before. Like it was her table. Her bunker.
Saff blew the steam off her coffee before taking a large gulp.
“Well, I don't smell any bunnies being cooked for breakfast, so I'm assuming your hunting skills failed this morning?” Maddie asked, settling into the chair across from her.
Another smile made its way onto Saff’s face, and she turned, looking away. “My skills don't fail,” she lied. “There weren't any rabbits out this morning,” she lied again.
“Right,” Maddie muttered beneath a knowing smirk that made Saff’s own smile grow just a fraction larger.
Maddie took a slow sip of her coffee, then set the mug back down. “Do you want to split one of my protein bars? Or are we going to fast all day?”
Saff snorted a laugh. “I think I would rather fast all day than eat another one of your smashed protein bars.”
Maddie laughed, a wide smile breaking out across her face. “You know, I think I would too, actually.”
Saff watched her, taking another sip of her own coffee. Her eyes glanced down at the shirt again. Maddie was slightly smaller than her, so maybe it did just fit her better.
“You want potatoes or beans?” she asked.
Maddie took a sip of her coffee. “I'm good with whatever you want.”
“I'm not hungry.”
Maddie frowned, setting her mug down on the table. “Nauseous again?”
Saff grunted, looking away. She wasn't sure if it was a lingering effect of the concussion, or just her body being thrown off from the stab wound in her side, but the nausea kept coming and going off and on. Although, she was willing to bet that it was the concussion, since it seemed to coincide with her headaches.
“You should take it easy today,” Maddie said, taking on the tone that Saff had become familiar with. The tone she brought out when she was trying to convince her to do something. “Maybe we should hold off on shooting today.”
That had also become part of their daily routine. Each day, they made the trek to the canyon, and Maddie practiced with the shotgun. After the first few days, she'd begun actually shooting and was already very close to hitting the sound targets. Now, nine days later, she was practically hitting them every time, and Saff wasn't sure there was much else she could teach her.
“It's fine,” Saff replied, downing the rest of her coffee. “It’ll be there whether we go or not.”
Maddie frowned again, turning her head to the side. That was also now familiar. The look of concern, but also frustration she held when Saff didn't listen to her.
“Fine,” Maddie said, running her finger up and down the handle of the mug. “But don't think you can come to me for head rubs at the end of the night when you're suffering.”
Saff smirked, watching her face twist into a scowl. She said that, or something like that, just about every day. And they both knew that when the time came, Maddie would change her mind.
***
“I'm gonna shower” Saff said, putting the last water jug away in its spot in the kitchen.
They’d spent the day shooting, then refilling some of the water containers and Maddie’s jug. Saff had wanted to push it more and try to gather firewood, but Maddie had talked her out of it, making the case that she needed to rest and heal.
Maddie let out a noise of acknowledgement as she dropped onto the cot and leaned her head back onto the pillow.
Normally Saff didn't mind the cold of the showers very much, but this time it's stung the wound on her side. She touched the skin gently around it, and it felt tender and inflamed. It must have gotten irritated throughout the day lifting the water jugs.
She dried off and put some comfortable clothes on before walking back out into the main area, careful not to twist her torso too much.
She began prepping the nightly pot of popcorn, then took it up outside to heat over the fire. And even just the small trek up and down the stairs left her exhausted, with her head and side throbbing uncomfortably.
A yawn pulled from her throat as she made her way to the small table.
Maddie turned over in the cot, smiling in her direction. “My favorite part of the day,” she lulled. “I don't know what it is about the popcorn. For some reason, it makes things feel normal again.”
Saff poured some out into two bowls.
“How's your head?” Maddie asked.
“Same,” she muttered, walking the two bowls of popcorn she’d prepped over to Maddie on the cot.
Maddie gave an exaggerated sigh then patted the side of the cot where Saff usually sat on the floor beside her.
Saff looked at the hard concrete ground for a second. Her side was throbbing, and the last thing she wanted was to sit on the cold hard ground, even if it meant getting the relief her head desperately needed.
“Not tonight,” she muttered. A flash of something resembling disappointment crossed over Maddie's face. “My side hurts. I don't think I could sit there for that long.”
The look on Maddie's face faded as she nodded. 
“Here,” Saff said, holding out the bowl and touching it gently against Maddie's hand. “Popcorn.”
Maddie took it from her, popping a few pieces into her mouth.
“You know,” Maddie said, swallowing her bite. “You never had to sit on the floor. You could always lay on the cot with me.”
Saff stared at her for a moment. Maddie had a look that was almost challenging, like she knew she would say no. And for some reason, that made her want to prove her wrong.
“Okay.”
The look on Maddie's face was worth it. The challenging smirk immediately dropped, replaced by pure surprise.
“Oh–okay,” Maddie said, freezing for a second before she snapped back into action. She took one more quick handful of popcorn, before pushing the bowl away to the edge of the cot. Then she moved herself back towards the wall, creating a small space for Saff to lay down. 
Saff took a bite of her own bowl of popcorn, then set it beside Maddie’s on the corner.
She sat down on the edge, then carefully lifted her legs onto the cot, wincing slightly as she felt the sting in her side again. A yawn instantly made its way out of her mouth as she laid her head back onto the pillow. She wasn't sure how Maddie would even be able to rub her head that way, but at that moment, she really didn't care. She was too tired to think about it.
Maddie laid on her side next to her, with her elbow propped up, resting her head against her palm. 
“Want me to lay with my back towards you?” Saff asked, blinking away some of the blurry sleepiness from her eyes.
“Yeah, that works.”
Saff rolled onto that side, wincing again as the wound pressed against the mattress uncomfortably. It wasn't as bad as sitting on the hard floor, but she probably wouldn’t be able to last long in that position, either. 
“Ready?” Maddie asked. 
“Mhm.”
A moment later, she felt instant relief as Maddie's hands fell to their usual spot on her shoulders and neck. She closed her eyes and exhaled. 
Maddie chuckled lightly behind her. “Better already?” 
She released a soft grunt in response, letting her shoulders fully relax back into Maddie’s touch. “Surprised you were working in finance and not massage therapy,” Saff mumbled, already feeling the tired fog wash over her. 
Maddie let out a small laugh as her palms worked their way through her tight shoulders. “My mom said the same thing to me once.” She ran her thumb back up to the base of her neck, and Saff tilted her head, exposing more of the bare skin to her touch. “Her neck used to ache from all the long workdays. So some nights I’d massage it for her.”
Saff hummed. “Not surprised. I definitely couldn’ve used this after hospital shifts.”
Maddie made a noise of agreement. Then she said, her voice falling quiet, “I miss them. My family, I mean.”
It made sense to miss the people she was closest to. But still, Saff couldn’t relate. She’d never felt that way about anyone, much less anyone she considered family.
“I just,” Maddie continued, “I can’t believe what the world has turned into. I can’t believe there are raiders out there now who are okay with hurting others, attacking them and taking things that aren’t there’s.”
Saff swallowed, those words tugging uncomfortably at her gut.
“How can people be so,” Maddie paused, “horrible.”
She said it with such disgust and disappointment that Saff had to physically stop herself from flinching away. Maddie must have felt her stiffen then, because she gave her shoulders a light, almost soothing squeeze.
“I’m,” Maddie continued slowly, “I’m grateful that it was you I ran into." She loosed a small laugh. “I know we didn’t start off on the best foot, but still, I’m grateful that it was you and not one of them.”
A sick feeling filled Saff’s stomach. Maddie had no idea who she was really saying that to. She didn’t know how unlucky she’d really been that day. That she had actually run into one of those—horrible—people she despised so much.
Her side throbbed against the pressure from the cot. She cleared her throat, rolling partially onto her back.
“You okay?” Maddie asked with concern, instantly removing her hands. 
Saff pushed herself up onto her elbows. “Think I’m at my limit for laying on my side for the night,” she said, forcing away the twisting in her stomach. “Thanks though.”
Maddie frowned. “Turn onto your other side, facing me.”
Saff looked at her for a moment. Maddie's previous words floated in the back of her mind. After spending so much time together, it had become easy to forget who she'd been—who she was. It had been easy to forget the lie.
She swallowed, forcing away the twinge of uneasiness in her chest. “You sure? You’re not too tired?”
A small smile tilted up the corners of Maddie’s lips. “Only one of us gets up and starts their day practically in the middle of the night.”
Saff snorted, shaking her head. Then she twisted her body the rest of the way to face her.
Maddie waited for her to settle, then easily returned her hand to her shoulder. She transitioned to using only one hand and shifted a little closer to her when she reached her hand farther onto her neck. 
Saff watched her for a few seconds. Her deep blue eyes held a look of complete focus as she trailed her fingers up into her hairline at the back of her neck.
Saff yawned and let her head relax against Maddie’s pillow. Their faces were less than a foot apart, and Saff wondered why it didn’t feel uncomfortable to be that close to her. Or that close to anyone. Maybe she really had gotten used to having her around.
She wondered what Maddie would say or do if she knew the truth. If she knew what she’d really been a part of before they met.
She forced those thoughts away as another yawn drew from her mouth, and this time her eyes were slow to reopen. She blinked a few times, the heaviness in her lids increasing each time Maddie ran her hand down her neck.



Chapter Fourteen
Maddie woke slowly to a tightening around her torso and chest.
It felt nice—soothing. And she relaxed into it for a moment until it grew tighter. Then she began to wake up more, and as she came to, she heard a noise. A muffled, distressed cry near her left ear.
And suddenly she was fully alert.
Something soft pressed hard against the back of her neck. A face? Lips? 
Another noise, then the arm around her tightened again, the hand squeezing her wrist.
Then, all at once, it came back to her. 
Massaging Saff’s neck and shoulders. 
Slowly getting drowsier. 
Realizing Saff was almost asleep. And that was the last thing she remembered.
The next noise was louder. More like a low yell. And it instantly reminded her of the night they stayed at the house in the rain.
“Saff,” she whispered, turning her head over her shoulder to the woman laying behind her.
No response.
She waited a moment, then another yell came through.
“Saff,” she said again, this time at full volume.
Again, nothing.
Finally, she shifted her body, turning around beneath Saff’s arm until she was facing her. And it was only then that Maddie realized how close they'd been sleeping. Their bodies were flush against each other now, with Maddie's front pressed against Saff, who still held her tightly against her.
“Saff,” Maddie said, a bit softer. She lifted her hand up towards her neck. “Hey, it's okay.”
She traced her fingertips over the bare, damp skin, following the curve across the top of her shoulder. Then she reversed the movement, trailing back up into the base of her neck, grazing her nails through her hair. Saff’s arm tightened around her again, but this time her body seemed to settle. Like it was out of want rather than necessity.
A small tingle moved through Maddie’s stomach and chest as Saff adjusted, pulling her closer.
Maddie continued trailing her hand up and down along her neck and shoulders until she finally felt Saff settle.
A yawn pulled from Maddie’s mouth, and she let herself give in to the heat of Saff’s body. She leaned forward, resting her head against her chest. Then her body seemed to relax in a way it hadn’t in a very long time. Maybe it was the warmth of having someone beside her, or maybe it was having someone's arm wrapped protectively around her. 
Or maybe, she thought, it was having Saff’s arm wrapped around her.
And with that thought, Maddie drifted back off to sleep.
***
The next time she awoke, she instantly felt the lack of contact against her body. It felt cold and empty compared to before.
She turned over on the cot and listened for any sounds of Saff moving about the bunker.
But there were none.
That was a surprise. Usually, Saff returned before she awoke on her own, the noises gradually awakening her. But this time, her ears were met with cold silence. It left an eerie feeling in her gut. She didn’t think she'd woken any earlier than usual, which could only mean that Saff had stayed out later than she normally did.
Maddie rested her head back against the pillow case, turned to face where the familiar orb of light sat.
Minutes passed, then finally, when she was contemplating making her way outside and trying to search for Saff, she heard the hatch to the bunker open.
Her eyes snapped open, and she pushed onto her elbows until she sat upright in the bed.
“Saff?” she called quietly.
After a few moments, she heard the familiar voice. “Yeah.”
Something immediately felt off. Her voice—her tone—was different. Maddie couldn't quite place what it was, but she knew it was there.
“You were out longer than usual,” Maddie continued, a small twinge of unease bubbling into her chest.
Saff didn't answer, but Maddie could hear her moving around the room.
She shifted her legs off the cot, feeling the cold floor with her bare toes. And still, Saff said nothing.
Maddie waited a beat before picking up her cane and making her way to her usual spot at the table. Then she sat there, quietly waiting for Saff to speak. Waiting for her to say anything that would make her feel like things were still normal.
But she didn't.
And after a few minutes, she heard the mug being placed in front of her on the table.
“Coffee is a few inches in front of your right hand.”
The way Saff said it sounded more robotic than ever. It sounded indifferent. And that indifference was almost worse than the angry way she'd spoken to her when they first encountered each other.
Maddie carefully moved her hand forward until she felt the base of the mug. She picked it up and blew on it before taking a small sip. Something in her didn’t want to give in. She wanted to force Saff to break the silence and say something. 
Of course, a minute or two into sipping her coffee, that wasn’t happening. And the anxiety in her chest grew with every second that passed. 
She took one more sip of the coffee, then set it down in front of her. “When do you want to go shooting today?” she asked, trying and utterly failing to sound nonchalant. 
There was a split-second pause, then Saff answered in her new, cold voice. “You don’t need it.”
Maddie stiffened.
Saff continued. “Your shots were perfect yesterday. And the day before.” She paused for a second, and when she spoke again, Maddie thought her voice sounded just a small fraction softer. “You’re good enough.”
Maddie sat there for a few moments, running her fingertip along the handle of her mug. Something had changed between them. Something between the night before and that morning had shifted. After she’d awoken the first time, all she wanted was to feel Saff’s arm around her again. And Saff clearly felt the opposite.
A pit formed in her stomach at the thought.
“There's a town a couple hours walk from here,” Saff said. “I have to go today to fill up on some supplies.”
Maddie nodded slowly. “You have to go?” she asked slowly. “What about me?”
They’d done everything together since they’d arrived, except in the early mornings when Saff went out alone. 
And they hadn’t spoken about Maddie leaving. Or about either of them leaving. Although she’d thought about it every day. It just didn’t seem like something she needed to figure out yet. 
Until now.
“Do you want to go?” Saff asked. And for some reason, it sounded like she was asking more than one question.
“Well, I’m not going to just wait here for you,” she answered with a bite in her tone that she didn’t care to hide.
Silence fell between them again, and Maddie took another sip of her coffee. If she thought Saff was difficult to read before, it was nothing compared to how she was now.
They were both quiet for a few more seconds. Then Maddie heard the scrape of the chair on the ground.
“Let's leave in a half hour,” Saff muttered from somewhere nearby.
***
Maddie inhaled the fresh air as she stepped outside the bunker, the warm sun heating her cheeks.
She scratched an itch on her chest, fingers grazing over the decal of Saff’s shirt. Typically, she would’ve changed out of it as she got ready for the day, but this time she decided to leave it on. It gave her some sense of satisfaction, like she was taking one last jab at Saff for the way she’d been with her that morning.
She stood there waiting as Saff closed the hatch to the bunker, then she felt a shoulder brush gently against hers. She lifted a hand, wrapping her fingers around Saff’s arm.
They walked in silence side by side for at least an hour before Saff finally broke it.
“What’s your plan to get to Brighton?” Saff asked.
Maddie loosed a tight breath. “I don’t know. I’ll figure it out, though.”
Saff was quiet for a long moment. “What are you going to do if you run into another river?”
Maddie clenched her teeth. “You mean if I’m alone?”
Saff went quiet again.
“I don't know,” Maddie answered honestly. “But I'm sure I could figure it out.”
Saff was quiet for another moment, but when she spoke again, Maddie recognized the slightly irritated tone that her voice had held earlier. “What about the rain?” she asked. “What about finding shelter?”
Now it was Maddie's turn to be irritated. “Whatever happens, I'm sure I'd be able to figure it out,” she said, not bothering to hide her frustration. “Just because I'm blind, that doesn't mean I can't figure these things out on my own.”
“That's not what I'm saying,” Saff spat back, angrier than before. “But this isn't finance. You can't just figure something out at the last second. This is life and death. You're not going to be protected behind the walls of your lake house out there.”
Maddie scoffed. “Well, if you're so worried, then why don't you just go with me?”
She hadn't really meant to say it, but the words flew out of her mouth before she could stop them.
“I’m not worried,” Saff gritted back. A few beats passed before she spoke again, and when she did, her voice had softened somewhat. “And it—it doesn’t make sense for me to go.” 
Maddie ignored the slight pang in her chest.
She wanted Saff to want to go. But that confirmed it. Whatever small amount of feelings had formed in her throughout their time together, Saff definitely didn’t share them. That much was abundantly clear. 
“Great,” Maddie replied, trying her best to match Saff’s indifferent tone. “Then we’ll go our separate ways like none of this ever happened.”
The words had the intended effect. Saff said nothing more after that. She didn’t even so much as speak a single word for the next two hours that they walked. And that’s exactly what Maddie needed. She needed to stop hearing her voice. She needed to stop thinking about her—about them—and the unreciprocated feelings that had formed. 
She needed to think of only herself.
And that’s what she did for the rest of the walk. Until finally, Saff did speak again.
“We’re here.”
***
Maddie navigated her way down the aisle of the small sporting goods store, crossing her cane back and forth on the floor in front of her. Somewhere close by, she could hear items shifting as Saff presumably went through them. 
“What kind of clothes do you want?” Saff muttered.
Maddie had thought about that and everything else she’d need during the last leg of their walk. “A hoodie,” she answered, letting her fingers graze a rack of clothes on her left. “And pants. Hiking pants or something if they have them. If they don’t, then sweats.”
She stopped beside the rack her left hand was on and leaned her cane against her hip, letting both hands run down the clothes that hung there. The fabric felt thick, and when she moved her hand up to the top, she could feel a hood. 
She pulled it off the rack and held it up against her chest, running her hand down to check how low the bottom hung against her. It stopped above her hips.
She returned it to the rack, feeling for a larger size. 
“There’s hiking pants and sweats over here,” Saff said from behind her. “You want both?”
Maddie picked a larger hoodie off the rack as she muttered, “Sure.”
Repeating the process, she held it up against her and checked the length. This one went down past her hips and an inch or two onto her thighs. It might have been a little too big, but that was better than the alternative. 
She tucked it beneath her arm and continued ambling around the store.
“I grabbed some other stuff I thought you might want,” Saff said, coming up beside her.
“Thanks,” Maddie replied flatly, running her hand along the nearest shelf. 
“Is that the hoodie you want?” Saff asked.
Maddie paused and lowered her hand, resting it against the hanger tucked beneath her arm. “Yeah, I guess. It feels fine.”
Saff fell quiet, then Maddie heard her shuffling through some items nearby. After a moment, she returned, clearing her throat. And for a second, Maddie swore she sounded slightly awkward or nervous in some way.
“Here,” she said, touching an item to Maddie's hand. “It's the same. Just—a little different.” 
She was about to ask why she needed a different one if it was basically the same, but she didn't really care that much. She also trusted Saff enough to take what she thought was best.
“Okay,” she replied, letting go of the one beneath her arm and replacing it with the one in Saff’s hand.
“There's a grocery store in the building next to us,” Saff said. “I want to go there next and see what's left.”
Maddie nodded and held her hand out as Saff quickly hooked her arm around it, then led them outside. She pushed her sunglasses back onto her face just as they stepped out into the bright light. The heat of the sun beat down on the side of her face, contrasted by a cool breeze that wafted through her loose strands of hair.
Saff turned them to the left, striding for the next store. And this time Maddie decided to stay by her side, rather than go searching on her own. There wasn't anything left that she really needed, anyway.
Every so often, Saff would stop them and remove her backpack to load something in. Then once or twice she loaded something into Maddie’s backpack as well. 
They moved up and down each aisle at a quick pace, with Maddie hardly paying attention, too preoccupied thinking about the coming days. And while she thought about that, she also couldn’t stop thinking about the night before—the way it felt to be curled up against Saff’s body. The way she’d relaxed into her touch.
Things had slowly changed between them as the days passed. They weren’t just random acquaintances anymore. They were—friends. Although Maddie couldn’t lie to herself. The feelings that had formed in her over their time together had grown past friendship. But if Saff didn’t feel the same, then that was fine. Maddie could keep those feelings to herself—shut them out—if she had to.
They continued walking, and Saff pivoted as they hit the end of another aisle. 
Then, as they were halfway through the turn, Saff suddenly stopped.
And Maddie immediately knew why.
She heard it too.
It was quiet, but just enough noise to let her know that something, or someone, was there.
Before she even had a second to react, there was one more small noise, and then Saff’s arm moved at lightning speed, yanking her behind her back. Her feet tripped over themselves, and she quickly grabbed onto Saff’s backpack for balance. 
“Don’t move!” she heard a man yell. 
Saff’s arm wrapped so hard around her that she could barely move even an inch in any direction. She held on tight to Saff’s backpack, tucking her face down as her chin pressed into her neck and shoulder.
Saff didn’t say anything for a few moments, and Maddie hoped desperately that she’d been able to raise her gun in time. 
Then finally, Saff spoke, and Maddie recognized the cutting tone in her voice. It was the same one she’d used on her and Tyler when they’d first run into each other.
“We’re getting supplies. No one needs to get shot here for no reason.”
Maddie swallowed, trying to control the panic that rose in her chest when she realized that a gun was probably being aimed directly at Saff. She tried to shift herself out from behind her, but Saff’s steel grip tightened, keeping her planted solidly behind her. Still, Maddie loosed one arm, wrapping it around the front of Saff’s stomach, blocking as much of her body as she could.
“Then you shouldn’t have any problem putting your gun down,” the man hissed.
“You first,” Saff replied in a low, deadly voice.
Maddie shifted her hold on Saff’s back and felt the top of her cane dig into her wrist uncomfortably. She pushed it out a few inches, sliding it against the smooth floor. 
A beat of silence passed.
“Who—who is that with you?” the man asked, every ounce of anger in his voice evaporating. A few seconds of silence went by, and then Maddie heard movement.
“Don’t fucking move,” Saff growled, her body expanding as if morphing into a shield in front of her.
The sound stopped. Then everything went eerily silent before the man finally spoke again.
“Maddie?”



Chapter Fifteen
Saff watched the man’s face contort into a look of shock.
“Maddie, is that you?” he asked again, this time charging forward without stopping. 
Maddie tried to move out from behind her, but everything in her screamed not to let her. It was dangerous, and she didn’t know who this man was.
Although, clearly Maddie did.
Still, she kept her gun aimed at him. But reluctantly, she released the hold she had on Maddie.
Then, to her surprise, it was Maddie who stayed. 
She shuffled to the side so that her face was fully shown, but then she wrapped both arms around Saff’s stomach in a way that almost felt like Maddie was now trying to protect her. 
“Maddie, holy fuck!” 
The man lunged forward, his arms outstretched, a wide smile of relief on his face. 
But Saff’s instincts kicked in again before she could stop them. She shifted her body to the right, planting herself solidly between them.
Maddie’s grip around her tightened.
The man halted then, his eyes returning to Saff with a look of both confusion and caution. 
“Who is it?” Maddie asked timidly. 
The man’s eyes slowly slid away from Saff’s gaze back to Maddie, and for a split second he almost looked guilty, like he was catching himself after making a mistake. 
“Sorry—its—its Carter.”
“What—Carter?” Maddie asked in disbelief. Then she stepped fully around her. Although she moved her hand to her arm and kept it there. “Is Josh with you?”
The man tucked his gun into its holster on his hip. Saff lowered the barrel of her rifle slightly, but kept it aimed at his chest. 
“No. It’s just me and Dean. We left the new compound to do a big supply run. We’ve been gone for a couple days. But Josh is there with your parents.”
Saff felt Maddie’s body relax beside her. 
“Thank God,” Maddie exhaled, and although Saff didn’t look, she could hear the smile in her voice. “So everyone made it? Everyone is okay?”
“Your mom and dad and Josh are all okay. Most of the group got split up after the zombie horde attacked, but people have been slowly making it to the new settlement throughout the last couple of weeks.”
Maddie loosed a breath. “I’m so glad. I was so worried about them.”
“We were worried about you,” Carter said, taking another step toward her. “We searched for you for hours after the horde came through. Where’d you go?”
Maddie shook her head slightly. “I was standing near Tyler when the shooting started. When things started getting crazy, he led us away. But the infected followed us for a while. I didn’t know how far we’d gone until we realized no one from the group was nearby anymore. We tried to go back, but there were still infected people everywhere.”
Saff could imagine the scene in vivid detail as Maddie spoke. She’d been through enough zombie hordes to know the chaos they brought with them. 
Carter nodded, his eyes moving back to Saff. Then they flicked to her gun. “You uh—have you been okay since?” he asked, the caution returning to his voice as he eyed the gun in her hand.
She couldn’t blame him.
“Yeah,” Maddie said, nodding. “Yeah, a lot has happened. But I’m fine.”
He nodded, eyes still glued to Saff and the gun.
“You mind asking your friend here to stop pointing her gun at me?” he asked carefully.
“Oh—uh,” Maddie turned her head toward Saff and placed a second hand on her arm, giving it a gentle squeeze. “It’s okay. He’s fine,” she whispered.
Saff didn’t really care if he was fine or not. She figured that already from their conversation. It just made her feel better having him at gunpoint.
But still, she reluctantly lowered her rifle, watching Carter as he looked back and forth between them curiously. 
“Where’s Tyler?” he asked after a few moments.
Maddie removed one hand from her arm and adjusted her cane in front of her. Saff could see her shake her head out of the corner of her eye.
“He didn’t make it,” she breathed.
Carter’s eyes flicked down to the ground as he slowly nodded. 
A few seconds of silence passed, then Carter shook his head and looked up at Maddie, the smile returning to his face. “Man, your family is gonna be so happy when you get back,” he said, shaking his head. “Your dad and Josh were planning a search trip to go out looking for you.”
“How far is the new settlement from here?” Maddie asked, her voice hopeful. 
Saff shifted the strap of her rifle on her shoulder, glancing around either side of them.
“Only like two days. It’s not that bad of a hike, either,” he said. “The group that was already living there didn’t want us traveling too far for supplies. I guess they’ve had issues lately with raiders, so they’re trying to be extra safe.”
Saff swallowed down a new dryness in her throat. Once a group of raiders wanted to get in, they usually didn’t stop until they did. And now, she wanted nothing more than to make sure Maddie understood that. Even if it meant telling her the truth about her past. Even if it meant Maddie hated her for it.
“If we start going back today,” he continued, “we could probably make it there by tomorrow night.”
Maddie’s other hand moved back onto her arm. It made the stiff muscles in her upper body relax slightly. 
She released the breath she’d been holding. 
Carter’s eyes flicked back to her, regaining their cautious curiosity. 
“Um—yeah,” Maddie mumbled, and for some reason Saff liked the hesitation in her voice. “Yeah okay. I guess I—I guess I have all my stuff with me.”
Carter’s eyes slid back to Maddie. “Have you been staying somewhere?”
Saff stiffened, and Maddie’s hand squeezed her arm gently.
“No,” she answered. “Well, we—I was keeping my stuff safe somewhere. But I have it all with me now.”
The thought of Maddie leaving right there and then felt wrong. Something about it left her feeling uneasy. 
Carter gave her a small smile. “Perfect. We can get Dean and then start heading back,” he said, taking a step toward Maddie, and holding his hand out. “Here,” he said, placing his hand on Maddie’s arm. She jumped slightly at the sudden contact, and Saff resisted the urge to step between them.
His eyes flicked up at Saff, but this time they held an almost sheepish, awkward look. 
“That’s—that’s okay,” Maddie said, keeping both hands glued to Saff’s arm. “I can stay here while you get him.”
Saff liked that answer.
Again, Carter looked back and forth between them, and Saff could see him trying to piece something together. Trying to work out the dynamic. 
“Okay,” he finally answered, staring at Saff with a look that wasn’t quite a warning, but also definitely wasn’t friendly. Then he looked back at Maddie. “I’ll be right back, okay?”
Maddie nodded, giving him a timid smile.
He took two slow steps back, looking cautiously between them once again. Then he paused for a second before turning around and jogging back through the store. 
Saff’s eyes stayed on his back, her hand finding its grip on the handle of the rifle once again. 
After a few moments, Maddie shook her head. “I can’t believe they’re here.”
Saff didn’t respond. She didn’t know what to say. She was happy for her, of course. Happy that she’d found people from her group that she obviously trusted. Happy that she’d soon be reunited with her family.
But also, it just felt too fast. Like it wasn't supposed to happen that way. 
She cleared her throat. “You trust these guys?”
Maddie nodded. “Yeah. Carter is my brother’s best friend. I’ve known him since we were kids. He’s a good guy.”
Saff nodded slowly. “And the other one?” 
Maddie shrugged. “He’s fine, I guess. I don’t know him that well.”
Saff tapped her finger against the metal handle of the gun. A few beats of silence passed. Then Maddie shifted, turning to face her. 
“So, I guess this is it then,” she said, both hands still firmly planted on her arm. 
Saff looked down at her blue eyes. Blue eyes that, in that moment, held a slightly timid and unreadable look. 
Saff looked away. That wasn’t what she wanted to see. It made her chest feel oddly tight. 
She cleared her throat, struggling to shove the feeling away. 
The whole thing had started from one stupid—luckily missed—gun shot. One stupid agreement to trade getting her out of the city for some medicine. Medicine that she still needed and still hadn’t gotten.
And now that it was all finally coming to an end, she should have felt happy—relieved. Yet instead, she had a different feeling. She didn’t know exactly what it was, but it definitely wasn’t relief.
Maddie dropped one hand down to her wrist, immediately running her fingers over the bracelet.
“Thanks for everything,” she said quietly.
Saff’s eyes moved back and forth between Maddie’s face and the hand on her wrist. 
She remembered the first time Maddie had done that—how on edge she’d felt. But now, as she did it, she realized how natural it had begun to feel.
Then she thought of the night before. The way she’d felt waking up beside her before she really realized where she was. The guilt that had coursed through her with Maddie’s body curled into her own.
Maddie didn’t know who, or what, she really was. She didn’t know she’d been sleeping in the arms of a raider—a murderer.
And with that thought, the warning bell went off in her head.
Maddie leaving was for the best.
Her father’s scolding voice instantly filled her head. She could hear him telling her she was weak. She could see him, covered in sweat, the tremors beginning to take over as the infection spread through his body—his face contorted in disgust when she couldn’t immediately pull the trigger. 
She cleared her throat, shaking the memory from her head.
“Yeah. It's no big deal,” she replied, suddenly feeling distant from Maddie—distant from everything. Even her own hands felt like someone else’s. 
She was vaguely aware of the way Maddie’s face shifted, from a look of sadness and disappointment to a look of frustration. 
But even with that look, she still ran her fingertips gently across the bracelet in a soothing movement.
And something about that irritated her. 
The whole situation irritated her. 
It irritated her that she wanted Maddie to keep holding her arm. It irritated her that the second Maddie ran her fingers back across the bracelet, her hands suddenly began to feel like her own again. 
“He holds his gun wrong,” Saff blurted out.
Maddie’s hand stopped. She went quiet for a few seconds before finally muttering, “Okay?”
“If someone were to attack you guys,” Saff continued, “they could easily come up behind him and knock his gun away.”
A bemused look crossed over Maddie's face. “Well,” she began slowly, “I guess it’s a good thing you taught me to shoot, then.”
Saff gritted her teeth. That wasn’t the point. Well, actually, she didn’t really know what her point was. But whatever it was, she knew that wasn’t it.
She had the urge to cross her arms over her chest, but resisted solely because she didn’t want to pull her wrist away from Maddie and lose the soothing touch of her fingertips.
And that realization alone made her want to punch something. Hard.
“Whatever,” she muttered.
Then, slowly, Maddie’s face changed. 
It was such a small shift at first that she almost missed it. But it was there. 
The tiniest change from confusion, to curiosity, to something else that Saff couldn’t place. 
Then, a moment later, it happened.
That small ghost of a smile. The same one she’d gotten off and on as they traveled together. The same one she’d gotten the night before. That smile that Saff still couldn’t figure out. Like Maddie was in on some joke that she wasn’t a part of, and it drove her crazy. 
And then it was gone as fast as it had appeared. 
Maddie cleared her throat. “You’re probably right, though. Carter isn’t really that experienced with guns or fighting, or anything like that.”
Saff swallowed down her discontent. 
“And,” Maddie continued, “someone could probably sneak up on him easy enough before any of us would see it coming.”
She glanced away, trying not to imagine the worst-case scenarios.
“But I guess those are the chances we’ll have to take,” Maddie said quietly, letting her fingers continue across the beads of the bracelet. With every other stroke, they lightly brushed against her bare skin. She tried to ignore how good it felt.
Saff huffed a dissatisfied grunt.
“Hey,” Maddie continued, in a way that sounded almost too nonchalant. “You still haven’t been able to find the medication you needed, right?” 
Saff had checked the small pharmacy at the back of the grocery store they were in, but still hadn’t had any luck. She was trying not to worry, but she’d never gotten this low on it before, and it was giving her cause for concern. 
“No.”
Maddie nodded, with a thoughtful look on her face. She paused for a few moments, like she was thinking through a problem. “You know, the new settlement is probably pretty well stocked on that kind of stuff.”
Saff watched her carefully, absorbing the words. 
“I did promise you medication in exchange for getting me out of the city,” she continued. “I’d feel bad if I never held up my part of the deal.”
It took Saff a second to realize what she was asking. Or what she was offering. 
It wasn’t exactly a bad idea. Or a bad offer. 
Her only alternative was to continue searching and scavenging in all the areas nearby.
“I mean,” Maddie continued, now sounding a little less confident than before. “I’m not trying to convince you of anything you don’t want to do. I just—it makes sense, you know?”
Saff watched her fidget with the bracelet in an almost hesitant way. 
“There are other places I could look that make more sense,” she replied, not exactly believing what she was saying.
Maddie nodded slowly. “Are there?” 
No.
“Yeah.”
Maddie continued nodding. “You sure?”
Nope.
“Yes,” Saff grunted, her irritation returning. 
The smile ghosted over Maddie’s lips again, and it made Saff feel like she was losing a game she wasn’t even aware she was playing. 
“It’d be safer if you were traveling with us,” Maddie said, the confident tone in her voice now back in full force. 
Saff rolled her eyes. “Right,” she muttered. “Cause this guy seems like such a pro.”
Maddie’s smile widened now, and Saff watched her for a second, unable to look away. 
“Even if he’s not as good as you,” she replied, “it's better than having no one. People would be less likely to mess with you, and you’d have an extra couple pairs of eyes to watch out for infected.”
She couldn’t really argue with that. Logically, no matter how she looked at it, Maddie was right about those two points. And maybe, really, she was right about the rest of it too. But still, the whole thing made her feel weary.
“I’m not prepared for a trip that far,” she said. “There’s stuff I would need back at the bunker.”
Maddie shrugged. “So I’ll tell them we need to wait while you go grab it.”
Saff watched her carefully, eyes narrowing. Maddie’s fingertips brushed against the sensitive skin on her wrist, and this time, for some reason, she felt like it was on purpose. Still, even if it was on purpose, it calmed her. Grounded her. 
“I doubt they’d want to wait,” she said slowly.
Maddie shrugged again and smirked. “They’ll wait if I tell them to.”
Then Saff heard a noise, and her head snapped up in its direction. Someone—multiple people—walking somewhere in the store.
She looked back down at Maddie, who had also turned toward the noise. 
Her brain ran through the options—each scenario one by one.
Leave now and go back to the bunker.
Or go with them.
The footsteps continued, gradually growing louder.
Maddie turned back toward her. Her hand had stopped moving, but it was now holding firmly onto her wrist, like a tether keeping her in place.
Leave.
Or stay.
Her dad’s angry voice spit venom in her head.
Don’t be weak.
Maddie’s hand tightened on her wrist. 
The footsteps were louder now. Maybe only one aisle over.
She swallowed away the sick feeling in her stomach.
“Okay. I’ll go.” 
An instant smile spread across Maddie’s face. It was different from the one she gave her when she was teasing her. And it was also different from the smile she still couldn’t quite figure out.
This one was just—happy. 
Carter came around the corner, and Saff’s head snapped up toward him as she instinctively put a hand on her rifle.
His eyes landed on her first, then flicked to Maddie. 
A short, stocky man trailed behind him, and his eyes immediately shot to her and stayed there. He didn’t once glance over at Maddie. Instead, he gave Saff a long, hard stare before letting his eyes eventually drop to her gun. 
Then he slowly matched her hand, bringing his to rest against the handle of the gun in a holster at his hip as he glared at her.
Carter cleared his throat stiffly. “Uh—we’re back.”
Saff glanced over at Maddie, who still had the remnants of the smile on her lips. 
“Okay,” she said in an overly cheerful tone. “Well, we’ll need to wait here for Saff for a few hours before we go.” She tilted her head toward her and tapped a finger against her wrist. “So you have some more time to look around the town while we wait.”
Both men stared at her. The second one—Dean—she supposed, looked even more on edge now, like every muscle in his body was tensed and waiting for a fight. Carter looked confused more than anything. 
“What do you mean?” he asked slowly. 
Maddie took a split-second pause, shifting on her feet before replying simply, “She’s coming with us.”
He looked back and forth between them, and Saff could see his eyes flick quickly to Maddie’s hand on her wrist. Then he and Dean both glanced at each other.
“The people at the new settlement are pretty strict. They don’t let just anyone join.”
“I won’t be staying,” Saff said. 
He looked back at her, now with more caution than confusion. “Then why—”
“I’ll talk to my dad when we get there,” Maddie said dismissively. “He’ll understand.”
Saff noticed the way she ignored what she’d said about not staying. Although she figured this wasn’t the time to argue that point. She was also feeling a headache begin to set in and really just wanted the whole thing to be over with. So she stayed quiet. 
Carter also made a face that said he wasn’t up for arguing. 
“Where are you going?” Dean asked, still glaring at her.
She’d been waiting for this.
She opened her mouth to speak, but Maddie beat her to it.
“Just somewhere we’ve been stashing our stuff for the time being.”
He looked at Maddie, then back at her. “Probably best no one travels alone,” he drawled. “I’ll go with you.”
Saff glared back at him. “I’m good,” she replied, already beginning to regret her decision to go. 
Dean slowly slid his eyes away from her, shooting a look at Carter. 
They were all quiet for a few moments before Carter finally spoke. 
“Fine,” he said with a resigned exhale. “But we’re not waiting for long.”
Dean rolled his eyes, shaking his head beside him.
Maddie smiled, turning toward her. 
That was probably the point at which she should’ve begun leaving, but her feet remained frozen in place. Maddie knew these people, but she didn’t. 
Saff turned towards her, blocking her face from the guys. Dean began walking down the aisle, but Carter stayed planted where he was, watching them intently.
“You, uh—you good staying here with them?”
“Yeah,” Maddie answered, squeezing her arm lightly. “Yeah, I’m fine.”
Saff nodded, still unconvinced. But she trusted that Maddie could read the situation and these people better than she could. 
“Okay,” she muttered, adjusting the rifle strap on her shoulder. “I guess I’ll be back soon, then.”
“Hey,” Maddie said in a low voice, holding her in place for a moment. She inched closer. “Be careful, okay?”
Saff watched her for a second, then nodded. “I will.”



Chapter Sixteen
Maddie sat on the cold cement curb, drumming her fingers against her cane.
It had been less than two hours, but she could already feel it. The guys were getting antsy to leave. 
The warmth of the midday sun beat down on her back, drawing out a small bead of sweat that rolled down her neck. An echo bounced down the street as Dean, somewhere off in the distance, smashed the window of another car to search through. Although he’d been doing it for the last thirty or so minutes, she still flinched at every new shatter.
“So, how’d you guys end up together?” Carter asked, and Maddie easily picked up on the suspicion in his tone. 
The part about Saff trying to shoot her probably wouldn’t go over very well, so she decided to gloss over some of the details. 
“We ran into each other in the city after Tyler got bit. Then we were headed the same way, so it just made sense to go together.”
Carter was quiet for a few seconds, and Maddie jumped slightly at the sound of another window breaking somewhere off in the distance.
“So, what’s in it for her?” Carter asked. “Why does she want to go with us? What’d you promise her?”
“Medicine,” she answered.
“That’s it?” Carter asked. “She doesn’t want weapons or anything like that?”
Maddie almost laughed. Saff had filled her in on the contents of the bunker, and she was pretty sure there were more weapons there than they had in their entire community. 
“No,” she answered. “Just the medicine.”
He released a grunt that made it obvious he didn’t believe her. At least, not entirely.
“I don’t even know if they’ll let her in when we get there,” he said. “They’re kind of—intense. It’s been,” he paused, “an adjustment getting used to their rules and someone else in charge.”
Maddie thought about that for a moment, wondering how her dad and brother were handling it. “Are some of our people in charge? Or do they at least have a say in things?”
Carter made a noncommittal noise. “Depends what the topic is.”
Maddie frowned. The last thing she wanted was to put Saff in some uncomfortable situation when they arrived. 
After a moment, Carter muttered, “she’s back.”
Maddie’s head snapped up. She couldn’t hear anyone approaching, so Saff must have still been a small distance from them. Still, that had to have been record time for her to make it all the way to the bunker and back. She hadn’t expected her for at least another hour. 
Maddie stood, waiting until she finally heard the faint crunch of footsteps approaching. 
“Get everything you need?” Carter asked, his voice sliding back into its icy tone.
Saff grunted, then the footsteps stopped close beside her. 
Saff cleared her throat, then in a low voice near Maddie’s left side, she asked, “everything good?”
Maddie smiled, resisting the instant urge to place her hand on her arm. Just hearing her voice instantly liftted a weight from her shoulders.
“Yeah,” she replied. “All good.”
She felt Saff’s arm brush lightly against hers as she cleared her throat again. “I brought the shotgun for you, if you want it.”
Maddie tilted her head toward her. “Oh,” she said, a little surprised at the offer. “Yeah, sure. Thanks.”
She held one hand out, and Saff placed the heavy metal in her hand. “The safety is on, but it’s loaded.”
Maddie nodded, taking the familiar weight in both hands, then placed the strap over her shoulder.
“We ready to go, then?” Carter asked with a hint of impatience. 
Maddie couldn’t blame him. Now that she knew they were about to go, she didn’t want to delay any longer either. And she’d learned from Saff, the earlier in the day, the better. 
“Yeah,” Maddie answered. 
She heard the crunch of a few footsteps.
“Dean!” Carter yelled. Maddie flinched at the sudden noise. “Come on! We’re ready!”
“Great,” Saff muttered beside her. “Now every zombie in the area can come with us.”
Maddie frowned. Maybe it really was a good thing that they’d all have Saff traveling with them, given Carter’s limited experience.
A minute later, more footsteps approached, and she heard Dean mutter something under his breath. 
“Whatever,” Carter mumbled back to him. “Alright,” he said a bit louder. “Let’s go.”
Maddie shifted the strap of the shotgun on her shoulder and moved the cane out in front of her.
“Here, Maddie,” Carter said, suddenly much closer. “You can hold on to me.”
Maddie paused. “Oh—uh—okay,” she said, her brain freezing up. “Yeah sure.”
It made sense. Carter had guided her countless times before in her life, both before the outbreak and after. Why would it be any different now? 
His hand grabbed her wrist, and she flinched at the sudden unexpected contact. 
“Sorry,” he muttered. Then he placed her hand on his arm and began moving. 
It immediately felt different—wrong. She’d gotten so used to the way Saff’s arm felt. The way she felt. The way she moved. 
With Carter, it was all different. Still familiar in a way, but different. 
He walked just a little faster than what she was used to, and she had to swing her cane rapidly to keep up and check the path in front of her. 
She wondered if Saff would notice. 
They walked for a while in silence until they came to what felt like the end of the paved road. The ground then turned uneven, and they seemed to be weaving through the path. She wanted to ask what the terrain had turned into, but for some reason it felt odd breaking the silence that had formed between them all. 
Every so often, Carter would slow down, and she would hear an electronic beeping. A GPS most likely. And a quiet voice in her head hoped that Saff was also double checking where they were going.
It wasn’t that she didn’t trust Carter. She did. It was just that she’d come to trust Saff a lot more when it came to things like that.
The familiar chime went off, and Carter slowed again, huffing beside her. 
“If we keep going straight this way, we’ll have a lot of elevation gain to get over. I think we should redirect to the right and go around.”
“We’ll have to go through a town that way,” Saff replied from behind them. “It’s not like the city, but definitely bigger than the town we were just in. Attracts more people. More zombies.”
“Fine with me,” Dean interjected, as if eager to face any type of challenge. “We can check out some of the buildings for supplies.”
Carter hummed beside her. “Sure. But I don’t want to take any unnecessary risks while we have Maddie with us.” 
Maddie frowned, adjusting the sunglasses on her face.
They seemed to adjust their course, but Maddie hardly noticed until a little while later, when they stepped onto a smoothly paved road once again. They continued on there for at least an hour before she heard Dean mutter something about how to approach.
“Last time I was here,” Saff said, “those buildings on the right were crawling with zombies.”
“Doesn’t matter,” Dean huffed. “We can take ‘em out.”
For the second time that day, Maddie felt like they were lucky to have Saff with them. At least then she could count on her to make the right decisions if Dean or Carter went off and did something stupid.
“Right,” Saff muttered. 
“Yeah, no,” Carter said beside her. “We’re not going to do that. We’ll avoid those ones and stay to the left.”
She heard Dean grumble something again, but couldn’t make out the words.
They continued walking, but she noticed Carter taking a much slower pace, which meant they must’ve been getting close to the town or the buildings. 
Eventually, her cane knocked against something hard, and it took her a second to realize that it was a curb. She lifted it, moving forward to step up while still holding on to Carter. 
“These don’t look like they’d have much,” he said in a lower voice. 
“Pretty sure there’s a grocery store farther down this way,” Saff said. 
“Kay,” Carter replied, adjusting his arm. Maddie wondered if he had his gun out. She remembered what Saff had said about him holding it wrong and hoped no one would be able to come up behind them there.
“You really think we should trust her on all this?” Dean asked, irritation laid thickly in his voice.
“Yeah, you should,” Maddie said, spitting the irritation right back at him. “She probably has more experience with all of this than both of you combined.”
Dean said nothing back to that, which was a surprise. He seemed to always have something to say. And those things, more often than not, rubbed her the wrong way.
But that also seemed to silence everyone else, too. No one spoke again until they made it to the grocery store Saff had mentioned. 
“Dean, you want to check it out first?” Carter asked. 
He grunted from somewhere behind them, and Maddie listened to his heavy footsteps as he walked past them, boots crunching over broken glass. Then she heard the slight screech of metal. 
They waited there for a minute before Dean returned, letting them know there wasn’t any obvious danger inside. 
She followed closely behind Carter, holding onto his arm and doing her best to navigate through the broken entrance with her cane. When they made it through, she pushed her sunglasses up onto the top of her head. She squinted into the darkness, only picking up a few small spots of white light against the black. Then she turned and saw the one larger orb of light behind them, assuming it was the entrance they’d just passed through. 
She scanned the rest of the darkness, but found nothing of note. There must’ve just been one small main entrance. Perhaps the others had been covered or destroyed somehow.
Unease crept into her chest at the feeling of being trapped inside.
“It’s in worse shape than I remember,” Saff muttered, and Maddie instantly felt a little better hearing her voice close by. 
“Looks like it’s been searched over,” Carter said. “Dean,” he called a little louder. “I think this one is a dead end. Let’s keep moving.”
“Hold on!” Dean called back. “There might be some stuff here. Check it out!”
Carter surged ahead, and Maddie moved her cane quickly back and forth as he wove them down the aisle. She could see a faint light bobbing off in the distance, and as they approached, she realized it was Dean’s flashlight.
“Check it out,” he said. “Looks like there’s more stuff in the back stock. Help me move the—”
Maddie heard a faint grunt. Then they all went quiet. “Is that—”
“I got it,” Saff muttered. Maddie listened to her footsteps plodding away. Then she heard the sound of something piercing flesh, followed by a grunt and a thud. A sound that was becoming somewhat familiar to her. This time, she didn’t need to ask. 
“Another,” Carter called out. “By the entrance.”
Maddie swallowed, adjusting her hand on his arm.
“Help me move this out of the way,” Dean said.
She heard the same distant fleshy pierce, grunt, and thud. Then, moments later, Saff’s footsteps approached again. 
Carter moved forward, and she released her grip on his arm. She stood there, waiting, as she heard them both grunting in effort. Then a deep grumble of metal echoed around them. 
“I’ll go—” Dean started, but was immediately cut off by the sudden sound of the infected. “Fuck—” he yelped, and then the crack of a gunshot rang out. 
She instinctively raised her hands to her ears as it reverberated around them. 
“Dude, what are you thinking?” Carter yelled. “Are you trying to—”
Suddenly, the ringing in her ears was replaced with the overlapping sounds of the infected.
More gun shots fired off, and Maddie froze. She grabbed for her knife, but before she could reach it, a strong arm wrapped around her. And this time, she knew exactly who it was.
Saff ripped her backwards, then she felt Saff’s back pinned against her front, just like it had been earlier that day when they’d run into Carter. 
She grabbed onto the sides of her shirt, cringing as a barrage of gunshots ricocheted all around. 
Saff suddenly spun them, then jerked forward. 
Maddie heard the nearby stab of flesh and the thud afterwards. 
Then Saff reversed course, and Maddie moved with her, still pinned against her back.
Finally, after a few seconds, the gunfire came to an end. 
“We need to move,” Saff hissed. “Now.”
She felt Saff turning, and she immediately grabbed onto her arm. 
“Wait, we—” Dean started.
“Go!” Carter yelled at him, anger coursing through his voice.
Saff charged ahead, but stopped abruptly. And Maddie could hear why. 
“Don’t move,” she said. Then she pulled her arm out of her grasp. A second later, Maddie heard one infected after the next, dropping in front of them. 
“Hold on to me,” Carter suddenly said beside her, grasping her hand. 
She hesitated for a split second before holding onto his arm. “Saff?” she called out as he pulled them forward.
No response. Then she heard one last thud somewhere to her left.
She could see the orb of light that she recognized as the entrance up ahead of them. They moved quickly until she felt the familiar crunch of glass beneath her feet. She squinted and closed her eyes as they stumbled over it. 
Once they’d moved away from the door and finally stopped, she pulled the sunglasses back down on her face, blocking the harsh sunlight. 
Then she whirled around and waited, listening for the next set of footsteps to follow. 
A few moments passed, then finally, the glass crunched as she heard someone coming. 
“Saff?” she asked, not bothering to hide the anxiety in her voice. 
She heard a cough in front of her. Then Saff’s voice. “Yeah. Right here.”
An exhale of relief flowed out of her lungs. 
“We need to move through and get back off the main roads,” Saff said. “Those shots would’ve attracted whatever is around here.”
“What—no, we need to—” 
“No,” Carter cut Dean off with a harsh tone. “She’s right. We need to go.”
“If we go one street over, then continue in this direction, for another mile or so, I think that’ll be the fastest way back out onto the highway,” Saff said, her voice and footsteps coming closer to where Maddie stood.
“Okay,” he said. “Let’s go.” 
She felt his hand seize her wrist, raising it to his arm, but this time, without thinking, she pulled it back. 
“I—” she stuttered awkwardly, unable to explain why she had pulled away. “I’m—” 
A shoulder brushed gently against hers, and she instantly knew whose it was.
“Saff..” she started, then trailed off, unsure of what to say.
“Carter,” Saff said, “lead up front. I’ll be at the back with Maddie.”
The anxiety that had begun to prickle up instantly subsided. 
Carter was quiet for a moment, then she heard his footsteps scraping the ground as they walked away.
A beat of silence passed. Then she heard Saff’s lowered voice beside her. “That good with you?”
Maddie gave her a small, appreciative smile. “Yeah. Thanks,” she answered, holding her hand up in the air beside her, finally feeling relief as Saff’s arm looped around her hand.
Right away, they surged forward. 
“Sidewalk,” Saff muttered. Maddie felt it with her cane and stepped up and over, then they turned directions and continued down a new street. This one seemed to be littered with items, and her cane hit against something new every couple of feet.
“Walk behind me,” Saff said, stepping halfway in front of her.
Maddie lifted her cane off the ground and followed closely behind her. They weaved quickly through the path until it came to the end.
“Step down,” Saff muttered to her. She lowered her cane and felt for the edge of the sidewalk, then stepped down off of it. 
“Two up on the right,” Saff called ahead.
“I got it,” Dean yelled out.
“Path is clear,” Saff muttered to her. “You can use your cane if you want.”
Maddie lowered it down onto the ground and moved so that she was standing beside Saff again. 
She heard a commotion up ahead.
“Four more up on the left,” Carter called out, and Maddie thought she could detect a hint of fear in his voice. A second later, he called out again, and this time there was definitely fear in his voice. “Three more on the right.”
“There are more behind those,” Saff said, and Maddie could feel her moving faster. “We need to go another street over and hurry out. There are too many.” 
“No,” Dean called back. “If we don't take these ones out, they'll follow us for who knows how long.”
“The only way we're gonna be able to take out all of these is with guns,” Saff replied. “And if we do that, we'll attract even more, and this will turn into something much worse.”
“She’s right,” Carter said. “Let’s go down the alley on the next block.”
Luckily, Dean didn’t argue with that.
They moved quickly, and after a few turns, Saff let her know that they were back on a main street near the edge of the town. They continued like that for a few more minutes, speed walking, until Carter announced that he could see the highway again.
Hours passed, and Maddie's legs ached as they ascended yet another hill. The temperature had been steadily dropping for the last couple of hours, and she knew it had to be getting dark soon.
“Are there any houses around?” Maddie asked Saff beside her.
“No.”
As if right on cue, Carter spoke next. “You guys ready to stop? I don't really want to keep going with it getting this dark.”
“Where are we?” Maddie asked.
She felt Saff shrug. “Woods.”
A mosquito bit her arm, and she quickly swatted it away. A few seconds later, she repeated the process after another one bit her.
“I'll get a fire started,” Carter said. “Hopefully that'll help a little with the bugs.”
***
Maddie rolled over again for what had to have been the fourth time in just the last few minutes. The sleeping bag felt itchy against her skin, and the hard packed dirt beneath her was a stark contrast to the cot she'd become accustomed to sleeping in. 
She shifted her body again, frustrated. She needed to get sleep so that she'd have enough energy and focus the next day. But she'd only been able to fall asleep for what seemed like a short amount of time before waking up again. And now she couldn't seem to get herself back to sleep.
“Ground not up to your standards?” Saff whispered from somewhere nearby on her left.  
Maddie hummed, rolling onto her side, facing where she heard Saff’s voice. “I think I got spoiled,” she said. “I miss my cot.”
“Your cot?” Saff asked with a chuckle.
Maddie smiled. “Yes. And my blanket.”
Saff chuckled again, and Maddie’s smile grew. 
“You’re right,” Saff muttered. “You were spoiled.” 
This time it was Maddie who chuckled. “Oh, I know. It felt weird going to bed tonight without slightly burnt popcorn.”
“Burnt?” Saff asked seriously. “I never burned the popcorn.”
“Oh yeah you did,” Maddie said. “I could smell it every time.”
“No way,” Saff retorted.
“It’s fine if that’s the way you like it,” Maddie said with a yawn. “But it was definitely a little burnt.”
Saff let out a huff.
“Why are you still up?” Maddie asked. “Wasn’t Dean supposed to take over and watch through the night?”
“Yeah,” Saff answered. “But he fell asleep. Besides, I don’t mind. I’d rather do it, anyway.”
“You’re not tired?” Maddie asked.
Saff let out a breath. “The headache makes it hard to fall asleep. Besides, I don’t like sleeping out in the open like this.”
Maddie didn’t like it either. Maybe that was why she was having a tough time sleeping. She didn’t feel safe, especially not after the encounters they’d had that day. 
“Yeah,” Maddie said, yawning again. “I think that’s why I can’t sleep. I feel like something could come out of nowhere at any point.”
“I’ll be up watching all night,” Saff replied. “Nothing will get to you.”
Maddie’s chest fluttered slightly. Knowing Saff was there did make her feel safe. But something about the way she’d said it also made her feel something else.
“Do you want me to massage your neck?” Maddie asked. “For your headache.”
“No, that’s okay,” Saff answered quietly. “You should try to sleep.”
“I’d probably sleep easier with you next to me.” The words left her mouth before she realized what she was saying. “I mean—If you laid here next to me, I could massage your neck, and I’d probably fall asleep while doing it. Just—just because—” she stuttered, making her feel a thousand times worse about the slip. “It would take my mind off the hard ground. And the mosquitoes.”
When she finally stopped word vomiting, silence fell painfully between them. 
A beat passed before Saff finally replied, “Okay.”
Then before Maddie could say anything else, she heard Saff shuffling quietly. Then her light footsteps came crunching toward her. 
“Uh—okay. Yeah.” Maddie shifted slightly, pulling her elbows up and out of the sleeping bag. A few seconds later, she felt Saff’s arm brush against her as she laid down on the ground beside her.
A pang of nerves shot through her stomach, fluttering up into her chest. 
She slowly and carefully lifted her right hand, moving it forward until she felt Saff’s arm beneath it. She trailed her hand up onto her shoulder, in a way that felt just a little too intimate as she brushed her hair away.
Her hand trailed along the bare skin on the back of her neck, and she could’ve sworn she felt a small shiver run through Saff’s body. 
She pressed her thumb into the tight muscle at the base of her neck and moved it down until it reached her shoulder blade, then repeated the motion.
Another yawn pulled itself from her mouth. “See,” she whispered, “it’s working already.”
Saff chuckled, her body vibrating beneath her hand. 
Maddie shifted an inch closer to her. She was probably imagining it, but she thought that she could feel the warmth coming off of her body. It felt nice—comforting in the chilly night air.
She ran her hand down Saff’s neck once again and thought about the events of the day.
It had all gone so differently than she imagined, even starting from the moment she'd woken up. She still couldn't figure out whatever had caused the shift in Saff. And she wasn't sure she ever would. There were some moments where she felt like she could see through her. Like her actions were saying something different than her words. Sometimes it was obvious to her. Sometimes it was so obvious, it was almost laughable. But then, other times, she felt like she couldn't read her at all.
“I'm glad you came with us,” Maddie whispered.
Saff was quiet for a few moments before Maddie realized that she wasn't going to get a response. And this was another one of the times she couldn't really figure her out.
“Pretty sure there's a good chance I would have gotten infected today if it weren't for you,” Maddie continued.
Saff made some noise of disagreement. “You could’ve handled it. I just stepped in before you had to.”
That was something she deeply appreciated with Saff. She didn't underestimate her the way most people did.
“Yeah, maybe,” Maddie replied quietly, working her hand into the hairline at the back of her neck. She brushed her fingers through the hair, dragging her nails lightly against her scalp. A shudder ran through Saff’s body at the touch, and it sent a pulse of electricity through Maddie’s core.
Every fiber of her body begged to do it again.
“You and Carter seem close,” Saff muttered.
Maddie shrugged, running her fingers lightly through her hair. “I wouldn't say close, exactly. But we've known each other for a long time. Him and my brother have been best friends since they were kids.”
Saff hummed. “They're lucky they were able to stick together after everything.”
“Yeah, well, his family lived in the same neighborhood as us. That's how they met. We were all neighbors.” Maddie moved her hand back out onto her shoulders, as the memory of his parents entered her mind. “When the raiders attacked the first time,” she continued, “his parents didn't make it.”
Saff was quiet for a few moments. “I'm sorry to hear that.”
Maddie nodded slowly, trying to force the memories of that day and night from her mind. “I was one of the lucky ones,” she said. “I didn't lose any family when it happened.”
“That is lucky,” Saff said softly.
Maddie pressed her thumb deeply into one of the tight muscles. Another yawn worked its way out of her mouth.
She closed her eyes, letting her head lean forward. Now she was close enough that she could almost smell the faint scent of coffee coming off of Saff. It reminded her of their mornings together in the bunker. It also reminded her that they were over. They would likely never have a morning like that again.
Maddie trailed her hand back up into her hair, scraping her nails against her scalp again. She felt Saff relax back into her touch, her shoulder blades grazing against her chest in a way that felt far more intimate.
She drew in a slow, steadying breath.
Again, she thought about the night before. She told herself to let it go. That it was something from Saff that she wouldn't understand. But now, with Saff laying beside her, and largely in the same situation they were the previous night, she couldn't help but wonder.
“Did I—did I do something wrong last night?” Maddie whispered.
Saff was quiet for a few moments. “Why are you asking that?”
Maddie swallowed, moving her hand back down onto Saff’s shoulders. “I don't know,” she replied. “Something seemed different this morning. You seemed different.”
Again, Saff was silent. But this time, Maddie waited for her answer.
“No. You didn't do anything wrong.”
Maddie exhaled a small sigh of relief. She trusted Saff to tell her the truth. 
But if it wasn't that, then what was it? She knew she hadn't imagined it. Something had been different that morning. Something had shifted between them. And for some reason, it seemed to have had a negative impact on Saff.
She didn't want to push her, though. She knew Saff wouldn't tell her something if she didn't want to, and she had a feeling this was one of those things.
She stifled another yawn, feeling the tired fog taking over once again.
And Saff must have felt her slow down, because a moment later, she shifted and pulling slightly away. Then she felt her roll onto her back. Maddie moved her hand, but left it resting on her shoulder.
“You ready to sleep now?” Saff asked.
Maddie hummed. “Yeah, but I think it's just because you're laying here with me. It makes it feel a little more normal. I can forget that I'm sleeping out in the open in the woods.”
Saff shifted her body, but didn't sit up or move away. Maddie kept her hand on her, feeling her chest rise and fall with every breath. 
“Can you stay here?” Maddie whispered. “Just until I fall asleep?”
She felt Saff moving again and turning her body. Then she realized she was turning toward her, not away.
Her hand fell from her shoulder down to her bicep.
“Yeah,” Saff whispered back.
Maddie felt the slight burn in her chest again, but this time, she didn't have the energy to push it away. A small smile passed over her lips.
“Thanks.” 
She moved her hand from Saff’s bicep down to her wrist, her fingers intentionally brushing over her skin until they touched the familiar beads of the bracelet. The bracelet she’d traced over probably at least a dozen times by that point.
“What's it really for?” Maddie asked quietly, halfway expecting Saff not to answer.
Saff was quiet for a few more moments. Then she finally spoke. “A kid. A patient at the hospital.”
“Oh,” Maddie replied, surprised by the answer.
Saff cleared her throat and shifted again, but didn't pull her hand away. “They had craft sessions for the inpatient kids every day. He made it in one of them, I guess.”
“That's sweet,” Maddie whispered. “He must have really liked you.”
Saff said nothing to that.
“What was his name?”
“Mason.”
So it was an M, not a W.
“What was he there for?” she asked.
“Leukemia.” Saff paused for a moment. “It—progressed fast.”
Maddie's heart plummeted. “That must’ve been hard to watch.”
Saff didn't reply, and Maddie hadn’t expected her to. She actually hadn't expected her to tell her any of that.
“You're a good person,” Maddie whispered quietly. So quiet it was almost to herself. Then she cleared her throat slightly. “I think, if we had met before the outbreak—I think we would’ve been friends.”
“You think?” Saff asked, and Maddie could hear the hint of a smile in her voice.
“Yeah. I do.” Maddie shifted her body and tilted her head down, just a little closer to Saff. “I think eventually you would have warmed up to me.”
Saff chuckled, and Maddie felt it vibrate down into her wrist, where her hand still rested.
She let out another yawn, her eyes growing heavy. She let silence fall between them, listening to Saff’s slow breathing and the crackle of the fire.
***
When they awoke the next morning, they ate some food before immediately moving again. The trail they were on became easier after the first hour, and after that, Maddie cruised along with ease, still clutching to Saff for guidance. Occasionally, Dean made some remark, or Carter pointed something out in the scenery, but otherwise, they all remained quiet.
Luckily, they avoided any major events like the day before. It was boring, but that was better than the alternative. The day before had been anything but boring. She could definitely do without running into the infected, and without having to worry, she was able to enjoy the surroundings: the smells, the noises. Occasionally, she would ask Saff to describe some detail of where they were or what was around them. They mostly stayed off the highway and in the wilderness, never straying too far from the road, but far enough to avoid any of the dangers or things that might be lurking there.
After hours of traveling, Maddie eventually heard the faint sound of running water.
"Are we near a river?" she asked.
"Yeah," Saff answered.
"You guys want to stop?" Carter asked. "Take a quick lunch break?"
"Absolutely," Dean replied. Maddie heard the sound of a bag dropping to the ground with a thud.
"There's a rock to sit on," Saff said to her. "If you want to."
Maddie sat down and pulled off her backpack, then searched inside for one of the protein bars and her jug of water.
After a few moments, Dean spoke. "So where'd you get the guns?"
Maddie stayed quiet, already knowing who the question was for.
"Had 'em lying around," Saff answered easily.
Dean grunted. "You came back with a lot more after you left," he said, and Maddie didn't like the tone of his voice. "Seems like maybe you were living somewhere around there."
Maddie definitely didn't like that, and she knew Saff wouldn't either. But now she also wondered what exactly Saff had come back with.
"Man, let it go," Carter cut in with an annoyed tone. "It doesn't matter."
Dean huffed, matching Carter's annoyance. "I'm just saying."
"Yeah, and I'm saying it doesn't matter," he declared.
Luckily, that seemed to end all conversation.
They waited for a few more minutes, briefly resting, but then they decided to keep moving. If they moved fast enough, Carter said they could make it to the new settlement before nightfall, and none of them wanted to spend another night in the woods.
They hiked for hours, crossing along different terrain. Sometimes traveling through the thick woods, where her cane would hit the thick trunks of the trees every few feet, and other times moving onto the smooth paved highway when the wooded area became too dense. She actually preferred the woods, knowing they were under the cover of the trees made her feel more at ease. She didn't worry as much about running into humans or even running into infected. It also just felt more calming, with the sounds of the birds and wind whistling through the leaves.
It wasn't as hot out that day either, so when they did walk in the direct sunlight, the warmth of the sun felt nice on her skin. But as the hours dragged on, she could feel the air getting cooler and cooler, and eventually, the sun stopped feeling as warm, and the cold shade felt just a little too cold.
Maddie stepped and suddenly felt a change in the ground, the surface evening out.
"Are we back on the highway?" she asked.
"No," Carter called back from ahead of her. "We're almost at the settlement. We're in town now."
Maddie's heart rate ticked up in anticipation at the thought of seeing her family. It felt like years had gone by since they’d been separated.
Saff's shoulders rolled as she adjusted the strap of her gun.
She wondered if she felt nervous at all. Maddie almost felt nervous for her being around so many people when she was used to being completely alone.
"Man, I can't wait for a hot shower," Dean said.
"Hot shower," Maddie repeated with a smile, tilting her head toward Saff.
But Saff didn't respond. Maddie could almost feel the tension rolling off her then, and she couldn't blame her.
They continued walking for another mile or so before Carter spoke up again.
"Okay, so remember what I said. They can be a little intense, this new group. So just let me talk and explain once we get there."
Maddie nodded, unease setting in at Carter's timid tone.
"Right after we make this last turn, you'll see it," Carter continued. "And once we get to the gate, just do whatever they ask you to do."
Now Maddie was really nervous. She wondered what they were about to walk into, what she was about to bring Saff into.
They walked a little further, then Saff guided her as she turned. And once they turned, she immediately felt the shift in Saff. Her arm stiffened. Even her walking felt tense. Maddie wanted to ask what she was seeing that made her react that way, but she thought it was probably best to avoid any unnecessary noise.
"Hey!" Carter suddenly called out, and Maddie jumped in surprise. Saff stopped walking.
"It's me!" he called again. "Carter and Dean. We're back from scouting."
Maddie thought she could hear some noises, maybe some type of shuffling or metal groaning. She couldn't quite tell. Then the silence dragged on. She wondered if whoever he’d called to had heard him.
Then finally, a loud voice answered. It sounded electronic, like it was coming through a megaphone.
"Who's with you?"
"Maddie Fields," he called back. "She has family in here, but she got separated from our group when we were attacked. She's James and Erin’s daughter."
This time there was a much longer pause and silence. She shifted nervously on her feet.
Then finally the electronic voice answered. "Who else?"
Maddie swallowed, her grip on Saff’s arm subconsciously tightening. Saff didn't move an inch. She wanted Carter to lie. She wanted him to say that Saff had also been a part of their group, at least until they were all safely inside and could explain more.
"She wasn't with us before," he replied, and Maddie cringed. "But she's been traveling with Maddie. She traveled with us the last two days."
This time, the silence dragged on and on. Maddie almost wondered if maybe they would just keep them out and never answer.
Then suddenly it did. "All of you, drop all of your weapons on the ground and take ten steps forward. Slowly."
She waited a second, but Saff didn’t move an inch. Maddie knew what must have been going through her head. She knew how on edge she probably felt, and that the absolute last thing she would want to do was give up her weapons.
Maddie reluctantly dropped her hand from her arm and pulled her shotgun strap off her shoulder, gently setting it on the ground.
"That means knives too," the voice added.
She pulled her knife, the knife Saff had given her, from its spot on her belt. Then she bent down, placing it on the ground beside her before returning her hand to Saff’s arm.
After another few seconds, Saff finally, very slowly, began to move. Then Maddie could hear the click of items being set down beside her. She felt a tiny release of the tension that had built up in her shoulders.
Item after item clicked on the ground, and then she understood what Dean had said earlier. She wondered what Saff had brought back with her from the bunker.
"Walk forward," the voice said.
Saff took a step, and Maddie followed, her hand still wrapped around her arm, while the other one held tightly onto her cane, moving it back and forth in front of her.
"Carter. Dean. Walk to the gate."
Boots scraped against the pavement as they stepped forward. Then, a few moments later, the loud, low groan of metal echoed in the air.
Maddie swallowed. She didn't like that they were now isolated and on their own. She wondered what Saff was seeing, what she was thinking.
It went quiet again after that, and she waited anxiously for the voice to give the next command. They waited for at least a minute in silence. Then finally, when she was about to turn to Saff and ask what was happening, the noise of the gate sounded again.
Footsteps, multiple pairs of them, plodded toward them.
She felt Saff shift slightly, her body going tense. Maddie tightened her grip on her arm.
"What's—what's happening?" she asked.
Then she felt Saff lunge in front of her protectively. And right as she did, the arm that Maddie was holding onto was suddenly ripped away.
"Saff!" she yelled, hand fumbling in the air for her.
"Maddie," a woman said from somewhere in front of her, "we're going to take you inside to your family."
"Saff!" she called again, barely processing any of the woman's words. Then a hand grabbed onto her arm, urging her forward. She stumbled slightly and had to adjust her cane quickly, feeling for the path in front of her.
"What are you going to—"
"Don't worry," the woman said, "you're safe now."



Chapter Seventeen
The man and woman each grabbed her by the arms, yanking her forward.
Saff decided there was no use in trying to struggle, even as she heard Maddie yelling behind her. She’d already committed when she dropped all of her weapons, or—almost all of them. So now, her only option was to do what they said, even if that meant being manhandled by two people who looked like they barely knew how to hold a gun.
She turned back, watching as an older woman took Maddie gently by the arm. Then her head ripped back as the two people pulled her forward. Her eyes scanned to the top of the large wall with rusty, faded green sheets of metal before her. It had to have been at least two stories tall, with a lookout tower on each side. And as they moved closer, the wall spreading out before her, she spotted more lookout towers every thirty feet or so.
Carter hadn't been exaggerating when he said they were intense.
The young man roughly patted her down, searching through each of her extra pockets for weapons.
The woman that accompanied him ripped her backpack from her shoulders, then kicked it onto its side.
Saff wanted to roll her eyes. The man clearly didn't know how to properly search and skimmed right over the knife she had hidden, strapped to her leg beneath her pants.
They were no better than children playing dress-up.
"Come on," the man grumbled as he seized her elbow, dragging her forward.
The woman walked up beside them and grabbed her other arm for good measure. Again, Saff wanted to roll her eyes. If this really was where Maddie was going to be living, she might need to give them all some tips so they’d be more effective at keeping people safe.
They led her through the opening of the gate, and right as she stepped through, someone kicked the back of her legs.
She grunted in pain as her knees struck the asphalt.
Then, before she had a chance to look up, a hood was thrown over her head, and everything went black.
She could only see faint light from outside coming through the seams of the fabric.
Before she could move a hand up to her face, someone grabbed her wrists, quickly wrapping them with what felt like a plastic zip tie. They tightened it too far, and the edge of the plastic instantly dug and cut into her bare wrists. For a split-second, she wondered if Carter had known that this would happen to her before they walked in, and simply chosen to keep that information to himself.
Cruel hands clutched onto each of her arms again, pulling her back onto her feet.
They walked her forward for a while until she tripped on a pair of steps.
She stumbled up and over them before coming to a halt. Then they kicked her down to her knees again, and she waited there until finally someone removed the hood.
Saff blinked a few times, letting her eyes adjust to the faint light. Then she turned, slowly taking in her surroundings.
She appeared to be in a house—a house with electricity. Lights hung on the walls in the room around her, continuing on down another hallway.
"What's your name?"
Saff’s head snapped to the right, noticing for the first time that there was someone else in the room besides the people who had walked her there.
An older woman with cold, vacant eyes glared down at her.
She stared back for a moment, still processing her surroundings.
"What is your name?" the woman asked again, slower and sharper.
She cleared her throat, her eyes bouncing away, looking around the room. “Saff.”
The woman stared at her for a moment. “Saff,” she repeated, testing the word. She hated the way it sounded coming out of her mouth.
“Why did you come here, Saff?” the woman asked, and this time her voice was laced full of suspicion.
She wondered if the woman would believe anything she said. She also wondered how much of the truth would be wise to share.
Should she tell her that she needed medicine from them? It felt like that might not be the right thing to say, but it was also probably the most believable. And it also happened to be the truth, so that was a plus.
“I need medication. I was traveling with Maddie, and she mentioned that maybe I could trade something for it.”
That was basically the truth, maybe just slightly altered. And that seemed to be the right call because the woman's face changed to something just slightly less suspicious—less guarded.
“How long have you been traveling with Maddie?” she asked.
“A couple of weeks.”
“You seem to have a lot of weapons,” the woman continued, not missing a beat. “How did you get them?”
Again, Saff figured some altered truth would be the best. “I had them before the outbreak.”
The woman stared at her long and hard, some of the former suspicion returning. Maybe the truth hadn’t been the right call on that one.
“You didn't steal them from anyone?” the woman asked slowly.
Saff stared back at her, gritting her teeth. “Like I said, I had them before.”
The woman crossed her arms and loosed a tight breath. “Military?”
“Sort of,” Saff answered.
The woman glared at her, and Saff waited, wondering if she would question her further on that answer. She expected her to.
“What exactly is it you want?” she asked.
Saff paused, trying to reign in her annoyance as she repeated, “to trade for medication.”
“Right,” the woman said, uncrossing her arms and resting them on her hips. “I got that part. What else?”
Saff stared at her. “Well, it would be nice to get out of these zip ties,” she muttered, lifting her wrists a few inches in front of her.
The woman watched her, utterly unamused.
She remained quiet, and Saff knew that she was probably waiting for her to give a different, more serious answer. But she didn't have one, and she didn't know how else to get that message across.
Finally, the woman seemed to lose interest. She looked up and nodded behind her to the two amateurs that had dragged her down there.
They immediately grabbed her by the arms, jerking her up onto her feet again.
“You’ll stay the night in our lockup cell.”
Saff grimaced.
“We'll talk again in the morning.”
And with that, the woman immediately made her way to the door. Before Saff could say anything, she was gone. Then, before she had a moment to react, the black hood was thrown back over her head, and she was lurched up again by both arms.
She winced in pain as she felt the newly healed skin on her side tear.
They quickly led her out and back down the stairs.
Then they walked for a minute or so before ascending a new small flight of stairs. And when they finally pulled the hood off of her head, she blinked a few times, adjusting to the new surroundings. It looked like they were in a house that had been converted into some type of storage area. Shelves that held an assortment of different home items and tools lined every wall.
“What are you guys doing?”
Saff’s gaze snapped to the side. A girl who looked to be about her age, maybe a few years younger, stared back at her with a curious look.
“Got one for the cell,” the woman on her right replied.
The girl opened her mouth to say something, although her eyes were still glued to Saff, watching her with a captivated gaze. But before she could speak, they pulled Saff further into the house. Then they turned, and she saw a stairway leading down underground.
They pushed her forward, and she caught herself on the railing of the stairs.
“Go,” the man on her left said gruffly.
She descended the dark staircase with them both following closely behind. The bottom stairs opened into a large dimly lit basement, with half of it converted into metal prison cells.
This time, it was the woman on her right who shoved her forward toward one of the cells. She stumbled towards it, knocking into the closed cell door. A moment later, the man reached forward and pulled it open.
“In,” he said.
She slowly stepped into the cell, although every fiber of her being screamed that she shouldn't.
For a second, she wondered if this was the right time to pull out the knife she'd been hiding. But as quickly as the thought entered her mind, it evaporated.
Trying to fight them now would be a stupid decision. If it did indeed come to that, she’d need a better plan.
“Turn around,” he muttered. “Let me see your hands.”
She slowly turned and held her hands out in front of her.
He pulled a small pair of wire cutters from his pocket and cut the zip tie around her wrists. They broke apart, the skin instantly aching in relief.
She rubbed the tender area where the edge of the plastic had sliced into the flesh.
The man stepped back, then slammed the cell door closed with so much force it shook the bars around her.
And without another word, they both turned and left the way they’d come.
Saff scanned her surroundings.
Two small lights hung from the walls, casting a dingy yellow glow across the room. And besides the two cells, there was nothing else in the basement.
She turned around, eyes falling to a small bucket sitting in one corner, with a bare cot beside it.
That was a plus. At least she would have somewhere to rest for the night, and she could definitely use it. After not sleeping at all the night before and traveling the entire day, not to mention the stress of the last thirty minutes, she could definitely use some rest.
Adrenaline coursed through her body, and mentally she felt wide awake and alert. But physically, it was a different story. Every muscle in her body ached. A headache had begun in her forehead, slowly spreading through the rest of her skull.
She needed to lie down—to close her eyes.
She trudged to the cot, sitting down on the edge. The mattress was uncomfortably stiff, not like the level of comfort she was used to at the bunker, but it was better than sleeping on the concrete ground.
She leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees, and closed her eyes, bowing her head down in front of her as she worked her fingers into her temples.
It didn’t do any good.
She knew what she really needed, what would actually give her some relief. But unfortunately, Maddie wasn't there. And she was annoyed with herself that she'd become so reliant on another person to help with the pain.
She leaned her head back, pulling her feet one by one up onto the cot, and stared up at the wooden ceiling for a moment before letting her heavy eyes shut.
Under any other circumstance, she probably wouldn't feel at ease enough to try to sleep after what had just happened. But for some reason, she wasn't that worried about any immediate danger.
She didn’t trust anyone else, but she did trust Maddie. And if Maddie trusted the people there, then she would, too, at least for now.
Although, even with that trust, she still needed to be smart. She needed a gameplan.
She began running through what she had seen in that building and the one they'd questioned her in. She also ran through what she remembered from walking between the buildings: a rough count of how many steps she had taken, noises she had heard, people talking, machinery.
The images filled her mind, creating a mental map of what they'd taken her through so far.
As she was running through each thing in her mind, she suddenly heard a noise from the top of the stairs.
Her eyes snapped open, and she spun, quickly standing from the cot.
Slow, light footsteps echoed down the stairwell.
Her whole body tensed, ready to pull out the hidden knife if she needed it.
Slowly, a pair of shoes appeared on the stairs, and with a few more steps, the full body and face came into view.
It was the girl she had seen when they walked her into the building.
Their eyes immediately locked again, and the girl gave her a small smile.
Saff glanced down at her hands. She was carrying a beige tray with a cup and a plate full of food on it.
Saff stared at the tray for a moment, then her eyes snapped back up to the girl.
"Sorry if I interrupted you," she said with a genuine smile. A smile that lingered for an extra moment. "But I brought some food and water. I thought you might be hungry."
She picked up the cup and slid the tray through a small space between the floor and the bottom bar of the cell. Then she reached her hand through the bars and placed the cup back on the tray.
She stood, taking a step back, as she looked up at Saff with another warm smile.
"We had chicken and potatoes tonight. Honestly, I wasn't a huge fan of the chicken," she said with a chuckle, "but the potatoes are actually pretty good."
Saff stared at her, making no move toward the food.
The girl stared back, matching her gaze with equal intensity. But the girl's intensity was different. It wasn't suspicious, but more curious—intrigued. And after a few moments, it was Saff who tore her gaze away first, looking down at the tray.
"When was the last time you ate?" she asked.
Saff remained silent, crossing her arms defiantly over her chest. The pulsing headache had worsened, and she wasn't in the mood for a second round of interrogations. Besides, for all she knew, they could have poisoned the food.
An amused smile passed over the girl's face. Then, to Saff’s surprise, she moved and sat down right on the other side of the cell door.
Saff watched carefully as the girl reached her hand through the bars and pulled a piece of chicken off of the plate before nonchalantly popping the piece into her mouth, slowly chewing and swallowing.
Then she reached in again, retrieving the plastic spoon that rested on the tray beside the plate. She scooped up a small bit of the potatoes, then brought it up to her mouth. Her eyes flicked up, meeting Saff’s.
Their eyes stayed locked as she put the spoonful in her mouth, then slowly drew it back out. She chewed the bite for a few moments before reaching forward, dropping the spoon back onto the tray.
Saff stared at it for a moment before looking back at her.
“I didn't do anything to the food,” the girl said. “If that's what you were worried about.”
Still, Saff said nothing. Actually, she didn't know what to say.
Before she could really process the entire interaction, the girl stood, brushing off the back of her pants as she gave her another smile.
“There's a blanket under the cot if you want it,” she said. “But it does get kind of hot in here, even at night.”
Then, without another word, she turned and walked back up the stairs.



Chapter Eighteen
“God, I can’t believe they found you,” Maddie’s mom whispered, still holding her in a crushing hug.
She gently pulled her hand out from where her dad still had it clutched tightly in his own. 
“You’re sure you’re okay?” he asked, running his hand over the back of her head. 
“Yeah,” she said with a small, tight smile. “I’m fine.”
“What happened?” Josh asked from somewhere farther off in the room of the house they’d taken her to. “I mean, after the horde attacked. How’d you get away?”
Maddie stepped back out of her mother’s embrace, but kept a hand holding onto her arm. She explained everything from start to finish, including her time staying with Saff and how they’d run into Carter by chance. Although, she decided to again skip over the details of how she and Saff had initially met.
When she finally finished, her mother pulled her into another tight hug. 
“We were planning to leave in a couple days to go looking for you,” her father said. “We just—we knew you were out there somewhere. No one believed us, but—we knew.”
Maddie smiled softly, lowering her head. She’d looked forward to this moment for weeks, and she wanted nothing more than to spend the rest of the day with them. But she also couldn’t wait any longer to ask what she really wanted.
She cleared her throat. “Um—where did they take Saff?”
They all went quiet for a moment. 
It was Josh who finally spoke. “Probably to ask her some questions or something.”
“Oh honey,” her mom cut in, “you’re going to love it here. They have everything we had at our community, and so much more. It feels—safe—again.”
Maddie nodded, forcing a tight smile. “That’s great, mom.” Then she cleared her throat again. “Um—when will they be done questioning her?”
They fell silent again before her dad finally answered. “I don’t know, Mads, but I’m sure she’s fine.”
Maddie frowned, her chin lowering another inch.
“I saw them take someone over to the house with the lock up cells after you guys got here,” Josh said. “Guessing that was her.”
Maddie’s head snapped up in his direction. “What? What do you mean, lock up cells?”
Her father sighed beside her. “Its fine, Maddie. It’s just their protocol. They’re trying to keep everyone safe.”
Maddie scoffed. “Safe? She’s not going to hurt anyone.” She pulled her arm away from her mother’s tight grip. 
“Maddie its—“
“No,” she cut her off. “Take me there. Now.”
Her father’s gentle hand touched her arm, but she shook it away. “Mads,” he started, “You just got back, don’t you think—“
“I said,” she cut him off, “take me there.”



Chapter Nineteen
Saff blinked, peering down at the tray.
It was probably safe if that girl had eaten from it. And she’d also probably rest easier on a full stomach.
She knelt down and picked up the tray, bringing it back to the cot, then began eating, slowly.
The girl hadn’t lied about the chicken. It definitely wasn’t great. But after the first few bites, she finished the rest quickly, hunger taking over. Then she drank the whole cup of water in a few big gulps and placed the tray back where the girl had left it.
The full stomach did help a little.
Her headache felt slightly less terrible, and her body felt a little more at ease without the pains of hunger to accompany everything else.
Right as she turned to walk back to the cot, another noise came from the top of the stairs, and she stiffened, spinning back around.
Footsteps echoed down the stairwell, accompanied by something else—a tapping or clicking of something against the wooden stairs.
She watched, her body tensing once again.
Then, after a few moments, she realized who it was.
Maddie stepped into view, navigating the last few steps to the ground.
Right behind her stood an older man with graying hair, whose facial features vaguely resembled Maddie’s. His eyes, the same crushing blue, immediately snapped up, meeting her gaze with a suspicious look.
Maddie took another couple of steps forward, then stopped. “Saff?”
Saff’s eyes left the man and moved to Maddie. “Here,” she answered, resting her hands against the bars in front of her.
The concern in Maddie’s expression instantly diminished.
She strode toward her, swinging her cane back and forth until it hit the metal bars of her cell. “Are you okay? Did they hurt you?” she breathed, hand grasping the cell door.
“No,” Saff muttered. “I’m fine.”
“Are they—did they say they’re keeping you here overnight?” Maddie asked.
“Apparently.”
The look on Maddie’s face darkened. She turned her head back over her shoulder. “Dad. Let her out. Now.”
She spoke the command with a venom that Saff had never heard from her before.
Saff’s eyes flicked back to the man again.
He still held the suspicion he had when they walked in, but now it was mixed with something else—curiosity, maybe?
He slowly tore his gaze away from her and back to Saff before speaking. “I can’t,” he finally said. “It’s not up to me. This is how they do things.”
“I don’t care how they do things,” Maddie growled. “If you don’t get her out right now, then I will.”
Saff watched the muscle in the man’s jaw tense. “You already know that’s not going to happen,” he answered flatly.
Maddie waited a beat before turning her head back to Saff. “Fine. Then I’m staying here with her tonight.”
The man scoffed, rolling his eyes. “That’s ridiculous. Don’t be petulant, Maddie.”
“If this is—”
“It’s fine,” Saff cut in. She cleared her throat, eyes flicking back to Maddie. “It’s not that bad down here. You should go spend time with your—” she paused, her eyes moving back to Maddie’s father, “family.”
The man’s face lost some of the tension that had grown in the last few seconds, replaced with an almost grateful look.
Maddie was quiet for a few moments. “Dad, can you give us a minute?”
He looked at her, opening his mouth to say something. Then he paused, closing it again, before looking back at Saff.
“From what my daughter has told me, it sounds like she might not have made it back to us as easily without your help,” he said, his face hard and stone-like. It almost reminded her of her own father. “So, thank you.”
That part definitely did not remind her of her own father.
Saff stared at him for a moment, then nodded once.
He gave Maddie one last look, then turned and slowly trudged back up the stairs.
Maddie remained silent until his footsteps no longer echoed down the stairwell. “Are you okay? I mean—really?”
Saff exhaled, finally feeling the last bit of tension leave her body. She hated to admit it, but she’d felt a deep lingering sense of anxiety from the moment they’d pulled Maddie away from her at the wall, and now that she was there before her, it finally lifted.
“Yeah, really. Be better if I had my guns, though,” she grumbled.
Maddie smirked. “Yeah, I’m sure you would.” Then her face went serious again. “What happened after I went through the gate? What did they do to you?”
Saff rocked forward, leaning her shoulder against the metal bar. “A woman interrogated me. Then they brought me here.”
“Did they hurt you?” Maddie asked, with a hint of the previous venom returning to her voice.
Saff glanced down at the angry red lines cascading over her wrists. “No.”
“What was the woman’s name?” Maddie asked seriously.
“I don’t know. She didn’t say.”
Maddie frowned, her lips pressing into a tight line. “I really think I should stay down here tonight. Just in case.”
Saff watched her for a second before saying, “I don’t think the cot is big enough for both of us.”
Maddie shrugged. “I’ll sleep on the floor.”
The corner of Saff’s lips tugged upward. “You barely made it on the dirt last night. I don’t know how well you’ll do on concrete.”
Maddie hummed. “Good point. Maybe you could take the floor then, and I’ll take the cot,” she replied with a smirk.
Saff let out an amused snort. “Yeah. That’ll really help me.”
Maddie smiled for a moment before it fell, her expression going serious once again. “Do you need anything?”
Saff shook her head, the exhaustion from the day fully setting in. “No. I’m good.”
“Okay. Well, I’ll be back first thing tomorrow, okay?” Maddie said. “And if they haven’t let you out by then, I’ll do it myself, even if it means I have to fight through every person here to make it happen.”
Saff stared at her. Even though she knew she was joking, she felt like there was also some ounce of seriousness to it.
“Okay,” she said quietly.
Maddie nodded slowly. “Okay,” she repeated. Then she stepped back from the bars and turned, slowly making her way back to the stairs, moving her cane until it hit against the edge of them.
She paused at the bottom, turning her head back slightly.
“You know, it feels kind of weird knowing I won’t be sleeping near you tonight,” she said quietly. “I kind of got used to knowing you were there.”
Saff swallowed, her throat feeling a little drier than before.
She stayed quiet, not knowing what to say. Not that she didn’t sort of feel the same way. She just didn’t really know how to say that. So, she figured it was best to not say anything at all.
Finally, after a few moments of silence, Maddie turned back toward the stairs and began walking up.
Saff watched until she heard the last of Maddie’s footsteps. And even after that, she stayed, leaning against the bars of the cell for a minute longer.
Maddie’s last words turned over in her mind. She shook them from her head and turned around, making her way back to the cot.
She laid back down and closed her eyes, finally feeling slightly more at ease than she had before. It took a minute, but eventually, her mind relaxed, and she drifted off to sleep.
***
Saff awoke with a start, her eyes flying open as she jolted upright in the cot.
Then she heard it again: the reason why she had awoken.
Footsteps on the stairs coming toward her.
Through the dim yellow light, she stared at the bottom of the stairwell, waiting for someone to appear.
And as one foot came into view, she instantly knew it wasn’t Maddie.
She stood, fists tightly clenched at her sides.
A few more steps, and a man appeared. Although ‘man’ was probably an exaggeration. He looked like he couldn’t have been older than seventeen or eighteen.
His eyes bounced across the cells quickly until they landed on Saff. Then he gave her a slightly sheepish smile, removing a few years from his age as it enhanced his boyish features.
“Sorry if I woke you up,” the boy said with an apologetic grin, “but they said to bring you up now.”
Saff glanced down at her watch as he stepped forward to open the cell. It was before six in the morning, which was a little early, even for her. And she couldn’t tell if that was a good or bad sign.
He twisted a key through the lock and pulled the cell door open, waiting for her to step out. She took one step forward, then stopped in front of him.
He gave her a semi-confused look, then seemed to catch himself.
“Oh—uh—yeah, let’s go,” he said, placing his hand on her bicep and leading her towards the stairs.
His grip was so light, it felt more like a formality than anything.
When they reached the foot of the stairs, he appeared to get flustered once again, realizing they couldn’t both fit up at the same time.
He released her arm. “After you,” he said, motioning forward with an awkward smile.
Saff hoped for everyone’s sake that he wasn’t in charge of watching prisoners on a regular basis. Otherwise, they would definitely be in trouble.
She walked slowly, step by step until she reached the top of the stairs, emerging onto the landing. Then she turned the only way down the hall. The boy caught up and hurried after her, placing his hand back onto her arm once more.
As they ambled down the hall and out into the main room, she looked to the side and saw the girl from the night before standing there, rearranging items on the shelf.
She paused halfway as they came into view.
“You should stick around,” she said with an easy smile. “The food tonight will be much better.”
Saff watched her curiously, and when it was clear that she wasn’t going to respond, the girl’s smile grew slightly amused. She only tore her eyes away once they reached the door.
For a second, Saff wondered if the boy was going to try to put a hood over her head. Although, if he did, she could probably glare at him, and he would be too scared to do it. But luckily for them both, he didn’t try. Instead, he opened the door and led them outside.
They walked down a small flight of steps, as Saff immediately scanned the surroundings.
It looked like a neighborhood, or like it had once been a neighborhood, the way the houses lined both sides of the street. But the row of houses in front of her looked different. They appeared to have some type of walled structure built through the backyards. That must have been where the wall continued through the area.
The boy led them to a large house immediately to the left with long white columns running up the front.
He slowed his stride as he turned them, walking directly across the small patch of grass and up the few steps leading to a dark green door.
Then he stopped, raising his hand slightly in front of him. It looked for a moment like he was about to knock before changing his mind and reaching for the doorknob instead.
He turned it and pushed the door open, then nodded for her to walk in.
He led her through the foyer until they reached what appeared to be a dining room. She peered in and right away saw the woman from the night before, sitting at a long dining room table while eating from a small plate of food.
The boy cleared his throat uncomfortably, and the woman glanced up at them.
She studied Saff as she chewed her bite, then looked down at her plate and stabbed a piece of egg.
After a moment, she nodded her head forward toward the empty seat across the table.
“Sit. Please.”
Saff looked at the spot, noticing an untouched plate of food on the table in front of it.
She stepped forward and pulled out the chair, sitting down, then looked back up at the woman, raising an eyebrow in question.
The woman continued eating for a moment without looking at her, then when she did, she nodded forward at the plate. “Yes, that’s for you. I hope this isn’t too early for you to eat breakfast.”
Yes, Saff thought. It was definitely too early for solid food. But there was something else she could go for at this hour.
“Do you have coffee?” she asked.
The woman stopped mid-bite, glancing up at her, and Saff swore she could see a slight edge of amusement in her eyes.
She stared at her for a moment, before her eyes finally flicked to the boy still standing in the corner of the room. “Can you grab more coffee, please?”
“Oh—uh—yeah,” he stuttered. “Yeah, sure.”
Saff leaned back in the chair, resting her hands on the cushioned arms as he hurried out of the room.
“So,” the woman began, “I had a very interesting encounter with a young woman last night.” She stabbed another bite of scrambled eggs and put it in her mouth, chewing for a moment before continuing. “And although it was brash and inappropriate timing, it was also helpful.”
She swallowed, setting the fork down on the table.
“Maddie appears to have quite the high opinion of you.”
Saff stared hard into the woman’s eyes.
“And lucky for you, she had more to share.”
The boy suddenly reappeared, quickly placing a mug of coffee in front of her. But she didn’t move an inch. Every muscle was frozen, waiting to hear what she would say next, what Maddie had told her.
“You’re a doctor, is that right?”
Saff watched her carefully. “Not anymore.”
The woman smiled slightly. “Saff,” she said, slow and deliberate, as if scolding a child. “I’m not interested in playing games.”
“You’re just interested in locking people in cages?” Saff challenged, reaching for the mug.
The woman shrugged lightly. “It’s part of keeping everyone safe. You seem like the type of person who would understand that.”
Saff took a sip of the lukewarm coffee.
“I’ll be candid with you,” the woman said, placing her own mug back on the table. “Nothing comes for free here. If you want to stay—if we allow you to stay—you’ll need to provide value.”
“I don’t want to stay,” Saff replied flatly.
The woman tilted her head slightly, squinting her eyes. “Then why did you come here?”
“Like I said, medication. If you have that, then I’ll trade you something for it, and I’ll be back on my way out.”
The woman stared at her, and Saff could sense the energy in the room shift.
“Did you come here from another settlement or one of the military safe zones?” the woman asked slowly.
Saff shook her head. “No.”
“You have people you are trying to get back to?”
“No.” Saff shook her head again.
The woman squinted curiously at her again.
They sat in silence for a few moments as Saff took another sip of her coffee.
Finally, the woman loosed a breath, leaning back as she folded her hands in her lap. “I’d like you to look at someone. Give your medical opinion.”
Saff set the mug back down. “I want my guns back.”
The woman scoffed, shaking her head. “No. No one carries weapons inside the walls. It’s completely forbidden.”
Saff stared at her in disbelief. “You don’t let people defend themselves? What if raiders come?”
The woman’s eyes flicked away for a split second, then met her gaze again. It was only a second, but Saff detected a hint of something resembling fear in her expression.
“Let them come,” she said. “No one can get through our walls.”
Saff couldn’t believe the stupidity she was hearing. She couldn’t believe that Maddie was about to be living in a place where the people were convinced they could keep the outside world out forever.
“We have a lot of medication,” the woman said. “We might have what you need. Depending on what it is and how much we have, I might be willing to trade it with you. But that’s the deal. You need to check out one of our people first.”
Saff let out a small exhale. It wasn’t a bad trade. It was actually much better than she’d been expecting. And after the previous night, she hadn’t really been expecting to get what she wanted at all.
She took another slow sip of her coffee. “Fine.”
The woman nodded once at her, then shot a look at the boy still standing in the corner of the room. “Good. You’ll go now.”
“Now?” Saff repeated.
That wasn’t a good sign. Whoever they wanted her to see must have been in bad shape.
“Yes. Now.”
Then, without another word, the woman stood and walked out. Saff watched her exit through the doorway, still processing what she said.
Then, a moment later, the woman walked back in, pulling a thin jacket over her arms. “Let’s go.”
Saff stood from the chair, taking one last large gulp of the coffee. Then she followed her back through the foyer and out of the house.
The sun was finally rising, pouring a gray light over the houses and street.
The woman walked quickly, and Saff followed closely behind as they went through a row of houses.
They came to an area that looked like it maybe would have once been a park, but was now some type of farming area. A large garden sat in the center with crops growing and a wooden structure that she guessed held animals.
People ambled sporadically through, some talking and laughing, others working either in the garden or in front of the houses.
They continued down the street, then crossed onto another one.
Right as they did, the woman turned and walked up the driveway of the first house on their right. Saff paused for a moment before following her up the short driveway.
The woman walked to the front door and opened it, quickly striding in.
Right away, Saff could see that this house was different.
It had been laid out differently, with much more open space, and without the decor or furniture of the other two houses.
Actually, it didn’t really look like a house at all now that she was inside. It more so resembled a makeshift medical bay.
She froze for a second, feeling the familiarity of being in a hospital. A feeling she thought she’d never experience again.
She blinked, swallowing it down as she realized where she had walked to. A small bed in the corner, with a woman.
Saff began walking toward her and then instantly realized.
Her stomach.
She was pregnant. Very pregnant.
Saff’s steps slowed as she approached.
“How are you doing?” the woman asked, in a much softer tone than Saff had heard her use before.
The young woman in the bed gave her a small smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “Hanging in there.”
Then the woman in the bed gave Saff a questioning look.
“Sarah, this is Saff. She’s a doctor. She’s here to take a look at you.”
Sarah’s eyes brightened, and the smile that then filled her face didn’t look like it took any effort at all. She looked back at the older woman. “How—how did you—“
She shook her head, waving her off. “It doesn’t matter.” Then she looked over at Saff and nodded toward Sarah.
Saff cleared her throat, suddenly feeling her training reemerge after lying dormant for so long.
“Hi Sarah,” she said, her professional tone suddenly snapping into place. She cleared her throat, more out of nerves than necessity. “Do you want to tell me what’s been going on?”
“Yeah,” Sarah placed her hands on her belly. “There’s been a lot,” she said, the slightly pained look on her face returning.
From where Saff stood, she could already see the immense level of swelling over her knuckles and fingers.
“A few weeks ago, I got a really bad headache that just wouldn’t go away. I’ve had the morning sickness pretty badly, but just recently I started getting really dizzy, too.”
Saff scanned her face, as her brain instantly began running through possible other symptoms and diagnoses.
“Have you had any spotting?” she asked.
Sarah shook her head. “No. Well,” she paused, thinking, “not since the very beginning.”
Saff took a step forward, leaning in to examine her hands. “When did this swelling start?”
“Oh, um, maybe a month ago?” Sarah answered, lifting a hand to rub her fingers into her forehead. “Sorry, I’m not sure. Everything’s been a little foggy.”
Saff nodded in understanding, giving her a small smile. She was shocked at how quickly her bedside manner had returned.
Saff stepped forward again, knees resting against the end of the bed. She motioned toward the woman’s feet. “Do you mind if I take a look?” she asked, nodding at the blanket covering her legs.
“Oh, no, of course, go ahead.”
Saff gently lifted the edge of the blanket, instantly revealing swollen feet and ankles beneath.
“Yeah,” Sarah said, “my ankles swelled up too, around the same time as my hands. I know that’s normal for being pregnant, though.”
Saff laid the blanket back down on top of her feet. “Have you noticed any changes in your vision?”
Sarah tilted her head to the side. “What do you mean?”
“Any blurriness that you didn’t have before? Or seeing any type of flashing lights or spots?”
Sarah hummed, tilting her head in thought. “I don’t think so.”
Saff turned to the older woman. “Do you have a flashlight here?” she asked.
She nodded, then disappeared into one of the connected rooms.
“How far along are you?” Saff asked, turning back to Sarah.
“I’m not really sure,” she answered with an embarrassed look. “I think I have to be at least past thirty-six weeks though, if I had to guess.”
Saff would have guessed closer to thirty-eight with how large she was. “When was the last time you felt the baby kick?”
“Just a few minutes ago,” Sarah answered with a small smile as she gently patted her belly.
Saff returned the smile. That was the answer she’d been hoping for.
The older woman reemerged, holding a small flashlight along with a stethoscope. “Just in case you need it,” she said, handing her the items.
Saff placed the stethoscope around her neck, and again, the familiar weight felt somewhat surreal.
“Is it okay if I shine this light into your eyes?”
Sarah nodded. “Yeah, whatever you need to do.”
Saff clicked the flashlight on. “Just look straight ahead.”
She drifted the light back and forth, and Sarah instantly squinted, looking away as she put a hand up to her forehead.
“Sorry,” she muttered with an apologetic frown. “It’s just this headache.”
Saff clicked the flashlight off. “Did you feel some pain when the light shined into your eyes?”
Sarah nodded.
Saff reached out, handing the flashlight back to the woman. “Have you felt any sharp pains in your stomach?”
Sarah smiled. “Yeah, every time they kick me in the ribs.”
Saff gave her a small, understanding smile. “What about when they’re not kicking or moving at all?”
Sarah thought for a moment. “No, I don’t think so. Or at least not anything that I’ve noticed.”
“Do you mind if I feel the top of your stomach?”
“Yeah, go ahead.” Sarah pulled the blanket down off of her stomach.
Saff placed her hands near the top of the bump. She pushed down gently, then moved to another spot and repeated a few more times.
Then she pulled the stethoscope off from around her neck, placing the ends into her ears before holding the metal end up to Sarah’s stomach. It took her a minute to hear the baby’s heartbeat, and when she did, she realized it was just slightly too fast.
She listened for a moment longer, then pulled the tool away and wrapped it back around her neck, clearing her throat. “Sarah, do you know what pre-eclampsia is?”
Sarah shook her head, but Saff could see a flicker of recognition flash across the older woman’s face.
“I can’t be sure without being able to run some tests, which we wouldn’t be able to run here. But based on your symptoms, that would be the most probable scenario.”
“What does that mean for the baby?” Sarah asked, anxiety thick in her voice.
Saff pursed her lips. “It really depends on the severity, which again we can’t really know for sure in this case.” She glanced up at the shelves lined with supplies behind her. “Typically, you would want to deliver as soon as possible after the baby reaches thirty-four weeks at least.” She looked back down at Sarah’s stomach again. “But I think, like you said, you’re past that point.”
Sarah nodded. “So what do I do?”
It felt odd consulting a patient and not being able to run the tests she was used to, not having access to the typical tools or medication. It also felt odd consulting a patient at all. Or even thinking of someone as a patient. She never really thought she would ever experience that again. But what made it especially difficult was knowing that the solution existed, but they couldn’t have it.
“Have you been on bed rest?” Saff asked.
“Just for the last few days, after I started getting dizzier and more sick.”
Saff nodded. “You should stay on bed rest.” Then she looked up at the older woman again. “Mind if I take a look?” she asked, gesturing to the shelves of supplies behind her.
She nodded.
Saff walked to the nearest shelf and began scanning.
All the medication appeared to be organized neatly and alphabetically, making it much easier to skip past the things she didn’t need. She browsed through one entire shelf, then moved on to the next, stopping suddenly when she found the first one she was looking for.
She grabbed one bottle, then continued, moving over each shelf.
Finally, when she couldn’t find the other two medications she was searching for, she turned back and walked toward the bed, holding up one bottle.
“This is a medication that works to lower your blood pressure. It should help a bit.”
Sarah nodded slowly, and Saff could see the hint of fear in her eyes.
This was the part that Saff could never quite get down: the comfort. It was the part of the job that always made her feel disconnected, like she was missing something vital. And for some reason, she couldn’t seem to learn it, even when she watched her colleagues.
She cleared her throat awkwardly, turning the bottle over in her hands. “How much do you weigh?”
Sarah paused, thinking for a moment. “Um—I’m not really sure, especially not with this one inside me,” she said, rubbing the bottom of her belly.
Saff looked over at the other woman. “Do you guys have a scale?”
“I’m sure we could find one somewhere,” she answered.
Saff looked back at Sarah. “Okay, after we check your weight, I’ll let you know how many of these to take each day.”
Sarah nodded, that fearful look still present in her eyes. Saff hated that she looked more nervous now than she did before.
Saff set the bottle next to her on the bed, then glanced over at the other woman.
“I’ll come back and check on you again a little later, okay?” the woman said with a smile, placing a gentle hand on Sarah’s leg. “And in the meantime, we’ll find a scale and bring it in so you can get started on the medication.”
“Yeah,” Sarah answered with a small smile. “Thanks, Sylvia.” Then she looked at Saff. “And thank you.”
Saff nodded, clearing her throat awkwardly again. This was her other least favorite part.
The woman—Sylvia—began walking out of the room, and Saff followed closely behind, remaining quiet until they were outside a few steps away from the house.
“Is it worse than you let on?” Sylvia asked, looking straight ahead as they walked.
The sky had brightened now with the morning sun, and more people had begun emerging outside. It looked so odd, almost reminding her of normal life before the outbreak.
She shrugged. “It could go either way. It depends on how severe it is, but again, we wouldn’t really be able to know.”
Sylvia nodded, going quiet for a few moments before speaking again. “My sister-in-law developed pre-eclampsia when she was pregnant with her second child. Her and the baby both survived, but they had a close call during the birth. And that was with a whole team of doctors in a real hospital.”
Saff remained silent, unsure of how to respond. She thought back to a few cases she had worked on early in her internship, each ending up fine, luckily.
They continued walking for a minute before Sylvia spoke again. “What medication is it that you need? The one you wanted to trade for.”
Saff paused for a moment, the idea of sharing details making her uneasy. “Anything you have for asthma,” she muttered reluctantly.
“For you or someone else?”
Saff glanced around at the people walking nearby. “Me.”
Sylvia nodded, then fell quiet again.
It was Saff who broke the silence next, after they’d made it to the next row of houses. “Your medical area here is set up well for not having anyone with a medical background.”
Sylvia pressed her lips into a hard line. “We did at one point, but not anymore. It’s been a while now that we’ve gone without, and it’s—It’s definitely put a strain on things,” she finished carefully.
They continued walking in silence again until they came to the row of houses that Saff recognized. Then, as they made their way halfway down the street to the large white house with the columns in the front, Saff saw a familiar face.
“You’re lucky to have someone so persistent in your corner,” Sylvia said beside her as they turned and Maddie and her father came into full view.
Saff saw the man’s mouth move as he said something to Maddie. She instantly straightened up, grabbing the handle of her cane and standing.
“Maybe a bit too persistent,” Sylvia muttered, and the corner of Saff’s mouth tilted up in a slight smile.



Chapter Twenty
Maddie drummed her fingers nervously against her cane.
She’d woken her father early that morning, hoping to intercept Sylvia before she had a chance to leave the house.
Although she’d argued with her for nearly an hour the previous night, trying to convince her to release Saff, it hadn’t done any good. But one good thing had come from it. Sylvia had promised she would meet with Saff again in the morning to try talking things through.
And Maddie would make damn sure she kept that promise.
But when they’d finally arrived at the house that morning, Sylvia had already left.
Her father had practically begged her to leave, ensuring her everything was fine and there was no need to worry. But those words did little to soothe the anxiety she felt after checking the lock up cells and realizing Saff was nowhere to be found.
And it was only then that her father seemed to come around, agreeing that they could wait there for Sylvia to return.
In the time they waited, she filled him in on more details of her time with Saff, unable to really think or talk about anything else. He listened patiently, only asking the occasional question when she paused between details.
Then, as she was about to tell him about the shooting practice she’d done, he suddenly cut her off.
“They’re back.”
She jolted upright, extending her cane out in front of her. “Saff?” she called out.
A moment later, she heard Sylvia’s voice. “Was I not clear enough last night, Maddie,” she started, “when I said that the house visits were not appreciated?”
“Yeah. Here,” Saff answered from somewhere nearby.
Her tense body instantly relaxed, hearing the safety in her voice. And it was really only then that she realized the full extent of the worry she’d felt over the past day. It was as if she’d been missing some vital piece of her own self while Saff was locked up.
She pushed that realization out of her mind. That wasn’t the right time to examine her feelings—no matter how strong they’d become.
“Hello James,” Sylvia said. “It’s very early for you and your daughter to be at my house. I expected that you would want more time together as a family.”
He grunted. “So did I.”
Sylvia let out a low, almost amused hum. “James, would you come in for a moment? I have some things I’d like to discuss with you since you’re here.”
There was a brief break in conversation before Maddie felt his hand squeeze her arm lightly. “I’ll be right back.”
Footsteps plodded past her up the stairs, then they paused as Sylvia said, “Saff, can I trust you not to disappear while I’m gone?”
Saff didn’t answer, and Maddie had to work to keep the smirk from her face as she imagined what kind of reaction Saff was giving her.
Finally, the footsteps continued, and then a door creaked open and closed behind her. And the second she heard it shut, Maddie surged forward to where she’d last heard Saff’s voice.
“Are you okay?” she asked, not bothering to mask the worry laced thickly in her words.
“Yeah,” Saff answered, close in front of her. “They came and got me early this morning.”
Maddie reached out, easily finding her forearm before trailing down to her hand.
Saff gave her hand a light squeeze, and Maddie felt a small twinge of warmth travel down her chest and into her stomach.
Maddie turned, pulling Saff with her as she felt for the stairs with her cane. Then she dropped down onto the bottom step, pulling Saff to sit beside her.
“What happened? Where have you been?” she asked.
Saff paused, but didn’t pull her hand away. “She wanted me to evaluate someone. A pregnant woman.”
Maddie cocked her head. That was the last thing she’d expected to hear. “Evaluate as in—like a doctor-patient thing?”
“Mhm.”
Maddie nodded slowly. “Was she okay?”
Saff’s body shifted beside her, still keeping her hand in Maddie’s. “Hard to say. She needs more than what they have here. Probably more than what anyone has now.”
Maddie turned away slowly, and as she did, she placed their entangled hands in her lap, mindlessly running her thumb in circles over Saff’s warm skin.
“Why were you here so early?” Saff asked.
Maddie gave her hand a light squeeze. “I told you I wasn’t going to let them keep you in there.”
Saff went quiet for a few moments before whispering, “thanks.”
Maddie gave her a small smile.
She knew that holding her hand for as long as she already had was more than something a friend would do. It felt—intimate. And yet, Saff didn’t make any move to pull it away. And after the last day of being away from her, Maddie wasn’t about to be the one to break the contact.
“How is it seeing your family again?” Saff asked.
Maddie snorted a laugh. “Just like how it always was. Pretty sure my dad was about to lose it when I made him take me here last night.”
Saff chuckled, and Maddie realized then how long she’d gone without hearing that sound—how much she’d missed it.
“And Sylvia sort of did lose it,” Maddie continued with a laugh. “I think if it weren’t for my dad, she probably would have thrown me out on the other side of the wall right there and then.”
Saff chuckled again, as the door opened behind them, with her father’s voice floating out.
Maddie stood from the step, and it was only then that Saff gently pulled her hand away.
Her father spoke first, and to her surprise, he didn’t seem to be speaking to her.
“They’ll be serving breakfast soon. I was going to show Maddie around a bit and take her there afterwards. Would you like to join us?” His tone was slightly forced, but to his credit, it did seem like he’d tried to sound at least somewhat inviting.
Saff was quiet for a beat before Sylvia added, “They’ll have more coffee there.”
Maddie smirked. “Well, she’ll definitely say yes now.”
Saff loosed a breath that held just a touch of amusement. “Sure.”
Footsteps trudged down beside her. “Maddie?” her dad said, brushing his arm against hers. She reached up and took it, walking beside him as he guided them down the path.
As they walked, her father described and explained each main area they passed and its purpose.
Saff remained quiet the entire walk, while Maddie asked the occasional question for both of them. Although she knew Saff was probably memorizing every word he spoke.
She wondered what she thought of it—if it was up to her high standards.
They walked for a while, and Maddie began to mostly tune out what he was saying, until eventually, they came to a building that he explained had been turned into a makeshift dining hall.
He led them to the doors, and that’s when she tuned back in. The smell of food and a hint of coffee wafted inside.
“They usually don’t bring out the food still for a little while,” he said, “but my wife has been helping out here in the mornings. Usually, she can get me an early cup of coffee.”
As they entered, the smells and noises grew.
A light murmur of voices filled the space around them, and Maddie felt almost nostalgic at the sound. It sounded normal in a way she hadn’t heard in a very long time. Not even at their lake community did it ever feel that way—so crowded with life.
A few seconds later, she heard her mother’s approaching voice.
“Hi honey,” she said before placing a hand on her arm and giving it a light squeeze.
“Hey Mom,” she answered with a smile. Then she cleared her throat. “Mom, this is Saff.”
“I’m Erin,” her mother said, in her usual warm tone. “Maddie filled us in on a lot last night. I can’t thank you enough for being one of the reasons she’s back here with us now.”
Saff mumbled something that Maddie couldn’t quite make out over the noises of the surrounding crowd.
Her father quickly cut in then, and Maddie wondered if he could sense some type of tension in Saff. “You have a couple of cups of coffee we could steal before the rush arrives?”
Her mother chuckled. “Let me see what I can do,” she replied. “Maddie, honey, why don’t you join me?”
Maddie frowned, not entirely ready to walk away from Saff just yet.
“Sure,” she muttered reluctantly.
She lifted a hand, and her mother took her by the arm, leading them away.



Chapter Twenty-One
After a few seconds of standing there uncomfortably, James motioned to a table nearby, and they each sat down on opposite sides.
“So,” he started, resting a fist lazily beneath his chin, “Maddie said you’re a doctor?”
Saff wanted to say no. She’d had that conversation enough for one day.
“Yeah,” she answered reluctantly.
“And how was that going for you?” he asked. “Can’t imagine you see many patients when you’re traveling alone.”
Saff stared at him for a moment. His tone wasn’t exactly unfriendly, but more so challenging, as if he wanted to let her know he knew certain things about her background.
“Probably the same as venture capital is going for you,” she replied easily.
A look of surprise flickered in his eyes. Then it was quickly replaced with a smile that actually seemed genuine—impressed even.
“Yeah,” he said with a chuckle. “I would imagine so.” He leaned back in the chair, drumming his fingers against the table. “Sylvia filled me in on the morning you had.”
Saff watched him, waiting for him to continue.
“How’d it feel?” he asked.
Saff raised her eyebrow. “How did what feel?”
“Being a doctor again.”
She looked away, not entirely sure of the answer.
It didn’t feel bad, but she hadn’t had enough time to process it all. Not yet.
“Different,” she finally muttered.
He looked down at the table with a small nod. “I can imagine.”
Saff turned her head to the side, scanning the rest of the dining hall.
“My daughter seems to think very highly of you,” he continued. “What did you do to earn that?”
Saff turned her head back to look at him, then shrugged. “Nothing. If anything, I’d argue I did the opposite.”
He chuckled at that. Then he looked up at something behind her and nodded. “Looks like we got our coffee.”
Saff glanced over her shoulder and saw Maddie and Erin approaching.
Erin set two mugs down in front of them. “Food should be out in a bit too,” she said, smiling warmly.
“Thank you,” she said, taking one mug and blowing off the top layer of steam.
Erin guided Maddie into one of the seats, then sat down beside her.
“I didn’t realize you would all be here so early. If I had known, I would’ve snagged you something to snack on.”
“Yeah, well, I didn’t know we’d be up this early either,” James muttered, throwing a glance at Maddie as he sipped his coffee.
Erin gave him a small, knowing smile. Then she looked up and smiled at someone behind them. “There he is.”
Saff turned around and instantly recognized Carter striding towards them with another guy at his side. They were engaged in conversation, but both their eyes were locked on her as they approached.
“You guys are up early,” James said.
Carter grunted as he walked up. “Patrol thing after breakfast.” He pulled out a chair beside James and plopped down. “Hey, Maddie,” he said with a smile, then he cleared his throat. “Uh, it's Carter.”
Maddie smiled lightly. “Hey.”
The other guy pulled out the chair beside Maddie and sat down before looking back at Saff.
“Josh,” Erin started, “this is Saff.”
He watched her for another moment, then leaned forward with his hand outstretched. “Nice to meet you.”
She reached forward, meeting his hand and shaking it.
“Glad they let you out so fast,” Carter said, leaning back in his chair.
Saff looked over at him. She wanted to know if he knew they would do that to her before they arrived, but figured this wasn't the time or place.
“What do they have you doing so early on patrol?” Erin asked.
Saff caught Josh throwing a quick glance at Carter, avoiding Erin’s gaze as he answered. “Just checking some stuff around the perimeter.”
Erin gave a small nod, but even Saff could tell she didn't really believe him.
A second later, a bell rang out, and people immediately began making their way toward the back area.
“I better go help,” Erin said with a small smile. “I'll bring plates over for everyone.”
They all fell quiet for a few moments as she left. Then, when she reached the back of the room, James finally spoke.
“So, what's really going on this morning?”
An apprehensive look passed over Josh’s face before he shot a quick glance her way. She wondered if there was something going on that she wasn't supposed to know about.
After a few moments of silence, he answered. “Apparently, some raiders attacked one of the patrols that was out last night on the other side of the wall.”
James let out an exasperated sigh.
“They fought them off,” Josh continued. “But from what I've heard, apparently this has been happening more and more often.”
Saff wasn't the least bit surprised. It was bound to happen anywhere, no matter what. The world was still in chaos, and it would be for a very long time. She couldn't imagine any settlement, even the military-run safe zones being long-lasting throughout her lifetime.
“Do they have a plan on how they're going to deal with it?” James asked, resting his chin on his knuckles.
“I was hoping you would know that,” Josh answered. “I thought maybe Sylvia would have filled you in.”
“So, what, we're dealing with all the same issues as before?” Maddie suddenly cut in, frustration evident in her voice. And Saff couldn't blame her.
“I mean,” Carter started, “the walls here do seem stronger than what we had before. I think we're in a better situation here.”
Saff wanted to interject, but it really wasn't her place. This wasn't her community to worry about.
“Sylvia has mentioned some things,” James said, “but she's been light on the details.”
“Great,” Josh grumbled, rubbing a hand down his face.
Saff picked up her mug and sipped on the coffee. It tasted a little sour, but it was definitely better than nothing.
They sat in silence for a few moments before Erin returned with the food. She made two trips, bringing each one of them a plate. Then she set the last one down in front of Saff with a warm smile, placing a gentle hand on her shoulder. “Eat up. I'm sure you're hungry after what you've been through the last few days.”
Saff took another sip of the sour coffee, finding Josh watching her.
“So, were you in the military or something?” he finally asked, still staring at her as he took a bite of the bread on his plate.
“No,” she answered, setting the mug on the wooden table.
“I saw the weapons they found in your bag,” he mumbled through a mouthful of food. “How'd you end up with grenades? It's not really something you just stumble across.”
“I had them before,” she replied cooly.
He watched her, eyes full of skepticism, like he was waiting for her to elaborate. But she didn’t care. She was exhausted, and the last thing she wanted was to have that conversation for what felt like the hundredth time in just the last few days.
Luckily, he seemed to get the hint and lose interest.
They all began eating, with Josh and Carter occasionally mentioning different things going on in the settlement.
From what she was hearing, it sounded like there had been some friction between their group and the people already living in the settlement, some disagreements on how things should be handled, especially regarding the raiders.
As they ate and she listened to them talk, more people began filtering into the dining hall, and within minutes, it was completely packed.
She took a few small bites but mainly sipped on her coffee. She should’ve been hungrier, but all the stress of the day's events had taken away her appetite.
“So they let you out on bail?” a slightly familiar voice called out behind her.
She looked up to see the girl from the house they'd kept her in, the one who had brought her dinner the night before.
The girl studied her with an amused smile.
“For now,” Saff grumbled.
The girl dropped down into the chair directly next to her. And out of the corner of her eye, she caught Josh straightening up slightly.
“Hey, Nadia,” he said with a wide grin.
She smiled back at him briefly, then turned back to her.
“I'm Nadia, by the way,” she said, extending her hand.
Saff took it, shaking it lightly. “Saff."
Nadia held onto her hand for what seemed like a moment or two longer than what was expected. Or maybe she really had just forgotten what a handshake was supposed to feel like. It was a strong possibility.
Finally, Nadia slowly released her hand. Then she immediately reached it forward, taking the bread from Saff’s plate. She lifted it to her mouth and took a small bite.
Saff could feel all the eyes around the table watching them.
She stared at Nadia, although for some reason, she wasn't entirely surprised. The whole interaction seemed to perfectly fit her personality. Or at least, the small parts Saff had seen up until then.
“What?” Nadia asked with a smirk. “It's not like we haven't shared food already.”
Saff stared at her for another brief moment. Technically, it was the truth. But she still wasn’t sure how to respond to it.
Suddenly, Maddie cleared her throat loudly.
Saff looked up, immediately catching the unreadable expression on her face.
“Sorry,” Josh blurted. “Maddie, this is Nadia. She was at the settlement already when we arrived.” Then he looked at Nadia, grinning. “Nadia, this is my sister, Maddie.”
“Nice to meet you,” Nadia said with a polite smile.
“You too,” Maddie replied, although her own smile seemed slightly less polite.
Saff caught the puzzled look Erin gave Maddie, and she wondered if she’d noticed the same thing.
Nadia reached forward and picked up the bread again, taking another bite before placing it back down.
Saff didn't really mind. She wasn't sure she would be able to eat it, anyway. Something about the events of the morning and seeing Sarah had left her stomach feeling unsettled.
“So why’d my mom have you up so early this morning?” Nadia asked.
Saff looked at her, eyes narrowing. “Your mom?” she repeated slowly.
“Nadia is Sylvia's daughter,” James cut in from across the table before taking another bite of food from his plate.
Although Saff could see no resemblance between the two of them, and also no similarities personality-wise, she immediately put a guard up. Maybe that was why Nadia was paying so much attention to her. Maybe Sylvia had asked her to. Perhaps she was there to keep an eye on her. It made sense.
“Good to know,” Saff said coldly, looking away as she took another sip of her coffee.
Nadia’s smile faltered at that, but she remained watching her, waiting for an answer.
Saff kept quiet, her eyes scanning the exits around her out of habit.
Nadia seemed to catch on quickly, and to Saff’s surprise, she looked slightly disappointed.
After a moment, she pushed back in the chair and stood. “I guess I better go grab my own plate before I eat all of yours,” she said with a light laugh. “But maybe I'll run into you later,” she said, placing a hand on her shoulder and giving it a light squeeze.
Saff tensed slightly, not used to the unexpected contact. Nadia cast a quick smile across the table, then turned and sauntered away.
After a few moments, Maddie muttered, “Didn't realize you'd already made a friend.”
Again, Saff picked up on a slightly different tone that laced her voice.
“I didn't,” she replied.
Maddie made a noise that sounded something like a mix of a scoff and a grunt. Again, Erin shot her a curious look in between bites of food.
“Seems pretty friendly to be sharing food off of each other's plates,” Maddie added.
Saff sipped her coffee again, rubbing her left temple gently.
The headache from the night before had never fully gone away, and it was beginning to pulsate once again. Usually, she could keep it at bay for the first half of the day before it began to really bother her. But apparently, getting hardly any sleep had made things worse.
She looked up again, and now it seemed that Josh was also looking back and forth between her and Maddie. The look on his face, however, had changed from skeptical to slightly curious and amused.
Saff wondered what he was seeing in his sister that she wasn't.
Then suddenly, Carter spoke, breaking the tension. “Saff, maybe you should come with us to check out the patrol.”
Josh looked over at him in surprise. “Really?”
“Yeah,” Carter answered with a shrug. “She seemed to know her shit when we were traveling here. Might be a good person to have out there with us.”
Josh looked back at her, apprehensive. “I don't know if Sylvia would allow that.”
She desperately wanted to say ‘fuck Sylvia’, but knew that most likely would not go over well.
“I'll go,” Saff replied. “And if Sylvia has a problem with it, she can try to put me back in that cell.”
Maddie dropped her fork onto her plate with a loud clink. “Don't be stupid.”
“I'm not being stupid,” Saff replied gruffly.
“So, what?” Maddie asked. “You haven't even been here a day, and you're already ready to go out directly into danger?”
Saff studied the frustration rolling off of her. “No different from what I was doing before.”
Maddie scoffed. “Yeah, and before, you got stabbed.”
Every eye at the table bounced between them, watching the interaction, but with Maddie’s last comment, they all seemed to freeze, landing on her.
“And now you have a choice,” Maddie continued, “and you're going to choose to go out there? Right away?”
Saff didn't answer. She didn't know what to say, and she couldn’t figure out why Maddie was making such a big deal out of it.
After a few moments of silence, Josh cleared his throat and pushed back in his chair, standing. He looked over at Carter. “We should probably head out and start getting things prepped.”
Carter nodded, following suit. Then he looked at Saff. “If you want to come, meet up with us by the gate where we came in yesterday. We'll be there in an hour.”
Saff nodded, watching them gather their empty plates and leave.
Erin stood next. “Honey,” she said, shooting James a pointed look. “Do you mind helping me gather up the dishes?”
His brows furrowed in confusion for a moment before he seemed to catch on to some unspoken command.
“Yeah, sure,” he mumbled, stuffing the last bite of his food into his mouth before standing.
Erin placed a gentle hand on Maddie's shoulder. “Maddie, we’ll be close by.” Then Erin shot her a quick smile.
Maddie nodded, tapping her finger lightly against the table. Saff waited until they were both a good distance away before she spoke.
“Everything okay?”
Maddie continued tapping for a moment before she stopped. Then she shrugged.
“What's wrong?” Saff asked.
Maddie shrugged again. “Nothing, I guess. I just don't think you should be going out there immediately.”
Saff let out a breath. “Sylvia won't put me back in the cell. At least I don't think so.”
“That's not what I'm worried about,” Maddie huffed. “Besides, if she did, I'm sure Nadia would make sure you got out.”
Saff stared at her for a moment, dumbfounded. “Do you not like her or something?”
Maddie pursed her lips. “I don't know her.”
Saff let out an exasperated breath. Her head was pounding. The last thing she needed was to have to try to decipher what Maddie was thinking. If she didn't want to tell her, then so be it.
They sat in silence for a few moments before Maddie seemed to soften slightly. “We just got here. You're still healing. I just think you should take a day to rest before jumping right back into danger.”
That's when Saff realized it. Maddie was worried about her, and not in a selfish way. Not because she wanted her to be okay so that she could travel with her. She was worried about her just—because.
Saff swallowed lightly. “I'll be back in danger eventually, no matter what, when I leave here.”
Maddie stopped drumming her fingers on the table. Then she leaned back in her chair, crossing her arms over her chest.
Saff wanted to say something else to ensure she had really made her point. Maddie couldn't worry about her. That wasn't something either of them needed in a world where surviving was the only objective.
Worrying about another person didn't work in a world like that.
Before she could speak again, Maddie's demeanor seemed to shift. She uncrossed her arms and smiled slightly. “Well, even if you're going to leave, it would be stupid not to stay for a little while to rest and get what you need from here in the meantime.”
Saff couldn't argue with that. After seeing everything they had there, she'd actually been thinking the same thing. Perhaps she could make a trade with Sylvia and get more supplies from them than just the medicine she needed.
“Yeah. Maybe,” she muttered.
“How's your head feeling?”
Saff grunted. “Not great.”
“Probably because you missed out on my magic head rubs last night.”
Saff snorted a laugh. “Probably.”
“Do you know where they're going to have you stay tonight?”
“No idea," Saff replied, shaking her head.
Maddie nodded slowly, then she cleared her throat. “Well, wherever it is, maybe I could stay there too? You know, so I could try to help your headache?”
Saff frowned. “You're back with your family. You should be with them.”
“Yeah,” Maddie sighed. “And it was great being with them last night, don't get me wrong. But it was also sort of weird not sleeping near you.”
She looked over at her, feeling a small twinge emerge in her chest. “It's just because you got used to it. That'll go away.”
Maddie snorted a dry laugh. “That is such a you answer.”
Saff cocked her head, eyeing her curiously. “What do you mean?”
Maddie shook her head. “Nothing,” she muttered, a small smile on her lips. “You're telling me you didn't miss the nightly head massage at all last night?”
Saff refused to let herself really think about that. Thinking about things like that wouldn't do her any good.
She shrugged. Then she let a few beats of silence go by before changing the subject.
“Your family seems nice.”
Maddie smiled. “They are. And I'm glad they weren't questioning you too much.”
That reminded her.
“What did you tell Sylvia about me?”
Maddie pursed her lips. “I told her the things that I thought would make her want to let you out.”
Saff waited for her to elaborate.
“We mainly talked about your medical background. I figured she would find that the most useful." Maddie ran her fingers through her blonde hair, brushing it to the side. "After I saw my family, they let me know that the doctor we had in our community didn't make it when they were traveling. My dad said that there wasn't a doctor here either, so I figured maybe she would want to make some type of deal with you.”
Saff pursed her lips and hummed.
Maddie frowned slightly. “Sorry if I told her anything you didn't want me to. I was just worried that they weren't going to let you out. It felt like that was the only option.”
It wasn't that she didn't understand the logic. She did. It was just that it felt odd knowing that there was someone else in the world now that knew those things about her.
Maddie knew a lot about her now. And she didn't think she would ever have that again.
“It's fine,” Saff said finally, glancing around the dining hall.
“I hate it when you say that,” Maddie murmured. “I feel like that means it's definitely not fine.”
Saff’s lips quirked up in amusement. “What else do you want me to say?”
“I don't know,” Maddie breathed. “Something that would actually mean that it really is fine.”
Saff snorted a laugh. “I don't really know of any other ways to say it.”
“You're smart,” Maddie replied with a smirk. “I'm sure you can think of something.”
Saff chuckled. “I'll get right on that.”
Behind Maddie, she could see James walking back toward them.
“Maddie, your mom is still back there helping with the food,” he said as he approached.
“Kay,” she replied, resting her chin on the handle of her cane.
“Saff,” James started, “Do you want to meet the boys at the front gate?”
She considered it for a brief moment. “Yeah.”
He nodded. “I think I'll head over there with you.”
“Are you going to go outside the wall, too?” Maddie asked, her body straightening.
He shook his head. “I won’t do the full patrol check. I just want to hear the details of what went on last night for myself.”
Maddie nodded, and Saff couldn’t tell if she looked more anxious after hearing that, or less.
“Do you want to head over now?” James asked her.
“Yeah, sure,” Saff replied, pushing her chair back and standing. “Maddie, do you—”
“I think you should stay here, Maddie,” James cut in. “Your mom will be back over here in a minute. She can show you around everywhere when she's done.”
Maddie looked like she was about to argue, then thought better of it. “Okay. Sure,” she muttered.
He walked around the table and placed his hand on her shoulder. “We'll catch up with you guys a little later.”
Maddie smiled in a way that didn't touch her eyes. “Be careful,” she said.
“Always am,” James replied with a smile.
“Both of you,” Maddie continued, with a stern look.
James watched her for a second before glancing over at Saff.
She cleared her throat awkwardly. “Yeah.”
They walked through the doors and into the bright light outside; the sun having risen in full force. The air hadn't heated yet, but she could already tell that it would be a hot day.
She pulled the sleeves of her hoodie up on her arms above her elbows and made a mental note to ask Sylvia about getting the contents of her backpack. She would definitely need a change of clothes by the end of the day.
Saff used the walk to catalog her surroundings, filling out her mental map of the settlement.
She could easily see how they organized the different blocks of houses, some converted into work areas or buildings that served a specific purpose for the community, while others appeared to just be used for normal housing. She wondered which one Maddie's family was staying at—which one she was staying at.
After a few minutes, they came to an area she recognized, a large green gate entrance appearing before them.
“You know anything about engineering?” James asked.
Saff shrugged, unsure of how to answer that. “As much as anyone else, I guess.”
James smiled, and again she was reminded of Maddie, the smile she never understood.
“What do you think of the wall?” he asked.
Her eyes scanned the bits of it she could see. “Which part?”
“All of it.”
She thought back to some of the stretches she had seen, the ones that made her surprised that Maddie's family would choose to stay there.
“Could be better,” she muttered.
A slight frown passed over the man's face. “I agree,” he said quietly. “What would you do to improve it?”
Saff thought about that for a moment. “I think no matter what, if someone really wants to get in, eventually they will.”
This time, when he frowned, it didn’t leave his face. 
As they approached the gate, she could see a small group of people gathered off to the right.
She recognized Carter and Josh standing beside each other, talking. Then she noticed Sylvia, standing on the edge of the other side of the group, engaged in conversation.
She followed James until she realized he was walking directly to Sylvia, and she decided to hang back, stopping at the edge of the group.
Carter noticed her right away and waved her over.
She ambled over to them, feeling Sylvia's eyes as they shifted to her.
She waited for her to do something, but eventually, she turned back to the person she’d been talking to.
“Glad you decided to come,” Carter said to her with a friendly smile.
Saff nodded. “Didn't really have much else to do.”
“Surprised my sister let you come,” Josh interjected, and something in his voice sounded almost challenging, like he was testing to see how she would respond to that.
It reminded her of being an intern at the hospital: the daily quips and the way the doctors would try to elicit some type of reaction from them.
“Maybe she thinks you need protection,” she shot back easily.
Josh stilled, a surprised look passing over his face, as Carter burst into laughter beside him.
She waited for him to spit some comment back at her, but to her surprise, he suddenly broke out into a wide smile, letting out a chuckle alongside Carter. “Yeah, maybe,” he muttered, shaking his head.
“Saff?” Sylvia's voice called out behind her.
Both Carter and Josh suddenly straightened.
She turned around, looking at the woman.
“Can I speak with you a moment?” Sylvia asked in a way that was more command than question.
She followed after her as Sylvia led them a few paces away from the rest of the group.
“Why are you here?” she asked, turning to her and crossing her arms over her chest.
Saff shrugged. “Carter mentioned it.”
“I'm sure there are much better ways that you could be spending your time here.”
Saff glared back at her. “Well, you haven't exactly given me many options. For all I know, you’re gonna throw me back into that cell before lunch.”
Sylvia glared harder at her, and for a second, Saff thought maybe she would put her back in the cell right there and then. But then, after a moment, her glare softened.
“You don't need to go back into the cell,” she said. “At least not for now.”
“That's reassuring,” Saff muttered, looking away.
“And if you really want to, you can join us for this little check-in. But don't get in anyone's way.”
Saff barely held in a scoff. She'd watched some of the guards and patrol members so far. It would probably be beneficial if someone got in their way. Maybe it would prevent them from doing something stupid.
Sylvia turned away from her without another word and walked back to the group.
Saff slowly followed, walking back to her spot beside Josh and Carter. Their eyes flickered back and forth between her and Sylvia curiously.
“Kinda surprised she let you stay,” Josh mumbled.
“I feel like that's a bad sign,” Carter said in a low voice. “Like they're getting desperate.”
Saff tried not to take that as an insult.
She watched James as he spoke to Sylvia for a moment before leaving to come their way.
An older man on Sylvia’s other side cleared his throat loudly. Everyone stopped talking and gathered in a small circle around him.
“As you all know,” he started, “there was a small incident on the east side of the wall late last night. We can't be sure whether it was the same group that's been making threats the past few weeks, but it is probable.” A small murmur ran through the crowd. “It doesn't look like they did much damage,” he continued, “but it was tough to tell in the dark. So we need to check it out in detail this morning and check the rest of the barrier to make sure they didn't attempt anything else.”
A few people in the group nodded.
“Let's split into two groups and head out,” he said. “Each group will go the opposite way, and we'll meet in the middle.”
He raised his head, giving a signal to someone standing on top of the gate entrance. After a second, they unhooked something that resembled a large metal latch before someone at the bottom of the gate did the same.
Well, that was better than nothing. At least they had some type of protection against one person opening it on their own from the inside.
The crowd began filing out through the small opening, and Saff noticed James and Sylvia hanging behind, staying inside the wall.
Once on the other side, she followed Josh and Carter as they turned to the right and trailed along the edge of the perimeter with two other people.
It took her a second to realize that she was the only one without a gun, and she made a mental note to pay attention and stay close to the group. The one knife she’d kept was still strapped to her leg, hidden behind her pants, but that could only do so much.
As if reading her mind, Carter pulled a small handgun from the holster on his belt.
“Here,” he said, handing it to her.
She took it, instantly feeling more at ease with the familiar weight in her hand. “Thanks.”
They strolled along the wall, and after a few minutes of walking, Josh slowed to a stop. He motioned his rifle to the side. “This is where they said they attacked last night.”
Saff examined the wall carefully. Nothing seemed obviously out of place or damaged.
“What were they doing?” she asked.
“I'm not sure,” Josh replied, stepping up closer to the wall. “But I think someone in the tower heard something hitting the metal, and that's how they realized they were here.”
Saff glanced up. The nearest patrol tower was a good distance away. They would’ve needed to make some pretty loud noise for someone to hear. Which most likely meant that they were testing it’s strength.
She walked up beside Josh and scanned the base of the metal. There were some scratches on the green paint, revealing the shiny silver beneath. But then she noticed something on the ground. The dirt there appeared to be freshly overturned.
Josh seemed to notice it too and leaned down to get a better look.
They spent a minute thoroughly checking the area, testing the strength of the metal to ensure it didn’t need any repairs. And once they were all satisfied, they moved on, continuing on their path around the perimeter.
Every so often, they would stop and check an area in detail.
Saff noticed a few more spots around the gate where the dirt was overturned and almost looked like it'd been freshly dug through. Each time, she stopped and pointed it out to Josh and Carter. They all checked each one carefully but couldn't see any area that had actually been dug through. So they decided to keep going and mention it to the other half of the group when they got back.
The whole check took maybe an hour in total, and by the time they were finished, the sun was up in full force.
Beads of sweat dripped down the back of her neck. She definitely needed to track down her backpack at some point that day. She figured if Sylvia trusted her enough to not put her in the cell again, and also to let her outside of the wall, she shouldn't have any problem giving her back her things.
They met the other group halfway around the perimeter and discussed what they had seen.
According to them, there hadn't been any signs of digging or anything else at all. Saff wondered if that was actually true or if they had just missed the signs. She hoped it wasn't the latter.
They turned and went back the way they had come, showing the other half of the group the dirt patches they had found along the wall. But unfortunately, the others didn’t seem to be as concerned as they were.
The older man leading the group, Marcus, she’d found out, dismissed it quickly, chalking it up to animals or some natural occurrence.
When they finally returned to the entrance, Josh and Marcus had begun arguing over the findings and the approach they should take.
Saff quickly pieced together the dynamic that had formed between the people who had lived in the community before, and the new ones who’d just recently arrived. They all had a very different philosophy on raiders and their ability to get through the walls.
And Saff couldn’t exactly blame them.
She also couldn’t blame Josh for having such strong feelings on the topic. 
The people who had lived in this community seemed to have never experienced a real raid or time when a group of people really broke through the wall. Josh and Carter, on the other hand, had just recently experienced that exact thing. 
There was bound to be some difference in opinion and ideals.
Saff wanted to interject and argue alongside them. But she was careful not to share too many details. The last thing she needed was someone questioning her and piecing together her background.
So she kept quiet.
When they entered through the gates again, each person immediately passed their guns off to a man waiting on the other side, and Saff reluctantly followed suit. She saw Sylvia standing a few feet away, watching with a frown when she saw the gun in her hand. 
“How does it look?” Sylvia asked, turning to Marcus. 
“Fine,” he said casually. “Nothing to worry about.”
Saff caught the indignant look in Josh’s eyes before he stalked off, leaving Carter to jog after him. 
“Saff,” Sylvia called out, nodding her over. 
Saff reluctantly approached her. 
“We found a scale. Can you come with me to check on Sarah again and tell her the dosage she should be taking?”
“Sure,” Saff muttered, annoyed that Sylvia seemed to mask her commands as questions. 
They began walking the now somewhat familiar route to the medical house, and although Saff knew she shouldn’t say anything, she couldn’t stay quiet. 
“The wall isn’t as secure as you guys think.”
Sylvia gave her a sidelong look. “Is that so?”
Saff nodded. “There are weak points in every spot near the houses.”
Sylvia pursed her lips but didn’t respond. 
“And there were—” Saff paused, unsure if she should mention it. “There were signs that maybe people had been digging around the bottom. The dirt was freshly overturned.”
Sylvia was quiet for a few moments. “Did Marcus see those?” she asked. 
“Yeah,” Saff answered. 
“And what did he think?”
Saff let out a slightly frustrated exhale. “He thought it was nothing.”
Sylvia nodded slowly. “Then why do you disagree?”
Saff bit the inside of her cheek. She wanted to convince her, but she also couldn’t give too much away. She couldn’t let her know that she knew from personal experience—from being one of the raiders on the other side of the attacks.
“It just seemed weird,” she muttered. “It seemed like something to pay attention to.”
Sylvia waited a beat, then nodded. “If Marcus thinks it’s fine, then it’s probably nothing to worry about. The wall has protected us for this long. There’s no reason to think that it won’t continue to do its job.”
That’s when Saff realized it was a lost cause. People like that wouldn’t realize they were making a mistake until it was too late.



Chapter Twenty-Two
Maddie swiveled her cane from side to side, skimming over uneven cracks in the asphalt. 
Saff had been gone since breakfast that morning, and while Josh had said he’d seen her and Sylvia near the medical building, it still gave her an uneasy feeling. 
At any moment, they could lock her back up, and she would have no idea. The original residents in the settlement didn’t seem keen on sharing much information with anyone, let alone the newcomers from her group. 
She slowed to a stop, resting her cane against her hip as she removed her sunglasses. She blinked a few times, letting her eyes adjust to the dim light of dusk. 
“Where to now?” her mom asked, a chipper lilt in her voice. 
Maddie shrugged. “Wherever you want.”
“Do you wanna meet your dad and Josh at the dining hall?” her mom asked. “They’ll probably be getting there soon for dinner.”
“Sure,” she muttered, as her eyes wandered across the sporadic blotches of light against the slightly darker backdrop. 
They continued walking, and after a moment, her mother added, “Maybe Saff will be there, too.”
Maddie’s heart rate immediately quickened. She gave a small nod.
“You two seem to have gotten pretty close during the time you were together.”
The familiar, knowing tone in her mother’s voice was all too obvious. Although she hadn’t heard it in years, it was still the same as it had always been. And it only ever came out when she asked her about the people she was dating. 
Maddie shrugged, trying her best to appear nonchalant.
Her mother had always had a knack for spotting her crushes, sometimes even before she fully realized herself. But this time, with Saff, was different. Saff definitely didn’t share any of those feelings. And that was the last thing she felt like explaining. 
“I guess,” she muttered. 
Luckily, her mom took the hint, letting the matter drop as they walked the rest of the way to the dining hall in relative silence. 
“Here we are,” her mom announced the same moment her cane hit against both sides of the entrance.
The potent scent of seared meat instantly hit her nostrils, spurring memories of the rabbits Saff had caught and cooked for them at the bunker. Actually, she realized, it seemed lots of things had begun reminding her of Saff. And she couldn’t quite tell if that was a good thing.
“There’s an empty table to the right we can sit at,” her mother said, breaking her from her thoughts. 
She led them to the table and Maddie folded in her cane as her mom guided her to one of the chairs. She pulled it out and sat, listening to the muffled voices echo throughout the hall.
It sounded busy. Busier than that morning at breakfast. And busier than the quick visit the night before, when her parents had practically dragged her there for dinner.
She hadn’t been able to imagine having a normal dinner while Saff was locked up. She was the reason Saff was there after all, so the blame was on her for anything bad that happened.
Then she remembered what that girl—Nadia—had said at breakfast. 
Her jaw clenched involuntarily. Perhaps she was wasting her time worrying about Saff. She obviously had someone else looking out for her.
Maddie loosed a breath, folding her arms and crossing one leg over the other before leaning back in the chair.
“Everything okay?” her mom asked beside her.
“Mhm.”
“Are you sure?” she said, concern laid thickly in her voice. “You’ve seemed a little anxious all day.”
Her mom was right. She had been anxious all day, but she couldn’t pinpoint why. Ever since breakfast that morning, a slight unease had filled her chest. 
“I know it’ll take some time to learn and remember where things are here,” her mom continued after a few beats of silence. “But eventually you’ll have it down and you’ll be able to navigate easily on your own.”
Maddie shook her head. “I’m not worried. I’ve found my way through a lot worse before getting here.”
Her mom went quiet for a few moments. “I’m so sorry you had to be out there on your own, honey.”
“I wasn’t on my own,” Maddie answered quickly. “She was with me the whole time.”
And for some reason, saying those words made her throat feel a little tighter. She swallowed away the feeling, bouncing her crossed foot.
“Right,” her mom said quietly. Then she paused, speaking the next words slowly—carefully. “I can see how it might feel a little weird to spend so much time with someone, and then suddenly be away from them.”
Maddie’s throat tightened just a sliver more. 
“But maybe,” she continued, “once you both settle in here, you could spend more time together.”
This time, it was her jaw that tightened. “She’s not going to settle in because she’s not staying.”
Her mother fell silent for a beat before responding. And when she did, her voice seemed to hold some new understanding within it. “I’m sorry, honey. I didn’t know that.”
Maddie nodded, trying and failing to distract herself by listening to the array of sounds echoing around her.
“Well, maybe she’ll change her mind.”
Maddie let out a dry snort. “I doubt it. She’s—stubborn.”
Her mom chuckled. “Well then, you both have that in common.”
A small smile passed over Maddie’s lips. She wasn’t exactly wrong about that.
“She’s a lot worse than me.”
Her mother hummed, and they waited in silence for a few moments before she spoke again. But this time, her familiar knowing tone had returned. “You know, she seems to look out for you just as much as you do for her. I can’t imagine it will be all that easy for her to walk away from that.”
Maddie bit the inside of her cheek, shaking her head. “The only reason she’s here is to trade for medicine.” She cleared her throat. “Actually, that was the only reason she was with me the whole time, anyway.”
Her mom hummed once more. “I’m not sure I believe that.”
Maddie opened her mouth to rebut, but her mother instantly cut her off. 
“Ah, I’m glad you two made it,” she said in her usual cheery tone. Then, in a lower voice, now directed at her, her mother added, “your dad and Saff just arrived, honey.”
Maddie uncrossed her arms, straightening herself up in the chair as some of the anxiety dissipated. 
“Hey Mads,” her dad’s voice came a few moments later. Then she heard chairs scraping against the ground, and her dad’s usual groan as he presumably sat down.
“Hey,” a rough, familiar voice said from the seat beside her. “It's—” 
“I know,” she interrupted, the corner of her lips tugging upward involuntarily. She hoped her mom wasn’t watching.
“We just spoke with Sylvia,” her dad said. “It seems they’ve agreed to have Saff stay a little longer to help with Sarah’s pregnancy.”
The last of the anxiety that had consumed her all day instantly diminished, replaced with a new feeling—a pleasant one.
“Sylvia said they don’t have any good housing options for her to stay in at the moment, so I offered for her to stay with us.”
Now Maddie couldn’t help the full grin that broke across her face. She knew for a fact that her mom would be watching, probably with a smile of her own, but she didn’t care. The thought of Saff leaving and going back out into danger so soon had set her on edge. Now, at least she’d be able to keep tabs on how she was doing for the time being.
“Of course,” her mother replied from beside her. “You can stay with us as long as you’d like.”
The awkward sound of Saff clearing her throat beside her made her smile even more. 
“Thank you,” she muttered. 
A beat of silence passed before her mother added, “Well, I think they’re starting service soon. I’ll go grab us all some plates.”
Saff cleared her throat again. “Actually, I’m not that hungry. Sylvia said I could go pick up my pack from the lockup house, so I think I’m gonna go get that and bring it to the house.”
“Oh, okay, honey,” her mom replied. “Did someone show you where the house is?”
Her father’s voice cut in then. “I did. We stopped by on the way here.”
“Good,” her mom answered, a smile in her words. “Do you want us to bring anything back for you?”
There was a slight pause before Saff answered. “No. That’s okay. Thank you, though.”
Maddie frowned, wondering if her nausea had returned. “I’m not really hungry either,” she said, before turning to her left, where Saff was. “You want some company?”
This time, there was no pause at all. “Yeah, sure.”
Maddie smiled and pushed back from the table, hearing the chair beside her follow suit a moment later. 
“We’ll see you girls back at the house later than,” her mother said as Maddie unfolded her cane, dropping the tip to the ground. 
“Yeah, okay,” Maddie answered.
“Want to hold my arm?” Saff’s quiet, low voice asked from beside her.
“Yeah,” she answered with a small smile. “Thanks.”
She lifted her hand, waiting as Saff’s arm looped around it, leading them away.
Chilly air brushed across her skin as they crossed the threshold back outside. The sea of murmured voices slowly fell away, replaced with the peaceful quiet of early night. 
As they walked, Maddie could feel a difference in Saff’s usual fast and purposeful pace. It was slower now. Almost casual. 
“You’re walking different,” Maddie said, adjusting her hand on Saff’s arm. 
Saff snorted in response. “No, I’m not.”
“Yeah,” Maddie replied with a smirk. “You are. Slower.”
Saff let out a small chuckle, and Maddie’s smile widened. “Want me to go faster?”
This time, it was Maddie who chuckled. “No. I like it. It’s different, but—nice.”
They fell into a comfortable silence again, and Maddie listened to the quiet sounds of the settlement winding down for the night.
She’d been too distracted the night before to really take them all in. But now, as she listened to them, they sounded foreign. It felt like an eternity had passed since she’d been in an organized settlement. She wasn’t used to the sounds of so many people anymore. Actually, now she was really only used to the sounds of one particular person at night.
She wondered how long it would take her to get used to it again. She also wondered if she wanted to.
They walked along the smooth pavement until Maddie felt Saff slowing them and turning to the right. 
“Curb.”
Maddie felt her cane hit and lifted it as she stepped up onto the sidewalk. Then they continued for a few more steps.
“Stairs,” Saff muttered, adjusting her arm beneath Maddie’s hand. 
Wood creaked beneath her feet as they made their way up the stairs, and when they reached the top of the small flight, Saff turned them again, this time to the left. Then, after a few more feet, they stopped. And this time, there was a new creak in front of her. A door opening. 
Then Saff stepped forward, and Maddie stepped with her, feeling with her cane as it hit against the right side of the entrance. 
They had only taken a few steps before a vaguely familiar voice called out. 
“Came back on your own this time?”
Saff grunted. “Sylvia said my backpack was here.”
The girl let out an exaggerated hum. “I think I’ve seen that around here somewhere.”
Maddie listened to the sound of things being shifted and moved. 
“This one?” the voice asked, slowly approaching them.
Saff didn’t reply, but Maddie could feel her arm reach forward, then pull back. A zipper opened, and Maddie listened to the light rifling of items in the pack. 
After a moment, the girl spoke again. “The weapons aren’t in there, if that’s what you’re looking for.”
Saff loosed a breath, and this time Maddie could hear the annoyed undertone. “You want to hand those over too, then?”
The girl laughed, and then Maddie recognized where she knew the voice from. The girl at breakfast that morning. 
Her fingers involuntarily tightened around Saff’s arm. 
“You know it's a good thing I don’t have them, because I think you’d actually be able to talk me into giving them to you.”
Maddie’s fingers tightened just a fraction more. 
Saff turned them to leave, mumbling a half-hearted, “Thanks,” as they walked. 
***
The change in Saff was apparent the moment they stepped through the threshold and into the house. She didn’t exactly stiffen, but her body suddenly felt a bit more rigid than before.
Then she stopped.
Maddie waited a few moments for her to move, but when she didn’t, she asked, “Everything okay?”
She felt Saff flinch, as if snapping out of a daze. 
Then she cleared her throat. “Yeah,” she muttered, finally taking the next step forward.
“What’s wrong?” Maddie asked, more concerned than curious. 
“Nothing,” Saff answered, but Maddie could still feel the slight tension in her arm. 
She stopped them in place. “Hey,” she said gently. “What is it?”
Saff was quiet for a few moments before speaking in a low voice. “Nothing. Just still not used to how—normal—things feel here.”
Maddie gave her a tentative smile, lifting her other hand up to her arm, giving it a light squeeze. “Just wait until you take a hot shower.”
Saff chuckled, her arm finally relaxing back to its normal state again, and Maddie’s own body relaxed with it. 
“Take any room you want,” she said with a smile, finally releasing her hands from Saff’s arm. “I stayed in the one across from the kitchen last night.”
“There aren’t any empty rooms. Your dad said there’s a couch in the basement, though.”
Maddie gave her an exaggeratedly horrified look. “After all the crap they’ve put you through the last twenty-four hours, you are definitely not sleeping in some creepy basement.”
Saff chuckled again, and a new smile made its way onto Maddie’s face at the sound.
“We can share my bed, if you want?” Maddie said, a slight burn of nerves entering her stomach as the words left her mouth. “Or we could switch and I could take the couch and you take the bed in my room.”
“No,” Saff replied. “It’s not a big deal. The couch is fine.”
“Are you sure?” Maddie asked, secretly wishing, for more than one reason, that she’d say yes. 
“Yeah.”
Maddie nodded, trying to keep any signs of disappointment off her face.
“But,” Saff continued, “I could definitely go for a shower.” She cleared her throat. “Is that—can I—“
Maddie smiled. “You don’t need to ask. Take or use anything you want.” She walked forward, using her cane to feel for the couch in the living room off to the left. “You’ll have to search around for a fresh towel, though. I’m not sure where they keep them.”
Saff muttered something as Maddie felt the soft cushions and sat down.
The days of travel mixed with the early morning had begun to take their toll. She relaxed into the couch, pulling her legs up and resting her head against the cushion behind her.
She wasn’t sure how long she laid there, her tired eyes closing as she drifted in and out of consciousness.
But then, suddenly she became aware of a door opening, followed by footsteps nearby. She lifted her head, yawning. 
“Sorry,” Saff’s voice murmured from somewhere on her right. “Didn’t know you were sleeping out here.”
Maddie groaned softly, stretching her neck from side to side. “I wasn’t trying to,” she said as another yawn pulled its way out of her mouth. “How was the shower?”
“Hot,” Saff answered, and Maddie could hear the satisfied smile in her voice. 
“You know,” Maddie began, “I kinda started to tolerate the cold showers in the bunker. They were—refreshing.”
Saff hummed as her footsteps approached. “Me too. I always liked cold showers, even before.”
“Of course you did,” Maddie said with a chuckle. “I could totally see you being one of those crazy four AM cold shower people.”
Saff snorted a laugh as Maddie stood from the couch, tucking her folded cane beneath her arm. 
“How are you feeling?” she asked. “Were you nauseous at the dining hall?”
Saff grunted. “Kinda.”
Maddie frowned, but wasn’t surprised. During their time together, she’d easily caught on to Saff’s tells.
“Come on,” she said, holding her hand out in the air. “I’ll rub your neck.”
After a momentary pause, she felt Saff’s arm hook around her hand. “You sure?” she asked, hesitantly. “You seem tired.”
Maddie gave her an appreciative smile as she stepped forward. “I’m sure. Besides, it sort of calms me down before bed, too.”
Saff pulled her forward, leading them slowly through the house.
A door creaked open before Saff muttered, “Stairs.”
They descended side-by-side, and after just a few steps, Maddie could feel the clear drop in temperature. She made a mental note to make sure Saff had enough blankets before she left. 
They reached the bottom, and Saff stopped. Then a click, and she blinked as an orb of light appeared somewhere in the top center of the darkness. 
“So how is it?” Maddie asked tentatively.
Saff’s arm shrugged beneath her hand. “Not bad.”
Maddie grimaced. “Must be really bad if you didn’t even call it ‘fine’.”
Saff chuckled beside her, and Maddie’s frown instantly morphed into a satisfied smirk. 
“Wanna sit?” Saff asked, coughing through the words.
Maddie nodded and walked forward with Saff until her knees hit the edge of the couch. She sat down, her hand skimming over the scratchy surface of the fabric. 
“Sure you don’t want to share the bed?” she grumbled in disgust.
Saff let out another cough. “Its fine.”
“Right,” Maddie muttered, removing her palm from the cushion and wiping it against her pants.
She listened to Saff settling in the room. Then, after a few moments, Saff brushed against her legs as she felt her sit on the ground in front of her.
She felt her shifting, and Maddie leaned forward, her hands easily finding her shoulders. Then she gently pulled Saff’s shoulders back to rest between her thighs, trying and utterly failing to ignore the electricity that sparked in her stomach at the contact. 
Maddie moved her hands along Saff’s shoulders, kneading her fingers through the tight muscles. Her hands touched Saff’s wet hair, and she gently brushed it to the side, hooking it around to the front of her shoulder. 
It reminded her of when they’d crossed the river.
Things had felt so different then, at least to her. But even now, the memory of Saff slipping in the river, her body shaking with fever, set her on edge. 
“It's weird,” Saff whispered, breaking Maddie from the unpleasant memory. 
“What is?” 
“All of it,” Saff exhaled. “How normal everything seems.”
Maddie nodded. She’d felt out of place after only a handful of weeks without a settlement. She couldn’t imagine how it must’ve felt for Saff. 
“You never wanted to find a group or settlement to join before?” Maddie asked, slowly trailing her fingers up into Saff’s wet hairline.
Saff was quiet for a few moments, and when she finally spoke, Maddie could hear a change in her voice. “I thought about it. Once.”
The way she spoke reminded her of the morning she’d awoken to Saff yelling in her sleep. And now she recognized what it was.
Vulnerability.
Saff coughed, then cleared her throat. 
“Why didn’t you do it?” Maddie asked quietly, grazing her nails lightly through Saff’s hair in the way she knew usually soothed her. 
Silence fell between them again, and Maddie waited patiently for her to speak. She realized then that she could probably wait forever if it meant hearing her voice. 
“I don’t know,” Saff whispered in a way that made it hard for Maddie to stop herself from sliding her arms fully around her.
Then she felt her shift, her body tensing as it straightened.
“It didn’t make sense,” Saff continued, her voice altering back to its usual stone-like state. “Settlements and safe-zones don’t last here. They become targets. To survive, you have to stay away from people.”



Chapter Twenty-Three
“And you felt the baby kicking again today?” Saff asked as she pressed the stethoscope gently into Sarah’s stomach. 
Sarah nodded with a smile. “Constantly. It feels like they’re playing soccer in there,” she said with a light laugh. 
Maddie chuckled from where she stood beside her. 
She’d wanted to come with her that morning when she’d left to check on Sarah, and now Saff was glad she did.
From the moment she’d met Maddie, she could see it in her that she was a people person. She easily possessed every quality Saff had never seemed to be able to master. The way Maddie so effortlessly showed so much empathy and kindness, as if it were completely natural.
Everyone seemed more at ease with Maddie around, including Sarah.
“You took the medication this morning?” Saff asked, looping the stethoscope back around her neck. 
“Yep,” Sarah answered, rubbing a hand over her stomach. “Two pills, just like you told me.”
Saff clicked the flashlight on and shined it into one of Sarah’s eyes. After only a second, she tore her eyes away, head recoiling. 
“Are your eyes still sensitive?” Saff asked, lowering the light. 
Sarah frowned, her chin dropping. “Yeah. Sorry.” She glanced to the side, picking at a loose thread on the blanket covering her legs. “I—I feel like things are a little blurry today.”
Saff observed her carefully. “You mean your vision?”
Sarah nodded reluctantly. “Maybe just a little less sharp than it normally is.” She shook her head slightly, looking back up at Saff. “But that’s normal, right? Isn’t that just from the pregnancy and everything?”
Saff pursed her lips, avoiding her gaze. She’d always hated the hopeful looks patients gave her when they were trying to convince themselves that everything was fine.
“Sarah,” Maddie cut in with a tender smile, “do you have any names picked out yet?”
Sarah turned to her, and Saff watched the anxiety in her face melt away. 
“Yeah,” she breathed. “But I still need to narrow it down.”
Saff listened silently as the two women spoke, grateful for the minute it gave her to formulate a proper response. And, as if Maddie knew, she rested a hand on Saff’s shoulder when the conversation eventually came to a lull.
Saff cleared her throat. “The vision changes could come from different things, so it’s not something you should worry about. But it’s definitely something that we need to monitor. Let me know if it gets any worse, okay?”
Sarah nodded, the light in her eyes fading. “Yeah, I will.”
“I’ll be back later in the day to check in. But if you need anything before then, just let someone know to come find me.”
Sarah smiled warmly at her, rubbing her hands over her stomach. “Thanks.”
Saff placed the stethoscope and flashlight on the table beside the bed, then made her way to the front door, pausing for Maddie to take her arm as they walked outside. 
They made it a few feet across the driveway before Maddie spoke. “Are you worried? About the vision thing, I mean.”
Saff exhaled, watching the people in the garden at the house beside them. “It’s concerning.”
Maddie adjusted her hand on her arm. “But there’s nothing else you can do? No more medication or anything?”
Saff shook her head. “Not with what they have here. She really should be induced at this point, but I can’t do that here.”
Maddie frowned, her hand tightening slightly. “I hope it all goes okay when she finally does go into labor.”
“Yeah,” Saff breathed. “Me too.”
***
“I told you, Marcus didn’t think it was anything,” Josh gritted, his voice rising in frustration.
Saff’s eyes bounced between him and James as she took a bite of the food on her plate. They’d been arguing the entire lunch about what they’d seen on the other side of the wall that morning.
It wasn’t that James didn’t believe him, but his approach was much more measured than the one Josh wanted to take. 
And knowing what she did, she was on Josh’s side. 
James sighed. “Well, there’s not much more we can do, then.”
Josh scoffed, folding his arms tightly over his chest. “So what, we just wait for raiders to come and start killing?”
Saff stiffened, her hand tightening around the fork.
During their raids, she’d never killed someone who hadn’t come at her first. And to her knowledge, her father and the rest of them hadn’t either. Or at least, she’d never seen them do it. But as the weeks turned into months, she’d seen a change in them.
They’d slowly become more comfortable with the idea.
And in their run-ins with other raiding parties, she come across many others who had been very comfortable with killing right from the start.
The look on Erin’s face darkened as she set her fork down on the plate in front of her.
James threw her a sympathetic glance, then looked back at Josh. “What do you suggest we do? Leave here and have no protection at all? You want your sister to go back out there when we just barely managed to get her back?”
Maddie sighed, leaning her head against the back of her chair with an exasperated look. “Don’t bring me into this.”
Josh glared at him. “You said you got through on the radio and talked to the guys at the other safe zone.” His eyes flicked around the dining hall, then his voice lowered slightly. “That safe zone is on an island. That’d be much safer than here.”
Saff stopped eating, her eyes shooting up at him in surprise.
She’d come across a few of the military run safe zones since the outbreak, but all of them had broken down eventually, either from raiders, zombies, or just dissent among their citizens. Or some combination of the three. But she’d never heard of one that was separated from the mainland. Which was surprising, since her father and his friends had contacts in most of them. They usually knew which ones were being maintained and which had been abandoned or overrun. 
Usually there weren’t any that lasted more than a couple of months.
“Yes,” James hissed, “but that’s a far way to travel. Just trying to get there would be an enormous risk.”
Josh ran a rough hand through his short brown hair. “Staying here is also a risk.”
***
Saff opened the door to the house and stepped over the threshold, waiting for Maddie to follow. A wide yawn escaped her mouth as they walked into the living room and dropped down onto the couch. 
The day had left her utterly exhausted, but not in a bad way. Not in the way that zombies and fighting for her life made her exhausted. Instead, it was reminiscent of the exhaustion she used to feel after a long and exciting day at the hospital. When she had more work and patients than any normal person could possibly handle, yet she somehow found a way. 
She shut her eyes, leaning her head back against the cushions. 
The feeling of a good day.
The thought ran through her mind, and instead of immediately pushing it away, she let it sit there for a moment.
A good day. 
She tugged her eyes open, releasing a deep breath as she stared up at the ceiling. 
She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt a sense of satisfied exhaustion. 
“You okay?” Maddie asked from beside her. 
Saff tilted her head to the side, looking at her as a light cough forced its way out of her lungs. 
“Yeah,” she whispered. “Tired.”
Maddie nodded, but Saff caught the minor flash of concern that skipped over her features. 
It felt so odd—so foreign—to see someone concerned for her wellbeing. And if she really thought about it, Maddie had seemed to care for a while. Even before they arrived at the settlement. Maybe even before the bunker.
Another cough came out, and she watched Maddie’s look of concern grow. 
“Don’t sleep in the basement again tonight.”
The corner of Saff’s mouth pulled up into an almost-smile at the commanding tone of Maddie’s voice. 
“I’m not.”
Maddie’s face changed into one of surprise, and Saff couldn’t blame her. She’d probably expected her to put up a fight.
“Oh,” Maddie mumbled. “Okay good. Where are you gonna sleep then?”
 Saff rolled her head back until it was facing the ceiling again, then closed her eyes. “This couch.”
Maddie scoffed. “This one is even more uncomfortable than the one in the basement.” 
Saff grunted, much too tired to argue. 
“You know, my offer still stands,” Maddie continued. “We can share my bed.”
Saff opened her eyes, tilting to watch Maddie again. Her head had begun to pound somewhere along the walk back to the house, and it was making it hard to think. But one thought did make its way into her mind. 
Sleeping next to Maddie. 
Her warmth. 
The way she held onto her wrist and fiddled with her bracelet the last time they’d fallen asleep beside each other.
She hadn’t let herself think about it before. She’d shoved away any memory of that night. But now, she couldn’t. Or maybe she could if she really tried, but she just—didn’t.
Maybe it was the exhaustion, or maybe it was something else. But either way, she let herself remember.
She let herself remember the way it felt to wake up with Maddie fast asleep in her arms. To wake up with Maddie’s face tucked into her chest, clutching her shirt. 
She let herself remember.
“Okay.”
Maddie paused, almost like she thought she might have mis-heard her. “Okay?” she repeated.
Saff watched the way she tucked a lock of blonde hair behind her ear, shifting almost nervously.
“Yeah,” Saff breathed. “Okay.”
A smile spread across Maddie’s face for a moment before she appeared to force it away.
It made a smile pull across Saff’s own lips. She almost couldn’t help it. Watching Maddie was like watching the sun rise on her early morning walks through the woods, soothing her in the exact same way.
And this time, she was too exhausted to make herself look away. She wanted to watch it. She wanted to watch—her.
Maddie cleared her throat and shifted again where she sat. “Are you gonna shower or anything?”
Saff shook her head lightly. “Too tired. I just wanna change and lay down.”
Maddie nodded, pushing up to stand from the couch. “Me too.”
Saff stared after her as she used her cane to easily navigate to the room. 
“I’m just gonna change real quick,” Maddie called out over her shoulder. 
Saff took one last deep breath.
Then she stood and made her way down to the basement, retrieving her backpack. And by the time she made it back up the stairs to the living room, the bedroom door was open again.
Maddie ambled through the room on the other side, wearing a light pair of shorts and a familiar-looking t-shirt. 
As she got closer, Maddie turned, and she saw the Penn State soccer decal on the front. 
She smirked, shaking her head as she walked toward the room.
“Gonna change in the bathroom,” she muttered, dropping her backpack inside the door and pulling some clothes out.
By the time she changed and returned, Maddie had already gotten into bed, curling beneath the comforter.
Saff dropped her previous clothes on top of the backpack and walked to the other side of the bed. She paused, wondering if she should close the door, but then thought it might be better to leave open in case Maddie needed something outside the room during the night.
She pulled the comforter down and perched on the edge of the bed, sipping the glass of water she’d retrieved.
“Want water?” she asked, glancing over her shoulder.
Maddie shook her head, turning over onto her side until she faced Saff. “I’m good. Thanks.”
Saff took one last sip of the water, then set it on the nightstand.
She dragged her legs up onto the bed beneath the thick comforter, and by the time her head hit the pillow, it was pounding once again. She squeezed her eyes shut and tried to loosen the tight muscles in her jaw.
“Feeling okay?” Maddie asked. Although Saff knew she already had her answer. Maddie seemed to somehow always sense how she was feeling, even before she really knew it herself. 
“Fine,” Saff mumbled through her tired daze, the world tilting around her. 
“Head rubs?” Maddie asked. 
Saff pulled her eyes open and dipped her head to the side. Maddie laid there hugging the comforter, clutching it in one hand that rested beneath her chin. It reminded her of how she looked every morning she’d slept at the bunker. 
Peaceful. 
Happy.
And watching her now made Saff feel calm in a way she wasn’t sure she’d ever felt before. Definitely not after the outbreak. But also not before either.
Her body moved on its own, turning on its side and shifting closer until her head rested on the pillow only a foot from Maddie’s. 
It was like she was watching herself, or someone else, from above. The actions didn’t feel like her own. But then again, somehow they did. Like it was some long-lost version of herself.
A version that had died many years and paths before.
Even so, that familiar sense of ease washed over her.
She let her hand move until her fingers grazed against Maddie’s, and she watched Maddie’s lips part as her hand opened. 
Saff took it, then gently placed it on the back of her own neck, where Maddie usually trailed her fingers over. 
Maddie’s expression changed in an instant from one of surprise to something else. Something that was completely new, but still stirred some memory. Like maybe she’d seen a flash of that look once before, but couldn’t quite recall when.
And the second it appeared on Maddie’s face, it sent a burning shiver through her body.
Some feeling entered her chest. One that she hadn’t felt in years. And if she really let herself think about it, maybe not even then. Maybe she’d never really felt it.
No. A voice in her head shot off a warning. A warning she would usually never ignore. But this time, that voice was drowned out, suffocated by the pounding in her head—by the exhaustion of the day. 
The good day. 
“I’m glad you came with me to see Sarah today,” Saff whispered, too aware of the short distance between them.
The corner of Maddie’s mouth tilted up in a smirk. “Yeah?”
Saff stilled as the breath of the word brushed over her lips.
“Yeah.” She swallowed. “You were good with her.”
Maddie’s fingers lightly brushed over the back of her neck, leaving a trail of goosebumps across her skin.
Saff watched her stark blue eyes take on a look that told her she knew exactly what the touch had done.
“You’re good with everyone,” Saff whispered.
She was close enough now that she could make out some speckles of deep dark blue splattered across her iris, like staring into the ocean during a rainstorm. 
“Am I?” Maddie asked, her voice low and teasing as she shifted closer, her knee brushing against Saff’s. Then her hand trailed up into her hair the same way it always did. But something about it felt different.
“Yeah, you are,” Saff breathed, barely recognizing the raspy husk in her own voice.
The corner of Maddie’s mouth tugged up in a teasing smirk. “Am I good with you?”
Saff swallowed, going still as Maddie’s hand moved back down, her nails lightly grazing her skin until her hand had moved to the side of her neck.
Her fingers continued up to her earlobe, then lightly traced back down over the curve of her jaw.
A shiver ran down Saff’s front, starting at the base of her neck and settling as a deep begging ache somewhere much lower. 
She swallowed again, her throat bobbing beneath Maddie’s palm. 
And instantly, the look in Maddie’s eyes darkened. 
Maddie’s head tilted just the slightest bit forward, as her fingers trailed back up along her jawline.
Another shiver ran through Saff’s body.
No. No. No.
The warning voice in her head re-emerged and continued until it was practically screaming. 
Don’t do this.
Maddie’s face inched closer. 
Don’t do it.
Her brain recited every reason why it was a mistake. Every reason why she should pull away. 
But they didn’t matter.
No matter how much sense they each made, in that moment, the one and only thing that made complete sense was the way her chest burned when Maddie touched her. The way her stomach erupted at the look in her eyes.
Maddie slowly tilted forward until her forehead rested against Saff’s.
Saff swallowed, her throat suddenly going overwhelmingly dry.
Then her hand moved before she could stop it, resting on Maddie’s hip. 
She felt Maddie’s body shift even closer to her, until her hand fell from her hip to the small of her back, with her arm naturally wrapping around her. 
Stop. Her brain threw out one last warning, but it was too late. She couldn’t bring herself to pull back. 
Maddie’s fingers trailed back down her jaw, but this time, when they reached her chin, they gently tugged it forward. 
Saff closed her eyes just a moment before she felt Maddie’s warm lips brush against hers.
It wasn’t a kiss.
It was more like Maddie was taking her time to match them perfectly together. And something about it felt like so much more than a kiss ever could.
Then finally, she pushed her lips forward. 
A surge of electricity sprinted through her, and she couldn’t help it when her hand moved up Maddie’s back, pulling their bodies together. 
Then when Maddie moaned into her mouth, a fire erupted within her core. 
Saff surged forward, deepening the kiss, her body begging to feel every inch of Maddie against her. 
The kiss suddenly turned from gentle and slow to something she needed in order to breathe. Like she’d been starved her whole life and had no idea until she’d tasted what she’d been missing.
In one swift movement, Maddie's leg wrapped around her waist.
And when Saff rolled on top of her, pressing her hips down between Maddie’s thighs, she moaned into her mouth again, this time kissing her hard along with it. 
Saff's heart pounded in her chest, every ounce of exhaustion completely evaporating.
Maddie reached up with her other hand, clutching the front of Saff’s shirt in her fist, keeping her firmly in place as if she’d been yearning for this exact position for a very long time. 
Saff ground her hips down—
Suddenly, the sound of the front door shutting echoed through the house.
They both froze. 
It took her brain a second to register. 
Then her eyes shot open.
Maddie unhooked her legs from around her waist and pushed back, her flushed swollen lips parting slightly in shock. 
Saff was still completely frozen, processing what had just happened when—
“Saff?” 
She heard a woman’s voice call out for her. Not just a woman’s voice.
Erin’s voice. 
“Saff?” she called again, and Saff could hear her footsteps against the wood floor. Footsteps getting closer. 
She shot up, swinging her legs off the bed. “Uh—“ she cleared her throat. “Yeah,” she called back, standing. “Yeah—in here.”
By the time she’d taken one step toward the door, Erin had already made it to the doorway. 
She looked at her, then to the bed where Maddie was laying, then back at her.
Saff cleared her throat. “The dust in the basement was—“
“Sylvia asked me to come get you,” Erin said, clearly either ignoring the situation she’d walked in on, or unable to see it. 
“For what—“
“It’s Sarah,” Erin continued, and Saff could see concern flash across her face. “Her water broke.”



Chapter Twenty-Four
Maddie anxiously tapped her fingers against the handle of her coffee mug.
It had taken just about every ounce of willpower she had to keep from immediately making Josh take her to the medical building early that morning. Or if she was being honest, she’d really wanted him to take her in the middle of the night, but she knew that was too much.
Instead, she’d laid awake in bed for hours, tossing and turning as the kiss with Saff ran through her mind on an endless loop.
The warmth of her lips. 
The way she ran her hand up her back and pulled her closer.
The sudden urgency in her movements after she wrapped her leg around her.
A small smirk formed on her lips as the memories of her touch ran through her mind for what was probably the thousandth time that morning.
She quickly wiped the look away, evening out her expression before taking another sip of her coffee.
Her third coffee that morning.
For one, she definitely needed the energy after barely sleeping the night before. But she was also trying to pass the time. Although she was dying to see Saff, and of course make sure Sarah was okay. She also knew it probably wouldn’t be appropriate for her to show up during the birth. 
So instead, she’d chosen to spend her morning sipping coffee and reminiscing about her night. 
Her incredible night.
Another smirk passed over her lips, and this time she let it stay for a few seconds.
“Hey honey,” her mother’s voice came calling over her shoulder. “I’m just about done here.”
“Okay,” Maddie replied, taking another sip of her coffee.
An excitement burned through her stomach at the possibility of seeing Saff soon. She didn’t know much about labor times, but it had definitely been a while by that point. So hopefully things were going well and almost over, at least for Sarah’s sake.
A minute later, she heard her mother’s voice again approaching her.
“Alright. All done,” she said in her usual cheerful tone. “Where do you want to head to next?”
Maddie finished taking her last drink of the now lukewarm coffee and set it down on the table in front of her. “Do you want to go by the medical building and see how things are going?”
Her mother hummed in thought. “Yeah. Let’s do it. We can check in and see if they need anything.”
Maddie nodded with another small smile, then stood. 
They walked outside, and she slipped her sunglasses on right as the warm mid-morning sun touched her cheeks. 
She pulled the sleeves of her hoodie up, relishing the cool air as it wafted over her forearms.
“How’d you manage to find a sweatshirt in your favorite color?” her mother asked beside her.
Maddie tilted her head to the side. “What do you mean?”
She’d thrown on the hoodie that morning before they’d left the house. It was the same hoodie that she’d found in the store in town before they’d run into Carter. Or—actually—it was the one Saff had chosen for her.
“Its forest green,” her mom continued. “That’s your favorite color, right?”
A warmth flared in Maddie’s chest, finally realizing why Saff had switched it for the other one.
Maybe her mother had been right in what she’d told her before. Maybe Saff had always cared about her more than she’d realized.
“Um—I found it in a store,” she said. “Or—well—Saff found it.”
Her mother let out a knowing hum, waiting a beat before continuing. “You seem like you’re in a good mood this morning. Are you getting used to things here?”
Maddie shrugged. “I guess.”
“Or does it have more to do with you and Saff?” 
A smile crossed her face before she could stop it.
“I knew it!” her mother exclaimed with a light giggle. 
Maddie’s smirk spread into a full-blown grin. She looked to the side, trying to avoid appearing too much like a teenager with a crush. 
Her mom chuckled. “So what changed? I thought you said she didn’t feel the same way.”
Maddie thought about it for a moment. The memory of the kiss once again filled her thoughts. 
“I don’t know,” she said simply.
And that was the truth. She wasn’t sure what had changed in Saff the day before. But she’d felt it all day. Something about them felt different. Something about her felt different. 
Saff was still that stoic, strong woman she’d been since they were first thrown together. But something had slowly shifted in the days since they’d arrived at the settlement. She couldn’t quite place what it was. She just seemed lighter somehow. Like her usual walls had slowly begun to fall.
Then when they were laying together, and Saff moved her hand, everything completely shifted.
Every feeling she’d pushed away and done her best to ignore had come surging forward, exploding out of her. And that’s when she’d realized just how strong those feelings were.
There was no going back now—no convincing herself that she could ignore them. She wanted Saff to stay. She just wanted—Saff.
“Well,” her mother continued as they walked, “whatever it was, I’m happy for you. You deserve someone who can make you smile like this.”



Chapter Twenty-Five
Saff stared down at the blood and fluid crusted to her skin.
In her first semester of college, she’d taken an art class. Not that she’d wanted to, but it was one of the requirements outside of her normal biology course load. At the time, she’d argued with her counselor, telling her that art was a waste of her time. That she should instead be filling that slot with something that pertained to her major.
But she’d lost that argument.
In the first class, she remembered the professor showing them a slide show of watercolor paintings. One of the paintings was a field of flowers, and in the foreground, it showed a batch of them up close. They had red petals that were dark around the edges, but lightened and became more translucent in some other areas.
It bothered her, picturing the painter leaving a puddle of painted water in the dark areas to get that effect.
It felt inefficient. Unnecessary. 
And now, for some reason, the only thing she could see when she looked at the streaks of blood covering her hands and arms, were those petals.
Those imperfect, inefficient red petals.
She rubbed her thumb and index finger together, watching the dried blood flake off and flitter to the ground like stained snowflakes. 
She turned her hands over, staring at them like foreign objects. 
They didn’t feel like her.
She didn’t feel like her.
A flash of memory from the last twelve hours went through her head. 
Everything had been going smoothly until suddenly it wasn’t.
She squeezed her eyes shut.
She needed tools and equipment they didn’t have. She needed medication they didn’t have.
Sarah needed things that she couldn’t give. Her baby needed things she couldn’t give.
Sarah’s voice replayed in her head, and Saff tried desperately to shut it out. To silence the quiver in her words when she told her to just save her baby. To do whatever it took to make sure the baby was okay.
Saff lifted her bloody hands to her head, covering her eyes, pushing with every ounce of force against them, trying to block out the memory. 
And then suddenly, instead of Sarah’s lifeless body, or her baby’s lifeless body, she saw one of her first patients. A man in his early forties that had been in a car accident. She saw the monitor flatline as his heart beat for the last time. 
Then she saw Mason.
She saw his eyes losing their grip on the last bit of life they’d held onto for so long.
Then she saw her father.
His angry, sweat covered face. Tremors quaking through his body as he screamed at her. Screamed at her for being weak. Screamed at her for not having the guts to shoot him right away, before the transition started.
A wave of nausea rippled through her and she had to swallow down the stomach acid that threatened to come up. 
“Oh, shit, is that from—“ 
Her eyes shot open, head snapping to look up at the familiar voice.
Dean stood a few feet away from where she was sitting on the bench she’d wandered to. 
“Is that from,” he continued, nodding at her hands, “that pregnant chick?”
Saff looked back down at her hands. 
Her eyes traced over the blood.
The imperfect red petals.
“I just walked by there,” he said. “Wish I didn’t. Really could’ve gone without seeing them moving her body out.”
Imperfect red petals.
“Don’t feel too bad,” Dean continued, and Saff’s eyes finally broke away from her hands to stare up at him. “She probably would’ve died soon anyway, with the way this place is going. Only a matter of time before some group of raiders gets in and kills ‘em all.”
Saff stared at him, unable to speak, barely able to process the words flowing from his mouth.
Dean snorted. “You know, dying that way was probably better than what she would’ve gotten from them, anyway. Baby too.”
And that’s when she felt it. The irreparable snap in her chest.
She lunged forward off of the bench and threw a hard punch, plowing into the side of his jaw.
He fell a few steps back, and when he looked back up at her, she could see a satisfied look on his face, almost like he’d been waiting for it.
Like he’d wanted it.
Then he shot forward, tackling her onto the ground in one swift movement.
A smear of pain spread through her back as she landed half on the sidewalk and half on the pavement, with her spine smashing against the edge of the curb.
He threw one hard punch down that connected with her temple before she could get her hands up to block it, sending a thrumming ache through her head. 
But before he could get another hit in, she swung her knee up into his stomach. 
The force knocked him backward a few inches as he yelped. 
Saff took the opening. With more space between them, she kicked hard against the center of his chest. 
His body tumbled backwards, sprawling onto the pavement.
She pushed up, ready to continue. But then she saw the blood on her hands and arms once again.
She stopped.
What was the point? Fighting Dean over some stupid thing he’d said wouldn’t change what happened. It wouldn’t make any difference at all. 
She cast a last glare at Dean, watching as he slowly stood, cradling a hand against his ribs. 
She shook her head slightly, then turned and slowly began walking back to the medical ward.
Maybe she could pull herself together enough to at least help with whatever they needed next.
She glanced down at her hands and arms again. The crusted blood and fluid were still there, but some had been wiped off during the fight. 
Still imperfect red petals—
Suddenly, her head ripped back, an agonizing cry ripping from her throat. 
Stumbling backward, she caught one quick glimpse of Dean before he threw a punch into her temple.
The pain was immediate, rippling through her head.
And before she could react, he was on her again. But this time, he wrapped his arm around her throat in a choke hold, the pressure instantly cutting off any airflow. 
She twisted her body, trying to get to the side to kick her leg out behind his knee. 
But right when she moved, his grip released for a split second, only to send another fist smashing against the back of her head. 
A cough sputtered from her mouth as she tried to suck in a breath. But before she could, his arm had tightened once again.
A faint taste of metal seeped into the back of her mouth.
Her lungs screamed for air.
She needed to shift her body and pull them both down to the ground. But it suddenly felt like every ounce of energy had been drained from her.
She could feel it.
Her brain was fighting a blackout. 
And if he managed to get one more hit like that to the back of her head, the results would be much more than another concussion. Something she might not wake up from.
A dark, fuzzy ring circled her vision, pulsating in and out as she grappled against him. 
Then she remembered it. 
The knife she’d kept and hidden when they’d first searched her. She’d tucked it into one of her pants pockets the night before when she’d quickly changed before going to Sarah.
The black ring around her vision closed slightly further.
She released one hand from his forearm, reaching down to the zipped pocket on the side of her thigh. 
Her fingers just barely grazed the zipper as the metallic taste spread through every inch of her mouth.
A buzzing sound slowly rose in her ears.
She fumbled against the edge of the zipper, barely grabbing it between her index and middle fingers. 
Then another blow hit the back of her head. And this one seemed more dull than the previous one, which wasn’t a good sign.
She leaned forward as hard as she could until she could grasp the zipper between her fingers.
She jerked her hand forward, feeling it open.
Her legs grew heavy, the weight of standing and staying upright almost unbearable. 
She crammed her hand into the pocket, fingertips grazing against the handle of the knife.
And with her last ounce of effort, she leaned forward again as hard as she could, reaching her hand down.
Her fingers wrapped around the handle of the knife, and she yanked it out.
She threw her elbow back, knocking against him. Then, as she lifted the knife in her hand—
“Hey!” 
Suddenly, she felt her body dropping forward, knees slamming into the pavement.
She coughed, gasping for air, lungs engulfed in fire as oxygen flowed into them for the first time in much too long. 
As the ringing in her ears slowly subsided, she vaguely became aware of a flurry of voices gathering around her. 
She blinked, peering up as her vision slowly came back. 
The first thing she saw was Dean on the ground. He laid there, staring straight up at the sky with an eerily calm, blank look.
Two men stood around him, and a third was bent over, a knee pressed against his chest.
Saff coughed, the metallic taste still strong in her mouth.
She lifted one hand to the back of her neck and felt a slick wetness against her fingertips. 
She closed her eyes for a moment, letting her vision adjust and return to normal.
When she finally opened her eyes again, she immediately saw Sylvia standing a few feet in front of her.
The look on her face was a mixture of anger, disappointment, and maybe a small hint of pity. 
Her eyes flicked from Saff’s face down to her hand. And when Saff followed her gaze, she realized what she was staring at.
Right there in her hand, still clutched tightly like her life depended on it, was the knife. The knife she’d hidden from them. The knife she wasn’t supposed to have. 
She looked back up at Sylvia, and their gazes met again.
This time, there was much more disappointment and resignation than there was anger.
Sylvia nodded to the young man standing beside her. “Put her back in lockup.”



Chapter Twenty-Six
Maddie grinned as they continued walking in silence to the medical building. She’d been replaying the memories in her head, letting the world around her fall away, when suddenly her mother stopped beside her.
Maddie’s hand tightened around her arm.
And right as she opened her mouth to ask what was wrong, her senses returned and she could hear it.
The light murmur of voices in front of them. And mixed in with them, someone crying. Or maybe multiple people crying. 
“Mom—“ 
“Nadia,” her mother said, her voice filled with a level of concern that set her entire body on edge. “What happened?”
She could hear a light sniffling slowly come closer. And after a few moments, the answer finally came through a fresh sob.
“S—Sarah. They didn’t make it.”
A sudden sick weight heaved into her stomach. 
“Oh, my—” The words came out quiet and broken from her mother’s mouth. But whatever she said next, Maddie didn’t hear.
In less than a second, her brain had already switched to Saff. She couldn’t imagine what she must be feeling. 
“Where’s Saff?” Maddie asked, trying her best to keep the worry from her voice.
Nadia sniffled once more in front of her, but then went quiet. 
Maddie waited for an answer, and for some reason the silence sent a sick feeling traveling down her throat and into her stomach.
She swallowed. 
“Where is Saff?”



Chapter Twenty-Seven
It looked like a gun.
Saff stared up at the ceiling of her cell, where the dark wood panels had large stains of water damage blooming out in shapes above.
It looked old, like it had dried out years before. Which was a good sign for her. At least she wouldn’t have to deal with any annoying drips while she was in there. Or at least, she hadn’t seen any in the four—maybe five—hours they’d left her down there. 
The water stain directly above her perfectly formed a small handgun. 
It was like watching for shapes in the clouds as they rolled by. Except these shapes never changed. 
Her burning eyes fluttered closed for the seventh time that hour. And like before, the lifeless image of Sarah’s baby instantly filled the darkness.
She ripped her eyes open, jerking up to a sitting position on the cot, and swung her legs off the side. 
Crusted blood and fluid was still stuck to her forearms, but most of it had rubbed off when they’d grabbed her arms and dragged her down to the cell. Not that they needed to. It wasn’t like she’d been fighting back. 
She lifted her hand and gently prodded the aching spot on the back of her head. 
It hurt to touch, but at least there wasn’t any more fresh blood. That was a good sign that maybe it felt worse than it actually was. 
Her hand drifted to the side of her tender neck, where she could already feel the bruises forming. 
She closed her eyes, letting her hand drop back down to her thigh. Her arms slid until she rested her elbows against her knees and stared straight ahead at the rusted metal bars.
This cell was older and more worn than the first one they’d put her in, with deep orange spots of rust lining every inch of the metal.
The cot was also in worse shape, and she wondered if they’d put her there on purpose. To try to throw some jab at her for having a hidden weapon—for breaking the rules.
She clenched her jaw, ignoring the pain that bloomed there.
It was ridiculous of them—of Sylvia—to think that she wouldn’t try to keep some form of defense. Especially given how they’d treated her when she’d first arrived. And yeah, she’d lost her composure for a second with Dean, but she’d tried to walk away. He was the one that kept fighting. 
She glanced at the empty cell to her right. The cleaner, less rusty one that she'd inhabited her first night there. 
At least they hadn’t thrown him down there next to her. She probably really would’ve lost it if she was forced to listen to him spewing his bullshit for hours on end.
She let her head bob forward, sagging between her shoulders. 
Then, a moment later, a door opened.
Saff’s head snapped up. 
She watched the stairs carefully as the light sound of footsteps against the wooden stairs slowly came closer. 
A shadow appeared at the bottom of the stairs. Then one black boot at a time stepped off the bottom stair onto the cement floor.
Saff frowned, finally realizing who it was. 
Sylvia walked the few steps to the door of the cell, a grim look on her already pensive face. 
Saff’s eyes flickered down to her hands as she held the contents of them in the air. A cup of water and an apple.
“You were up all night. I figured you didn’t eat anything this morning, either.” Sylvia knelt down slowly, placing the items inside the cell. 
Saff stared at them, unwilling to look back up and meet her harsh gaze. 
After a few moments of silence, Sylvia finally spoke. “What happened?” 
Finally, Saff’s eyes left the items on the floor, but she continued avoiding Sylvia, glancing off to the side instead. Maybe it was anger, or pride, or spite, but something in her refused to answer. Refused to give anyone, least of all Sylvia, the satisfaction of an answer.
Another handful of moments passed before Sylvia released a sigh. “Was it your fault that Sarah and the baby didn’t make it?”
This time, Saff’s eyes involuntarily snapped up, meeting her gaze the way her bullets usually met zombies.
“What?”
Sylvia stared at her, but she didn’t return the glare. “Was it your fault they didn’t make it?”
It wasn’t a question she was expecting.
Her mind reeled, and the ringing in her ears returned. Images of Sarah and the baby flashed through her mind. Images of Sarah’s limp body. The baby’s—
She shut her eyes, squeezing them until blackness and stars were the only things swimming in her vision.
And when she finally opened them again, all she could see was the light shapes of the blood on her forearms.
Imperfect, inefficient red petals.
Sylvia’s voice cleaved through the ringing in her ears. “I don’t know much about medicine, but I think you probably did the best you could with what you had.”
Saff blinked, her eyes still tracing the light lines of leftover blood on her arms.
“Saff.” Sylvia’s voice cut through the ringing again. This time louder—sharper.
Her eyes slid up, looking at the older woman. And for the first time, she could see the edges of exhaustion on her face. And she could see something else. Sadness, or some hint of remorse. 
Maybe she’d underestimated how close she was to Sarah. Or maybe she just truly cared about the people living in the settlement. 
“You did the best you could with what you had,” Sylvia said, and this time her voice was softer—much softer. “It’s not like before. We don’t have every piece of equipment or every medication. We just—“ she paused, and Saff watched her eyes bounce to the side, sorrow filling them. “We just do the best we can. All of us.” She cleared her throat, looking back at Saff. The hardness filling her features once more. “We all just do the best we can with what we have.”
She could tell that Sylvia was saying it for herself just as much as she was for her.
Saff released a breath, her eyes dropping back to the floor as the ringing in her ears finally diminished. 
“So, again,” Sylvia continued, “what happened with Dean?”
Saff’s eyes rolled, and she shook her head slightly. “He’s an ass.”
Sylvia pressed her lips into a hard line. “And the knife?”
Saff lifted her gaze, glaring at the woman in front of her. “What did you expect after locking me up the second I arrived?”
The muscle in Sylvia’s jaw twitched. “I expected you to follow our rules, just like everyone else.”
“You throw everyone else in a cell right when they get here, too?” Saff growled back.
Sylvia met her glare with steely eyes but didn’t say anything. Silence fell upon them once again, and Saff refused to be the one to break it. 
Finally, Sylvia let out a slow breath, as if willing herself to relax. “I watched you with Sarah,” she said, with a slight reluctance in her voice. Or maybe just lingering anger. “You’re good at what you do. You have the personality for it. And the skill.”
Saff watched her carefully as she spoke. 
Sylvia cleared her throat and crossed her arms over her chest. 
“We need someone trained in medicine here. We’ve gone too long without one, and it’s been—difficult.” Sylvia’s eyes bounced to the side before quickly returning. “You made a mistake today with Dean—with the knife. A big one. And that’s not something we take lightly.”
Saff’s jaw tightened. 
“But we’re also realistic,” Sylvia continued. “And you have training that is in high demand in this world. It would be a shame to let that go to waste.”
Saff watched her, waiting for the words she knew would follow. 
“So if you’re willing to stay here—permanently—as our doctor, I think we can move past this—misunderstanding.”
And there it was.
She wasn’t stupid. She’d expected this from the beginning. After the first conversation with Sylvia, she’d known. But since then, she hadn’t thought about it. There was just too much going on.
And now she’d played right into the trap. 



Chapter Twenty-Eight
Maddie’s head snapped up as she finally heard footsteps against the wood floor coming her way. 
 “It’s Sylvia,” her mom muttered beside her.
Maddie took a step forward, ready for a fight. “You need to let—“
“Enough,” Sylvia cut her off, her voice now closer, along with her heavy, dragging steps. If she couldn’t already hear the exhaustion in her voice, she would’ve been able to hear it in the way she walked. “You can go down and speak with her.”
An instant weight lifted from her shoulders. Maybe the situation wasn’t as bad as it seemed. 
“Talk some sense into her,” Sylvia hissed as she walked past.
Maddie turned. “Mom?” she asked, holding her free hand out in the air. “Can you—“
“Of course,” she answered, taking her arm and leading her forward. 
Maddie’s heart hammered in her chest as they made their way down a set of somewhat familiar creaking wooden stairs. 
She felt with her cane as they hit the bottom step. 
The air was stuffy and hot, and even she could feel the dust enter her nostrils as she breathed. Anger flared in her, thinking about Saff being stuck down there. 
Her mother led her forward until her cane hit against something that let out a metallic cling.
“Oh, honey,” her mother said, her voice dripping with concern. “Are you okay?”
Her throat tightened. Maybe it was actually worse than it seemed. 
“Fine,” Saff muttered, and something about the coarse sound in her voice made Maddie’s throat go dry. 
“Do you need something?” her mom asked, the concern more present than ever. “Medical supplies to..“ her voice trailed off.
“No. It’s fine.”
Maddie strained slightly to hear her, almost like she’d begun to lose her voice. 
“Mom?” Maddie asked. “Can we have a minute to talk—alone?”
Her mom went quiet for a moment before answering, and Maddie wondered where the hesitation came from. 
“Yeah. I’ll wait upstairs.”
Maddie waited as she listened to her mother’s footsteps slowly leave.
And once they faded, she took a step forward, reaching her hand out to touch the metal of the cell. Her hand landed, but instead of smooth metal, it ran over something rough and crusted against the bars, poking into her palm. 
“What happened?” she asked, leaning her head in toward the cell.
Saff let out a cough in front of her, then she heard metal creak, followed by scraping footsteps. They stopped right before her, and Maddie wished she could rip the metal barrier out from between them. 
“Stay away from Dean,” Saff hissed, her voice more strained and gravelly than it ever had been before. 
“What happened?”
“Doesn’t matter,” Saff murmured. “Just stay away. There’s something off with him.”
“Okay.” Maddie nodded slowly. “Well, what did Sylvia say? When are they going to let you out?”
Saff was quiet, and Maddie’s heart rate increased with every passing moment of silence. 
“The only way they’ll let me out is if I agree to stay here. Permanently.”
Relief flooded every inch of her body. This was even better than she’d imagined. 
“Oh thank god,” she breathed, a wide smile filling her face. “I was so worried.” Her shoulders finally relaxed for the first time in hours. “So everything is fine, then? Is someone coming down now to let you out?”
She waited to hear Saff’s voice. Then she waited some more as a silence settled between them.
Then the silence extended until an uneasy feeling re-entered her stomach.
“Are they—“
“I’m not staying.”
Maddie blinked.
She moved her hand to the next metal bar. 
“What—what do you mean?”
Silence again.
“I’m leaving.”
Maddie swallowed, a sudden dryness creeping down her throat. 
“I don’t understand,” she said, shaking her head. “But they said—“
“I can’t—I won’t—“ Saff’s voice dripped with a bitter frustration. “This isn’t for me.”
Every ounce of relief she’d felt just moments before had vanished.
“But what about—“ Her voice cracked, and she closed her mouth, unable to finish the sentence. 
What about her? What about them?
Silence.
That all-consuming, sickening silence.
Saff cleared her throat, her voice suddenly serious and more clear than before. “I need you to listen to me. Josh is right. This place isn’t safe. It’s not going to survive if raiders attack and make it through the wall. And they will eventually make it through.”
Maddie blinked, barely processing what was being said.
“You guys need to leave,” Saff continued, pausing only to cough. “You need to leave and go somewhere else. Somewhere far away from any other people. Okay?”
Maddie just stood there, too stunned to speak. 
“Okay?” Saff repeated.
Finally, Maddie choked out a bitter laugh. “Somewhere far away from people? I’m not going to run and hide like you.” She couldn’t help the anger that spat out with the words.
It wasn’t fair. How dare she come into her life and make her feel—everything—the way she did, then just decide to leave like it was nothing. 
Silence, again. And this time the silence sent white hot streaks of rage shooting through her. 
“You have no right to pretend to care about what happens to me—to us—when you’re just going to leave like it’s nothing.”
Saff let out another cough, and Maddie hated that worry instantly crept into her chest. She forced it away, but the words still spilled out of her like vomit. 
“How could you just—“ she paused, the words catching in her throat. “After last night—“ She felt the burn of wetness creeping into her eyes, and it took everything in her to keep her jaw from quivering. “Did that mean anything to you?” Her voice cracked as the words left her mouth.
How could she have been so stupid? Of course Saff didn’t care. She never did. It was so painfully obvious now.
A tear fell from her eye, and she quickly swiped it away with her palm.
“If this is because of what happened,” she paused, her head dropping slightly. “If this is because of Sarah—If this is because of Sarah and the baby—“
“Don’t,” Saff growled, her voice sounding as dangerous as it did in the first moments they’d met.
But Maddie pushed on. “You had no control over that—over what happened to them. You’re a good person. You deserve to be happy no matter what happened—“
“A good person?” Saff let out a bitter laugh, and something in it made Maddie's blood run cold. “Did you ever wonder why I was in such a rush to leave the city that day?”
Maddie paused, her brain replaying the events of that day. “I—“
“Did you ever really wonder why I never joined a settlement? Why I knew they’d all be attacked eventually?”
Maddie shook her head slightly. “You said..” She trailed off, something in Saff’s words setting off a string of alarms in her head. 
“It’s because I was the one attacking them.”
Maddie flinched backwards.
“What?”
“I was—I am one of the raiders you’re all so afraid of.”
Maddie’s brain stopped working entirely.
She took an involuntary step backwards, her instincts pulling her away—away from Saff.
“No,” she said, shaking her head. “You’re not—you’re—“
“Good?” Saff mocked, her voice icy in a way it had never been before. Not even on the first day they'd met. “You’re lying to yourself if you think that. I would’ve killed you just as easily as I killed Tyler.”
Maddie’s mind was reeling, saliva filling the back of her mouth as vomit pressed up into her throat.
“You..”
She couldn’t talk. Couldn’t think.
Saff went quiet in front of her, and when she finally spoke, her voice sounded different. It didn’t sound like the voice of a killer, but it also didn’t sound like Saff. 
“You need to leave here,” she said. “You and your family. You need to leave before they get in. Because they will get in. And they will kill you.”
Maddie took another step back. “You—you lied to me?” Her voice sounded distant, like it wasn’t even her own, like she was listening to the words leave someone else’s mouth.
“You need to—“
Before Saff could finish, Maddie spun around, moving as fast as she could to the stairs. Her hand slammed into the wall as she felt for the railing, rushing up and out as quickly as she’d come.
***
She’d never been one to feel lonely. But sitting alone on the front steps of the house that Saff was locked up in, she suddenly felt a crushing loneliness.
She regretted telling her mother to go on without her, that she needed time alone. 
Because now, she felt much too alone.
Saff was a raider—a killer. 
Every word she’d hurled at her rehashed in her mind. 
She’d lied to her.
Every single day they’d spent together, she’d lied to her. Everything about her past, what she’d done since the outbreak, had been a lie.
She heard the heavy crunch of footsteps approaching, pulling her from her thoughts as someone cleared their throat. 
“Hey Mads,” Josh said, his voice unusually soft and gentle. “It’s me and Nadia.”
She nodded slightly. “Hey.”
“You okay?” he asked as his footsteps stopped near her left side.
Was she? No. But saying that would probably mean having to add an explanation of why. And that was something she wasn’t ready to do. 
“Fine,” she muttered. 
Fine.
How could one simple, overused word remind her of a person? A person who’d lied to her.
Maybe that’s why Saff always said it. Maybe she was too exhausted to deal with the consequences of saying that she wasn’t fine.
Maddie bit her cheek, turning to the side, away from where Josh was. She’d taken off her sunglasses when the sun went down, and the last thing she wanted was for him or Nadia to see tears in her eyes. 
Someone else, slightly farther away, cleared their throat. 
“My mom’s house is right here next to this one,” Nadia said. Maddie could hear the scratchiness in her voice, along with the exhaustion. She wondered how close she’d been to Sarah. “She keeps a bottle of whiskey hidden in the closet.” Nadia let out a light, dry laugh. “I could definitely use a drink after today. You guys want one?”
She didn’t. Not really. But that sounded a lot better than sitting on the steps for the rest of the night, replaying what Saff had told her. 
“Yeah. Sure.”



Chapter Twenty-Nine
Saff stared at the patterns of rust lining the metal bars in front of her. 
It could’ve been five minutes since Maddie left. Or it could’ve been five hours. She couldn’t tell anymore. 
She shut her eyes, desperately forcing the image of Maddie’s hurt face from her mind. It was even worse than the images of Sarah or her baby. And then, thinking of Maddie brought other memories with it. 
Like the previous night.
No.

She forced that one from her head as if her life depended on it. She couldn’t think about that. 
She just needed to go—to leave and never think about Sarah, or the baby, or Maddie ever again. She needed things to go back to the way they were before. When she didn’t feel that horrible, heavy, guilty feeling in the pit of her stomach.
She needed to move on. Because she wasn’t sure she could handle seeing Maddie flinch away from her again, as if she was nothing more than a feral predator.
Saff rubbed a light hand against her sore throat as her gaze fell to the cup of water still sitting on the floor of the cell, untouched.
She stood from the cot, her shoulders and back aching in protest as she slowly moved to retrieve the cup. 
It was room temperature, with a slightly mineral taste, but it still soothed the dry ache in her throat.
She took slow, small sips, and when she finished the last of the water, she glanced down at the apple. It didn’t exactly sound appealing, but she didn’t know when the next food would come, and it felt stupid not to eat it.
She picked it up, crunching out a small bite from its side, her jaw aching.
Her eyes fell closed as she released a deep sigh. It would probably make sense to try to get some sleep while she could. Who knew when they would let her out, and when they did, they’d probably make her leave right away.
She took a step back toward the cot.
Then suddenly, a muffled crack rang out.
Her head snapped back up to the unmistakable sound. The sound she’d heard thousands of times in her life. 
A gunshot.
She dropped the apple, her hands shooting up to the rusted metal bars. 
She waited, listening for any other sounds. 
Then, after a few moments, she could hear some type of commotion. 
People yelling? No—screaming. 
Her hands gripped the bars so hard, the sharp points of rust nearly cut into her palms.
More gunshots. 
Her heart hammered in her chest. Was this some internal fight between residents of the settlement? Or—a sick feeling filled her stomach—had raiders finally broken through the wall?
She listened to the muffled yells above her as they filtered through the thick flooring. 
The chances of the settlement going as long as it had without any major internal incidents made it hard to believe that it could be some dispute between residents. Which meant it had to have been the latter. 
And if raiders made it through, they’d be out for blood. Although they might not find her down there where she was. Or at least, it would probably take them a while. And in that time, she could probably find a way out. 
But then—
Maddie.
She took a step back, every ounce of exhaustion she’d felt before suddenly replaced with surging adrenaline. 
Where was Maddie? 
Who was with her?
Her breathing quickened. 
The thought of raiders searching the houses and finding Maddie sent white, hot, searing rage bursting through her. 
“Hey!” she shouted as loud as she could, praying that someone was still upstairs who would hear her. “Hey!”
She waited a few moments, but heard nothing besides the scattered, muffled noises from outside. 
Her eyes darted around the room, wildly searching for any way out, as if her body was suddenly acting on its own. 
She leapt to the back where the cell bars met the wall, lined with old wooden planks. If they were loose enough, maybe she could dislodge them and squeeze through the opening.
She tried to wedge her fingers within the small slits between the wooden planks, but she couldn’t get a good enough grasp.
Another gun shot rang out.
She flinched, taking a step back, as she eyed the cot.
It had been bolted down to the ground, but the bolts were rusted and not fully screwed in. Maybe if she could lift the cot and fit one of the thin metal edges between the wood, she could use the leverage to pull the planks off.
She bent over and grasped the edge of the cot, then yanked upward as hard as she could. It jerked a few inches. 
She tugged again and felt one corner come loose as the rusted bolt flew out, clinking across the cement floor.
Her breathing went ragged, and she couldn’t tell if it was from the adrenaline or the effort it took to rip the cot from the floor. 
She dropped to her knees, snatching the next bolt in her hand and pulling as she jiggled it out of the hole.
With a few more tugs, it came out easily, tumbling onto the ground beside her.
She sprang up, moving to the other side.
More gunshots rang out, this time louder—closer. 
She bent down, grasping the side of the cot that was still bolted to the ground, and ripped upward. 
The cot barely budged.
This side was less worn down and seemed to be solidly held to the floor. 
More gunshots. Yelling. Glass breaking?
Maddie.
She needed to get out. Now. 
Saff released the edge of the cot for a moment before ripping it upward again with every ounce of strength she had. 
The metal groaned in protest, but she could feel its roots slowly loosen against the floor. She hardly waited a moment before yanking on it once more, and that time, the bolts ripped out with a screech. 
She turned, moving the cot up against the wall, then paused. 
Her eyes flicked down to the rusted locking mechanism on the front door of the cell.
The lock box looked to be fully rusted through, with parts having chipped away over time.
She shot forward, pulling the cot with her, the metal screeching against the cement floor. She wrapped her hands around the bars and wrenched them back and forth, watching as the two pieces of the lock knocked against each other.
It was definitely brittle and weak. But was it weak enough to crack?
Saff picked the full cot up off the floor, swinging it back, then forward as hard as she could against the door of the cell.
It crashed forward, and the bars shook around her as the blow rippled throughout the cell.
She pulled back, slamming it again, and again, and again until the half-healed wound in her side tore open, blood trickling out onto her skin.
But it was working.
With each hit, she could see the two fragile metal ends thrashing against each other.
This was her best bet. It had to break.
She pulled the cot back one more time, hurling it forward as she heard another barrage of gunshots firing somewhere far off above.
The cot met the cell door with a hard crack, and it flew forward, breaking apart from the rest of the cage. 
Without even a split-second pause, she darted out and sprinted up the stairs.
She ran through the empty house and out the front door into the cold night air, then stopped. 
Two women ran past the front of the house screaming, and when she looked to the right, she could see why.
Three people, two of them holding rifles, stood in the street before a house that was covered in flames.
Saff ran down to the sidewalk where she could see past them, and more homes were either being lit on fire or were already burning. 
The acute crack of a gunshot to her left instantly grabbed her attention.
A woman stood in the middle of the street, holding a gun up above her head.
Saff watched as she fired it two more times into the air.
She looked around at the people running. The ones holding weapons, and the ones holding nothing. And she couldn’t tell who was from the settlement and who wasn’t. Who needed protecting, and who didn’t.
But it didn’t matter. None of it mattered. Because in all the chaos—in all the faces—there was only one that stayed anchored in her mind.
Saff spun and sprinted down the street toward Maddie’s house.



Chapter Thirty
Maddie tapped her finger mindlessly against the glass that Nadia had handed her, as she half listened to her and Josh speaking. 
It wasn’t that she didn’t want to be there, or that she didn’t care to talk to them. She just couldn’t manage to pull her thoughts away from Saff.
Her mind ricocheted back and forth between the night before, laying in bed together, and the sound of Saff’s voice a few hours earlier as she told her she was leaving. As she told her who she was—what she was.
She couldn’t get past the difference.
The way she spoke. Her tone. Her warmth—or lack of it.
Everything was different. It was like two entirely separate halves of a person. 
Maddie lifted the glass to her mouth and took a big gulp, the liquor burning her throat as it went down. It was one of a small handful she’d already taken since they’d gotten into Sylvia’s house. The first couple had felt nice as she relished the burn that mirrored the pain in her heart. But after the first drink, it no longer took her mind off of things. Instead, it put it all at the forefront, like Saff was the center of every thought that assaulted her mind.
She let out a breath, leaning forward on the cushion of the leather couch. 
“Mads, you getting hungry?” Josh asked from beside her. “Wanna go to the dining hall soon for dinner?”
She frowned. Although she was hungry, she wasn’t really in the mood to eat. She wasn’t really in the mood to do anything.
“No, that’s okay—“
A loud bang suddenly rang around them.
Maddie froze. “Josh—“
A glass clicked against a hard surface in front of her. 
Then another loud bang, followed by another.
“Fuck!” She heard Nadia yell, followed by footsteps running past her. 
“Guys—was that—“ she paused, as she heard people yelling from somewhere outside “Was that—“
There were more footsteps—hurried footsteps—then Josh’s voice. “Maddie, stay here!” The thinly veiled anxiety in his voice sent cold fear rushing through her veins.
“Josh, what—“ 
His strong grip landed on her shoulders.
“Maddie,” he said, his voice coming out rushed right in front of her. “Something is happening. I need to go out and help. You need to stay here and stay down, okay?”
Her hands began to shake as she dropped the glass to the floor and clutched her cane tightly in both hands. 
“Nadia?” he yelled out.
No answer. 
“God damnit,” he hissed. “When I leave, you need to lock the deadbolt on the front door, okay?”
He yanked her up from the couch, dragging her forward with him.
She yelped in surprise, grabbing onto his arm as they half ran the next few feet before stopping. 
She barely had time to register the sound of the door opening in front of her. Then suddenly, the sounds, screams and crashing outside assaulted her ears. 
“Maddie,” Josh said, grabbing her by the shoulders again. “Lock the door—“
“Saff,” she whispered, not knowing if she’d even said it aloud.
The thought slammed into her with so much fear and urgency that she almost ran out into the surrounding chaos.
“S—Saff!” she yelled, grabbing Josh by the arms and keeping him planted firmly in front of her. “You have to—she’s down there! You have to get her out!”
He tried to pull away, but she held on as if her life depended on it. 
“She’ll be fine,” he said, finally breaking free of her grasp. “They won’t find her there.”
Then suddenly his voice was far away.
“Maddie, lock it. Now!”
She froze for a second, the sounds of destruction echoing around her.
Then she felt for the door, and ripped it closed, her hand easily finding the deadbolt and twisting it. 
More gunfire went off outside, along with glass breaking.
Where were her parents?
Was her mom at the dining hall already? Would that be one of the first places they attacked?
She stumbled backward, falling against the wall. 
They’d been attacked before in the other settlement. And once again while they traveled. But this sounded different. It felt different.
She stood there, frozen, by the door for minutes on end, listening to every sound as it erupted outside.
Every gunshot. Every scream. Every— 
Fire. She could smell it. Burning wood and plastic and everything else. 
It wasn’t strong, but it was somewhere nearby. Maybe one of the other houses outside. 
It could have been—
Saff. 
She pushed up off the wall, a sudden wave of urgency flowing through her. 
Maybe Saff would be able to stay hidden in the cell if people searched the house. But that wouldn’t matter if they were lighting the houses on fire. Not even staying hidden would protect her from that. 
Would Josh see it if he were out there? Would he even remember that Saff was down there?
Or maybe he was too far away already, somewhere else in the settlement. He might not be there to help at all.
The thought of Saff being trapped behind bars while fire engulfed her sent so much panic hurling through her that her entire body began to quake. 
She staggered back to the door, hands fumbling for the deadbolt. 
It was possible that someone else in the settlement would remember she was down there and go to save her, but the chances of that were slim at best. And that wasn’t something she could leave to chance.
She’d gone with Josh and Nadia to the house immediately next door. It wasn’t a far journey by any means. She remembered the steps, the distance, all of it. She could easily make it back to the house where Saff was.
But could she do it fast enough to avoid whatever was waiting outside?
Maddie turned the lock.
It didn’t matter. It didn’t matter what she’d said to her. It didn’t matter that she’d lied.
Saff needed her.
Maddie ripped the door open and stepped out into the chaos.



Chapter Thirty-One
Saff bolted between the shadowed crevices of two looming houses, her breath hitching with each pounding step until she reached the edge of the next sidewalk.
A bead of sweat trickled down her temple as she scanned the street, finally catching sight of the house where they’d stayed. 
Without hesitation, she dashed across the asphalt, narrowly dodging a man with a small child as they hurried down the street.
She crossed the driveway and jumped over the steps, landing at the door. 
In one swift movement, she turned the knob and pushed it open.
Unlocked. Not a good sign. 
“Maddie!” she shouted, running further into the house. 
No trace of intruders lingered within.
The house looked just as untouched as the last time she’d been there, which was at least one good sign. If raiders had gotten there first, it would’ve been obvious. 
“Maddie!” she yelled again, running to the room she’d been staying in. 
Empty. 
She sprinted upstairs, hopping over two at a time, before quickly scanning each of the rooms.
Also empty.
She checked the basement last. If she had to pick the safest place to hide, that would probably be it. 
A sick feeling filled her stomach as she made it down to the last step and peered into the dark, empty room. 
What was the next most likely place she would be?
She stood there, trying to think through the options.
Maybe the dining hall? No, that would’ve been the worst place for her to stay. And Maddie would know that.
She skipped back up the stairs and darted out of the house. 
Where would she be?
Saff hit the edge of the driveway and paused, scanning the street.
The cacophony of gunfire seemed to have lessened, along with the chaos, which was a good sign. Maybe they’d been able to fight off the raiders for the time being. And perhaps wherever Maddie was hiding, she’d no longer be in danger soon.
Or maybe Maddie didn’t need her help at all. And if that were the case, it would probably be the best time for her to leave. Who knew what Sylvia would want to do with her, or how long she’d want to keep her locked up, especially after this. 
She could grab the medication she needed and slip out without anyone noticing. Hell, she might even be able to find some weapons somewhere to take with her. 
But she didn’t know if Maddie was safe yet. And she couldn’t leave without knowing with absolute certainty that she was okay.
Saff turned, running past people littered in the street and in front of houses.
She scoured their faces, searching for the only one she cared to see.
The scene seemed calmer than before, with the only urgency centered around the houses that were on fire. But at least the people she ran past didn’t seem to be running from anything or anyone anymore. 
She kept running until she reached the end of the street, turning the corner until her eyes fell to the medical house at the end of the block. Luckily, that one wasn’t on fire.
Maybe that’s where Maddie had been.
She changed direction, racing toward it. 
And as she drew closer, she stopped, spotting Josh’s face within a small crowd of people in front of a house that was covered in flames.
“Josh!” she yelled as she approached. 
He turned, his face blank in a half daze. The girl beside him turned too—Nadia.
She scanned the other faces in the crowd but didn’t find Maddie among them.
“Josh,” she uttered through heavy panting. “Where’s Maddie?”
He shook his head slightly, then turned back to the fire. “She’s fine. Safe.”
“Oh my god,” Nadia breathed, stepping toward her and grabbing onto her forearm. “I’m so glad you’re okay. I just came from my mom’s house, and I saw the storing house on fire. I didn’t know if they’d gotten you out yet or not.”
Saff ignored the angry twinge that bubbled in her throat. Good thing she hadn’t decided to hide down there after all. 
She looked back at Josh. “Where is she?”
He stared up at the fire, then his eyes drifted across the surrounding wreckage. 
“Josh,” she said again, stepping toward him. “Where is she?”
He finally seemed to snap out of the daze a bit and looked at her. “She’s at Sylvia’s,” he muttered. 
Saff was about to turn to go when Nadia gave him a questioning look. 
“No, she’s not,” she said. “I went back there a few minutes ago to check for my mom. No one was in the house.”
Josh suddenly seemed to become alert once again.
“What?” he asked her, finally turning away from the house. “When did—“
“Where else would she be?” Saff asked, forcing her voice to stay even as anxiety swept through her veins.
He looked at her. “I don’t—I don’t know,” he said, his words pouring out in a frantic rush.  
“Josh, where would she have gone?“ Saff asked, stepping toward him as her last ounce of self control evaporated. 
“She—“ he looked at the ground, then suddenly snapped his head back up. “She asked me to go get you. She asked me to get you out of the cell.”
A sickening weight dropped into her stomach. Then, before her brain could think or process anything else, she turned and sprinted back to the storing house.



Chapter Thirty-Two
“Hello?” Maddie called as she took her first few steps into the house, easily navigating the now somewhat familiar layout of the storing house. 
She waited a few moments for an answer that never came. Then she moved her way through and down into the hallway that she knew led to the stairs. 
“Hello?” she called one last time as she ran her hand along the wall.
She paused. The smell of fire wafted through her nostrils. It was stronger than before—closer.
She waited for a moment.
The smell seemed to be growing more potent, and now she could hear something crackling. 
If the fire was that close, she needed to get Saff out fast. 
She continued down the hall at a much quicker pace, stopping immediately when her fingertips hit the groove of a door frame. They rushed down, finding the doorknob, and pulled it open. 
“Saff!” she called out, taking one careful step down onto the stairs.
No response. 
She took another step down, then paused. “Saff!”
Again, nothing.
Maybe someone had already been there to let her out when the fighting had started.
A loud crash came from the front of the house, and Maddie jerked her head up in surprise.
She waited, listening for the sounds of people, or anything else, but all she could hear was the crackling. Although, the crackling had now turned into a slightly louder array of snapping and a light whooshing in the background.
Saff couldn’t have been down there anymore. If she was, she would’ve answered. 
Maddie stepped back up, past the door, and into the hallway. 
Should she stay there? Or go back to Sylvia’s? 
The latter option was probably more dangerous—who knew what was waiting outside now. But staying there also didn’t seem promising after the crash she’d heard. 
She let out a cough. The air seemed both heavier and thicker than before. 
As she moved slowly back down the hall, the rushing sound grew, now accompanied by sharp cracking.
Another cough forced its way out.
The air was definitely thicker there towards the front of the house. And the burning scent had taken over, completely overpowering anything else.
Was the house on fire?
Maddie stopped where she was. Icy fear traveled down her spine. 
A series of loud pops and snaps went off before another crash followed. And this time, she knew it was close by—somewhere ahead of her in the house. 
Shit. 
She whipped her cane back and forth, feeling for anything that could have fallen in her path. Nothing appeared to be in the way, but as she hit the end of the hallway and her cane arced through the open space, the roar of flames was overwhelming. 
Her heart began pounding in her chest.
She stepped forward, moving her cane in fast, wide arcs. After a few more steps, it hit against something—something that wasn’t there before. 
Her breathing quickened, and she choked on the incoming air, immediately sputtering it all back out. 
But then, the coughing didn’t stop.
She bent over, gagging on the poisoned air.
A few moments passed, and when it finally began to subside, she straightened up, instantly feeling new heat against her cheeks and arms. 
It had to be close. 
Another string of coughs came over her, but she forced herself to continue.
She struck the cane around the object, finding where it ended and making her way around it. 
She remembered every step she’d taken. The front door had to be close.
She hurried her pace, shuffling forward as the sounds of the fire roared around her. 
Then suddenly, there was a loud snap on her left. And without even a moment to react, something slammed into her shoulder with so much force, it sent her hurling to the floor.
Every ounce of the little oxygen that remained in her lungs rushed out as she crashed to the ground, the object falling on top of her.
She cried out as an instant burning pain seared through the flesh of her shoulder and down her arm. 
She jerked her body, and the burning object fell, tumbling off of her. She shoved her body back, yelping as she clutched the injured arm.
Thick, hot air entered her lungs for only a moment before she choked it back out. 
A panic swept over her as she dropped her hand and searched the ground for her cane, quickly finding it close beside her on the ground. 
If she couldn’t get to the front, what was the other option? Was there a back way out?
She climbed onto her hands and knees, crawling back toward the hallway, her shoulder and arm screaming in pain with every movement.
Then the thought hit her—a window.
She pushed up onto her feet, wincing as the fabric of her shirt scraped against the burns.
She moved to the side, feeling with her hand until it hit the smooth wall. Then she stood, rushing along it, swiping her hand from top to bottom. 
She made it all the way back down the hall when her cane finally hit something in front of her. Her hand shot forward, immediately feeling a door frame outlining a shut door. 
Maybe that would lead further back into somewhere with a window. 
But when she turned the knob and forced the door open, an immediate wall of heat punched against her front. 
The back of the house was also on fire.



Chapter Thirty-Three
Saff’s eyes widened as she turned the corner and saw the front of the storing house engulfed in flames. Yet not a single hesitation went through her head as she hit the driveway.
Her eyes immediately went to the left side of the porch, where the fire still hadn’t reached. 
She leapt up onto the porch, darting past the roaring flames.
Fire already covered the one large window at the front of the house, but the front door appeared to still be mostly untouched.
Saff surged forward, grabbing the handle of the door.
A yelp of pain escaped her throat, and she ripped her hand back as the hot metal scorched her palm.
She pulled the edge of her shirt forward, using it to block her hand as she tried again.
Smoke poured out, stuffing her mouth and lungs as the door swung inward.
She coughed, covering her mouth with her arm as she stepped past the threshold.
“Maddie!” she choked out between coughs.
Half of the room was already engulfed in flames, while the other half was slowly being lit up by what appeared to be a fallen wooden beam.
She stepped toward the half of the room that was in flames, scanning every inch for any sign of Maddie. 
But there was none.
She turned to the other half, moving around the fallen beam and other objects littering the floor.
“Maddie!”
Her eyes stung, and she had to squint to see past the gray, hazy air.
As she finally made it past the debris and through the flames, she looked down the hall and froze.
The entire night, up until that moment, her brain had shut out every thought.
She hadn’t consciously made any decisions—hadn’t had any say in what she’d done. It was as if her body was acting entirely on its own. Like it knew what to do, every step to take, even if she didn’t.
And now suddenly, seeing Maddie bent over, coughing at the end of the hallway, her body finally relinquished control.
“Maddie,” she rasped as she scrambled forward, making it down the hall in only a few steps.
Maddie’s head snapped up in her direction.
“Saff—“ A cough choked its way out of her throat.
Saff reached her and wrapped an arm around her waist, pulling her into a tight embrace.
Maddie turned in her arm, one hand still clutching her cane, while the other seized the front of her shirt. 
She gave herself just one second to hold her, to prove to that subconscious driving force within herself that Maddie was still there. That she was okay. That she was alive.
Then she tore her eyes away, looking back over her shoulder to make sure the path to the door was still somewhat clear.
Black smoke bellowed down the hallway, burning her eyes as flames wrapped around the wall.
“Don’t let go,” Saff shouted above the roar of the fire.
Maddie’s one hand moved from her chest to wrap around the back of her neck and shoulders, as the other curled around her torso.
She coughed, her already irritated lungs begging for clean air.
One hand reluctantly released its grip on Maddie’s body as she pulled her shirt up, using it to cover her mouth and nose.
Then she quickly pulled them down the hallway, scanning the walls and beams overhead for any signs they were about to collapse.
By the time they made it to the end of the hallway and out into the main room, fire had already devoured every inch of the storing shelves and was quickly advancing further into the house.
Within a minute, it would probably cover every inch of the path they’d just walked.
Saff’s eyes darted around the room, desperately seeking the safest way out. 
The front door now had a wall of flames before it, matching the majority of the front of the house.
Maddie let out a wheezing string of coughs, her body vibrating as Saff tightened her arm around her.
Her eyes jumped to the right. A large window, the one she’d spotted from the outside, had fire lining the top and side of it. But the path to it remained clear.
She took a step toward it right as a loud snap echoed above them.
She jumped back, pulling Maddie with her at just the right moment before part of the ceiling collapsed, dropping with a loud crash directly where they’d been standing.
Maddie jumped, pressing tighter into her body.
Saff curled around her, protecting her body from the sparks swirling in the air around them.
“What was—“ Maddie started, before another string of coughs racked through her body. 
Saff glanced up for a split-second, checking for any other part that might fall through. Then she pulled them forward, ignoring the sting of the flames as they bit her ankles.
They made it to the front window, and Saff unwrapped her arm from Maddie.
Maddie spun, frantically grabbing for her.
“Don’t move,” Saff said, pulling back.
Then she kicked up at the window in front of them.
Her thick black combat boot easily broke through, sending glass shattering outward. She kicked two more times, creating an opening just large enough for them to fit through. 
Smoke poured through the opening, and she saw Josh darting over to them from the other side of the house.
He found them instantly and right as he was about to jump up onto the porch, something outside above them cracked, plunging down onto the wooden porch with a deafening crash.
She spun around, grabbing Maddie right as splintered wood exploded up into her back.
Then she pulled her forward to the small opening in the glass. 
“Josh!” she yelled, his panic-filled eyes meeting hers on the other side.
He leapt up onto the porch, narrowly avoiding the piece of roof that had just fallen.
“Step up and through,” she rasped into Maddie’s ear. “Josh will get you on the other side.”
Maddie kept her tight grip on her shirt, and Saff had to practically tear her hands off as she guided her through the broken glass.
When Josh finally had a secure hold on her, Saff hopped over the windowsill after them, landing with a thud against the wooden floor on the other side. 
She followed behind Josh and Maddie to the edge of the porch, helping Maddie over the railing, before going over herself. 
And by the time they made it to the grass, she collapsed to her knees, the coughing finally taking over.



Chapter Thirty-Four
Maddie leaned back on the bed in the medical house, eyes closing as she worked to block out the searing pain in her arm.
Low voices murmured in the background, along with the occasional grunt or groan of agony. And beneath that, soft sobbing.
Tears prickled in the back of her own eyes, both from the pain and the immense worry of not knowing where her parents were. She was glad that Josh had left to go find them, but waiting there while Saff helped the other people with injuries left her feeling dreadfully alone.
“Here,” Saff’s gravelly voice came a moment later from beside her. “You need to stay hydrated.”
Saff gently took her hand, placing a cup in it.
Maddie lifted the cup to her lips and took a small sip, wincing as the liquid poured over her raw throat. 
Saff coughed beside her.
“Oh Maddie, thank god you’re okay.” Her mother’s rushed, worried voice met her ears, and relief instantly flooded her body.
“Mom?” she called out, pushing herself to sit up farther on the bed. Pain shot through her arm, and she hissed as she pulled it back, cradling it tightly to her chest.
“What happened?” Her dad’s concerned voice joined and the last of the worry housed in her shoulders lifted. 
“She has some severe burns on her arm,” Saff said, before letting out another cough. “She’ll be fine as long as the wounds stay clean.”
“What—how did that—“ Her mother’s voice trembled with fear and worry. “How did that happen?”
“The house I was in caught fire,” Maddie replied, keeping the details to a minimum. If they knew why she was in there in the first place, a lecture would definitely follow, and that was the last thing she needed.
Luckily, Saff cut in before they could ask questions.
“Is it your ankle?” she asked.
“Yeah,” her mother answered. “I think it’s just sprained.”
Maddie shifted on the bed, leaning forward. “What? Mom, what happened?”
The bed dipped near her knees as someone sat down. Then a slight groan of pain from her mother.
“Nothing, I just fell as we were running.” She felt her mother’s hand rest on her knee. “Let me see your arm.”
Maddie frowned. She didn’t want to think about her arm or the fire anymore, but she stretched it out, nonetheless.
Her mother’s fingers gently took hers and turned the arm a bit more. “Oh, honey,” she said with a teary voice. “I’m so glad it wasn’t worse. I’m so glad you’re safe.”
“Yeah,” Maddie muttered, trying not to think about the alternative. 
“Can I roll your pant leg up?” Saff’s low, strained voice asked.
“No, no,” Erin answered. “There are others here that need your help much more than I do. I can wait.”
“You sure?” Saff asked before letting out a string of coughs.
“How are you doing?” Erin asked with concern. “Did you get hurt?”
Maddie waited, but the coughing continued, turning into a high-pitched wheeze.
“Hey,” her dad’s smooth voice joined in. “Maybe you should sit down for a few minutes.”
Her body tensed involuntarily, waiting for Saff's coughing to stop.
Even with everything that had happened before the attack, everything she’d told her, she couldn’t avoid the worry she felt for her.
Then she heard the familiar click and whoosh of an inhaler close by, and Maddie relaxed slightly.
“Here,” Erin said. Maddie felt her shift down the bed. “Sit down for a minute.”
“No, its ok—“ 
“Honey, sit down. At least just for a minute to catch your breath.”
Maddie almost laughed. It was the exact same stern, motherly tone she used every time she told her to do something that wasn’t up for discussion. It left no room whatsoever to argue.
Good, she thought. It was about time Saff listened to someone.
The bed dipped near her hip, and she felt the warmth of Saff’s back press against her.
“Maddie, where were you when they got through the wall?” her dad asked.
Maddie cleared her throat, pulling her focus away from where Saff’s body was touching hers. “Sylvia’s.” 
“Sylvia’s house caught fire?” 
She cringed, not wanting to explain. “No—uh, the storing house did.”
Maybe it was her uncomfortable tone, or her hesitation, but something stopped him from probing further. 
“Are you okay, Dad? Did you get hurt at all?”
“No. I was with your mom at the dining hall when it happened. Luckily, they didn’t seem to be focused on hurting people.” 
Maddie took a small sip of the water. 
“It seemed more like they were trying to scare people rather than really take over,” he continued, seeming to talk more to himself than to her.
“Really?” she asked. “Why would they do that?”
There was a brief pause. Then her dad muttered, “I—I don’t know.”
“It could mean a number of things,” Saff answered quietly. “Or it could mean nothing. Could just mean they underestimated the size of the community.”
Maddie pressed her lips into a hard line.
Of course, Saff would know. She was—one of them. She’d probably done exactly that to countless other communities.
A sick feeling coursed through her stomach.
For all she knew, Saff could’ve somehow helped them get past the wall.
No.
Even after what Saff had said, Maddie knew she would never betray them like that—never betray her like that.
And that made her even angrier. The fact that, even after hearing the truth, she still somehow—trusted her.
She’d still been willing to risk her life to find her.
“If you had to bet, is that what your guess would be?” her father asked.
They all went quiet, waiting for her response. And maybe she was imagining it, but she could’ve sworn the entire room quieted, waiting for the answer.
It wasn’t so much a sigh that Saff released before answering, but more a forced release of air.
“I think it was a test,” she said quietly. “I think they broke through to see how you’d respond to an attack. Where you’d get weapons, how long it’d take, how many people would fight back or run.”
Saff cleared her throat. “I think they’ll be back. Soon.”



Chapter Thirty-Five
Saff’s eyes burned with exhaustion as she gazed out the front window of the medical building, watching as the dark night sky slowly lightened into a morning blue hue.
Time seemed to have warped since the night Sarah’s water broke. She couldn’t keep track of the hours. It was as if they were wildly oscillating between moving in slow motion, like it wasn’t even real, and skipping by like she wasn’t there at all.
“Mom? Dad?” 
Saff jumped slightly. She hadn’t noticed Maddie wake up, even though she’d chosen to rest in the chair closest to her bed.
She cleared her throat and stood, walking to the edge of the bed.
“Your mom’s asleep,” she whispered, although it came out in more of a mumbled rasp than actual coherent words. “Your dad went to find Josh.”
Maddie pushed herself up on the bed, the sleep on her face quickly overshadowed by concern.
“How long was I asleep?”
Saff glanced out the window again at the blueish gray streaks painted through the sky. “Most of the night. It’s almost morning.”
Now the concern on Maddie’s features slipped into fear. “Josh didn’t come back all night?”
“No.”
Maddie’s head lowered, her brows knitting together. Saff watched as she carefully tucked her injured arm into her lap.
“Did you sleep at all?” Maddie muttered.
Saff glanced back out the window for a second before looking back at Maddie. “No.”
Maddie shook her head, letting out a snort that held no amusement. “That’s stupid.”
Anger flared up in her chest.
Maddie was the one that was stupid, risking her life so blatantly for—her. She wanted to yell at her—to hurl every raging word at her and tell her how wrong she was for having done that. 
But she swallowed them all down, before gritting out, “I can take care of myself.”
Every drop of anger she felt seemed to reflect back at her within Maddie’s expression. 
“Of course you can. Because you’re an expert when it comes to this, right?” Maddie spat with a venom of her own. “You probably knew exactly what they’d do—what they’d go for—the second they got through the wall.”
Saff glared at her, eyes narrowing.
That was good. Maddie needed that anger. She needed to hate her. She needed to hate her just as much as she hated the raiders who’d broken through.
Maddie needed to hate her so much that she’d wish she’d burned alive in that cell. Then maybe she’d protect herself next time. Maybe she’d put herself first—keep herself safe.
Saff opened her mouth, but before any words could come out, the door to the building opened.
James walked in first, then Josh.
The hazy morning light illuminated just enough of their faces that she could make out tears in their eyes.
It almost shocked her to see James that way. She couldn’t imagine her own father showing any negative emotion besides anger, much less crying.
And for some incomprehensible reason that she didn’t have the energy to ignore, her first reaction was to shift a step closer to Maddie.
“Your dad and Josh are back,” she muttered beneath her still wheezing breath.
Maddie straightened, and Saff caught the way she winced in pain with the movement.
“Josh? Dad?”
Josh sniffled and wiped his whole hand down his face before letting out a shaky breath. “Yeah,” he croaked.
Erin stirred in the chair she was sleeping in as James gently laid a hand on her arm. She blinked up at him as she awoke, then looked between him and Josh.
“What’s wrong?” she asked, concern filling her voice as she grasped him by the forearm.
Maddie shifted again in the bed beside her, but didn’t say anything. And again, Saff couldn’t help moving closer to her, resting her fingertips on the rough bed sheet.
James cleared his throat. “Its Carter,” he said through a quiet, shaky voice. “He—he didn’t make it.”
Josh let out a subdued sob that told her he'd already spent hours crying.
"What?" Erin asked, her voice more confused than mournful. "What do you mean, he didn't make it?"
Maddie went completely still beside her.
"He—" Josh started, then wiped his face again before taking a deep breath and continuing. "He must have been trying to fight them off. Someone found him near the wall." Josh sniffled again and wiped his nose. "They shot him."
Erin let out a cry of disbelief as she stood from the chair and hobbled to Josh, immediately wrapping her arms around him as he broke down into tears.
James took her place in the chair, resting his elbows on his knees and wiping his own face the same way Josh had. She could suddenly see the deep resemblance between them—the mannerisms, the somber way their eyebrows creased with grief.
Saff turned her head slightly, eyeing Maddie beside her. She remained perfectly still, her face a blank mask.
Throughout her short time in the hospital, Saff had watched many people go through the grief of losing a loved one, and each person processed it differently.
For some, it hit immediately, all at once. But there were others who tried to swallow it down—who tried to stay strong either for themselves or for the other people going through it. And she'd seen it enough times to know that those were the ones who ended up the worst. Because when their time for release finally came, there was no one left to share it with.
Saff watched Erin console Josh as they both let out unfiltered tears.
She never liked to stay for these parts.
Like anyone, she definitely didn't enjoy giving a family bad news about a patient. But no matter how hard she tried, she was never able to get good at these moments—the parts where there was nothing to do but be there for another human experiencing loss. It just wasn't in her DNA.
Even so, she felt the need to say something to Maddie, something that would bring her some ounce of comfort. But what was there to say? There weren't any words in the world that fit moments like these. She knew that firsthand.
***
Saff spent the better part of two hours organizing the medical supplies she'd used over the last few days. It needed to be done, but if she were being honest, she was really doing it to give Maddie and her family some space.
She made her way to one of the other patient beds, where an older man waited.
He'd been at the wall when the raid began, and he'd been hit over the head with what she assumed was the blunt end of a gun.
For the second time, she checked over the minor cut and bump that it had left. She'd already told him hours before that he could leave if he wanted to, that he didn't need any more medical help. But for some reason, he’d chosen to stay. Perhaps he was afraid to leave—too scared of another raid. And if he was, she couldn't blame him.
As she gently probed the injury on his head, the front door opened.
She paused, glancing up as a very somber-looking Sylvia plodded past the threshold.
She somehow looked years older than she had the day before. The lines on her face had deepened, and even the few gray roots in her hair seemed to be more prevalent.
Her dull eyes scanned across the room, stopping when they met Saff's.
She could have sworn a flicker of relief went across the woman's face the moment they met eyes. But before she could dwell on it, the look was gone. She gave her a small nod, then looked to Maddie.
"Maddie, what happened?" she asked with more genuine concern than Saff thought she was capable of giving.
Saff stepped forward, making her way to Maddie's bed.
She seemed to still be slightly dazed from the news about Carter, but she cleared her throat and answered quietly, "I was burned in one of the house fires."
Sylvia frowned, then glanced up at Saff with a silent question on her face.
"It'll heal," Saff answered.
Sylvia nodded slightly, then turned to Josh. "They told me what happened to Carter." A dark look passed over Josh's face, and he dropped his head, staring down at the ground. "I'm sorry for your loss," she cleared her throat, glancing between each member of the family. "For all of your loss."
Erin gave her a small nod, but everyone else remained silent.
After a few moments, Sylvia turned back to Saff. "Did you have everything you needed to take care of the ones who came here?"
Saff nodded. "They all had surface wounds."
Sylvia glanced at the older man lying in the bed towards the back. She watched him for a moment before her eyes returned to Saff. "When you go, you can take the medication you need."
Saff stared back at her for a moment before nodding once. 
Sylvia looked like she wanted to say something more, but instead shook her head slightly and started walking for the front door.
"Sylvia," James said, pushing himself away from the wall he had been leaning against. "What's the plan now? What are you going to do?"
Sylvia paused, turning to him and inhaling deeply through her nostrils. She waited a beat, thinking before answering.
"We will rebuild. We'll build the wall back stronger than before." She swallowed, her eyes flicking down to the floor. "We can keep them from getting in again. We have to."
The look on her face said that she was trying to convince herself just as much as anyone else.
James gave her a small nod, then she walked out the front door, leaving them all in silence once again.
After a few moments, James looked up. "Maddie, how's your arm feeling?"
Saff's eyes flicked to her. She still hadn't spoken a word to them since they'd returned with the news about Carter.
Maddie was quiet for a moment before muttering, "It hurts.”
James frowned, walking to her bedside. Then he looked up, meeting Saff's gaze. "How long does she need to stay here?"
A slight nagging anxiety entered her stomach. Maddie didn't need to stay there, not really. But the thought of her going back out there and Saff not being there in case something were to happen made her want to keep Maddie there with her. At least for a little longer, until she was sure no one would come back to hurt her.
"She doesn't need to stay," Saff replied quietly as she approached the bed. Maddie's head cocked toward her. "But the burns need to be taken care of properly. The ones that had debris embedded in them will need to be cleaned again soon."
James released a long breath, but she couldn't decipher which emotion lay behind it. He turned his head back slightly toward Erin and Josh. "I think we should all go back to the house and pack our things."
Erin peered up at him through swollen red eyes. "You think we should leave?"
He loosed another breath. "I'm not sure, but I think we should definitely have our stuff ready to go no matter what, just in case they return."
Maddie slowly turned her body, moving her legs off the bed until her feet touched the ground. Saff watched her face twist in pain as she brought her arm forward to rest in her lap.
“Now?” Maddie asked, her tone entirely void of the strong personality it usually held.
James turned, silently passing the question along to Erin and Josh.
Josh didn’t reply before standing and walking out the front door.
Erin nodded, and James stepped forward to help her to her feet. Unfortunately, crutches weren’t part of the supplies they had, so she’d be forced to walk with assistance anywhere she needed to go.
Saff didn’t want to think about the implications of that going forward if they were to stay and get attacked again. Or even if they were to leave. 
James pulled Erin’s arm over his shoulder, bearing half her weight. Then he stopped halfway between Maddie and the front door where Josh had just wandered out of.
He frowned, turning his gaze to Saff. “Can you walk with Maddie back to the house?”
Maddie scoffed. “I don’t need—“
“Yes,” Saff cut in, startled at the eagerness that came through her answer. She shot a quick glance at Maddie, who surprisingly, didn’t argue.
James gave her a small, appreciative smile before looking back at Maddie. “We’ll see you guys there. Then we’ll talk everything over again.”
Still, Maddie didn’t say or do anything as he turned and led Erin out the front door.
Saff waited a few beats before taking a step toward Maddie. She cleared her throat. 
“Don’t you fucking dare,” Maddie growled, her voice colder than the icy river they'd once crossed.
Saff froze where she was, watching her closely. 
Maddie went quiet for a long moment before she spoke again. And when she did, Saff didn’t recognize any of the girl she’d come to know behind the words.
“They might’ve been the ones that killed him. But as far as I’m concerned, it could’ve just as easily been you that pulled the trigger.”
The words stung even more than Saff expected them to. A slap in the face might’ve been less painful.
Maddie released one hand from her cane and navigated to the front door, stepping past the threshold.
Saff stared at her back as she left the house. 
She should leave. Sylvia had already agreed to give her what she needed. She didn’t need to be there any longer.
But before she could make that decision, her legs moved on their own, following Maddie outside. 
She crossed the grass, keeping a few paces between them as a string of wheezing coughs left her throat. She kept walking, her hand shaking as it raised the inhaler to her lips and took a deep inhale. 
Maddie slowed to a stop, and Saff stopped behind her, scanning the surroundings for any signs of danger.
The damage outside wasn’t as bad as she thought it would be. In the daylight, she could clearly see that most of the damage had been from the handful of houses they’d decided to light on fire.
They’d been lucky.
She watched Maddie raise a hand to her face, wiping something from her cheek.
Then she saw the way her shoulders shook slightly. Maddie raised the hand to her face again, and this time it remained there. 
A small sob came out of her, and a force stronger than gravity pulled Saff toward her.
She took three slow steps, unable to stop herself.
As she got closer, she could see the shining tears streaming down her cheeks. Her watery eyes glistened in the daylight. Two storms of beautiful cerulean.
Another wheezing cough came out before she could stop it, but Maddie didn’t so much as flinch.
Saff stopped beside her, running a hand over her sore neck.
“It’s not fair,” Maddie whispered, her lip quivering as the words rolled over it.
“I know,” Saff whispered.
Then, after a few moments, Maddie slowly lifted her free hand into the air, palm turned halfway up, waiting.
***
Saff sat down on the couch, choosing to wait and rest while the family went through and packed some of their things. 
Her eyes had just begun to feel heavy and started to close when she heard the tapping of Maddie’s cane entering the room.
She pulled them back open, watching Maddie sit down at the table, keeping her injured arm tucked close to her stomach.
Not a minute later, James made his way into the kitchen, with Erin's arm over his shoulders as she hopped her way to one of the seats.
"Maddie," he said, "did you gather up your stuff?"
"Yeah," she muttered, and Saff could hear her exhaustion. "Wasn't much."
Josh entered the kitchen next, taking the seat beside Maddie.
"You pack up your important stuff?" James asked him.
He nodded once, eyes remaining on the dark wooden table in front of him.
Then James turned to her. "What did you think of what Sylvia said?"
She was surprised that he wanted her input. If the roles were reversed, she definitely wouldn't trust him after only a few days. But maybe that was the difference between them. The difference between good people and—her.
"What about it?" she asked.
"What's the likelihood that it works? That it will keep them out for good?"
Saff shook her head. There was no keeping anyone out for good, and for some reason, no one there seemed to understand it. There was no forever, just a question of how long.
"They'll get through,” she muttered. “Eventually."
His lips pressed together in a hard line across his face.
"But what's our alternative?" Erin asked. "We go out there," she waved her hand in the air, "and risk running into a horde of infected people? Or worse, we run right into whatever group attacked us?"
"That's better than sitting here and waiting to be killed," Josh spat, hatred curling around his words.
Everyone at the table went quiet, dropping their gazes to the floor. Then, finally, after a few moments, James spoke up.
"What about the military safe zone on the island?"
Erin shook her head. "Getting there would be too dangerous. That's just as bad as staying here and waiting to get attacked again."
James let out a sigh that said it wasn’t the first time they’d had this conversation.
“At least we’d be trying something,” Josh said. “Better than being slaughtered like cattle behind these walls.”
Saff watched as the argument went on, with each person talking over the next, arguing their point.
Her eyes shifted to Maddie, who just sat there silently listening. Saff wondered what she was thinking—what she wanted. Although she could probably guess. Maddie wasn’t nearly as afraid of the world as she should’ve been. Saff’s eyes flicked to the burns on her arm—an exact reminder of her fearlessness, or rather, her stupidity. 
“You haven’t even been able to get them on the radio since we got here,” Erin continued. “For all we know, they could’ve been overrun, too.”
James shook his head. “I don’t think it’s on their end. The radio I have isn’t getting a good enough signal here. I’m not getting through to them.”
Saff wasn’t surprised. They’d lost elevation most of the way there, and they had either rolling hills or mountains on almost every side. It was probably one of the reasons that this settlement had lasted as long as it did. It was more or less hidden from the rest of the world.
Erin shook her head, looking back down at the table. “It’s too risky. I agree that we can’t stay here, but it makes no sense to risk traveling there and not even know if they’ll be there at the end.”
James opened his mouth, as if to argue, but then closed it with a sigh and shake of his head. “Fine. We’ll wait a little longer and see how things go here.”
Saff looked between them all.
She couldn’t believe what she was hearing—the sheer idiocy of it all. There was no waiting and seeing. If they waited, they might all end up dead—Maddie might end up—
“You can’t stay here.” The words rushed out of her mouth before it even registered in her mind that she’d spoken.
All of them immediately looked up at her, a hint of surprise on their faces. Even Maddie tilted her head towards her.
She cleared her throat, almost embarrassed by the unplanned outburst.
“They won’t wait longer than three days to come back.” She cleared her throat again. “So there isn’t time to wait and see.” 
James eyed her suspiciously, like he wanted to ask how she knew that, but also didn’t want to know the answer. She knew then for certain that Maddie hadn’t filled them in on her real background—yet. 
Erin looked at her with a mixture of disappointment, but also defeat. Then, after a few moments, she looked back at James.
“How are we supposed to get there when I can’t even walk?” She waved her hand at her foot, which was elevated on the chair beside her. “And shouldn’t Maddie be resting and letting the burns heal?” She looked back at Saff, but Saff got the feeling she wasn’t looking for an actual answer.
James looked at her with guilt in his eyes. “If this is what we need to do, then we’ll find a way to make it happen. No matter what.”
Erin looked down, shaking her head again, but even Saff could tell the argument was over.



Chapter Thirty-Six
Maddie leaned her hip against the cold countertop in the kitchen as she took another bite of the flavorless power bar in her hand.
The last day and a half had been a rush of preparation, most of which left her bored at the house, organizing their things while the rest of them traded and gathered throughout the community. Even her mother, with Josh’s help, had gone to the dining hall to see what food she could get for them.
They were all out doing things, which was why she’d been especially surprised when Saff had chosen to stay there at the house instead.
She could hear her still at the table, fiddling with whatever she’d been working on for the last hour.
And she’d been equally surprised when Saff had decided to stay there at the house the night before, sleeping on the living room couch, just a few feet from her own room. She’d even half expected her to be gone in the morning, but no—she was right there waiting when she woke.
And yet, in all that time, she couldn’t be bothered to speak more than a small handful of words to her. And even when she did, it was only about her burns, sounding as if each word was some great effort to get out.
She would’ve chalked it up to exhaustion or maybe her throat being sore from the fire, but she’d quickly noticed that she seemed to be talking to everyone else the normal amount. Not that she was overly talkative by any means, but at least with them it didn’t sound like every word cost her a year of her life.
“You hungry?” Maddie asked in a way that was more a release of anger and annoyance than an actual offer.
“No,” she muttered after a moment.
Maddie took another rough bite of the bar, losing whatever remaining patience she had. She was sick of it. Saff didn’t need to be there with her. Especially not if she was just going to ignore her.
“Have you decided when you’re going to leave yet?” Maddie asked, hating that the question came out with less spite than she intended.
Saff gave a noncommittal and entirely distracted grunt.
Maddie huffed, irritation building in her chest. She folded the wrapper over the mostly stale bar and, without thinking, used her injured arm to toss it on the counter behind her.
She winced, letting out a small hiss as the burns throbbed with pain. She held a tense breath, waiting for it to subside.
A chair slid against the ground with a scrape, followed by familiar footsteps approaching.
“Can I see?” Saff’s voice was low and gentle—softer than it’d been since the night they kissed. She hated how much she’d missed the sound.
Maddie swallowed as the back of her eyes began to sting. She would not let herself cry again and feel even more pathetic in front of Saff.
She inhaled slowly, gathering herself, then lifted her arm out slightly in front of her.
Saff’s fingers trailed lightly over her hand and elbow, leaving instant relief against her hot skin.
She released a breath, trying not to lean too far into the touch.
“It needs to be washed,” Saff muttered, finally releasing her arm.
Maddie didn’t answer. She knew it had to happen eventually, but she couldn’t imagine washing it when she could barely even move it without crying out in pain.
“It needs to be done,” Saff continued after a moment. “Especially if you’re gonna be traveling soon.”
If you’re going to be traveling soon.
Maddie’s jaw tightened with the reminder of Saff’s soon to be absence. It wasn’t that she wanted her there anymore, not after she’d lied to her. But the thought of it, of Saff not being there, still made her chest ache.
If she wasn’t still distracted by the pain in her arm, maybe she would’ve been able to come up with some angry retort. But she couldn’t, and that made her even angrier.
“Do you want me to help you wash it right now?”
Maddie turned her head away from Saff’s voice, cradling the arm protectively in front of her stomach.
Dealing with the pain of washing the burns was quite literally the absolute last thing she wanted to do.
“It has to be done,” Saff repeated gently.
“Yeah, I know,” Maddie snapped, the fury building with every emotionless word Saff spoke.
Silence filled the air between them for a few moments before Saff let out a small breath and spoke again. “It’ll hurt, but it won’t take long.”
Saff had barely spoken a word to her since the fire—or since their fight before. And now she’d broken that silence only to speak to her like she was just some patient—someone she barely knew.
Maddie bit the inside of her lip. “Fine.”
She pushed off the counter, following Saff to the bathroom and silently cursing her with every step.
Maddie placed her cane in the corner of the bathroom, resting it against the wall. Then she leaned back, placing her palm flat on the cool surface behind her.
“Can I see your arm?”
“That’s why we’re here, right?” Maddie bit back, letting every word drip with the irritation she no longer cared to contain.
There was a beat of silence that felt like it lasted slightly too long. Then Saff’s fingers gently took her palm, while the other hand moved up her arm, carefully avoiding the bandages she’d placed the night before.
She stopped at her shoulder, right before the hem of her sleeve.
“I need to see the burn on top of your shoulder. Can I roll the sleeve up?”
Maddie swallowed. She’d been trying to avoid thinking about that one. It was easily the most painful spot, even with the bandage blocking the fabric from rubbing directly against it.
Maddie gave one small, reluctant nod.
Then, without pause, Saff began rolling up the sleeve. And when she’d finally finished, Maddie released a tight breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding.
Saff tugged a bit at the top of the sleeve, and Maddie winced as she felt the shirt press against her tender skin.
Saff tried again, and Maddie pulled the arm back as her flesh screamed out in protest.
“The top of it is covered by your shirt. I can’t see it enough.”
Maddie bit the inside of her lip, waiting for the pain to stop radiating out over her shoulder and down her back.
“Then take my shirt off.” She spat the words with every ounce of anger that had boiled inside her, and yet they still somehow sounded far too intimate—too much like a request.
Saff was quiet for a few moments, and Maddie’s lip curled up slightly with the small win.
She wanted to stop her in her tracks. She wanted to force her to acknowledge what was between them, even if she had lied, and even if she was just going to leave at the end of it. The one thing she couldn’t—wouldn’t—allow was Saff acting like it was all nothing. Like nothing had happened between them.
“It would probably hurt worse trying to take the shirt off,” Saff replied, her cool medical persona sliding firmly back into place.
But Maddie knew it had broken in that pause.
Even in silence, she knew Saff. She also knew that she was right about the shirt. It had taken just about everything in her to get it on that morning without crying in pain. And even then, she’d only been able to do it with her mom’s help to avoid scraping the burns.
“I could cut it off.”
Maddie stiffened. Without meaning to, her hand went to the shirt, clutching the decal on the front protectively.
She hadn’t meant to put Saff’s shirt on that morning. Her mother had come in and offered to help get her arm into something, and she’d grabbed the first shirt in the pile. It wasn’t until after she’d gotten her arm into it that she’d felt the familiar logo on the front. And no matter how much she hated Saff for lying to her, she knew without a shadow of a doubt that what happened between them wasn’t part of that lie. And when Saff eventually did leave, she just wanted something—anything—to remind her of that.
She dropped her hand, trying to hide her immediate reaction—trying to hide how much she cared.
“No,” she replied in the most callous way she could muster. She held her arm out. “You can pull the sleeve up farther. I won’t pull it back.”
Saff waited a few beats before Maddie felt her hand return to the sleeve.
She pulled it up again, and Maddie squeezed her eyes shut, doing her best to block out the waves of pain that shot through her.
The sleeve rolled up to the point it had before, then Saff inched it back farther.
Maddie bit down so hard on her lip that, for a second, she thought her teeth might break through the skin.
No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t help flinching back when the fabric tightened and pressed against the top of the bandage. And the second she did, Saff’s hands released.
“I can’t get it up high enough to see,” she said, her voice still a perfect mask of heartless composure. “You shouldn’t have put this on today. The wound probably opened again when you got the shirt on.”
“I didn’t have anything else that was easier to get on,” Maddie hissed, her arm unconsciously returning to touch the decal on the shirt.
Saff released a breath, and Maddie swore she could hear a hint of irritation in it.
Good. Another win.
“I need to cut it off.”
Maddie shifted. “How? It’s not like you have a knife anymore,” she spat, hurling the words with all the venom she could muster.
Saff let out a snort of something resembling dry amusement. “I don’t need one.”
She stepped forward, and Maddie stilled as she felt the heat from Saff’s body radiating onto her.
Her fingers hooked beneath the hem of the shirt, and Maddie sucked in a sharp breath as nerves shot through her stomach.
“Is this okay?” Saff asked in an all too medical way. “We could try to roll the sleeve up again, but I think it’ll just do more harm than good.”
Maddie turned her head slightly to the side, trying to pull her attention away from where Saff’s knuckles had grazed her skin. She gave it a second, then finally nodded.
Saff’s other hand joined the first, then she paused.
“What?” Maddie murmured.
She felt Saff’s hands drop from the hem of the shirt. Then there was a rustling of fabric and movement in front of her.
After a second, Saff gently took the hand of her uninjured arm, turning the palm upward.
“Here,” she said, as warm, thick fabric draped over her hand. “It’s my hoodie.” Saff cleared her throat. “Uh—to cover yourself with once I get the shirt off.”
If she wasn’t angry and in pain, and already hating her so much in that moment, she absolutely would’ve teased her about the awkward lilt in her voice.
“Okay,” Saff continued, her hands returning to the hem of her shirt. “Ready?”
Maddie nodded again, clutching the hoodie tightly at her side.
Immediately, Saff gave one quick tug, and Maddie heard the first rip.
Saff’s hands adjusted, moving farther up the shirt, although they never so much as grazed her skin.
When she felt the shirt ripping higher up into where she knew the logo was, tears prickled at the back of her eyes.
She turned her head away, grinding her teeth to keep the wetness from building in her eyes.
Saff’s hands froze. “Are you okay? Did that hurt?”
The sudden return of Saff’s caring voice—the real one—not the emotionless shell of a voice she’d had since the fire made it that much harder to keep the tears at bay.
“Its fine,” Maddie whispered, biting her lip to keep it from shaking. “Just do it.”
It was just a shirt. Just an old, stupid shirt. One that Saff didn’t even like. She knew that. But for some reason, it didn’t matter.
If—when—Saff left, she wouldn’t have anything from her. And it wasn’t like the world before, where there was a chance they’d run into each other again. When she left, that would be it.
The shirt wasn’t much, but at least it was something.
Tears welled in her eyes, and one streamed down her cheek before she could stop it.
Then, with one final rip, the shirt split in two up through the neckline.
Each half fell limply to the sides, as cool air washed over her bare chest.
Maddie lifted the hoodie, brushing away the wetness on her cheek before holding it in front of her.
Saff cleared her throat. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think it would hurt you.”
“It didn’t,” Maddie bit out, wiping another tear away with the back of her hand.
She felt Saff’s fingers gently move the shirt off her shoulder. “I need to pull the bandage off now.”
Maddie tensed.
“I’ll be careful, but it might hurt a little.”
Every touch, no matter how light, felt like she was being burned all over again. And by the time Saff got the full bandage off, she couldn’t tell if the wetness on her face was from more tears or sweat from her body being tensed through the pain.
As another wave of pain radiated out from her shoulder, she suddenly felt a cold sweat prickle up over her body.
“Hey,” Saff said, her toneless medical voice instantly disappearing. “Are you okay?”
A slight nausea rose in her stomach, and she swallowed it down.
“So what,” Maddie hissed, her anger passing the point of no return. “You’ll only talk to me like an actual person if I’m about to pass out?”
Silence.
“You know,” Maddie continued, smearing every word in thick hatred. “For someone who constantly says they’re not a doctor anymore, you sure do a great job of wearing that mask when you want to.”
Saff remained quiet, and that silence became a beckoning call for every remaining ounce of hatred in her chest. A call so strong, she couldn’t stop herself, as every word that had piled up in her since she’d told her the truth came spewing out.
“You lied to me,” she gritted. “That whole time—you—you were lying to me. You made me—“ she caught herself as a single word flashed into her mind, and used every bit of the mental energy she had left to destroy it as quickly as it had come. “You made me care about you. You made me care so much that even after everything, I still put you first. I still tried to save you!”
Saff scoffed, and Maddie felt her move closer.
“What you did was stupid.” The veiled, emotionless voice was now entirely gone, replaced with a rage so feral it sent a pang of fear trickling down her spine.
Maddie leaned forward, losing the last of her control. “I fucking hate you.”
“Good,” Saff spat back. “Now maybe next time you won’t almost get yourself killed for me.”
Maddie scoffed. “Is that what you’re so mad about? You’re pissed that I cared enough to—”
Saff cut her off, her voice reverberating through the small room. “People were being murdered and burned alive and you—“
“Yeah,” Maddie surged forward, shoving a rough hand into her chest. “And you could’ve been one of those people!”
“It doesn’t matter!” Saff shouted, and Maddie felt her step closer. So close that Maddie’s knuckles brushed against what must’ve been her thigh. “You need to think about yourself—no one else. You need to survive!”
Maddie sneered, an angry yet satisfied smile turning up the corners of her lips. “Oh yeah? And who were you thinking of when you went into that burning building to find me?”
Saff went quiet, but Maddie could hear—feel—her heavy breathing in front of her.
“You could’ve died,” Saff said, her voice cracking on the last word. And something about the way she said it was different.
The difference was so small—so subtle—that she wondered if she’d imagined it. It was still angry, but it was also something else. Something she hadn’t heard until then.
Guilt? Fear?
And then, as quickly as it had come, it was gone.
“All you had to do was stay where you were,” Saff continued, the rage suddenly returning in full force.
But it was too late. Hearing whatever that was in Saff’s voice had broken through her fury. The anger Maddie had felt just seconds before faltered.
And something hidden in the words they’d both hurled at each other tugged at the back of her mind. Something that she hadn’t been able to figure out.
“Why did you tell me the truth?” Maddie asked, her voice void of its previous violence.
Saff ignored her, continuing on as if she hadn’t said anything at all. “You just had to stay there and not go try to be a hero. You just had to keep yourself safe.”
Saff was practically yelling now, and Maddie could feel her hot breath lashing her cheeks.
She wanted to be mad. She wanted to yell back and release every ounce of frustration she’d felt over the last two days. But she couldn’t, as that one question circled in her mind.
Why had Saff chosen to tell her the truth then?
What had changed?
“Sarah,” Maddie whispered. “You blamed yourself for what happened.”
Saff went quiet for a moment before growling dangerously, “Do not pretend to know how I felt that day.”
Maddie’s mind was reeling, replaying the events of that day. Every word Saff had said, and how she’d said it. She could’ve left without ever telling her the truth, and she never would’ve known.
But she wanted her to know—needed her to know.
“Is that why you wanted to leave?” Maddie asked, her brain finally piecing it all together.
Saff was going to leave after what happened to Sarah, and she knew she’d try to convince her to stay. Especially after the kiss. Maddie would’ve tried to talk her out of it—to make her realize that Sarah’s death wasn’t her fault. She’d even tried to, but then—
Maddie blinked, her lips parting. “Is that why you finally told me?” she breathed, realization finally dawning on her. “You—you wanted me to hate you as much as you hated yourself?”
The words tumbled out so fast she almost hadn’t realized what she’d said until she’d heard them aloud—until Saff went silent for a single beat.
And that’s when she finally understood. When she saw everything for what it really was. When she saw the walls Saff had put up for what they really were.
“That’s why you did it,” she whispered, more to herself. “So that I wouldn’t try to stop you from leaving. So you wouldn’t feel guilty for walking away.”
“I told you the truth,” Saff growled, “because I was about to leave and it didn’t matter anymore.”
It was a lie. She could hear it in the way she forced each word out.
It did matter. That was exactly why she’d told her.
And that’s why she was so mad at her for risking her life and going into that burning building.
She didn’t think she was worth it. She didn’t think she deserved to be saved.
Maddie waited a beat before stepping forward into her space.
“Don’t,” Saff warned, and Maddie wavered for a split second, the sound reminding her of the day they first met. The day Saff’s voice had sounded like danger, like something she should stay away from, not run toward.
And yet, now the warning sounded more like a challenge.
She moved farther forward until her front met Saff’s.
Then she waited, but to her surprise, Saff didn’t move back.
“Do not,” Maddie whispered, “pretend like I was the only one who risked my life that night.” She took another step forward, her body pressing into Saff. “So, was that you just trying to survive?
Silence fell between them. The only sound was Saff’s labored breathing.
“Or what about kissing me?” Maddie asked, her voice lowering, dripping with the confidence of knowing she’d backed her into a corner. “Was that for your own survival?”
She could’ve sworn Saff’s breathing stopped altogether then.
Any other time, she never would’ve pushed her that far. She knew Saff well enough to know that she could take all the teasing she could dish out, but that she couldn’t be forced to confront her own feelings—whatever they were.
But now she had nothing to lose.
Saff was going to leave anyway, regardless of what she said or did. And there was no way in hell she’d let her stay in denial when she did.
Maddie’s hand inched forward until it found the bottom of Saff’s shirt.
“No,” she continued. “You did it for the same reason I did.”
Maddie’s fingertips lowered, then curled over the top hem of Saff’s pants, just barely grazing her warm skin.
“And if you deny that,“ Maddie whispered, leaning in closer, “you’re a fucking liar.”
Saff’s hand grabbed onto hers in one quick movement as she surged forward, forcing her back until she hit against the countertop.
Saff’s body pressed hard against hers, her hand gripping her wrist. And yet somehow, the small satisfied smile stayed on her lips.
She was glad. She wanted Saff to see it. She wanted it to drive her absolutely mad.
“Don’t push me,” Saff growled dangerously.
And it only made her smile grow, spreading across her lips.
Saff might’ve lied about everything before, but what happened while they were together wasn’t a lie. What happened between them wasn’t a lie, no matter how much Saff wanted to believe that it was.
“You might’ve lied to me about your past,” Maddie hissed, “but you’re also lying to yourself about us.”
She released a small breath before she slowly uncurled her fingers, letting the hoodie drop from her hand.
Cold air rushed over her bare chest as the two ripped halves of the shirt opened, sweeping to the sides.
She leaned forward, pressing against Saff, as her now free hand trailed up against Saff’s chest.
It met her neck and then continued to her jaw.
Then she stopped, waiting for Saff to move—to do anything at all.
And when she didn’t, she continued.
Her fingers barely grazed the skin until they hit her lips. Then she leaned the rest of the way forward until her mouth met where her thumb was gently brushing over Saff’s bottom lip.
She paused for a split second, waiting for her reaction.
But there was none.
So she moved the last inch forward, replacing her thumb with her teeth.
Then she bit down—hard—giving it a tug that was more a last release of anger than a tease.
“You want me,” she breathed, the words twisting like an insult. “And you can’t handle it.”
Saff went completely still beneath her touch.
Maddie’s heart pounded in her chest, but it wasn’t the only thing that pulsated as Saff’s hips remained pressed tightly against her.
Even through the last bit of remaining hatred, that maybe had never even been hatred to begin with, every fiber of her body screamed for Saff.
It wanted everything. Her heart, her mind, her body. Every bit of it.
And she wasn’t like Saff. She couldn’t push those feelings down.
“And I want you,” she whispered, her voice losing the cocky teasing tone and instead coming out fragile—pleading. And even then, she couldn’t bring herself to care.
She ran her hand around the back of Saff’s neck, releasing a breath that suddenly felt suffocating. “I want—you.”
The moment the words left her mouth, Saff’s lips—no, her entire body—crashed against her.
Just feeling Saff’s lips on hers again gave her a release that almost pulled a moan from her lips.
The memories of their kiss hadn’t done it justice. It was so much better—so much more than her brain could possibly replay.
Saff’s hands grasped her bare sides, pressing their bodies together as her tongue slid into her mouth.
Maddie clawed at her shirt, desperate to feel everything she’d yearned for since the night of their kiss.
Saff’s hands hooked around the back of her thighs, lifting her into the air in one fluid movement, and Maddie immediately wrapped her legs around her waist.
She heard the door slam shut just a moment before Saff spun them, pressing her up against it.
Maddie choked out a breath, hooking her injured arm around Saff’s shoulders. And the second she did, Saff’s lips left hers, trailing down her neck in a way that sent bolts of pleasure down into her spread legs.
She breathed out a moan, and Saff’s body instantly tightened against her.
She moaned again, and Saff’s hips jutted forward against her in reward.
Every touch, every sound, every movement, was like some deep, yearning addiction. And now, she wondered how she would ever be able to stop.
Saff’s lips found hers again, and although it was rushed and primal, as if she’d lost all sense of the deep control she always had, it was also soft. Like her lips were speaking the silent words that she wouldn’t—or couldn’t—say aloud.
And Maddie needed more. She needed to feel every detail of how Saff’s body wanted her.
She let go of her shirt, moving her hand past the back of her own thigh until her fingers grasped the front of Saff’s pants.
Then she paused, her breathing ragged as Saff nipped at her neck.
“Let me feel you,” she rasped.
Saff’s mouth left her neck then, resting against her forehead. Then she felt her give one quick nod before meeting her lips once more in a deep kiss.
Maddie immediately slid her hand down past her waistband. And the whimper that pulled from Saff’s throat as her fingers glided through her already soaking wet folds was enough to almost finish her right there and then.
Maddie bit Saff’s lip as she lost control, working desperately to keep her body from an early release.
The touch was utterly intoxicating. A sweet symphony that drowned out every doubt and fear that had plagued her mind. As if nothing else could ever matter as long as she was in her arms.
Her drenched fingers glided back and forth as Saff’s breathing turned ragged.
She inched her fingers back a fraction, forcing Saff to thrust her hips forward into her to keep the contact.
And she did—again, and again, and again—raking against Maddie’s center. Every inch of her body vibrated with each thrust against her throbbing core.
And with every touch, Maddie fell further and further into oblivion.
She broke the kiss, leaning forward to trace her tongue up her neck and over her earlobe, unable to stop herself.
Her body acted on its own, craving every touch and taste as if she’d been starved her entire life.
Saff panted against her neck, and she could feel her slit begin to quiver every time her fingers swirled past it.
Maddie pulled her hand back another inch and was instantly rewarded as Saff pressed her body securely against her, hitting every part that begged for contact.
“Don’t stop,” Maddie gasped as her eyelids fluttered.
Saff’s body curled into her, thrusting wildly against her slick hand. And the second she felt Saff unravel around her fingers, it was over.
Every nerve ending in her body ignited, sending bursts of feeling exploding through her.
“Fuck,” Maddie cried, pleasure wracking her body as Saff continued mercilessly against her.
If just feeling Saff’s body react sent her head swimming, feeling her come undone was like being swept into the endless depths of the sea. Every sound, every movement, sent her body writhing in a way she’d never even known was possible.
Saff bucked wildly against her, and Maddie tipped her head back, exposing every inch of her body for Saff to use in any way she needed.
And then, when it was almost too much to handle, Saff’s body finally slowed.
Maddie leaned into her, clutching tightly as tremors ran through her body.
Then, as her body finally began to relax, she gently pulled her hand back up, carefully navigating past Saff’s most sensitive area.
Saff sucked in a sharp breath, hands tightening again around her thighs, as Maddie’s fingers tenderly swept over her.
Maddie pressed a kiss to her jaw as she returned the wet hand to the front of her shirt, clutching it as her legs loosened from around her waist.
Then Saff relaxed into her, slowly lowering her legs back to the ground.
Her legs were still shaking, and Saff wrapped a strong arm around her waist, keeping her steady as she leaned her forehead down to rest on her shoulder.
They stayed like that, unmoving, breathing in the euphoria swirling between them.
Then finally, Maddie pulled her sore arm out from around her shoulders.
The burns flared with pain as the skin tugged with the movement, and she hissed, flinching back.
Saff instantly retracted, but kept her hands on Maddie’s sides.
“Are you okay?” she asked, the words rushing out alongside still labored breaths.
Maddie held firmly onto the front of Saff’s shirt. There was no way in hell she’d let anything—let alone an injury—ruin that moment.
“I’m fine,” Maddie said, shaking her head and moving forward to find Saff’s lips again.
But Saff pulled back. “We need to take care of your arm,” she muttered, although she sounded as reluctant as Maddie felt.
Maddie released a slow breath, leaning forward to rest her forehead against Saff’s shoulder. “Do we have to?” she muttered.
Saff let out a low, raspy chuckle that made something in Maddie’s core instantly reignite with need. Her hand tightened its grip on her shirt.
“Yeah. We do.”
Maddie let out a sigh, keeping her head where it was for an extra second. Then she lifted it back up and took a reluctant step backward.
Saff cleared her throat in a way that sounded just as reluctant as she felt.
"I think it might be easier for you to just shower and carefully rinse the whole area. I don’t want to irritate it too much with the rag.”
Maddie leaned back against the counter. Definitely not the answer she was hoping for.
“I guess if that’s what you think is best,” she muttered, feeling their previous moments of bliss slip further and further away.
Maddie tightened her grip on Saff’s shirt and stepped toward her, moving until their bodies pressed against each other again. Then she leaned forward, finding Saff’s shoulder, then her neck.
She brushed her lips against the slightly damp skin, leaving a soft kiss below her jaw.
“Shower with me,” she whispered, not caring how it sounded like a plea.
“Are you sure?” Saff asked. Then Saff’s lips brushed against her cheek, leaving a kiss in their wake.
A smile consumed her, and she nodded, unable to focus enough to come up with a coherent response.
“Okay,” Saff murmured, leaving another light kiss against her cheek before stepping back.
A moment later, Maddie heard the knob turning and water flowing from the shower head. She checked to ensure the door was still closed, endlessly grateful that her family would probably be gone most of the day.
Then she walked back, easily finding Saff and looping her arm around her.
Saff’s fingers hooked around and pulled off the shirt that was barely hanging onto her shoulders.
Maddie leaned into her touch.
Everything with Saff somehow felt safe. Every touch, every feeling, was like a shield protecting her from the world.
Maddie’s uninjured hand went to the bottom hem of Saff’s shirt.
She slipped her fingertips onto the warm skin beneath the fabric, tracing out onto her hip bone. She felt Saff moving in front of her, then the fabric of the shirt was pulled away as the muscles in Saff’s stomach moved and tightened beneath her hand.
Maddie swallowed, her throat suddenly going dry.
She ran her hand out past her hip bone and onto her back, then gently pulled her forward until their bodies met.
Warmth bloomed across her abdomen, then quickly traveled downward as she felt Saff’s bare chest press against her own.
Saff’s lips found hers, but they moved differently than before.
It wasn’t urgent or frantic. It was—more. And feeling that intense want behind the kiss brought back the instant heated pulse between her thighs.
She reached forward, grasping for the front of Saff’s pants. She quickly pushed them down on her hips while Saff kissed down her neck, sending new electricity through her body.
She moaned into the touch as Saff hooked her thumbs inside the hem of the sweatpants she’d been wearing and tugged both the sweats and her underwear down her legs in one motion.
Cold air rushed between her legs, and she immediately felt the remnants of the previous orgasm trickle down her bare thigh.
They broke apart just long enough for Saff to guide them into the shower beneath the warm water.
In the back of her mind, she knew it wouldn’t stay warm for long, but it didn’t matter. She’d go into freezing cold water every day if it meant being with Saff.
She reached for her, pulling their bodies together again, and everything in her felt like it was on fire as she felt Saff’s completely bare skin against her own.
Saff turned them, pressing Maddie’s back against the wall of the shower.
She grasped desperately for her, trying to keep her hands latched onto her in any way possible. But Saff was already moving down her body, her mouth kissing and sucking every sensitive area on its way down.
A moan slipped from her lips as Saff made it to her hips, brushing over the area where her thigh met her body.
Maddie’s hips jerked forward, begging for more.
Her body convulsed with want and need when Saff kissed her again, just an inch closer to where she wanted it most. Where she wanted her most.
Then Saff lifted one of her legs, hooking it on top of her hard, muscled shoulder.
And with her legs spread open, Saff kissed again, this time much closer than before.
Maddie sucked in a sharp breath.
She leaned back against the wall, squeezing both her hands into tight fists to keep from reaching down for Saff’s head and thrusting herself against her open mouth.
Saff kissed her again, painfully slowly, and this time Maddie could almost swear she felt a smile on her lips.
She couldn’t take it anymore.
“P—please,” Maddie panted. She would beg, cry, scream—anything just to feel her.
And finally, Saff’s tongue slid over her.
Maddie let out a crying moan.
Every inch of her body responded, begging to feel it again, and again, and again.
She moved her hips frantically back and forth, relishing every bit of contact.
The familiar pressure began building inside her once again, and she bit her lip, trying to stave it off as long as possible.
“Fuck,” she hissed, her leg tightening around Saff, pulling her even closer.
And then Saff’s tongue slid farther until it slipped inside her.
Every muscle in her body tightened, and she froze as waves of pleasure quaked through her entire body.
She threw her head back as her legs and core began to sway uncontrollably.
Saff curled her arms up around her hips, biceps anchoring her firmly in place against her mouth.
But then she slowed, dragging her tongue in and out in lazy but methodical strokes.
And this time, the pleasure was entirely different from the way it had been just minutes before, where it had built up and exploded faster than she could even grasp.
Instead, she felt every inch of herself building every time Saff’s tongue drew out, then slid back in.
And she knew that Saff must have felt the rising climax within her before she even recognized it herself, because she gently adjusted her grip, keeping her steady as she took the brunt of her weight on her shoulder.
And right as she did, the first wave of intense pleasure pulsed through her, like the first note in the final chorus, played to perfection.
She loosed a breath, her chest and shoulders slackening with the next wave, and the next.
And Saff’s tongue continued worshipping her ever so slowly as the final tremors coursed through her body.
***
Maddie pulled the blanket up around them as she stroked her hand through Saff’s wet hair. She curled her head down, listening to her heartbeat as her head rose and fell on her chest.
“How does your arm feel?” Saff asked, and Maddie immediately recognized the raspy slur in her words. She smiled, remembering the last time she’d heard that exhaustion in her voice.
“Its fine,” she lied.
Saff hummed lazily, shifting beneath her, and Maddie smiled again as her arm moved, tightening around her torso.
“You tired?”
Saff’s shoulder shrugged beneath her.
“Did you sleep last night?”
“No.”
Maddie frowned, curling her body in closer to her. It wasn’t any use trying to convince her to do anything, she knew that. Besides, she knew Saff well enough to know that there was an easier way to get her to sleep anyway.
She reached upward, trailing her hand through her hair, letting her nails drag down her scalp and onto her neck.
“You should at least close your eyes,” Maddie lulled. “Wouldn’t hurt to rest for a little bit.”
“Can’t,” Saff murmured, her voice barely above a whisper. “Raiders could come back.”
Maddie tilted her head up and kissed her neck, a small smile tugging on her lips. “Don’t worry. If they do, I’ll save you.”
Saff didn’t reply, but Maddie could’ve sworn that her arm tightened around her just a fraction more.
She continued stroking her fingers through her hair until Saff’s breaths slowly deepened, and her arm loosened its tight grip as sleep overcame her.
But even after that, Maddie continued tracing her fingers across her skin, memorizing every curve and detail.



Chapter Thirty-Seven
Her father’s angry eyes, glazed with disappointment and disgust, glared up at her. 
Beads of sweat rolled down his forehead, following the curve of his thick cheekbones before dripping off his jaw onto his military green, sweat-soaked shirt.
“Do it!” he bellowed, fists curling with rage.
She flinched backward and instantly despised herself for it.
These were the last moments she’d ever be able to prove that she was better than him. That she wasn’t intimidated by him, no matter how loud he yelled. That no matter what he said, she was strong—stronger than him.
And yet, there she was, flinching away. Failing.
As if she was six years old again, and nothing had changed. Like she hadn’t grown and left. Like she’d never graduated medical school and started her internship.
Like she hadn’t started a life—a successful life. 
He yelled. She flinched.
Failure.
Saff held the gun steady in her hand, silently praying for it not to shake. 
“Do it,” he yelled, spit flying from his mouth.
He took two quick steps toward her, and with each step, he somehow grew larger. Impossibly large. And at the same time, she was shrinking down. Shrinking into a scared child.
Shrinking into nothing. 
“You fucking coward—“ He reached for the gun.
Was it him yelling? Or were those her own screams?
Were they—
Saff jumped, her eyes flying open as her body lurched forward. 
“Hey—hey it’s okay.”
She blinked, slowly taking in the room around her before noticing the gentle hand wrapped around one of her own. 
Maddie perched on the bed beside her, wet hair draped messily over her shoulders.
Saff stilled as Maddie’s hand trailed up her shoulder, onto her sweat soaked neck.
“Sorry,” she muttered, her dry throat like sandpaper scraping against itself.
Maddie frowned, giving her hand a light squeeze. “Don’t be.”
Saff pushed herself back on the bed until she felt the wall behind her.
She tilted her head back, inhaling a deep breath as the last of her father’s voice echoed through her head.
The bed dipped in front of her, and when she opened her eyes, Maddie was sitting with her legs crossed, facing her.
“What was it about?” Maddie asked softly, her hand reaching forward to rest on her leg.
Saff stared at the hand, its thumb brushing delicate circles against her thigh.
She blinked a few times, unsure of how to answer. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to—it was just that there weren’t words that could describe it. Or at least, the ones she thought of didn’t do it the right way.
The seconds ticked on, while her brain and mouth remained frozen.  
“Have you always had them?” Maddie finally asked.
Saff looked up at her again. That was one of the things she liked about talking to her. She never seemed disappointed or frustrated if she left certain questions unanswered.
“Yeah,” Saff finally replied, clearing her throat. 
Maddie nodded, and Saff looked away, holding her hands in tight fists to keep from fidgeting. But something about the way Maddie looked, her patience, her calm, made her want to continue. So she did. 
“They got better for a while,” she said, clearing her throat again, more out of habit than actual need. “When I was in college. And after that, too.”
She actually hadn’t thought about it much until that moment, but it was true. They had gotten better for a while. But then, after the outbreak—after her father had found her—they started again.
Maddie tilted her head slightly back, as if the words were seeping into her. “Do you remember when they started?”
Saff thought about it for a moment. It was definitely when she was young. But there wasn’t an exact time that stood out when they started. Maybe some time after her mother had left.
She shook her head. “No.”
“When did they get worse again?”
Saff shifted slightly, turning away. That she did know.
She cleared her throat, annoyed as she became all too aware of the nervous habit. “After my father died.”
Maddie nodded slowly, her lips tightening. 
It felt so odd talking about it—him—aloud with anyone. Especially his death.
After he’d died, none of his friends or the group cared to hear much about it. She told them he’d been bit, and that was it. There wasn’t time to mourn, although she doubted any of them really would have, anyway. They just weren’t like that. And she wasn’t either, least of all for him.
But now, talking about it with Maddie, it felt different than she expected it to. It definitely didn’t feel good, but it also didn’t feel all that terrible. 
Then again, everything with Maddie seemed to be better than she expected. 
Her eyes flicked down to Maddie’s hand, still resting on her thigh. She wanted to touch it, to hold it, to keep it there.
Then the image of the nightmare flashed back into her mind. Her father’s face contorted in rage. And she could hear his voice once again. 
Don’t be stupid.
Survive.
The words he’d hurled at her right before she pulled the trigger fought their way back into her mind.
She shook her head, pushing herself up and swinging her legs off the bed. Maddie flinched slightly beside her, hand falling from her thigh onto the bed. 
“Its late,” Saff muttered. “I’m surprised no one is back yet.”
Maddie turned, shifting to the edge of the bed. “Josh came back a little while ago, but you were still asleep. I think they’ll be back soon, though.”
Saff nodded, hating that she’d slept through something like that. “I’ll wait out there.”
But before she could move, Maddie reached out, catching the fabric of the back of her shirt to stop her in place.
Saff froze, turning to look at her. 
Maddie’s mouth had pressed into a thin line. Her eyes were darker than before, but they held a new stubbornness. “I want you to tell me.”
Saff cocked her head, watching her. “Tell you what?”
Maddie waited a beat, then said, “Everything. I want you to tell me everything that happened before. When you were..” she trailed off, leaving the last words unspoken. But Saff knew exactly what she was asking—what she wanted.
Maddie shifted closer to her, but released the hold on her shirt. “It’s your choice, obviously. You can just walk away without ever telling me—or anyone. But before you do, you should at least know that I—“ She loosed a breath. “I want to hear it. All of it.”
Saff watched the way her eyes flickered, her hand resting on the bed as if aching to touch her again. And she realized in that moment that maybe she’d never again be able to deny Maddie of anything. That at some point, maybe even right from the start, Maddie had some hold on her. And deep down, she’d always want to give her anything—everything—she asked for.
Saff released a breath, turning away. Then, slowly, she leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees.
“I never planned to go with him—them—after the outbreak.”
Maddie went still behind her, as if she was surprised she was telling her. Then she moved forward on the bed, letting her legs down until she sat on the edge right beside her, their knees barely touching.
Saff waited a beat, watching Maddie settle, before she continued.
“When it all started, I stayed at the hospital, trying to help anyone that came.” She cleared her throat, raising her chin and staring at the wall as the memories came back to her. “After the first two days, I realized it was over. The way things were before, there was just—no going back.”
She inhaled a deep breath. “The National Guard showed up on the first day to help, but they weren’t there for long. No one was.”
Maddie shifted beside her, and Saff wondered what memories were replaying in her own mind from those first days.
“And on the third day, he showed up. They all did.” She closed her eyes, remembering the shock she’d felt then after seeing him for the first time in years. 
Saff went quiet, unsure of how to explain what happened next. 
“So you,” Maddie said slowly, “you went with them?”
Saff exhaled, shaking her head slightly. “I didn’t want to, I just—“
“Did they make you?” Maddie asked, her voice holding a fraction of anger.
Saff shook her head again. “No.”
For some reason, her thoughts drifted back to her childhood. They replayed certain memories, all leading up to when she’d finally left for college. When she finally escaped the dark shadow of her father’s seemingly endless presence. 
“It took so long,” she started, so softly it was barely even a whisper. “It took everything I had to get away from it all when I was a kid—to leave.”
She looked down at her hands, feeling far away from herself.
“When I left for college, I didn’t even tell him. He knew I’d gotten in, but we didn’t talk about it. And when I finally left, I didn’t—“ She shook her head, frustrated with herself—with the weakness she felt every time she thought about it. “I just packed a bag and left. I thought that was the end of it. The end of him—us.”
She swallowed, her throat feeling dry and tight.
“And then he showed up,” Maddie said, more a statement than a question.
Saff nodded slowly. “I didn’t want to go,” she whispered. “I should’ve said no—should’ve gone off on my own, but..” she trailed off, taking a second to regain herself. “I don’t know why I just—couldn’t.”
He’d never asked her to come. He just told her. And even after all those years, she still couldn’t stand up to him. 
She ground her teeth, ignoring the pain it brought through her jaw and head. 
After all that time, all those years, of thinking she’d grown to be strong—stronger than him—in the end, she wasn’t. And when it really counted, she’d failed.
Maddie was quiet for a few moments, before asking, “What happened after that?”
Saff released a breath, rubbing her palms against her thighs.
“We traveled around, never really staying in any one place longer than a few days. We scoured towns and cities for a while until most places had been picked over and there wasn’t much left. Then,” she paused, reluctant to say the next words, “that’s when they wanted to start taking things from other groups.”
She could feel Maddie’s body tense slightly beside her, but she pressed on, knowing that Maddie would want to hear it—that she deserved to hear it. 
“It wasn’t bad at first. Small stuff and small groups. They—we—had never been actively trying to hurt anyone unless someone went after us first. We were hunted down just like everyone else was. But eventually, even those smaller groups sort of ran out.” Saff paused, running a stiff hand down her face. “When things started running low, something—I don’t know—changed in them.”
She remembered the first time she’d seen it. They’d raided a small settlement, and afterwards, the look in Mike’s eyes was just—different. It was in her father’s eyes, too. Like they’d begun to lose their ties to the order and humanity from before. Not that there was a whole lot in them to begin with.
She sighed. “I never hurt anyone who wasn’t coming at me first. And I never saw them do it either until,” she paused, remembering the last raid she’d been a part of. “The last one I was with them for. It was messy. Careless. It was like they didn’t even want the supplies we were supposed to be going after. They just—I don’t know. They just wanted to hurt people.”
She took a deep breath. “It wasn’t even over before I’d decided I needed to get away and go out on my own.”
Maddie had gone still beside her, but Saff couldn’t bring herself to look and see what emotion was flickering over her face.
“Zombies had made it into the camp at some point during the fighting, and I went looking for my father.” She swallowed down the thickness in her throat. “I saw him fighting with a woman, probably just barely my age. I saw him hit her and—I don’t know. Something just snapped.”
Maddie placed her hand in the small space between their legs on the bed, her finger grazing her thigh.
“I got between them and I—I hit him—hard.” She squeezed her eyes closed, reaching a hand up to press against her closed lids. “He fell to the ground, and I—I saw the zombie coming up behind him.”
She could see it all so clearly in her mind. As if she’d traveled back in time. Like she was standing there, frozen, watching it all play out.
“There was enough time. I could’ve said something, or done something, but I just—didn’t.”
She shook her head, opening her eyes again.
A sick feeling rose in her throat as the scene played out in her head for the thousandth time. She didn’t want to tell Maddie about the hours after, when he started to turn. She didn’t want her to know that even in those last moments, she’d been too weak to immediately pull the trigger. Even when he screamed at her to do it. 
“After he died,” she continued, “that’s when I left.”
She exhaled, a weight releasing its hold on her as she finished. 
Maddie was quiet for a long time before Saff finally looked over at her, taking in her expression. She searched it for something—anything—but it was completely unreadable.
And finally, after what felt like an eternity, Saff realized that maybe Maddie had nothing left to say. That maybe hearing the truth—the full truth—was all she needed.
Maybe it was closure.
Saff slowly stood from the bed, pausing for a second, giving Maddie one last chance to do something—to say anything at all.
And when she didn't, Saff finally turned and walked out of the bedroom, closing the door behind her.
***
“It doesn’t make sense to go that way,” Josh said with a frustrated exhale. “It’ll take way longer, and we can’t afford that.”
“It’s the safer route,” James replied, staring intently down at the map on the table between them all. 
Saff watched from where she sat on the couch. They’d been going back and forth for the last twenty minutes, trying to decide which route to take when they left the next morning.
Her eyes drifted to Maddie, who sat on the other end of the couch with her feet up and her head leaned back against the armrest.
“And if it takes longer, then we’ll need more supplies than what we have. We don’t have enough of anything to last that long,” Josh continued, frustration evident in his voice. 
James frowned, gazing down at the map. “Well then, maybe we need to stay here a few more days until we do.”
Saff whipped her head around. “What?”
All three of them looked up at her. 
“You can’t really be considering that,” she said, standing from the couch.
Maddie moved then, sitting up, fully alert. 
James let out a long sigh, glancing to the side before looking back down at the map. “If that’s what we need to do, then we will.”
Saff stared at him incredulously, then looked at Josh, waiting for him to agree with her—to convince him of what a horrible idea that was.
But he didn’t. 
He crossed his arms over his chest. “It wouldn’t be the worst idea to wait until we’re fully prepared.”
Saff scoffed, losing her last bit of patience. “If you wait, you’ll be here when they come again. And next time, they won’t just be here as a test. They’ll be here to take, and steal, and hurt anyone in their way.”
Josh’s eyes flicked up, glaring at her. “Then we’ll be prepared.”
She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “No one here is prepared,” she rebutted. “Was that not obvious enough when they came the last time?”
Josh took a step toward her, his arms dropping into clenched fists at his sides. “I know exactly what happened last time,” he growled. “And I will protect them.”
Saff matched his step, anger flaring deep in her bones. “The same way you protected Maddie that night?”
Hurt, or maybe guilt, flashed across his face. Then, in an instant, it was gone.
“Why are you even here?” he spat, his voice slicing through the air between them. “Carter told me about the medicine you wanted.” His voice cracked slightly as he said his friend’s name. “And you got it, right? So why are you still here?”
By the way he said it, she knew it was more of a challenge than an actual question. He knew the reason.
“Enough,” James cut in, straightening up from where he’d stood crouched over the table. He looked between them, a hard, scolding look in his eyes. “We’ll assess all our options and decide tonight.”
Saff bit the inside of her cheek, holding back the rest of what she wanted to say. It wouldn’t make a difference, anyway.
She turned, stalking to the front door. Then ripped it open and stepped out, pulling it shut behind her. 
She walked down the steps of the porch, then paused, rubbing a rough hand over her face. The thought of Maddie staying there longer, when she knew she’d be in danger, sent hot rage coursing within her. 
A low cough pulled from her lungs, still aching from the damage of the fire. 
She took a step back, dropping onto the bottom step of the porch. 
As much as she hated it, and even if Josh was just doing it to bait her into an argument, he was right. There wasn’t a reason for her to still be there. At least, not a reason she was willing to say out loud. 
For all she knew, Maddie could’ve wanted her gone. She hadn't spoken a word to her since she'd told her everything. So maybe she really had gotten the closure she needed. Maybe Maddie was ready for her to leave. 
But still, she just couldn’t bring herself to walk away. No matter how much sense it made, she just couldn’t walk away from her. She’d never been able to, not really, not since the first day they’d met. 
And now, she couldn’t ignore that fact any longer. She couldn’t hide it or deny it. 
The door creaked open behind her, and she flinched, turning.
To her surprise, it was Erin that slowly hobbled out of the door, closing it gently behind her.
Erin gave her a small, tender smile as she made her way to the step, sitting down beside her. 
Saff cleared her throat, looking down at the ground beneath her boots. 
A comfortable silence settled between them for a few moments before Erin finally spoke.
“You know you sort of deserved that, right?”
Saff’s eyes snapped up, giving her a sidelong look. 
Erin gave her a semi-apologetic smile. “I’m not saying you weren’t right, but..” she trailed off, shrugging lightly.
Saff released a breath, turning back to stare across the yard. 
Erin was quiet for a long while before she finally spoke again.
“You know, when Maddie was born, and I realized she was going to live a harder life than most people, I was terrified.” She rubbed her palms against her thighs. “James was the one who really held it together then, who made me believe that everything would be okay. But I just—“ she paused, shaking her head. “I just wanted to protect her—from everything.”
Then she chuckled, and Saff turned, watching her. 
“But Maddie—God, she was so stubborn.” 
The corner of Saff’s mouth tilted up.
“She fought me on everything. No matter what I said or did, she always wanted to do everything on her own. And she was always so darn good at it, so I never had an excuse to try to hold her back—to protect her. She was always so independent, so ready to do everything on her own, even if I wasn’t ready for it.”
The smile fell slightly from Erin’s face.
“So when the infection started to spread, and I realized I’d be able to be with her at all times and protect her..” She trailed off, closing her eyes. “I actually felt relieved at first.”
A look of guilt, or remorse passed over the woman’s face. “When you become a mother, the only thing that matters is your children. Their happiness, their safety. You’ll do anything for it.”
Saff watched her carefully, and she wondered how her own mother could have been so different. How she so easily left her behind. 
Erin finally looked over at her with a soft smile. “I’ve seen Maddie in many relationships.”
Saff eyed her carefully, cautiously. 
“But I’ve never seen anyone look at her the way you do.”
Something in her chest tightened, and it took everything in her to stay where she was. 
Erin watched her, as if knowing that she needed time to really hear the words she’d spoken.
“I..” Saff started, but didn’t know what to say.
Erin gave her a knowing smile.
“I know,” she said. “I know you were planning to leave.” She paused, letting out a sigh. “Maddie is strong, probably even stronger than all of us combined,” she said with a chuckle. “She’ll survive anything that comes her way.” Erin’s face went serious again, looking back at her. “And I’m sure you’re the same. But seeing the way you are with her,” she said, shaking her head slightly, “I don’t know how you’ll be able to walk away from that.”



Chapter Thirty-Eight
Maddie straightened up the second she heard the door open. 
She waited, tense on the couch where she’d forced herself to stay after Saff walked out. 
After a moment, she heard the chair nearby scrape away and her father’s voice mumble something as he walked behind her. Then she heard the light thud of her mother’s injured steps as he presumably helped her. 
She waited, listening for any sign of Saff. 
“Hey honey,” her mother’s soothing voice came from behind her a moment later, as her hand touched her shoulder. 
“Is she..” Maddie asked, letting the rest of the unspoken question hang in the air. 
Her mother loosed a breath as Maddie felt the cushion on the couch beside her cave inward.
“No, she—“ Her mother paused, “She walked away. I don’t know where she was going. I’m sorry.”
Maddie’s hand tightened around the cane in her lap as she tried to mask the disappointment on her face. 
After a few silent moments, her father and Josh continued going over the map, arguing about their options.
Time seemed to pass in slow motion as she sat there, unwilling to move or do much of anything. And when they all decided to go get some food from the dining hall, Maddie still didn’t want to go. The thought of Saff leaving had stolen whatever small bit of appetite she’d had to begin with. 
When they finally left, she pulled her legs up onto the couch, curling into herself.
And it wasn’t until a while later that she heard the front door open again.
She waited to hear the voice of one of her family members, and when she didn’t, she stiffened, pushing up onto her uninjured arm. 
“Hey.” Saff’s voice drifted through the room.
She pushed herself fully up until she was sitting, warm surprise filling her empty stomach. 
A moment later, the cushion beside her moved as she felt Saff sitting down. “Where is everyone?” she asked softly. 
“Dinner,” Maddie muttered, shifting her throbbing arm in front of her. 
“Where’d you go?” Maddie asked quietly. 
“Just needed to get out for a while.”
Maddie pursed her lips, nodding slowly. “I thought, maybe..” She swallowed, trying to mask the feeling in her voice. “I thought maybe you’d left. For good.”
A beat of silence passed before Saff asked, “Is that what you want?”
Maddie cocked her head. “You think I want you to leave?”
Saff went quiet for a few moments. “You know everything now.”
Maddie pursed her lips, head lowering as they sat there, exchanging silent words that neither of them were willing to say aloud.
Finally, Maddie released the breath she’d been holding. A breath that she might’ve been holding since the moment Saff had walked out the front door.
“Do you remember when we crossed the river?” she asked quietly. 
Saff didn’t say anything, but Maddie continued anyway. 
“When you slipped—when you—went under the water..” She shook her head, remembering the feeling of the icy water clinging to her bones. “I was so scared. I was terrified you wouldn’t come back up.”
Saff shifted slightly beside her, their knees grazing against each other. 
“Even then, I wasn’t scared of losing the person that was helping me. I was just—“ She swallowed, biting her lip. “I was scared of losing you.”
She blinked away the wetness that had formed in her eyes. “And the night the raiders came,” she paused, shaking her head. “God, I was so mad at you. I hated you that night.” She wiped a stray tear that fell down her cheek. “But there was nothing—no one—that could’ve stopped me from trying to get to you.”
Saff exhaled beside her. “I don’t—“
“No,” Maddie cut her off, shaking her head. “I’m not stupid. I know it was dangerous and maybe I shouldn’t have done it, but..” She trailed off, leaning her head back as she let out a dry laugh. “I’ll tell you right now. I would do it again without a second thought.” She took a deep breath, her head dropping back down as she muttered, “What you told me doesn’t change that.”
Maddie’s hand drifted to Saff’s thigh, and a moment later, she felt Saff’s fingers cover her hand, curling over it protectively. 
“I was hoping you wouldn’t say that,” Saff whispered. 
Maddie turned to her. “Why?”
Saff released a breath that sounded like pure frustration. “Because I don’t ever want you to do something like that again. Not for anyone, but especially not for me.”
Saff pushed herself up from the couch, but Maddie held onto her hand, standing with her, holding her there. 
“Why?” she pressed again, her own frustration surfacing. “Why is that such a bad thing?”
“Because,” Saff gritted, another frustrated puff of air coming out with the word before she paused, taking Maddie’s other hand in her own. “When I realized that you..” Saff paused again, and Maddie could barely focus on the words, distracted by the feel of her hands. “When I saw you in there.. And then when we finally got out and I knew you were going to be okay..”
Saff went quiet, and Maddie rubbed her thumb along her knuckles. 
“It took everything in me to not get my rifle and hunt every one of them down.”
A shiver snaked down Maddie’s spine. 
“Whatever you felt that night,” Saff continued, barely above a whisper, “I promise, it didn’t even come close to what I felt when I saw you in that house.”
The corner of Maddie’s mouth tilted upward. “Then I think, for the first time, you’re underestimating me,” she murmured. 
Saff chuckled softly in front of her, and Maddie shifted closer to her, letting her hand slip forward until it rested on her hip. It was a sound she could listen to forever. 
“I’m sorry you felt that way,” Maddie whispered, her head lowering. 
Then it was Saff who moved forward, dropping her other hand before snaking it around Maddie’s back, pulling her just a fraction closer. 
Maddie relished the contact, gently running both her hands up Saff’s sides. She felt her body shiver as they ran over her ribs, and it sent a warmth into her core. 
She leaned forward, only stopping when she felt Saff’s muscled shoulder beneath her chin. Then she closed her eyes, breathing her in.
“If you want to leave, then I won’t try to stop you,” Maddie whispered. “But I don’t want you to go.”
Saff released a breath, but her arms tightened around her. Then Maddie felt her head slowly turn, and warm lips kissed her cheek. 
The sheer happiness that bloomed in her chest then was like nothing she’d ever felt before. 
“I don’t think I can leave you,” Saff whispered.



Chapter Thirty-Nine
"Okay, then which way should we go to avoid that elevation?" Josh asked, looking up from the map to glance between her and James.
After they'd returned that evening and she'd told them she was going with them, none of them seemed the least bit surprised.
Erin had given her a wide, knowing smile. James had been slightly more subtle, offering a nod along with his own smile that said he'd expected that outcome all along.
Josh gave no reaction whatsoever, but instead just launched into a string of questions related to the route and other logistics.
And that was the reaction she preferred.
"If we go around there," James said, pointing down at the map on the table between them, "then we can stay relatively close to the main route without adding too much time."
Saff's eyes drifted over the wrinkled paper. "There's a river that runs up that way. We might run into it on that side."
"True," James muttered. "But who knows how much water is still running through. It might not be as deep now that the weather has been drier."
Saff nodded slowly. The route wasn't what she was most concerned about. She knew from experience that most plans like that changed day by day anyway, depending on what they would encounter.
It wasn't so much about what they did, but when they did it.
"I think we should leave tomorrow," she said, eyes still fixed on the map.
James remained quiet for a moment before straightening up and letting out a sigh. He crossed his arms, then turned to Josh.
"What do you think?"
Josh matched his movements, and by the time he crossed his arms, Saff felt like she was looking at two versions of the same man. Each with their own thoughtful stares.
Finally, Josh glanced at her. "I agree."
She nodded, offering a semi-grateful look that he seemed to understand.
James looked at her, then back down at the map. "Okay," he said, releasing a tight breath. "Tomorrow it is."
***
Saff stared down at the map before her, illuminated by the soft glow of the lantern on the table.
She leaned back in the chair, rubbing a rough hand down her face. Resting until morning, when they left, would be the smart thing to do, but a fresh surge of adrenaline rushed through her every time she thought about what was to come. 
They’d all discussed it in detail. The exact route they’d take, the areas they’d avoid, the ones they’d stay close to, all of it. 
But still, she couldn’t help pouring over the details, thinking through each and every thing that could possibly go wrong. Anything that could put them in danger. 
Right as she reached for the half empty water glass in front of her, the bedroom door behind her creaked.
She turned to see Maddie standing there in the doorway, cane outstretched in front of her, sleep soaked eyes squinting at the lantern.
“Saff?” she murmured.
Saff cleared her throat. “Yeah. Here.”
Maddie frowned as she strode the short distance between them, her hand gliding across her shoulders as she found her. 
“What are you doing up?”
Saff leaned back an inch, closing her eyes for a second as she relaxed into her touch. “Just going over everything again.”
Maddie’s thumb kneaded into the muscles in her shoulder. “You already went over it a hundred times,” she breathed, her voice slowly awakening.
Saff sighed, rubbing a palm into her bleary eyes, as Maddie inched around the chair.
She sat down in her lap, and Saff wrapped one arm carefully around her.
Touching someone else so often was something she was still working to get used to. And craving it was another thing she hadn’t yet gotten used to.
Maddie trailed a hand down from her shoulder onto her chest, then ran it up her neck until her fingers stopped at her jaw. They inched down until her thumb ran over Saff’s bottom lip before finding it with her own. 
Saff relaxed into the kiss, her heavy eyes grateful to close, even if just for a moment.
When Maddie finally pulled away, her lips grazed her forehead, leaving a light kiss there.
The corner of Saff’s mouth tilted up as a soothing warmth trickled through her body.
“I don’t like waking up and not knowing where you are,” Maddie mumbled, lips still resting against her forehead.
“Sorry,” Saff breathed. 
“I know you’re worried—“
“I’m not worried,” Saff muttered, her eyes falling back to the map she’d now thoroughly memorized.
“Right,” Maddie said, amusement tangled in the word as she dragged her nails up the back of her neck into her hair.
Saff fought the heated shiver that ran down her body as her hand tightened a fraction on Maddie’s hip.
“If you’re not worried,” Maddie mumbled, leaving another gentle kiss against her hairline, “then come back to bed. Try to sleep. At least for a little while.”
Saff hummed. “If you keep touching me like that, neither of us are going to get much sleep.”
Maddie chuckled, leaning her body further into her. “Now I’m definitely gonna try to get you back in bed with me,” she purred, lips grazing the top of her ear.
Saff smirked, the previous adrenaline melting into a very different type of energy.
Then slowly, Maddie pulled her face back, resting her forehead against Saff’s, as her expression softened into a gentle but earnest look.
“It’s going to be okay.”
Saff pressed her lips into a hard line as her eyes flicked back down to the table. 
Maddie continued, “But the best thing you can do right now is rest,” she finished, standing as she took her hand. “Come on.”
She glanced down at the table one last time before she stood, letting Maddie lead them back to the bed.
They laid down, Maddie curling into her side beneath the comforter. 
“You better not be gone again when I wake up,” Maddie mumbled, the sleepiness in her voice mixed with the teasing lilt it so often held.
Saff turned, placing a gentle kiss on her head. But when Maddie’s breathing deepened with sleep a few minutes later, Saff stared at the ceiling, the anxious adrenaline returning.
***
Saff walked the path through the houses, peering up at the gray morning light that had finally begun blooming through the sky. When she found the one with white columns on the front, her pace slowed as she spotted two figures sitting on the porch steps.
Sylvia and Nadia only noticed her once she’d made it to the corner of the driveway.
Nadia looked surprised. Sylvia didn’t.
“Hey,” Nadia said softly, her hoodie pulled over her hands as they wrapped around the mug that balanced on her knee. “You’re up early.”
Saff glanced at her, but didn’t say anything as she finished the last few steps, her eyes sliding to Sylvia.
Sylvia gave her a knowing look, then let out a breath, turning to Nadia. “Can you give us a minute?”
Nadia looked between them, then finally stood, shooting Saff a semi-apologetic glance before walking through the door behind them.
Saff waited silently, watching until the front door of the house closed behind her.
Then she turned back to Sylvia. “I want my stuff back. Now. Everything I arrived with.”
Sylvia returned a rigid, bitter look. “James told me they’re leaving this morning,” she said, shifting the coffee mug in her hand. “I assume this means you’re going with them.”
It wasn’t a question as much as an accusatory statement. 
Saff glared at her, refusing to answer.
After a moment, Sylvia looked away, eyes flowing over the half burnt houses across the street.
“You know,” she said, her voice softening just a touch, “your skills would be better used here.”
Saff shook her head. “We’re not having that conversation again.”
Sylvia pursed her lips, but to her surprise, she didn’t argue. Instead, she raised a palm up to rest against her cheek, then mumbled, “They should stay here. They’d be safer here than out there.” Then her eyes flicked back to Saff’s. “Maddie would be safer here.”
Anger flared in her gut.
“No,” she gritted out through a clenched jaw. “She wouldn’t.”
Sylvia met her glare with the look a parent might give a child when they’re too exhausted to argue.
After a moment, she sighed. “The weapons you had on you when you arrived. Nadia can take you to get them.”
Saff surged past her, skipping over the steps onto the porch.
“You know, I meant what I said,” Sylvia called over her shoulder, and Saff paused, hand already on the doorknob.
Sylvia waited until Saff’s eyes met hers again. And although there was no trace of tenderness in her face, Saff could hear it in her voice. 
“Sarah. The baby.” Sylvia swallowed, a hint of regret flickering in her eyes. “It wasn’t your fault.”
***
Saff strode into the house, and the two men sitting at the table instantly shot her a look before their eyes dropped to the items in her hands.
Maddie sat beside her mother on the couch, head partially turned toward the door.
Saff cleared her throat before walking to Josh and James. “Got everything.”
Josh let out a low snort, his face flashing in amusement as he nodded at the rifle and shotgun in her hands. “I can see that.”
She laid the backpack Nadia had given her on the table, then gently set the two guns beside it before she began pulling the rest of the weapons out of the pack.
James watched carefully as she pulled out an array of knives, smaller handguns, ammunition, and then finally the two grenades.
When she was done, he glanced up at her, one eyebrow arched. “And you were really that surprised Sylvia wanted to lock you up when you arrived?”
Saff looked back down at the table, avoiding his gaze.
Josh blew out a low whistle, stepping forward and reaching for the shotgun.
Saff’s hand dropped to the cold, thick metal as she threw him a warning look. “That one’s Maddie’s.”
His hand paused in midair, giving her a look that was more curious than challenging, before slowly retracting the hand.
She caught the tail end of the smirk on James’ face before it disappeared, immediately replaced with the stony expression he’d held before.
“Then I think we’re ready,” he said, releasing a deep sigh.
Saff nodded, stretching her sore neck from side to side before walking to the couch where Maddie sat.
Maddie quickly placed a hand on her leg, grinning, and Saff stilled beside her, casting a glance at Erin, who was no longer paying attention to them.
Although something sparked in her chest every time Maddie touched her, she was still getting used to having it happen in front of other people, much less that person’s family.
And something in the way Maddie’s grin held a slightly teasing edge told her she was all too aware of the thoughts going through her head. 
“Okay,” James breathed, “let’s go through it all one last time.”
Maddie groaned beside her as she leaned back on the couch, dropping her head into the cushion.
“If we’re moving at a good pace, it shouldn’t take more than three days to hit the coastline. Then maybe another half a day to get to the harbor.” He paused, clearing his throat. Saff turned her head and saw him tracing a finger over the map she’d already memorized the night before. “The harbor will likely attract more infected and—other people. We’ll need to try to use the radio to get through to my contact at the safe zone so they’ll know we’re coming and send one of the boats to pick us up.”
He leaned back, crossing his arms over his chest before continuing.
“However,” he said slowly, “if we can’t get a hold of them, then we’ll have to wait until we get out of the canyon and then shoot off one of the flares.”
Saff frowned. That was the one part of the plan she’d argued against. Sending off a flare would alert and attract everyone and everything nearby. And she wasn’t sure they were fast enough to get away if need be.
He went quiet for a moment, as if waiting for her to argue against that once again. But she bit the inside of her cheek, keeping the words to herself. They’d already disputed it relentlessly the night before and hadn’t come to an agreement. There wasn’t any point in wasting energy on it again.
After a few seconds, he continued. “I have the location of where their boat will arrive, so once we get to the harbor, we’ll find somewhere nearby that’s safe, and that will allow us to watch out for it.”
He finished, taking a step back from the table and glancing between them all. 
No one offered any response, beyond Josh giving one small nod. 
“Okay,” he said, releasing his arms to fold up the map. When he was done, he walked over behind Erin, resting his hand on her shoulder. “Josh and I will switch off helping you walk.”
She gave him a small, appreciative smile, placing her hand over his. Then James gave Saff a small nod. They didn’t need to say it out loud. They all knew that she would be the one guiding Maddie, because that’s what Maddie would want. And really, that’s what she wanted, too.
He leaned down, pressing a kiss atop Erin’s head. Then squeezed her shoulder as he straightened back up. 
“I guess it’s time, then.”



Chapter Forty
It was quiet. Too quiet outside the walls.
Maddie wondered if they all felt it—heard it. The lack of human presence she’d gotten used to hearing from behind the walls.
It wasn’t a bad thing, exactly. The swish of the leaves as the wind blew through while the birds chirped nearby was pleasant, calming. Yet somehow, it felt different from when she and Saff had traveled alone.
This time, an uneasy feeling settled in her gut.
She dropped her bent arm from Saff’s bicep down to her wrist. Then she moved it lower, lacing their fingers together. 
“What does—“ she paused mid-sentence as something wet hit her brow. And Saff must have felt it to because she came to a stop a moment later.
Then another drop hit her cheek, followed by another. 
She heard someone, probably Josh, groan in the short distance ahead.
“Great,” he mumbled a moment later. 
Saff loosed a small sigh, then began walking again. But within seconds, the random splatters had turned into a light sprinkle.
“Should we stop?” her mom called out.
“No,” both Josh and Saff answered at the same time.
“We can’t afford to get soaked,” her father’s gruff voice said ahead of her. “Not when we can’t risk lighting a fire tonight.”
Josh huffed. “We also can’t afford to lose a day. We don’t have enough food or water to last if we fall behind.”
Maddie brushed wetness from her forehead as the drops increased their frequency. “Are there trees around? Maybe we can stay beneath them and get shielded from the worst of it.”
Saff unlaced their hands, and Maddie felt her shifting beside her. Then she took her hand again. “That’s a good idea.”
“The visibility won’t be great,” her dad said. “We also need to be able to see our surroundings well enough and watch out for things.”
“I’d rather take that chance than wait it out,” Josh grumbled.
They were all quiet for a moment before Saff started moving again. “Come on. Let’s get under the trees.”
They continued on like that for a while, short bursts of rainfall dribbling onto her face every once in a while as they moved through patches without cover. But luckily, it wasn’t nearly as heavy as it had been when they’d been forced to stay in the abandoned house overnight.
And eventually, too slowly, the rain softened into a light trickle. 
Then, somewhere far off, she heard it.
A muffled crack.
Saff froze, her fingers instantly tightening their grip around her hand.
“Was that..” her mother’s voice trailed off. And no one spoke the answer they all knew.
A gunshot. 
It wasn’t loud enough to have been anywhere close by, but still, anything they could hear would be too close.
After a moment, it was her father’s voice that finally broke the silence. “Which direction did it come from?”
Saff answered immediately. “Northeast.”
Her father released a frustrated breath. “That’s where we need to go.”
She heard heavy crunching steps coming their way, then Josh’s voice. “That’s fine, right? Can’t we still go that way and—“
“No,” Saff cut him off, leaving no room to argue. “Even if we watch out for people, that one gunshot will attract any zombies in the area. It’d be too risky.”
She heard something drop to the ground, then a second later, the familiar sound of the map crinkling open.
“We could go farther to the left and enter the canyon from here,” her father said.
Saff didn’t let go of her hand as she moved forward. “There’s a river that way,” she muttered. “We might be able to go around it, though.”
“That would add more time. Maybe a couple hours,” Josh added. 
“Might be worth it,” her dad said, seemingly more to himself than to the rest of them.
“I say we do it,” her mom added through heavy breaths.
She knew the journey must have been much more difficult for her while hobbling on only one leg. It was hard enough just hiking over the uneven, sloping ground. Doing it on only one leg had to have been excruciating.
After a moment, the map crinkled again, then her father replied, “I agree.”
***
They hiked for a while without hearing anymore gunshots, and slowly Maddie could sense the previous ease of the group returning. At least, it seemed to have returned to everyone but Saff.
The stiff muscles moved with a purpose, like an animal ready to pounce at the first sign of danger. 
“You okay?” Maddie asked quietly, her hand trailing up to squeeze her arm. 
Saff took a second before answering. “I’ll be better once we get there.”
Maddie hummed in agreement. “At least it stopped raining.”
Saff grunted. “Yeah, but it’s foggy now,” she muttered. “Can barely see farther than fifty feet in any direction.”
A chill ran through Maddie’s neck, more from the wet clothing she now wore than the possible danger. 
Saff slowed their pace right as her father called out to them. 
“River should be a little way up there past the tree line. Or if we go farther to the right up into the hills, we might be able to get around it and still make it into the canyon if it’s not too steep.”
Now that they’d stopped walking, she could hear someone breathing hard.
Then her mother’s breathless voice floated out. “If we—if we go up the hills,” she paused, releasing a breath, “I might need to take a break first.”
Saff shifted beside her. “I’ll go ahead and check the river. See if it’s low enough to cross.”
Maddie tightened her grip on her arm, keeping her firmly in place. “Maybe Josh should go instead,” she whispered.
The thought of Saff leaving them—her—even if just for a few minutes, set her on edge.
“I want to go,” Saff replied in a low voice. “I want to see for myself. Make sure it’s safe.”
Maddie frowned, but offered a small nod as she released the tight grip on her arm.
“I’ll be right back.”
Maddie straightened her cane up in front of her, resting her chin on the handle.
“Mads,” her father said, his footsteps coming closer, “You want to sit down and rest for a second?”
“I’m fine,” she muttered, running her fingers beneath the sore spot on the bridge of her nose where the sunglasses pressed against.
“Here,” he said as something pressed lightly into her free hand. “Have some water, at least.”
She took a small sip before setting it on the ground beside her. 
They all waited in silence as the minutes dragged on, waiting for Saff to return. Maddie listened intently for any sign of approaching footsteps. And finally, when she was about to ask Josh to go find her, she heard them.
She lifted her head, listening as they got louder.
“So what’s the verdict?” Josh called out.
Saff’s voice came through the quiet forest. “The water is too high to cross,” she said, slightly out of breath. “But there’s a rock ledge that passes through one part of it. It has a few gaps, but I think we can cross it if we’re careful.”
A second later, she felt Saff’s arm brush against hers. 
Maddie took her hand, clasping it in her own.
“You think that’s better than going up the hills?” her father asked.
Saff waited a beat, and then Maddie heard why. The sound of the inhaler hissed beside her.
“Erin,” Saff said, her voice a little coarse, “how’s the swelling on your ankle?”
Her mom sighed. “I can manage, but it’s worse than when we left.”
Maddie pursed her lips, thinking about the last time they’d crossed a river. She wasn’t exactly eager to do it again, but she could also hear the clear exhaustion in her mother’s voice. If they went a longer route, especially something uphill, her mom would be in pain.
“We should go through the river then,” Maddie said. 
They were all quiet for a moment before her dad spoke. “You’re sure we can all cross safely?” 
Saff coughed. “If we’re careful, yeah. The hardest part will be getting Erin across, but with you and Josh helping her, it should be fine.”
“Okay,” her dad replied. “Lets go.”
***
As they made their way to the river, Maddie figured out why it had taken Saff as long as it did. The path was difficult, cluttered with large rocks and fallen trees.
But after another twenty or so minutes, the sound of rushing water finally met her ears. 
“How close are we?” Maddie asked, as Saff helped her step over a wide log. 
“Almost there. Maybe another thirty feet.”
Maddie clutched Saff’s arm as she stepped up onto what felt like solid rock beneath her feet. By the steep uphill climb they’d gone over, she could tell they’d gained a good bit of elevation to get there, and she hoped her mom was holding up okay.
Saff’s pace slowed as the ground evened out. 
“This it?” Josh called out.
The nearby water was now loud enough that they practically had to yell to hear each other.
“Yeah,” Saff answered. “This was the best spot I found. We could follow the bank a little ways down and try to find a better one, but I’m not sure we will. And the trail is tough to get through.”
Her breathing was ragged, and Maddie once again heard the familiar hiss of the inhaler.
“You okay?” she asked, giving her hand a light squeeze.
“Fine.”
Maddie frowned, running her hand up and down her forearm in a soothing motion. “Maybe we should take a break after we—“
Josh called back to them. “I’ll go first.”
Then his voice drowned out into a low muffle as she heard him speaking to their parents.
“They’re on the rocks,” Saff muttered to her. “You ready?”
Maddie nodded. “I want to use my cane as we cross. It’ll help me feel the rocks and where to step.”
“Okay,” Saff replied. “Do you want me to hold you from behind?”
Maddie nodded again.
A moment later, Saff led her to the first rock, the rushing water drowning out all other sounds. 
She tapped her cane against the first rock, feeling its width and judging its size. Saff’s hands dropped to her hips, keeping a firm hold on her body.
She slowly stepped forward until the tip of her cane slid off the end of the rock, then it was immediately yanked off to the right with the rushing water. 
She drew it back up. 
The current must’ve been strong. Much stronger than the river she and Saff had crossed weeks before. 
She swallowed, trying to force out the memory of Saff being pulled under the water.
“Lift the cane up and feel about a foot ahead,” Saff said, her voice right behind her ear. “The next rock is only about a foot away. Feel for the edge.”
Maddie followed Saff’s instructions, easily finding the edge of the next rock. She repeated the process as she had with the first one, feeling its size. Then she carefully stepped over the gap, Saff’s hands tightening around her torso as she went.
They repeated that four more times before Maddie finally asked, “How far is it to the other side?”
Saff stepped up behind her, her arm sliding around her stomach and holding her close to her body. Maddie relaxed a fraction at the contact, releasing the deep breath she’d been holding in.
“Halfway there,” she answered. Then Maddie felt her body stiffen before she called out, “Josh, be careful on that one. I don’t think its—“
Right as the words left her mouth, Maddie heard a sudden crash.
Saff turned, crushing her against her body. 
“Josh!” her father’s panicked voice bellowed. 
She could hear something like thrashing water in front of them. 
“James, don’t!” Saff yelled. “Hold on to Erin!”
“What happened?” Maddie asked, grabbing onto Saff’s forearms as they tightened around her. 
“Don’t move,” Saff said roughly.
Suddenly, the arms around her loosened, then left completely.
Terror filled her, not at the thought of being alone on the rock, but of Saff leaving. 
“Saff!” she yelled, one hand reaching out for her while the other tightened its grip around the handle of her cane. 
“Maddie, stay there!” her mother’s voice called out, dripping with fear.
She waited, listening to the thrashing of the water.
“Saff!” she called again, but no one answered. 
The thrashing grew louder, then she heard a loud grunt.
“Are you okay?” her father yelled, then he added something else that she couldn’t quite make out over the rushing water. 
She heard someone—presumably Josh—groan before he spoke.
“I’m okay,” he hissed, but she could easily hear the pain in his voice. “My leg. It hit against the rock.”
“Can you stand?” Saff asked, and Maddie immediately felt relief in hearing her voice.
He groaned again, then after a few moments, he answered. “Yeah.”
She could hear shuffling footsteps against the rocks ahead. 
“Help them get across, and I’ll check it when we get to the other side,” Saff said. 
Then, not even a moment later, she heard the light thud of footsteps approaching on the rocks. 
“It’s okay,” Saff said in front of her. Maddie’s hand shot out, grabbing onto her. They clung to the jacket that was now wet beneath her fingers.
“What happened?” Maddie asked, wrapping her uninjured arm around her.
Saff breathed heavily as she answered. “Josh slipped on one of the rocks. It came loose. He started to go over the edge but held onto one of the other rocks.” She paused, her breathing labored. “I pulled him back up. He’s fine.”
Maddie relaxed, letting out a breath. 
“Come on,” Saff urged. “We need to keep going.”
They continued as they had before, and when they reached the newly made gap in the rocks, Saff helped her cross, holding her like an anchor as she stepped. 
“One more,” Saff muttered in her ear as they stepped onto the last one. Then she felt the soft earth beneath her feet.
Saff led her a few more steps. “Your mom’s right here,” she said, taking her hand and placing it on her shoulder. “I’m gonna check on Josh.”
Maddie nodded. “Mom, are you okay?”
Her mom ran her hand over her fingers where they rested on her shoulder as she panted.
“Yeah. I’m fine.” She paused, catching her breath. “Your brother is a little banged up, but I think he’s okay, too.”
Maddie squeezed her shoulder. 
“Honey,” her dad said beside them. “Why don’t you sit down for a minute while she checks out Josh’s leg?”
“Yeah,” her mom breathed. “Okay.”
She felt her mother lower to the ground, and she followed, resting beside her as they waited. 
“Does it just hurt here?” Saff asked from somewhere close by.
“Yeah,” Josh grunted. “My thigh slammed into one of the rocks when I slipped.”
“Does it hurt to walk on?” Saff asked.
“Yeah,” he answered. “But not too bad.”
It was another few seconds before she finally heard Saff mutter, “Its already bruising, so you’ll probably be in some pain, but I’d be surprised if it’s more than a deep bone bruise.”
Josh grunted again. “I’m fine. Let’s keep going.”
“The sun’s about to go down,” her dad cut in. “We should stop for the night.”
Surprisingly, no one argued.



Chapter Forty-One
The night before had been colder than Saff expected. 
They couldn’t risk starting a fire and drawing attention to where they were, especially after hearing the gunshot. And with the still semi-wet clothing they all wore from the rain that day, it was an effort to keep from shivering all night long, even in the warmth of her sleeping bag, and with Maddie close beside her.
And as they traveled that day, Saff could tell they were all feeling it. 
She’d awoken before dawn, hoping that the clouds would clear when the sun rose, but they hadn’t.
The first half of the day had been a struggle, with everyone moving at a slow pace.
Her own body ached from the cold, and she knew the rest of them felt the same, especially with their injuries. But it wasn’t until the wind picked up, whipping against the exposed skin of their faces, that they really slowed down. 
It became an effort just to move another fifty feet. And each time they had to climb up and over something, it was an immense task for them all, even her.
It was a good thing she’d gotten the extra asthma medication from Sylvia, because the hike was taking its toll on her lungs, forcing her to use the rest of her inhaler and start on the next one.
Saff scanned their surroundings as they left the tree line, entering a large clearing.
Without the extra cover of the trees as a shield, the wind lashed around them, tugging at her clothes.
She leaned into it, using her body to block Maddie as much as possible as they trudged along through the tall grass, her eyes incessantly watching the trees on the opposite side.
Then she saw it—or—them.
She blinked, squinting as the wind tore into her eyes.
But there they were. Three unmistakable figures, stumbling along through the edge of the forest. 
“Three up ahead,” she called out, the words stolen by the loud whooshing of the surrounding trees.
Josh, who stood at the front of the group, threw a questioning glance back at her, his hood pulled tightly around his face.
Then he looked ahead again, turning slowly until he finally stopped, spotting them.
Saff walked Maddie up to James, taking her hand and placing it on his arm.
“I’ll be right back,” she muttered before walking up beside Josh, meeting his gaze before throwing a small nod to the trees.
He followed wordlessly, and they both stalked towards the zombies, who hadn’t noticed them yet.
She pulled the knife out of its holster on her leg, then glanced back at him, making sure he did the same rather than pulling out his handgun.
By the time they were ten feet away, all three of the zombies detected them, instantly turning and letting out vicious groans as they redirected.
Josh jogged forward, limping slightly as he took out the one on the left, while Saff quickly incapacitated the other two, their bodies falling to the damp ground with an easy thud.
But as she wiped the blood off her knife into the grass, she noticed something different about them.
Most zombies they came across now looked worn—dirty. Like they’d been existing in that state for quite some time. 
But these were different.
Their clothes were relatively clean, and the only point of blood on them was a pooling trail down each of their chests, starting from their hearts.
She bent over one, then the next, examining the wounds.
“What is it?” Josh asked, coming up beside her.
Saff looked over the last body, studying the chest wound. “They’re fresh,” she said. “Must’ve just recently been turned.”
He leaned over beside her as she pointed to the blood soaked white shirt of the one before her. 
“Bullet wound.”
He leaned in, studying it for a moment. “You think it’s from the gunshots we heard yesterday?”
Saff pursed her lips, wiping the last of the blood from her knife against the clean pants of the zombie. “Maybe. Hard to say for sure.”
She stood, scanning the surrounding woods one last time, before returning the knife to its holster. “Come on.”
They turned, trudging back to the group that still stood in the middle of the clearing.
As they approached, Saff pulled her inhaler out, taking a deep puff before resuming her spot at Maddie’s side. 
“Everything okay?” James asked, looking between her and Josh.
She nodded as Maddie took her arm. 
“How—how much farther for today?” Erin asked, her teeth chattering as the breathless words tumbled out. She had one arm draped over James’ shoulders, her leg bent as she leaned into him.
Saff watched James adjust his own body beneath the weight, a slightly pained look on his face.
Since Josh had hurt his leg, they hadn’t been able to split helping her walk, and Saff could see the exhaustion finally dawning on the man’s face.
“We’ve been slower today,” he answered a bit breathlessly. “We still have a way to go before the sun goes down.”
Erin frowned, but gave him a small nod of acceptance.
Saff turned to Maddie, lowering her voice. “I think your dad and I should switch. He can walk with you and I’ll help your mom.”
Maddie’s hand tightened on her, but she nodded nonetheless. “Yeah. Okay.”
Saff looked up at James. “Lets switch for a little while. I’ll walk with Erin.”
He gave her a small, appreciative smile. “Thanks.”
She knew firsthand that exhaustion could be just as deadly as anything else. And the last thing they needed was to be too tired to effectively watch out for signs of danger, or quickly get away if they needed to.
They slowly moved past the clearing, back into the cover of the trees. But even with the extra protection from the wind, the temperature felt like it was dropping more and more by the minute. 
They struggled up the steep slope of another hill, Josh limping up at the front, while James and Maddie stayed in the middle of the group. Saff and Erin were the slowest, but still, she preferred to be at the back of the group, making sure nothing could sneak up on them.
By the time they all reached the top of the hill, the ground finally evening out beneath them, they all stopped, catching their breaths.
She and Erin hobbled to where James and Maddie stood, drinking from their water. 
“Can I—“ Erin started, her breaths coming out in quick pants, “Can I sit for a second?”
Saff lowered her down onto a rock, then took out her inhaler. She caught the look on Maddie’s face as it hissed, releasing the burst of medication into her lungs. 
“I think we should stop for the day,” Maddie said in a way that was more of a command than a suggestion.
James immediately glanced down at Erin as he said, “I agree.”
Josh took a few steps toward them, limping on his injured leg.
“Are you sure?” he asked, his breathing just as ragged as her own after the climb. “We’re gonna fall behind the schedule if we don’t at least make it another few miles today.”
Maddie shivered where she stood as the wind twisted around them. For once, she didn’t think they should push it any farther than they already had. 
Josh shot Saff a look, as if waiting for her to chime in and agree with him.
She cleared her throat. “I think we should stop,” she said, looking back down at Erin as she rolled the bottom of her pant leg, checking over her swollen ankle.
“I think we should make a fire too,” she continued. “Its windy enough that the smoke should blow away quickly without leaving a trail back to us.”
A small look of relief passed over Maddie’s face as another shiver ran through her.
***
It hadn’t taken them long to find a safe spot for the night, tucked away beneath a rock ledge and shielded on all sides by the thick forest.
Within a few minutes, Josh had gotten a fire going, and they all laid their things out, tucked in close around the flames, absorbing every ounce of warmth they could.
The heat and food seemed to breathe new life into all of them, and soon she could sense their energy returning.
“And then,” Erin said, laughing hard as she continued her story, “when I went out to the car that morning, I saw her on the roof.”
They all laughed, Josh dropping his head beneath his knees. “I didn’t know you’d be up that early,” he said, laughing hard before taking another swig of his water.
Erin continued, her mouth set in an amused smile. “I watched this poor girl climb out of his bedroom window, then get stuck on the roof.”
Saff laughed, shaking her head as Erin continued another story about their teenage years.
“She had no idea how to get down,” Erin laughed.
Josh cut in, “I told her to climb the tree down. I just didn’t realize her arms weren’t long enough to reach it from the roof.”
Maddie chuckled, shaking her head beside her. “Of course you didn’t.”
Josh snorted. “Hey, don’t act like I’m the only one who got caught with girls in my room.”
Saff turned to Maddie, immediately catching the red flush in her cheeks as she smiled and looked down while the rest of her family laughed together.
“You guys both had your fair share of getting caught when you were younger,” James said with a laugh, gazing fondly into the crackling fire.
Saff smirked, shaking her head as she nudged her elbow into Maddie’s.
Maddie turned, laying her head on her shoulder. Although she was still getting used to the public displays of affection, it helped that it didn’t seem to surprise Maddie’s family in the least. 
She saw Erin watching Maddie for a moment, a warm smile on her face, before she turned to her.
“So,” Erin said, poking a stick into the fire, “Saff, what was your dating life like before?”
Maddie’s head instantly rose, a horrified look on her face. 
Saff chuckled, sipping from her water. “Not really a dating life at all. The long shifts at the hospital didn’t leave much time for anything else.”
Erin hummed. “I can imagine. How long were you working before the outbreak?”
Maddie’s head relaxed down onto her shoulder again as she answered. “I was in the first year of my internship.”
“I hope you don’t mind me saying,” James added from where he sat beside his wife, “I’m surprised you were so far along in your schooling and career. You look quite a bit younger than most of the first years I’ve seen.”
Saff nodded. “I graduated high school a year early to go to college, and I finished med school a little faster than most.”
James smiled at her. “That makes sense. You do seem more intelligent than most first years as well.”
Saff's cheeks heated slightly at the compliment. 
“Gosh,” Erin said, “it was hard enough for me when Maddie left for school at eighteen. I couldn’t imagine it happening any earlier than that. How did your parents handle it?”
The smile fell from Saff’s face, and she felt Maddie’s hand give her thigh a light squeeze.
She cleared her throat, looking up at the fire. “It was fine,” she said, giving Erin a short smile.
Erin, to her credit, seemed to catch on and returned a semi-apologetic smile of her own before letting the conversation drop.
James cleared his throat. “You know, Josh wanted to go to medical school at one point,” he said, throwing his son a teasing grin. “But then he decided that he’d have more time to party if he went to work on Wall Street instead.”
Josh chuckled, shaking his head. “It wasn’t me that said that,” he interjected. “It was Carter that thought—“ 
Josh stopped mid-sentence, his smile fading.
They all went quiet, the previous lightness immediately growing heavy. 
Josh cleared his throat, then shook the words away before taking another drink of his water. 
They sat in the weighted silence for a few moments, the mood for conversation growing somber before Erin finally announced that she was tired and ready to sleep.
No one spoke as they all prepared for bed around the fire. 
Saff got into her sleeping bag beside Maddie, scanning the area around them one last time before laying her head down on the bundled up hoodie she’d stuffed into the top.
Maddie rolled closer to her, raising her hand to trace her jaw. She trailed her fingers down mindlessly, and Saff leaned into the touch.
The wind had calmed slightly, but still rustled loudly through the trees. And that paired with the crackling fire produced a calm sort of white noise.
“So,” Saff whispered, “got caught with lots of girls in your room, huh?”
Maddie chuckled. “Guess I was never great at the whole sneaking around thing.”
Saff smirked, watching the way the orange glow of the fire cast flickering shadows over her face.
“I like hearing the stories,” Saff breathed. “All of them. Sounds like a happy way to grow up.”
Maddie smiled, trailing her fingers down onto her neck. “It was.”
Saff felt her eyelids growing heavy beneath the touch. “Your family’s nice. I like being around them.”
Maddie’s smile widened. Then, slowly, she leaned forward, placing a soft kiss on her brow. Saff closed her eyes, relishing the warmth of her lips.
“That’s good,” Maddie mumbled, a tired lull in her voice. “You’ll be around them for a while.”
***
The next day started much better. The sun had finally come out, and with it, the wind and fog had all but evaporated. 
It was nice. A good day, even.
They’d all gotten more rest the night before after having the warmth of the fire, and everyone seemed to have more energy, although Erin and Josh were still moving slower than they would’ve liked. But if the weather stayed good, and they didn’t hit any obstacles, they could probably stay on track. At least, that’s what Saff hoped. 
She helped Maddie step over a bundle of rocks on the steep hill they’d climbed before finally reaching the top. 
Then they all stopped as James pulled out the map once again, taking a quick peek to confirm what Saff already knew.
“Okay,” he said after a moment, looking up and scanning the hills in front of them. “We should be able to move down into the canyon over there.” He pointed forward and slightly to the left. “Which means, I think this is our best chance to try the radio one last time.”
He didn’t look at any of them as he dropped his pack and carefully pulled out the equipment.
Saff waited silently, watching him set it up on one of the rocks beside Erin.
Maddie shifted on her feet beside her, and Saff could feel the anxiety radiating off her as James set up the small solar panel, then finally flipped it on. 
An instant noisy static ruffled through the small speaker, and she felt Maddie flinch.
She watched him turn one of the dials until it hit one specific spot. Then he picked up the microphone, pausing to stare at it for a moment.
She wondered if he’d been nervous about this moment the whole time they were traveling. And if he was, that probably wasn’t a great sign.
He finally cleared his throat, then pressed a button, holding it up to his mouth.
“Radio check. This is James Fields for Fisher’s Island. Over.”
He released the button, and static blasted through the speaker once again.
They all stared down at it, while Saff counted the seconds as they ticked by.
A full minute passed before he tried again. 
“Radio check. This is James Fields for Fisher’s Island. Over,” he repeated, each word more enunciated than the last. 
And when another minute passed, it told her all she needed to know. 
He continued trying, but she was already scanning the horizon, looking over the way they’d need to travel. 
“It must not have a signal still,” James breathed, frustration evident in his voice.
“Or maybe there’s no one there to answer anymore,” Josh muttered.
“No,” James said, shaking his head fiercely. “I checked in with every safe zone even remotely close to us every week for months. Then the second we pass through the mountains and get to the last settlement, suddenly I couldn’t get through to any of them. That’s not a coincidence. It has to be because we lost the signal.”
Saff released a deep breath. “Or the radio just isn’t working anymore.”
James shook his head. “I thought that too, but I tested it with the other one at the settlement. It got through just fine. It’s because we’re surrounded by hills or mountains here. We have been since the moment we got there.”
They all fell quiet again, the irritating static playing in the background.
Then, slowly, James began packing the equipment back into his pack. When he was finally done, he paused before pulling something out.
The instant Saff saw the orange handle, she’d already begun shaking her head.
“No,” she said. 
He didn’t so much as shoot her a glance as he stood, as if he’d known that objection would come.
“This was the plan,” he said firmly.
She let out an exasperated breath. “That doesn’t mean it’s a good plan.”
James looked at her then, his gaze tough but patient. “When we get to the edge of the canyon, on the highest point, we’ll shoot it off. Then, by the time we get to the harbor, hopefully they’ll be there waiting.”
Saff shook her head again. “The only way that works is if we actually do make it through the canyon.” She stepped forward, pointing off to the right. “On the other side of that canyon, just a few miles away, is a city that leads right down to the coast. If you shoot that thing off, every person and zombie will see it or hear it, and you’ll be leading them right to us.”
“Well then, we’ll make it to the harbor before they do,” Josh cut in, but even as he said it, Saff could hear the hint of trepidation in his voice. 
Her jaw tightened. “You guys are injured. We won’t be able to get away from anything that comes after us. We’re just—not fast enough right now.”
James sighed, running a hand over his face. Then he crossed his arms and looked at her. “Then what do you suggest?”
She stared back at him. “How convinced are you that the radio would work if it had a clear signal?”
“Ninety-nine percent sure.”
She nodded, seeing the map in her head that she’d memorized. “If I go that way,” she said, pointing to the right, “then I’ll make it to the city by the time you guys are halfway through the canyon—“
“No,” Maddie cut her off, immediately shaking her head. “No way.”
Saff looked at her, waiting a beat before continuing. “From the city, there’s nothing that would block the signal. If it does work, then I’ll be able to get through to them.”
Maddie gripped her arm, turning to face her. “I said no,” she gritted out. 
Josh stepped forward, scratching a hand through the back of his short brown hair. “I can do it.”
Saff shook her head. “No. You’re not fast enough with your leg.”
He opened his mouth, as if to argue, but then he stopped himself, closing it again as his eyes cast down with an almost shameful look.
“You can’t be serious,” Maddie scoffed. “We are not splitting up.”
Saff looked at her, a slight guilt growing in her chest, knowing how she would feel if Maddie had told her she wanted to do what she’d just suggested. 
But she forced herself to swallow that feeling down, looking instead to James.
It was the best plan, and she couldn’t let her feelings for Maddie get in the way of that. 
James wasn’t looking at her, though. Instead, he was looking at his daughter, his face holding its own expression of remorse. 
And that’s when she knew he agreed with her, even if he felt guilty for it.
He exchanged one look with Erin, before glancing back at Saff, his eyes filled with a somber gratitude. 
“Okay,” he agreed softly. 
Maddie shook her head fiercely. “No,” she said, her other hand clutching Saff’s hip. “Its too dangerous.”
Saff slowly turned to her, her hand finding Maddie’s.
“It’ll be fine,” she said softly, even as Maddie shook her head. “I’ll meet you guys in the harbor where your dad said the boat docks. I’ll be safe and back before you know it.”
Maddie opened her mouth to argue, but then stopped, closing it again.
A beat passed before her face evened out into a cool, determined mask.
“Fine,” she said. “Then I’m going with you.”
Saff immediately shook her head, but it was Erin that got the words out before she could.
“No,” she hissed. “Absolutely not. You are not leaving.”
Maddie didn’t move a muscle, her calm demeanor now firmly set in place.
“Yes,” she answered cooly. “I am.”
Saff pursed her lips, shooting a glance at James, waiting for him to interject. But instead, he looked defeated, like he already knew how the conversation would end. 
And maybe she did too.
She didn’t blame Maddie for wanting to do it. If their roles were reversed, she knew no one would be able to convince her otherwise. 
“No,” Erin shook her head, shooting up from where she sat. James caught her by the arm as she stumbled forward, not so much as wincing when she stepped on the swollen ankle. “You’re not leaving us. Not again.”
Maddie’s stoic look faltered for a split second, some form of guilt cracking through. Then she turned her head towards her mother. 
“I’m not just saying it because I want to go,” she said, her voice softening as she spoke. “She can protect me just as much, probably even more, than if I was with you guys. You know that.”
Erin scoffed. “Not if you’re in the city, with who knows what lurking around!”
Erin looked at her then, as if to plead for help. To plead with her to tell Maddie she couldn’t go.
Saff looked away. Because even if she didn’t like it, at the end of the day, it was Maddie’s choice to make. 
Maddie let out a calm breath. “Dad and Josh will help you. You guys don’t need me here.”
“I need you here!” Erin snapped, and Saff could see fresh tears welling in her eyes.
If those words made Maddie falter in any way, she didn’t let it show. Her face evened back out into its calm mask.
“I’m going,” she replied, as if it was the simplest thing in the world.
Erin let out a small cry, whipping her head back to look at James, begging him for help. But he only gave her a look that sent her sobbing.
He wrapped his arms around his wife, holding her steady as Maddie finally moved toward them. 
“Mom,” she said softly, placing a hand on her arm. “It’s okay. I’ll be okay.”
Erin shook her head, but didn’t say anything more as she wrapped her arms around her in a crushing hug.
Maddie whispered something to her that Saff couldn’t quite make out. Then James stepped back from them, giving her a nod to the side. 
She stepped away with him, eyes still glued to Maddie's back. 
He cleared his throat, pulling the radio out of his backpack. Then he handed it to her and explained the channel she’d need to be on and exactly what to say to get a response they would trust. 
She unzipped her pack, carefully setting each piece inside.
“Here,” he said, holding out the flare gun.
She shook her head. “You guys might need it.”
“I have another,” he muttered, pressing it into her hand. Then he shot a glance in Maddie and Erin’s direction. “If anything goes wrong, or if you can’t get ahold of them, shoot this off. If you can wait, then do it closer to the harbor so we can get to you.”
She nodded, taking the flare gun and stuffing it into the top of her backpack.
Then he ran through the instructions once again, going over the exact location they’d need to meet at once they reached the harbor, along with a rough timeline of when they’d be there if everything went according to plan.
When he was finally finished, they walked the few steps back to the rest of them.
Erin still had one arm wrapped around Maddie’s shoulders protectively, but from the look on her face, she knew there was no argument left in her.
“Ready?” Saff asked softly, brushing her arm against Maddie’s.
Maddie took her hand, nodding. 
Erin reluctantly dropped her arm from her, then met Saff’s eyes.
And Saff knew what she was saying—asking of her—through the silent words. 



Chapter Forty-Two
Maddie wiped a small bead of sweat from her brow. 
The mid afternoon sun beat down against her forehead uncomfortably, and she pulled the sleeve of her hoodie down over her thumb before wiping away the prickling sweat that pooled on the bridge of her nose beneath her sunglasses.
Saff hadn’t said much of anything to her in the time since they’d left. It wasn’t that she was particularly worried about that, but it still left her slightly uneasy.
Maddie cleared her throat softly. “Do you wish I hadn’t come with you?”
Saff was quiet for a moment.
“No,” she finally answered, her voice gentle, as if she could sense the unease in her. “I’m glad you came.”
Maddie’s hand slid down to her wrist, fiddling with the beaded bracelet. “Really?”
Saff let out a slow breath. “Its more dangerous where we’re going, so obviously I have to consider that. But I think I would’ve had a harder time not knowing exactly what was happening with you guys while I was gone.”
Maddie nodded, every bit of the previous anxiety fading. Then she smirked. “I kind of missed having alone time with you, anyway.”
Saff snorted. “This counts as alone time?”
Maddie smiled, a light laugh escaping her lips. “Of course it does. Don’t get me wrong, I love being with my family, but I did kind of get used to it just being you and me all the time.”
Saff chuckled. 
“So,” Maddie continued after a moment, “you really didn’t date anyone before the outbreak?”
She felt Saff’s arm pull up in a shrug. “Casual stuff here and there, I guess. But nothing serious.”
Maddie could imagine that. Saff didn’t exactly strike her as the serious dating type. “When was the last time you went on a date?”
Saff loosed a breath. “A while. Maybe when I was in college.”
Maddie smiled. “I can’t wait to take you on a date. That’s one of the first things I want to do once we get settled in at the safe zone.”
Saff laughed then, a real laugh, and Maddie’s smile grew wider.
“What kind of date?” she asked, and Maddie could hear the smile in her voice. “There won’t exactly be restaurants or movie theaters there.”
Maddie slowed them slightly, reaching her other hand up to Saff’s shoulder, trailing it around to the other side of her neck and face. Then she pressed up onto her tiptoes, leaving a soft kiss on her cheek. 
“I have something in mind,” she whispered. “But it’s a surprise.”
Saff chuckled again, taking her hand and leaving a kiss on her palm.
The feeling of her lips against her skin sent warmth through her body. And the thought ran through her mind that it was something she would be happy feeling forever.
***
After another two hours of hiking over the uneven ground, Maddie grew hot beneath her jacket.
They stopped, and she pulled the backpack off her shoulders, careful not to let the strap drag over her still painful burns.
“We’re getting close,” Saff muttered, as Maddie stripped off the jacket and shoved it into the top of her pack.
“We need to be more careful now and stay quiet.”
Maddie nodded, returning the backpack to her shoulders, then slinging the strap of the shotgun over her arm. The first day carrying it had been a struggle, but now she’d grown used to the added weight.
She took Saff’s arm, and they continued moving in silence as Maddie listened to the sounds of the surrounding nature. It was quieter now, as if they’d already left the forest far behind.
After another mile or so, Maddie felt the ground change beneath her feet into smooth pavement, and before she could ask, Saff announced they were there on the edge of the city.
Maddie adjusted the shotgun on her arm, resting her hand against the warm metal handle.
“There’s skyscrapers in the center,” Saff said quietly. “We need to move along the edge of the city until we get past them, closer to the end, where it meets the coastline and harbor.”
Maddie nodded, but didn’t say anything, afraid of making any more noise than absolutely necessary.
She tapped her cane against the smooth path as they continued in silence. Then, a few minutes later, she heard the familiar crack of gunfire somewhere off in the distance. 
Saff slowed slightly, but didn’t stop. 
“Wasn’t close to us,” she muttered, pulling them along with a renewed urgency.
Maddie swallowed down the fear that bubbled up into her throat. 
A moment later, Saff muttered, “Zombies.” She pulled her hand away. “Stay here.”
Maddie waited, listening to her footsteps as they padded away.
She lifted both hands to the shotgun, ready for anything.
Then a moment later, Saff was back by her side, instantly urging her forward. 
“Everything okay?” she asked, trying to keep her voice even.
“Yeah,” Saff answered. “Nothing out of the ordinary.”
When it felt like they’d been moving for a while without any more stops, Saff finally spoke again.
“We’re almost past the tallest buildings,” she whispered. “But there’s some ahead of us now, and I don’t see an easy way around.”
Maddie swallowed. 
“We need to go a little further into the center, then I’ll try the radio.”
Maddie nodded, her grip tightening on Saff’s arm. Then she felt the ground change as Saff muttered, “Sidewalk.”
She felt it with her cane, easily stepping up and over it. They continued like that a few more times before Saff finally slowed to a stop. 
“Where are we?” Maddie whispered.
Saff directed her a few more steps to the side. “We’re in an alley between two buildings,” she answered, her voice low and careful. “They’re not tall, though, so there shouldn’t be anything blocking the signal.”
Maddie heard a light thud, then a clink of metal beside her. 
“Stay right here,” Saff said. “The building is a foot behind you, and there’s a wall sticking out that’s covering your other side.”
Maddie placed one hand behind her, then trailed it across, feeling the cold brick corner beneath her fingers.
“I’m gonna step out and try the radio,” Saff said, her voice so low it was barely a whisper.
Maddie leaned her cane against her shoulder, placing both hands firmly on her shotgun as she listened to Saff’s light footsteps. 
She waited a few seconds, listening to each and every noise as she set up the radio.
A light breeze whistled through the alleyway.
Then, slowly, she heard something else.
Footsteps, maybe? 
But they weren’t coming from where Saff was. They were muffled, much farther away. 
One of the infected?
If it was, Saff would easily spot them before they could approach. 
Then she froze.
A voice? 
Right as she was about to step forward to where Saff had gone, her blood went cold at the man’s voice.
“Saff?” 



Chapter Forty-Three
Saff stared ahead, lips parting in shock, as Mike turned into the end of the alley and stopped.
His face looked the same, but even in the short distance between them, she could see a difference in his eyes.
They gleamed with a new madness.
He blinked, watching her for a moment before bursting into a roaring laugh.
She flinched, her grip tightening around the radio in her hand, wishing desperately that she hadn’t set her rifle down beside Maddie just moments before.
And she didn’t dare glance in Maddie’s direction.
If Maddie stayed where she was, then she’d remain protected by the few feet of the protruding wall blocking her from his view. 
“I can’t believe it,” he said, laughing. “Thought I was going crazy for a sec when I caught you coming down the street. We thought you’d been eaten by zombies or something!”
He continued laughing, his whole body shaking as he took another step toward her.
She froze, unable to move even a single muscle.
He cocked his head, his laughter finally dying out.
“Where’ve you been?” he asked in a way that somehow said he wasn’t really looking for an answer.
She remained silent, tracking his every movement.
Then his eyes snaked down to the radio in her hands.
“What’ve you got there?” he asked, teeth gleaming like that of someone who’d become more animal than man.
“You know,” he continued, again not waiting for an answer, “the others thought you split on us. Thought you took the meds and ran.” His eyes flashed back up to hers, letting out a low, growling chuckle. “But I said no. Travis’ kid wouldn’t do that. Wouldn’t abandon her own.” He stared at her for a moment, a wicked smirk spreading across his face. “Guess I was wrong.”
He let the words hang for a second before dropping his eyes and shaking his head.
The second he did, Saff shot a sharp glance to where Maddie stood, inching to the edge of the wall, shotgun raised in her hands.
Saff swallowed, silently begging her not to move.
She watched Maddie move another inch forward, her shoulder and the tip of the gun finally peaking out around the edge of the wall.
Mike laughed again, and Saff’s eyes shot back to him. 
“Ya know, I realized the other day,” he said, the rifle in his hands rising, “there’s something way worse than dying now.”
He let out another low chuckle that sent ice through her veins.
“Dying and knowing it’s all done with ain’t so bad. Maybe a gift, even.”
He shook his head slightly, the gun now fully pointed at the center of her chest.
“But what really fuckin’ sucks is knowing you’ll turn into one of them when you die.”
He smiled so wide then that every one of his stained teeth showed through. 
Then she caught a small movement out of the corner of her eye.
The glint of light on Maddie’s gun as she moved out past the wall, her entire body now unprotected.
And she caught the exact moment when Mike saw it too, his eyes darting wildly to her.
Saff froze, and everything moved in slow motion as she watched the tip of his gun swing to Maddie instead, who already had her shotgun pointed in his direction.
And not one single thought went through her as she lunged toward Maddie, right as both guns exploded with two deafening cracks.
***
The crushing impact of her body hitting Maddie’s as she threw herself in front of her was nothing compared to the impact of hitting the ground.
Pain shredded through her stomach, pulling every ounce of oxygen from her lungs along with it.
And for a second, for some incomprehensible reason, her body refused to move. Refused to do anything at all, even as Maddie tore from her arms, shoving up onto her side.
Saff sucked in a painful breath, hissing at even the slightest movement.
Something stung in her side, but she forged on, shooting a shaky hand out to grab Maddie and push her back against the wall.
“Are—are you—“ she gasped, trying to speak, but the words wouldn’t come out.
Instead, her eyes scoured over every inch of her, searching for any sign that the bullet had found its mark. 
Maddie cradled her bandaged arm close to her stomach. “Is he—“ she started, her own voice rattling with fear.
Saff blinked, her brain not working the way it usually did. As if it was trying to run through waist deep water.
Then Maddie’s words finally broke through, and she was suddenly ripped back into reality.
Mike.
She grabbed her rifle, then tried to stand, but her body screamed in protest.
She collapsed back, hissing in pain.
If Maddie’s shot had missed—if Mike was still there—
She waited a moment, listening as she adjusted the rifle beneath one arm, while the other kept Maddie pinned against the wall.
But she couldn’t hear anything.
No sign of Mike, or anything else.
Finally, she leaned forward, ignoring the ache in her side as she cast a glance around the wall, down the alley.
“Did I—did I get him?” Maddie whispered, her fingers wrapping around Saff’s arm.
Her eyes found him instantly—body splayed out across the asphalt, one leg twitching as a pool of dark red crept out around him.
Saff watched for another moment before slowly pulling back, the pain in her body reaching a near excruciating level.
She released a shaky breath, dropping the rifle to the ground.
Then her head lowered a fraction, and that’s when she saw it.
The wetness seeping from her hoodie. 
A sight she’d seen many times before.
She swallowed, dabbing her shaky fingers against it, already knowing what it was before seeing the red stain against her skin.
“Saff?” Maddie asked, concern now lacing her voice.
Saff blinked down at her blood-soaked fingers, then looked up at Maddie. Her sunglasses had been knocked off when they went down, and now she could see the edge of panic and adrenaline in her deep blue eyes.
“Yeah,” she said, trying to keep her voice from shaking. “You—you got him.”
Pride swelled over Maddie’s face, and seeing it cracked something deep in her chest.
“Perfect shot,” Saff whispered, closing her eyes as pain swept through every inch of her abdomen. “Might even be better than me now.”
When she opened her eyes again, Maddie still had the ghost of a smile on her lips. 
“Is there anyone else?” Maddie asked, still a bit breathless.
The question spurred something in her, pulling her out of the slight daze she’d entered. 
He had to have still been traveling with the rest of the group. Although there was no telling how many of them were left. Even so, whoever remained would be somewhere in the city not far away.
“Where’s the radio?” Maddie asked, not waiting for an answer to her first question.
Saff turned, glancing to where she’d dropped the radio a few feet away.
Different parts lay strewn out on the ground, split open with some of the wires poking out.
She closed her eyes, working to take slow, shallow breaths.
“Radio’s broken,” she muttered, the words quaking on their release.
Maddie went quiet beside her. Then she said, “We have to get out then, right? Shoot the flare when we’re out of the city?”
Saff opened her eyes, her hand finding the hem of her hoodie before slowly sliding it up.
Blood oozed over her tan skin in a smooth, endless stream.
The bullet had gone in right below her ribs, just a few inches off center.
She watched as it trickled down onto the hem of her pants, slowly blooming out over her thigh.
Imperfect red petals.
“Saff?” Maddie said again, her voice louder this time, breaking through the ringing that had begun in her ears.
She blinked, her medically trained brain slowly taking over.
The rate of blood loss was easy to calculate. And even if she had more time to get somewhere safe, there wasn’t anywhere left that had the kind of medical facility that could effectively treat a wound like that. Not even the settlement they’d just been at, and they’d had more than she’d seen anywhere else.
She looked up at Maddie then, taking in the fear and caution in her eyes.
Maddie.
Fresh adrenaline surged through her. 
Maddie. She had to help her get to the harbor before—
Her brain stopped, refusing to finish that thought.
“Give me your backpack,” Saff said, using every ounce of will to keep her voice from revealing the hidden pain she was in.
Maddie cocked her head slightly. “Why?” 
Saff shifted, biting down the hiss that tried to escape her lips.
“Just do it,” she breathed.
Maddie went still, waiting, listening as if trying to piece the situation together.
But finally, after a moment that felt like an eternity, she shrugged the pack off, setting it down in front of her. 
Saff pushed herself up on the wall, blinding pain rearing up with every movement.
“Do you—“ she hissed, drawing in a string of shallow breaths. “Do you remember what I told you about the road out of the city?” she asked, pulling Maddie’s backpack in front of her.
Maddie shook her head slightly. “I—I think so. Why?”
Saff didn’t answer as she pulled Maddie’s jacket out, letting it drop to the ground. Then she opened her own backpack, each movement an excruciating effort. 
“What’s wrong?” Maddie whispered, her words careful and cautious.
Maddie couldn’t know. Not yet. If she did, she wouldn’t be able to focus on anything else. She wouldn’t be able to absorb the words she needed her to remember.
Saff pulled one of the grenades out of her backpack first, then grabbed Maddie’s hand, pushing the heavy metal orb into her palm.
“It’s a grenade,” Saff gritted out.
Maddie flinched back, her lips parting in shock. But to her credit, her hand stayed steady.
Saff shifted forward, hissing as acute pain clawed through her. Maddie must’ve caught the noise, because her head raised in concern, mouth parting.
But before she could say anything, Saff pressed on, taking Maddie’s other hand and placing her fingers on the small metal ring that dangled from the top slot. 
“Do you feel that ring?” she asked, her breathing now labored. She didn’t wait for her to answer as she continued. “When you want to use it, pull the ring out and throw.” She cleared her dry throat. “Throw far.”
Maddie shook her head slightly, holding the grenade far away from her body, as if it could go off at any moment. “I don’t—I don’t understand,” she mumbled. “Why are you telling me this?”
Saff pulled the second grenade out, stuffing it into Maddie’s backpack, followed by the flare gun. Then she took the grenade from Maddie’s hand and placed it in last. 
She took a breath, pausing as her eyes landed on Maddie’s hoodie on the ground.
All she needed was to stay alive. She needed to stay alive long enough to get Maddie to the harbor—somewhere safe in the harbor.
And maybe that wouldn’t be possible. Maybe the bleeding would take her long before that. 
But she’d gladly die trying. 
She picked up the hoodie and slowly wrapped it around her torso. Then she paused, sucking in a breath before pulling it as tight as she could, the thick fabric squeezing in against the gushing wound.
And this time, there was no point in trying to hide the guttural cry that ripped from her throat.
Maddie shot forward, hands quickly grabbing and moving up Saff’s arms.
“Are you hurt?” she asked frantically, the words tumbling out altogether.
Saff closed her eyes, trying to calm her breathing as nausea crept into her throat.
But she wasn’t done yet. Maddie needed to hear everything. She needed to remember everything.
Saff released a shallow breath, forcing her eyes open. “Do you remember how to reload your shotgun?”
Maddie shook her head. “Stop. Tell me what’s happening,” she said, as one hand ran up onto Saff’s neck.
“Please,” Saff whispered. “I need you to listen first.”
Maddie shook her head again, mouth opening in protest.
“Please,” Saff repeated, her voice breaking around the word.
Maddie stopped, and for a moment it looked like she might argue, but then she slowly closed her mouth again.
Saff sighed, letting her eyes shut. “Reload your gun.”
It took a second before she felt Maddie’s hands leave her. Then she heard the shuffling and clicking of metal in front of her.
“There’s a road at the end of the city,” she said, her voice light and strained. “It’s a highway. It’ll lead down to the harbor. No turns. Just a straight shot.” She paused, drawing in shallow breaths, wincing against the fabric pressed into her stomach. “The flare needs to be shot off at the end. Not any sooner.”
The clicking of metal continued in front of her.
“That’s where your family should be,” she finished, right as she felt Maddie’s hands on her again. One moved down her chest, and she reached up, wincing in pain as she grabbed it, stopping it before it reached her stomach. 
“Tell me what’s going on,” Maddie breathed in front of her.
Saff groaned, shifting back against the wall as she finally tugged her eyes back open.
“Repeat it back to me,” she said, her voice lightly floating out on shallow breaths.
“What?” Maddie asked, concern morphing into frustration.
“Say it back,” Saff gritted. “Everything I just told you.”
Maddie shook her head slightly. “I—“ she paused, and Saff could see her thinking. “A road,” she muttered. “There’s a road that goes to the harbor.” She blinked, her hand clutching on Saff’s arm. “At the end, you’re going to shoot off the flare.”
Saff’s chest tightened at the choice of words. 
“What about the grenade?” she breathed.
Maddie shook her head slightly. “I don’t understand—“
“Maddie,” Saff cut her off with a warning tone.
Maddie’s lips pressed into a hard line. “Pull the ring. Then throw. Far.”
Saff exhaled, leaning her head back against the cold wall.
Maddie’s throat bobbed as she swallowed. “What’s going on?” she whispered, and Saff wondered if some part of her already knew but refused to believe it.
Saff watched her, studying every tiny detail of her face. And she realized then that she’d done it countless times already. Even before they’d kissed the first time. She’d already traced every detail in her mind, burning it into her memory. 
“He got a shot off at the same time you did,” Saff whispered.
Then she watched the color drain from Maddie’s face.
And even as Maddie asked, “What does that mean?” Saff knew she already had the answer.
Saff swallowed, watching the beautiful eyes before her darken.
“He didn’t miss,” she whispered. 
Maddie shook her head violently.
“No,” she declared, as if that one simple word could undo what had already been done. “No.”
The tears that instantly welled in her eyes came rushing out. 
“No,” she said the word over and over again, her hands cupping around Saff’s face as if to keep her there. To keep every part of her there.
“We can—we can get you to the safe zone,” she said, her breathing ragged as a sob came out with the panicked words. “They—they’ll help you. It’ll be okay. You’ll be okay.”
By the way she said it, Saff knew that she needed to believe it. And she wanted her to, so that she’d focus on getting out—on getting to the coast.
“You’ll be okay,” Maddie said, more to herself. “You—“ Maddie continued, her words breaking around her breathless half-sobs, “You’re going to be okay.” 
Saff swallowed. “We need to go,” she whispered, barely listening to the string of words that tumbled relentlessly from Maddie’s lips like a mantra. 
“Maddie,” Saff said, her voice as sharp as she could muster. “Get your pack on. We need to go.”
Maddie nodded, as if in a trance. But her hands fumbled on the ground around her, frantically grabbing everything. “They—“ she continued, “they have to have things—a doctor there—“
Saff couldn’t hear her anymore over the blood rushing in her ears as she pushed as hard as she could, sliding up the wall.
She let out a moan of pain that seemed to pull Maddie out of the panic she’d fallen into.
Maddie threw the rifle strap over her burned shoulder, not so much as flinching when it scraped over the bandage. 
Saff panted hard, scanning for her backpack. 
But when she saw it, she realized there was no point in taking it. She wouldn’t need it anymore. And she definitely didn’t need the added weight. 
All she needed was to make it far enough to get Maddie to the harbor.
She swallowed, her hand dangling down to grab the rifle instead. 
By the time she’d pulled the strap up onto her shoulder, Maddie was already at her side, hands running over every inch of her, as if needing the reassurance that she was still there—still breathing. 
“You’re gonna be okay,” Maddie repeated, with so much conviction that Saff wondered if, in that moment, she really did believe that lie.
Saff took a shaky step, her body objecting to every inch of the movement. But she forced another, then another, with Maddie holding her arm.
They went around the small edge of the wall, and Saff glanced each way before they moved toward the end where Mike’s body still lay, now completely lifeless. 
As her boots scraped through the bloody puddle, she cast one last look down at his mangled face, eyes still slightly open.
Even in death, his features still held a disturbing, almost feral look.
When they made it to the end of the alleyway, Saff stopped them, peering out into the empty street.
If Mike was there, the others had to be somewhere close by. And they couldn’t afford to run into them.
She tugged Maddie forward, her breathing quick and sporadic. 
They slowly made their way down the street, staying as close to the wall of the buildings as possible.
If Mike had already spotted them before they’d gone down the alley, that meant there was a good chance he’d been perched somewhere, waiting—watching. And if that was the case, then the others probably were, too.
They crossed over to the next block, and Saff immediately caught two zombies ambling by in the distance, far enough away that they hadn’t noticed them yet. 
She stopped.
“What’s wrong?” Maddie whispered, her voice still shaking. “Are you okay?”
She turned inward to Saff, her shaky hand instantly grabbing the collar of her hoodie.
“Zombies,” she breathed. 
In any other case, she would’ve jogged ahead and easily taken them out. But this time, she couldn’t. Even if she tried, she knew she wouldn’t have the energy, or be able to move fast enough to get them both before they got her.
She cast a glance down the street to their right. Then she turned them that way, pulling Maddie without another word.
They made it another two blocks before hearing the gunshots. 
They were still far away, but closer this time, and Saff continued, even when Maddie froze in place.
She couldn’t stop. Not yet. 
“We need to hurry,” Saff gritted, as her head waded through the fog that had begun to dull her senses.
She forced through, her body miraculously obeying as it placed one foot after the next, urging them down the next street.
They made it down three more blocks before they heard the next barrage of gunfire, this time much closer. 
Maddie didn’t say a word, just surging ahead. As if she would get them there on sheer will alone.
And then Saff finally saw it. 
The buildings ahead thinned out to reveal a dark blue ocean on the other side.
And when they reached the end of the block, there it was.
The road she’d memorized a thousand times on the map. 
Her body seemed to know it too. Every ounce of pain surged back, as if it’d been waiting for that exact moment. Like it had known that it had one last task to complete before letting go. 
She swallowed, a new lightness swelling in her chest. 
They crossed the short distance to the start of the road. 
“There’s—there’s a guard rail—on the right,” Saff rasped. “Can you feel it?”
Maddie moved her cane to the side, a light clang ringing out as it tapped against the metal.
“Follow it.“ Saff took short shallow breaths, trying to force the words out. “All the way.”
Maddie shook her head, her grip hardening against her arm. But even then, the pressure felt dull, like her nerve endings were only half firing.
“You’re gonna be okay,” Maddie said, her voice shaking. 
Saff loosed a breath, her shoulders relaxing a fraction.
Something tugged at her to close her eyes, and for a second, she obeyed, letting the darkness cover the road before her.
“What was—” she whispered, her voice floating out as if it was someone else’s entirely. “What was the date?”
“What?” Maddie asked, gripping her arm as she became the one pulling them both forward.
“The date you wanted to take me on,” Saff mumbled, her legs shaking beneath her.
“I told you,” Maddie gritted, anger flaring in her voice, “it’s a surprise.”
The corner of Saff’s mouth tugged upward. “Tell me anyway.”
Maddie pulled her forward, faster than before, and Saff stumbled. Maddie caught her then, and Saff barely registered the movement as she swung her arm over her shoulder.
Maddie’s arm wrapped around her waist, hand pressing into the wound on her side. But even that pain now seemed dull, vibrating outward through her body as if casting one final warning.
She cracked her heavy eyes open, turning her head to the side to look at Maddie’s tear-streaked face.
Slowly, she lifted her blood-soaked hand to cup the side of Maddie’s face. Then she leaned into her, placing a soft kiss against her cheek. And as she did it, she knew then that she could’ve done it every single day for the rest of time, and lived a happy life.
Because that’s what she’d had in those few weeks with Maddie.
And maybe this was her happy ending.
She felt the sob from Maddie more than she heard it.
“Don’t do this,” Maddie pleaded, her lip quivering as another sob ran through her.
There was a faint sound of gunfire from somewhere behind them, but Saff couldn’t bring herself to look. She couldn’t do anything as her head began to sag. But her legs continued moving, as if her body was forcing any last steps to be taken at Maddie’s side.
She couldn’t tell how much time passed before they finally buckled beneath her. 
And even then, she was only faintly aware as Maddie caught her, holding her upright.
The pain of Maddie’s hand pressed into the bloody hole in her side awakened her just enough that her eyes flitted open as Maddie knelt them both to the ground.
“You have to go,” Saff mumbled, her eyes finding Maddie’s beautiful face. 
“No,” Maddie shook her head, a sob escaping with the word. “No. Come on,” she whispered, her arms cradling around her. “You have to keep walking, okay?”
A smile flitted across Saff’s lips. “I’m glad I found you that day,” she whispered, her eyes growing heavy again. 
Maddie wiped away the fresh tears on her cheeks, then placed a gentle hand on Saff’s cheek, pulling her in closer. “You have to get up, okay, baby? Please, just get up.”
Her voice cracked, and with it, Saff felt something in her crack too.
“Just get up, okay?” Maddie whispered, and Saff finally gave in to the heaviness in her eyes once more. “I’ll get us there. It’ll be okay. You’ll be okay.”
Saff felt the tug again. Like it was somewhere deep inside of her, yet also entirely separate from everything she was. Cold, but also somehow warm, like feeling the sun on her face when it first rose on a winter morning. 
It called, pulled, begged her to let go. 
Maddie’s crying sounded far away then. Too far. Like she’d fallen into a void she’d never be able to return from. 
And the last thing she heard was Maddie’s muffled, broken voice as it begged, “Please don’t leave.”



Chapter Forty-Four
“No,” Maddie cried as she pulled Saff’s limp body further into her. “Stay with me, okay?” 
One hand fumbled onto Saff’s neck, desperately searching for her pulse. But it was no use. Her fingers shook so hard they couldn’t discern any movement.
She lowered her head instead, pressing her ear into her chest.
Then she waited, listening. 
And although she couldn’t make out a heartbeat, Saff’s chest slowly rose and fell against her cheek. 
“That’s it,” she whispered. “You’re doing great, okay?” 
She lifted her head, wiping the back of her hand over her tear-stained cheeks, before pressing a gentle kiss to Saff’s forehead. 
“Just stay with me,” she mumbled, refusing to pull her mouth away from the warm skin.
She had to do something—had to move. Had to get them the rest of the way. 
Maddie shifted her knees beneath her, still keeping Saff wrapped tightly in her arms. Then she pulled one leg up, trying to balance as she held the limp weight.
But it didn’t work.
She teetered to the side, losing her balance as she tumbled down onto her bandaged elbow.
Pain shot through her arm, but she took the brunt of the impact, protecting Saff’s head and body from the asphalt.
Her breaths came hard and fast as she tried once more to lift them both, failing again as she dropped back down. 
She sniffled, the tears reemerging with a new tightness in her throat.
“I need you to stand, okay?” she whispered, pressing another kiss to her temple. “You just need to stand and walk and I’ll do the rest.”
She stroked a gentle hand down her cheek, leaving a string of mumbled kisses against her forehead. 
Then she tried one last time, pulling Saff’s arm over her shoulder and using every ounce of strength she had to lift them both.
It took a few seconds, but she finally got them both upright, their bodies swaying together. 
“That’s it,” she panted, each word an immense effort to grit out under the straining weight. ‘”Just—take—a step.”
Maddie slid one foot forward, but as she pulled Saff with her, she lost her balance again, plunging forward onto her knees.
She twisted her body at the last second, saving Saff from the fall as they both went tumbling back to the ground.
Her burned arm screamed at the assault against the barely healed skin.
It wouldn’t work. She couldn’t carry her, not like that.
A sob filled with rage and despair tore through her.
This wasn’t supposed to happen. They were supposed to make it through together. Saff was supposed to make—
Crackling gunshots rang out again, now somewhere close by.
Maddie lifted her head, listening. There was some muffling noise nearby. Maybe voices?
Her heart thundered in her chest. 
Even with the shotgun, she couldn’t take down multiple people. Maybe, if she was lucky, she could kill one. But definitely not any more than that. 
Her mind reeled, hands gripping Saff so tightly, her knuckles ached. 
Then she remembered what Saff had told her, what she’d made her remember—repeat over and over again.
The grenade.
She ripped the backpack off her shoulders, only letting her arms leave Saff for a split second before returning, pulling the top half of her body up onto her lap and chest.
She kept one arm securely around Saff while the other unzipped the backpack. 
Within seconds, her hand found the cold ribbed metal.
The muffled sounds in the distance behind them were still a little way off, but they grew louder by the second. 
Voices. Definitely voices. 
She kept one forearm resting over Saff’s chest, feeling the slight movement as it rose and fell with each shallow breath. 
“Good job, baby. Keep breathing,” she whispered into Saff’s ear, pressing a kiss against the soft skin. “I got you.”
She waited, listening to every tiny sound as they approached.
Then she could hear scraping footsteps, slowly growing louder against the pavement.
She swallowed down the dryness in her throat.
Closer. They needed to get closer.
Seconds ticked by.
Then, slowly, she could make out the voices. Hushed at first, but growing louder. 
“Is that—“ she heard a man’s hoarse voice first. 
“Holy shit,” another muttered. “I can’t believe it.”
“Stay—stay back,” she called out, her voice much more frail than she intended. 
She heard a chuckle. Then another low string of words. 
“You were right,” one of them said with a low laugh. “I was convinced the zombies got her back on that other city run.”
Maddie’s heart pounded so hard it was an effort to hear anything over the thundering beats in her ears.
“Stay back!” she yelled again, pulling the grenade back to stay hidden behind Saff’s body.
Another chuckle. “Stupid bitch stole our stuff and ran.”
She waited, counting the seconds in her head as she listened to every step they took, inching closer. 
She wasn’t exactly sure how far a grenade explosion would go, but she couldn’t risk waiting any longer.
She whipped her hand out in front, using her other hand to pull the ring.
Then she threw it, as hard as she possibly could, toward the impending voices. 
Clinking metal skittered across the pavement. 
“What the—“
She pulled Saff close, curling over her to block any exposed part of her body.
And then—
Three seconds. 
That’s all it took for the thunderous explosion to shake the world around her. 
She flinched, gritting her teeth as she pressed herself down against Saff’s body, cradling her head in her hands.
Small flecks of debris rained down on her bare arms, bouncing off the thin fabric on her back.
After a few seconds, she slowly eased up, not daring to move from where she blocked Saff. 
She listened intently for any sign of life off in the distance. 
But there was none.
Finally, she released a tight breath and straightened up, pulling the top half of Saff’s body with her. 
She pressed her head down into her chest, making sure she still felt the slight rise and fall of her breath. And her body relaxed a fraction as she felt the steady movement. 
“It’s okay,” she murmured into Saff’s ear. “You’re safe.”
But for how long, she didn’t know.
That blast would’ve caught the attention of every infected in the area, and they wouldn’t have long before they’d show up.
It wasn’t worth trying to move Saff again. She knew they wouldn’t get far. 
Instead, she’d need to shoot off the flare, even if it did alert everyone to where they were. There was no other choice.
She reached out, finding her backpack once again. But instead of the flare gun, she felt a second cold metal orb.
Her fingers traced over the grenade she hadn’t known was there.
She took it out, carefully setting it on the ground beside her. Then her hand returned to the pack, pushing aside a barrage of items until she finally felt the flare gun.
She took a steadying breath, holding the light weight in her hand. Then she shifted, half turning her body to face down the other side of the road, where they’d been headed. 
She lifted it into the air, then, without a second of hesitation, pulled the trigger.
A light click went off.
Then—nothing.
She paused for a second, waiting. Then, after a few more seconds, she pulled the trigger again.
Nothing.
Her hand dropped from the sky. 
“No,” she muttered, striking the gun against her thigh. “No, no, no.”
She hit it against her other palm, then lifted it up again, pulling the trigger once more.
And still, not a single shot.
“Fuck,” she hissed, fresh hot tears stinging her eyes.
She slammed it down into the ground, her body shaking with rage.
This couldn’t be happening. Not now. Not when Saff needed her to get them out—needed her to get them help.
She slammed the gun down onto the pavement again with a sob. 
“Please wake up,” she whimpered, her head dropping onto the limp shoulder in front of her. “Please, just..” Her voice trailed off, the words lost in her quivering lips
She sat there, slumped against Saff’s body, every thought tumbling between panic and calm every time she felt the woman’s breathing falter for a moment before returning.
And when she heard the light scrapes and groans in the distance approaching, she didn’t even have to think about it as she picked up the second grenade. 
She didn’t try to be quiet then. There was no use. The sputtering cries wouldn’t stop, even if she tried.
When she finally heard the clear groans of the infected drawing closer, she took a steadying breath, then pulled the pin in the second grenade and lobbed it toward them. 
As she released, she curled over Saff’s body once again, pulling her head in close to her own neck, and shifting her body over her.
This blast was louder—much louder—ringing through her ears as the ground rumbled beneath them.
A shower of debris rained down upon them. And it was so much more than the first time that she briefly wondered if she hadn’t thrown it far enough—if the blast was too close to have reached the approaching infected. 
But she didn’t have more than a second to think about it before large hard chunks cascaded down over them. 
She tightened over Saff, shielding every inch of her head and chest as the wreckage assaulted her, landing with a vengeance across her body. 
Then something hit the back of her head with a sickening thud that sent her sprawling, her forehead knocking against Saff’s.
A metallic taste filled the back of her mouth.
Her fingers crept up to the back of her head to find a small pool of wetness.
Ringing filled her ears as she slowly pushed herself upright.
The world seemed to tilt on its axis, and she tore one hand away from Saff to steady herself on the ground.
But finally, as the ringing began to wane, she listened.
Silence filled the air, save for the slight rustling of nearby trees as a breeze blew past.
No groans or grunts, or sounds of approaching infected. 
She shifted, falling back before checking Saff’s breathing again. 
“You’re okay,” she whispered. “You’re okay.”
And this time, she wasn’t sure if the words were for Saff, or for herself.
She pulled her in close, hand trailing down until it froze on wet crumpled fabric.
She pressed down hard on it, keeping as much pressure as she could against the leaking wound in Saff’s side. 
Saff’s body seemed to stiffen slightly before immediately falling back into its limp state.
“You’re okay,” she whispered again. “I got you.”



Chapter Forty-Five
Somewhere far away, as if in another life, Saff felt the tremor of the world around her. 
But her body was no longer there. 
It was as if she was nothing more than a thought drifting through the cold, empty darkness.
Like she was nothing at all. No one at all.
And when the second rumble came, it felt like the world had finally crumbled completely. 
Like maybe it had just barely been holding onto the last thread of its survival before finally letting go.



Chapter Forty-Six
Maddie shivered against the cold, no longer able to feel any remaining rays of warmth against her skin. 
The sun must’ve gone down, casting darkness across the world. And she couldn’t decide whether or not that was a good thing or a bad thing.
She blinked, tilting her head up to the sky.
One small spot of white light looked back at her.
“I never told you how much I loved the night sky,” she whispered into Saff’s ear, leaving her lips to rest against her still warm skin.
She wiped the back of her hand against her tear filled cheek as another shiver passed through her.
She wrapped her arms tighter around Saff, keeping one hand pressed hard against the bleeding wound in her stomach.
If she could, she would’ve given her every last bit of warmth. Every last bit of life.
“I never really liked living in the city,” she mumbled. “The lake house was better. Less noise.”
Maddie shifted, pulling her numb leg out from beneath Saff’s body.
“I think you would’ve liked it there, too.”
Goosebumps rose on her bare arms as a light breeze wafted over them.
The air smelled of salt and something else. Something that evoked a long forgotten memory of a school field trip she’d gone on as a child when they’d visited an aquarium in the bay.
And beneath that, she could smell a metallic tang. 
She sniffled, wiping the back of her blood-soaked hand against the tears on her face.
“You would’ve liked how calm it was.”
Saff’s breathing fell shallow beneath her arms, the small movements now barely noticeable.
“My dad and Josh used to go fishing at the lake almost every day when we were kids,” she said, running a gentle hand through Saff’s tied back hair. “I went with them a couple times, but I hated it,” she continued, letting out a dry chuckle. “God, it was so boring. I never understood why they went.”
She let out a slow breath, kissing the top of Saff’s head. 
“But I think you would’ve liked it. I think you would’ve liked going with them.”
Wind rustled the leaves of nearby trees, and she lifted her head, letting the breeze wash over her face. 
She knew what Saff would tell her if she was awake—what she would want her to do.
She’d tell her to leave. To leave her behind and never look back.
But she couldn’t. 
And even if Saff took her last breath there, where she lay, she still didn’t think she could leave her.
Maybe she’d never be able to leave her.
“I wish,” she whispered, her jaw quivering as new tears fell. “I wish it was me instead.”
And as the words fell from her lips, she realized how true it was. Because she couldn’t imagine any greater pain on earth than feeling the life slowly seep from the woman she loved. 
Her body didn’t have any sobs left.
Whatever energy and despair that was still within her had left her empty—broken. But the tears still came, as if to keep her company in her sorrow.
And maybe after that day, they’d never stop.
She nestled her head back down, crying silent tears into Saff’s neck, curling into her body as if she could will the life back into her.
“I’m so sorry,” she whispered.
Time warped, and she didn’t know how long she laid there like that, reciting the words over and over until she wasn’t even sure she was speaking them aloud anymore.
Then, some small part of her, the part that hadn’t yet completely shut out the world around them, heard a noise.
A shuffling or scraping. 
But this time, she didn’t even care to move.
She couldn’t bring herself to pull her face away from the lingering warmth of Saff’s neck. And maybe, if she died there, holding her, that would be okay.
The sounds ebbed around her, slowly rising. 
She tucked her head in closer, cradling Saff’s body, pouring every ounce of love into her. And when she did move, it was only to place a soft kiss against her neck.
“I love you,” she whispered, her voice breaking on the words as tears poured out, realizing how true it was and how much she’d regretted not saying it sooner. 
Then she waited for whatever was to come.
Until finally, she heard the voice.



Chapter Forty-Seven
At some point, the never ending darkness blurred into fleeting images. 
The house they’d lived in when she was a child.
Her father in his military uniform, eyes cold and vacant, staring down at her. 
The images floated by one after the other.
Images of her childhood, first. Then when she was a teenager. 
She saw him standing in the small trailer the day before she left for college. And she felt it more than she saw it.
The guilt. The shame in leaving. 
She wondered if he’d thought of her mother at all in those days. If he thought of the way she’d also left him behind.
Her mother.
She saw her then, a woman’s face she just barely recognized. Like some long-absent memory. 
Sad, guilt-riddled eyes peered down at her.
She hadn’t thought about that day much. Hadn’t thought of the way her mother's arms wrapped around her. Hadn’t thought of the way her dark hair swayed against her back as she walked away.
She realized only then that her mother had looked like her in a way. And maybe that’s why the anger in her father’s eyes had grown so deeply over the years. Maybe it was because when he looked at her, he saw someone else there instead.
And then the image of her mother drifted off, reshaping into her father once more.
But it wasn’t childhood memories this time. 
It was the same ones that haunted her every night. 
The blinding rage in his eyes as he screamed at her. The way the muscles in his jaw twisted with fury, then disgust, when she couldn’t pull the trigger.
But this time, as she watched, she didn’t feel the same fear she remembered having in those moments.
She didn’t flinch away from him as he stepped toward her, spit flying from his feral mouth.
She just watched, a new calm replacing the terror she’d always felt in those last moments. 
And maybe that’s what death really was. One final gift of peace after a lifetime of torment.



Chapter Forty-Eight
“Maddie!” her father’s rushed voice called out.
“Dad?” she called back, keeping Saff tucked tightly against her as she turned. 
A second later, his rough hands collided with her shoulders, pulling her into a bone-crushing hug.
“Dad,” she stuttered, the crying overtaking her once again. “She’s—she’s hurt. We need to get her—“ Her jaw shook so hard she could barely get the rest of the words out. “She needs help—you have to help her.”
“Josh!” he called out. 
Then, seconds later, she felt Saff’s body being pulled away.
She lurched forward, fighting against whatever was taking her.
“Honey,” her dad started, his voice softening. “It’s okay. Josh will carry her.”
It took everything in her to release the grip, as her hands refused to thaw their icy hold.
“You need to—you need to keep pressure on the bleeding,” she choked out through a sob.
“What happened?” her father asked, quickly hauling her to her feet. She stumbled a step, the back of her head throbbing as a wave of dizziness washed over her. But before she could answer, he tugged her forward. 
“Here,” he said, pushing the handle of her cane into her palm.
“We—“ she stuttered, barely registering the steps her sore legs wobbled through. “We were attacked. Dad,” she whimpered, the tears coming again. “It didn’t work—the radio—it—“ She stumbled forward, finally hearing her mother’s voice as her dad helped her.
She could feel her mom on his other side, hand gripping her arm securely even as she remained quiet.
“The radio didn’t work,” she continued. “And I—I tried the flare, but—“ 
“It’s okay,” her dad said, guiding them forward with quick steps. “We shot off a flare in the harbor when you guys didn’t show up. We thought something was wrong, so we left to look for you.”
He paused, and she felt him shift her mother’s arm on his shoulder before continuing. 
“We heard the explosions and followed the noise.”
She felt her mother’s hand move from her shoulder, then brush gently over her hair. Maddie flinched as her fingers touched the sore spot on her head where the blood had now crusted over.
“Maddie,” her mom said, her voice filled with panic. “What happened? Are you okay?”
“I—“ she tried to answer, but she couldn’t focus on anything else but where Saff was. “Josh,” she called out. “Is she—“
She heard him grunt, and his voice came out strained. “Yeah,” he panted. “I got her. She’s still breathing.”
Her jaw quivered as she tried to respond. “The—the blood—I think she’s lost a lot of blood.”
It took him a few moments to answer, and she could hear his heavy breathing over the muffled footsteps.
“I know,” he grunted. “I’m keeping pressure on it.”
“How—how far is—“ she tried to ask, her mind reeling.
“Not far,” her father answered. 
She didn’t ask anything else, afraid that if she spoke even a word, it would somehow slow them down.
They moved with a focused speed, only daring to pause once when Josh needed to adjust Saff’s body in his arms.
And it felt like hours had passed when her dad finally muttered that they were almost there.
But she already knew. She could smell it—the tangy salt in the air as it flowed into her nostrils with each heavy breath.
“Josh?” she called out, the breath snagging in her throat as she waited for his answer.
“Yeah,” he panted heavily. “Still breathing.”
They charged ahead for another minute before she felt her father begin to slow. “We’re here.”
Maddie didn’t wait another second as she spun, surging to where she’d last heard Josh on his other side.
“Josh?” she asked, following his voice until her hands found him, then went down to the limp body still in his arms.
She gripped onto her as he gently set her down on the ground.
Maddie pulled her into her chest, hands instantly pressing into the bloody fabric covering her stomach.
“Are they—“ she started, her voice raw. “Where are they?”
Everyone fell silent. The only sound was the light breeze blowing through the trees. And beyond that, the gentle whoosh of waves in the water somewhere close by, probably padding up onto a shoreline of some kind.
Another minute passed, then she heard her mother’s voice. 
“Do you see that light?” she murmured.
A beat of silence, then Josh’s voice. “Is that a boat?”



Chapter Forty-Nine
The lightness Saff floated upon began to grow heavy.
It was as if her body had evaporated, and was now slowly pooling back together, limb by limb. Even the searing pain she could barely remember began to simmer once again.
And slowly, that simmering turned into an agonizing boil, as if her whole body was being cleaved in two.
She sucked in a sharp breath as consciousness finally struck. 
Her eyes fluttered open, blurry images skipping past.
A blinding light stung her eyes first, and she squeezed them shut again as pain radiated through her head.
When she finally tore them open once again, two shadowed male figures stood above her.
Tantalizing memories were a blur, floating at the edge of her mind, just barely out of reach. 
But there was one thought that sprang into her head.
Maddie.
Her body lurched upward on its own. She reached out, her hand springing for the closest shadowed figure. And even as pain slashed through her, she couldn’t be stopped. 
The world spun as she clawed her way up, holding desperately to the small bit of consciousness she’d gripped onto.
And even though she couldn’t hear over the ringing in her ears, or clearly make out the blurred shapes in front of her, she could sense the chaos that rippled through the space. 
More shadowed figures came into view, enveloping her one by one. 
She barely registered a small prick in her neck.
And then, like it had never even happened, the world slowly evaporated back into nothing.



Chapter Fifty
The first thing Maddie noticed as she woke was the dry ache in her throat. 
Then, ever so slowly, she felt that ache expand until it finally stopped somewhere at the back of her head.
She blinked, eyes heavy and crusted together, as if they’d been shut for an eternity.
Her fingers flexed against something soft covering her thighs.
A blanket?
She groaned, lifting her head, and instantly regretted it as a splitting pain pulsed through her skull.
“Hey,” her mother’s muffled, hoarse voice came from beside her. “Take it slow.”
She drew in a breath, relaxing back into the soft pillow beneath her head.
“Where—where are we?” she asked, barely recognizing her own raw voice.
Her mother’s soft hand took hers, squeezing it lightly. “We made it, honey. You’re in the medical ward at the new safe zone.”
It took her a second to process the words.
Then it took another few moments to understand what they meant as the memories of the last few days floated back to her.
Traveling. The city. Getting to the harbor.
Then getting on the boat.
Saff. 
Maddie pushed up fully this time, her head sending a warning as it pleaded with her to stop.
“Where is she? What—“
“Easy,” her mother lulled. “The doctor here said you need time to heal.”
Maddie clenched her jaw, forcing away the nausea that rose in her throat as she rode the wave of dizziness that overcame her.
She forced a slow breath in, then back out. “Where is she?”
Her mom rubbed a soothing hand up and down her forearm. “Saff is here,” she answered. “They worked on her all night.”
Maddie blinked, her hand running up into her hair where the pain originated. Then a hand gripped her wrist, stopping it in place.
“You need to be careful with the stitches,” her mom urged, gently pulling her hand back down.
“What—what do you mean they worked on her?” Maddie asked, her throat grinding together like sandpaper. “Is she okay?”
Her mother wrapped both hands around her one, rubbing soothing circles into her palm.
“I’m not sure,” she answered carefully. “I haven’t heard anything more in the last few hours.”
Maddie took a few steadying breaths, then she used every ounce of energy she had to push back up again. 
“Honey, you need to—“
“I want to see her,” she said, already throwing the blanket off of her legs. 
“You need to—“
“Mom,” Maddie gritted out, trying her hardest to keep the vomit in her throat from exiting.
Her mother went quiet for a long moment. But when Maddie finally shifted her legs over the side of the bed, her cold feet meeting the floor, she heard her mother shifting. Then, a moment later, she took her arm.
And she didn’t say another word as she placed her white cane in her hand and slowly led her out of the room.
The air was colder as they moved step by step through the building. And it took them longer than Maddie expected, her legs and back aching with each step alongside her head.
But finally, her mother slowed, directing them to the left, through a small doorway. 
Someone’s throat cleared ahead of them. “Is everything okay?” a man’s voice asked. “Do you need something?”
“We wanted to check on Saff,” her mother answered. “The woman we arrived here with.” 
Maddie could hear the exhaustion in her voice, and she wondered if she’d rested at all since they’d arrived. 
He hummed, then went quiet for a few moments. “Hard to tell right now,” he answered. “We did our best. She lost a lot of blood, and we couldn’t give her a transfusion.”
“What does that mean?” Maddie asked, her patience wearing thin as anxiety replaced it.
He went quiet again, then cleared his throat. “She’s stable, but all we can really do is monitor things for now.”
Maddie pursed her lips, closing her eyes as the torturing ache throbbed around them. “Where is she?” she gritted out.
“She’s in one of the rooms we have for recovery.”
“I want to see her,” Maddie said, not missing a beat.
“I don’t think—“
“Please,” she interrupted, trying and failing to add commanding strength behind the word.
But he must have understood, because after a moment, she could hear his footsteps trudging past them. Then her mother turned, guiding her back out the door.
They walked another few paces through the cold building before stopping again.
Then she heard the click of a door opening before her mother led her through. 
The man’s throat cleared again a moment later. “Like I said,” he muttered, his voice lowering, “she needs to recover.”
Her mother pulled her forward, then Maddie reached a gentle hand out, until it met soft fabric. The same soft fabric she’d felt on her own body minutes before when she’d woken up.
She trailed her fingers up, only stopping when they met an icy, stiff hand—Saff’s hand.
A mangled breath released from her chest. One that felt like it’d been trapped there since the first moment she’d realized Saff had been shot.
Her fingers grazed higher onto her wrist until they suddenly stopped, feeling cold, hard metal.
She fumbled over it, studying the way it wrapped around Saff’s wrist, with a chain on one side connecting somewhere else.
Before she could ask, the man cleared his throat again, and she swore she could hear a hint of hesitation in it.
“She woke up at one point while we were working on her,” he mumbled. “She was..” He trailed off, searching for words as he cleared his throat again, a bit awkwardly. “She was agitated—trying to fight back. She seemed to be looking for something—or someone. We sedated her and cuffed her down as a precaution.”
Maddie blinked, absorbing what he’d said, imagining Saff in that state—in so much pain—and still fighting people she didn’t recognize.
She moved her hand back down to the cold skin, giving Saff’s fingers a gentle squeeze.
"I want to stay in here with her,” Maddie said, barely louder than a whisper.
“You really should be resting too,” the man replied.
“Can we bring a chair in here for her?” her mother asked.
Maddie turned her head, surprised that she hadn’t immediately tried to convince her to return to bed. Then again, maybe she knew it’d be a futile effort.
The man went quiet for a moment before mumbling something about how they could make it work. Then his footsteps padded out of the room.
A minute later, he returned, placing a chair behind her.
She reached out, pulling it up close to the bed before dropping into the worn out cushion.
“I’ll be close by if you guys need anything,” he said, excusing himself before leaving again.
Maddie took Saff’s hand, leaning her elbows against the bed, ignoring the sting as the mattress pressed into the burns.
Her mother’s hand squeezed her shoulder lightly. 
“Its nice here,” her mom said softly. “Different from what I expected. But nice. They have more here than what we’ve had anywhere else.”
Maddie didn’t answer. Not because she didn’t want to, but because she just didn’t have the energy.
There was nothing left in her. Nothing beyond making sure Saff was okay.
After a moment, her mom retracted her hand. “I’m going to go find your dad. He’ll want to know that you woke up.”
Maddie nodded. “Yeah. Okay.”
She listened as the footsteps left the room. Then she leaned forward, placing a gentle kiss on Saff’s hand before resting her forehead on the blanket beside it.
“I’m here,” she whispered. “I’m not going anywhere.”



Chapter Fifty-One
Consciousness crept through Saff as she slowly opened her eyes.
A dimly lit room, blurry at first before sharpening, slowly came into view.
Her eyes drooped, scanning over the white blanket neatly tucked around her legs. Then they dragged to her arm and stopped.
A clear tube ran from somewhere off to the side, down into an IV taped to her forearm. 
She blinked, staring at it for a moment in disbelief. 
Then her eyes moved farther to the side, before stopping again.
And if it weren’t for the sight of Maddie’s sleeping body, slumped in a chair beside her, she might have thought the whole thing was a dream.
Saff swallowed, and her throat stung against itself as it drew out a tight high pitched cough.
Maddie stirred in the chair, then suddenly shot up, fully awake.
“Saff?” she called out, blinking wildly as she leaned over the bed. 
She tried and utterly failed to respond, her throat too dry to do much of anything besides release the incessant raspy coughs.
Maddie found her hand quickly, grasping it in her own before calling out over her shoulder. “Hey! We need help in here!”
A few seconds later, an older man stepped through the dark doorway.
He pushed thick black-rimmed glasses up the bridge of his nose, stopping for a second as he took in the sight of her. Then he strode to the other side of the bed, grabbing something from a table behind her. 
“Here,” he said, lifting a cup of water to her lips.
He poured some into her mouth before she took it in her own shaky hand, tilting the cup back farther and sucking down the liquid like a lifeline.
“Take it slow,” he murmured, stepping back to survey her.
She paused, taking one last gulp before lowering the glass. Wheezing breaths forced their way in and out of her burning lungs.
A flicker of understanding passed over the man’s face before he walked to the side table once again. And when he came back into view, he held out an inhaler in his hand.
She took it without question, not waiting another moment as she sucked in a deep breath of the medication.
“How are you feeling?” he asked, leaning against the side of her bed. 
Her eyes flickered back down to Maddie, then refused to leave as she mumbled, “What happened? Where are we?”
“You’re at the safe zone on Fisher’s Island.” He watched her carefully for a moment, then nodded down at her stomach. “Do you mind if I take a look?”
It took her a second to realize what he was asking, and another second to remember why he would be asking that in the first place.
Mike.
The gunshot wound. 
She blinked as the memories slowly flowed back to her.
“Yeah,” she finally muttered. “Sure.”
She glanced back to Maddie at her other side, still clutching her hand as if it was the last thing on earth.
The man moved carefully, pulling the blanket back. Then he lifted the foreign over sized white shirt that draped over her body.
As the bandage on her stomach was slowly revealed, her brain seemed to fully remember the wound, and with it, the pain.
She could feel it then. The splitting ache in her side rushing back all at once. 
He peeled back one edge of the tape, then the other, before she could see the angry red slit stitched together beneath it.
She stared down at it, her medical brain kicking into gear as it measured the wound and counted the stitches tucked throughout.
She tore her eyes away to shoot a glance at Maddie, who remained unusually quiet beside her as he checked over the wound.
“Do you remember what happened?” he asked as his fingers lightly pressed against one of the more swollen areas.
“Yes,” she rasped. “Well—I remember the gunshot.”
He nodded, eyes still fixed on the wound. Then finally, he gave it a satisfied nod and dabbed the bandage back into place.
“What about after that?” he asked, leaning back and pressing the glasses back up on his face.
She remembered the city—the road. Then she remembered the dreams—or—hallucinations. But nothing beyond that.
She shook her head lightly.
He nodded again. “That’s okay. That’s normal.” He cleared his throat, taking a step back and leaning against the wall. “When you arrived, you were unconscious. We took you in and repaired the wound as best we could.” He paused for a second, as if waiting for her to absorb what he’d said. “Erin mentioned you worked in the medical field before the outbreak. Is that correct?”
She nodded, feeling a small flicker of relief at the knowledge that at least Erin had made it there okay.
He gave her a small, tight smile. “You had some slight tearing from where the bullet grazed your liver. But we patched it up. I don’t think it’s anything to be concerned about. But you’ll need some time to heal.”
She nodded, barely able to focus on anything besides Maddie’s hand in her own.
“How—how do you have..” The words trailed off as she looked down at the IV in her arm.
Luckily, he seemed to understand. “We’re a military run safe zone. We get supply drops once a month. It allows us to keep a decent stock of medical supplies here. So luckily,” he paused, nodding at her torso, “we’re able to handle incidents like these when they arise. Its not perfect. Definitely nothing like what we had before, but sometimes it’s enough to get the job done.”
Her eyes remained fixed on her arm, slowly absorbing the words, yet still not fully understanding.
“I have to go now,” he said, stepping toward the door. “But I’ll be back in a bit to check on you again.”
Saff said nothing, still dazed as he gave her a small, understanding smile and walked out.
She waited a moment before finally turning back to Maddie, who still hadn’t spoken.
But she saw it then. The tears silently flowing down her face.
Saff squeezed her hand lightly. “Are you okay?” she asked. “Did everyone—did they all make it?”
Maddie silently moved forward, lips quivering as tears rolled down her face onto her neck. One shaky hand slid up her arm onto her shoulder, while the other gently found and cupped her cheek. She placed one soft, tear-stained kiss to her brow.
Saff relaxed into the touch, turning her head into Maddie’s lips—the lips she didn’t think she’d ever feel again.
They stayed like that for a minute, each unwilling or unable to let go. Then Maddie finally pulled back a few inches, resting carefully on the bed beside her. 
“What happened?” Saff whispered. 
Maddie wiped the back of her hand against her face. “They picked us up in a boat in the harbor.” 
Her voice was cracked and raw, as if she’d lost it at some point and it was just now beginning to return.
Saff waited for her to continue, and when she didn’t, she asked quietly, “What happened before that?”
Maddie’s throat bobbed as she swallowed, her chin dropping. Then she took her hand, wrapping both of her own around it securely, as if she was terrified to let go.
With her head turned slightly away, Saff could see one part of her hair matted with small flakes of blood crusted around the strands.
Saff reached her free hand up, gently brushing her fingers around it to reveal a small gash hidden beneath the blonde locks.
Maddie swallowed again, leaning back into her hand as she moved it away from the healing wound. 
“After you—“ she started, her voice barely above a whisper as she sniffled softly. “After you passed out—“ Maddie squeezed her eyes shut, shaking her head, as if to shake away the memory. “Some people came.” 
Saff’s body tightened involuntarily, and she clenched her jaw at the flicker of pain that vibrated through her torso.
“I had to throw one of the grenades.” Maddie opened her eyes then, leaning her head back and taking a steadying breath. “Then I threw the second one when the infected came.”
Saff went completely still, watching the way Maddie’s lips moved with the words.
“The flare gun didn’t work,” Maddie whispered, new tears lining her eyes. “I thought..” She trailed off as a single tear overflowed, falling down her cheek.
Maddie blinked, wiping it away before taking another deep breath. Then she shook her head again.
“They found us—my mom and dad and Josh. When we didn’t meet them, they came looking, and I guess they heard the blasts from the grenades.”
Saff looked down then, nodding slightly as she pieced together the parts that Maddie had clearly avoided saying out loud.
Maddie fell quiet again, in a silence that was so unlike her. 
“What happened..” Saff started, her fingers trailing back up Maddie’s neck and stopping before the wound on her head.
Maddie swallowed, wiping her face once more. “Something hit me,” she whispered. “After I threw the second grenade.”
Anger flared in Saff’s chest.
Not just anger at whatever had forced Maddie to throw the grenade in the first place, but anger at herself for not staying conscious long enough to protect her.
Maddie rubbed a soothing hand up her arm, as if somehow sensing and working to calm the new fury that brewed beneath her skin.
Saff opened her mouth to speak, then immediately stopped as two familiar figures emerged from the doorway.
Erin gave her a relieved, wide smile, stepping through on silver crutches. “They let us know you’d woken up,” she said, hobbling up to the bed beside Maddie, who didn’t so much as move a muscle.
“How are you feeling?” James asked with a smile, following closely behind her.
Saff cleared her throat, then nodded, relieved at the confirmation of their safety. “Better than the last time I was awake.”
Maddie stiffened slightly, and she threw her a glance. But her dark expression was unreadable.
Erin moved forward, giving Maddie’s arm a light, comforting squeeze.
“Is Josh..” Saff trailed off, and James seemed to understand the question.
“He’s fine,” he said, throwing a nod somewhere over his shoulder. “He’s out there helping sort through the supply drop that just came in.”
Saff nodded, still unable to picture the entirety of the seemingly well run safe zone they now inhabited.
“Its different here,” James said, again seeming to understand what she was thinking. “Different in a good way. They have a good setup, but it’s not like before. They expect attacks, and they have measures in place to handle those situations when they arise.”
Saff listened, nodding along, although she wasn’t convinced. She’d heard it all countless times before.
“When you’re feeling up to it,” he continued, “We’ll show you around. I think you’ll be pleasantly surprised.”
Maddie tightened her hands around her again, and Saff cast a glance her way. But Maddie remained silent, her body still stiff where it sat. 
“Yeah,” Saff finally muttered, looking back at him. “Sounds good.”
Erin gave him a look with a small smile, and he seemed to understand her silent words. 
He rubbed the back of his neck, smiling at his wife, then looked at Maddie before saying, “Well, we should probably let you rest some more.”
Saff nodded, and Erin kissed Maddie’s shoulder before they walked out.
And then they were left in silence once again, Maddie rubbing light circles with her thumb against her hand. 
She could see the raw emotion battling itself behind Maddie’s features, but still Saff didn’t know what to say. 
So instead, she shifted away, pulling her body to the far side of the bed. 
Maddie’s head lifted, a curious look on her face before Saff said, “Lay with me?”
She watched the way the muscle in Maddie’s jaw quivered before she slowly turned and carefully pulled her body up onto the bed. 
Then she paused, her hand hovering in the air.
“I don’t want to hurt you,” she whispered, and something in the raw tone of her voice made Saff’s chest ache.
“It’s okay,” Saff replied, moving one arm around Maddie’s body and pulling her in close.
Maddie seemed to be wrestling with something in her mind before she finally relaxed, carefully setting her head down on her chest.
Saff trailed her hand up to Maddie’s neck, running gentle strokes along the skin, the same way Maddie had done to her all those times she’d needed it. 
After a few seconds, tremors began quaking through Maddie’s body. And then the tremors morphed into soft sobs.
She pulled her in closer, their bodies melting into one. 
“It’s okay,” Saff whispered, pressing a light kiss to the top of her head. “You’re okay.”



Chapter Fifty-Two
Maddie walked beside Saff’s wheelchair, one hand resting against the metal side, as Josh led them down a hallway and out through one of the doors.
“Yeah,” Josh continued his rambling as he bit a snapping crunch out of whatever he was eating. “And the weapons they have here are a lot better. Probably closer to what you had before.”
Saff hummed as Maddie felt the outside air breeze against her face. She inhaled a breath of the salty air.
She hadn’t left the medical ward at all during the days that Saff was still unconscious.
But after she'd awoken, her mother convinced her to leave for short periods each day to get outside and to visit the new building they were staying in.
It was different from the house they'd had before.
All of the families and people living there were grouped into apartment style buildings, each with their own room and common area to share.
It felt more cramped than she was used to, but she didn't mind.
She'd barely spent more than a handful of minutes there each day to shower and change before instantly returning to Saff.
Even if the doctor, and everyone else, said she’d heal and be okay, it was like her brain just couldn’t accept it.
Like it was stuck on that road, clinging to the desperate need to save her.
And every time she closed her eyes to sleep, she was right back there, pressing her hands into the wet bloody fabric, hoping and praying for someone to come.
Maddie’s hand drifted from the metal bar to Saff’s shoulder, feeling the warmth of her body—the life.
Saff’s hand brushed over hers, giving it a gentle squeeze of reassurance, the same way it had over the past few days. And although they hadn’t talked about it, she knew Saff could guess at how she was feeling. She showed it each and every time she let Maddie’s hands drift over her neck and chest, needing to feel her heartbeat—the proof of her existence—over and over again.
“They do runs to shore every couple weeks,” Josh continued. “It’s mostly the military personnel that go, but I think I’ll go with them on the next one. You can come too, when you’re healed and walking again.”
Maddie tried to hide the way her body stiffened at that—at the thought of Saff going back out there. But she knew she’d failed when Saff’s hand squeezed hers again.
“Yeah,” Saff answered. “Maybe.”
They walked another few paces before Josh said, “Hey, is it cool if you guys wait here for a few minutes? I want to go check in on the dock real quick while we’re here.”
“Yeah, sure,” Saff replied.
Maddie listened to his steps padding away in the thick grass. 
“You okay?” Saff asked after a moment of silence. 
She swallowed. “Are you going to do it?”
“Do what?”
“Go out there again,” Maddie whispered, trying to make her voice sound stronger than it felt.
Saff went quiet. And each second felt like a torturous eternity.
“I don’t know.”
Maddie’s jaw tightened as she bit the inside of her cheek, the now familiar anxiety rising once again in her chest. 
Saff sighed softly. “You don’t want me to,” she said, in a way that was more statement than question.
Maddie stayed quiet for a moment, for the first time in her life afraid of what she felt—what words might come out.
“I—“ she started, her throat tight. Then she shook her head. “It’s your choice.”
A few beats of silence passed before Saff finally spoke. “I know you’re scared,” she said carefully. “But I’ll be okay.”
Maddie’s jaw clenched hard as she bit out, “That’s what you said the last time.”
Saff let out a breath. “I know, and I know you—“
Maddie shook her head again. “No,” she said, anger now replacing the anxiety. “You have no idea.”
Saff fell quiet, and Maddie couldn’t stop the next words as they tumbled out. 
“You have no idea what it was like to—“ her voice broke, and she closed her mouth, trying to keep the newly formed tears at bay. “You don’t know what it was like to feel you—slipping away.” Her mouth quivered, but she pressed on. “And not be able to do anything about it.”
“Not be able to do anything?” Saff asked, repeating the words. “You—you did everything.”
Maddie wiped the tears from her face before Saff took her hand, then rested the other on her hip, pulling her body closer. 
“You,” Saff continued, the words careful and precise, “are the reason I’m still breathing right now.”
Maddie let out a soft sob. “I—I thought you were going to die,” she choked out, her body shaking uncontrollably with each word.
“I know,” Saff whispered. Then she pressed a kiss to her wrist, and Maddie savored the feeling, letting it seep into her bones. Letting it remind her that Saff was still there with her. That they’d both made it.
“Will it ever go away?” Maddie whispered. “Feeling like we’re still out there on that road?”
Saff went quiet, letting out a slow breath. “Yes. But it’ll take time.”
Maddie sniffled, praying that it was the truth.
“I’m so sorry,” Saff whispered. “But I’m right here. I’m not going anywhere.”
And something in the way she said it, made her finally believe it. 



Chapter Fifty-Three
Saff moved one leg after the other down off the side of the bed.
Maddie waited tensely in front of her, hands hovering in the air as if ready to catch her if need be.
James and Erin stood a few feet behind Maddie, each watching with anxious smiles as she slowly stood.
It had taken two excruciatingly long weeks to finally get to that point. Where she didn’t feel like she needed assistance anymore to walk. And although being cooped up for weeks wasn’t ideal, she could see that she wasn’t the only one that needed that time to heal.
For days, she’d felt Maddie’s mind still trapped elsewhere—likely on that road. But with each passing day, that was healing too, like any other stitched up wound slowly scarring over.
She could still feel it sometimes, in the way Maddie’s hand tightened around hers. Or in the way her kisses lingered just a few extra tender seconds at night before falling asleep. 
But slowly, Maddie was becoming her usual bright self again. And each time she gave her that familiar teasing smile, Saff’s heart warmed in a way it never had before. 
“Take it slow,” James muttered, eying her with careful concern, the same way he had every day when he’d come to check on her. 
That was another thing she’d had to get used to.
It almost shocked her the first day when James and Erin had come in, questioning the doctor about each thing they’d done and were doing to help her. They’d stayed for close to an hour that first day, making him run through the instructions for her care and healing again and again. 
Even Josh seemed to care in his own unique way, stopping by each day to fill her in on what was going on in the safe zone. And although Maddie looked like she wanted to kill him every time he mentioned opportunities for her to go back out to the coast, she still appreciated it.
And that’s when she’d realized that it wasn’t just Maddie that seemed to care for her.
It was them, too—all of them.
Maddie took her hand, a wide smile breaking out on her face as Saff stepped to her. 
The wound tugged at her side, but the pain wasn’t nearly as bad as it had been, and she took the next few steps with relative ease.
“Everything feels okay?” Maddie asked, as her hand slipped down onto her hip. 
“Yeah,” she answered. “Feels good. Stiff—but good.”
James gave her a wide smile. “You ready?”
Saff nodded, a smile forming on her own lips then. She was more than ready.
They all moved slowly out of the room, then down the hall of the medical ward, James and Maddie staying close, ready to catch her at a moment’s notice.
The sun poured down onto her cheeks as they walked through the last set of double doors out onto smooth pavement. 
“Where to first?” Erin asked, lifting a hand to block out the sun in her eyes.
Maddie slipped her sunglasses on before taking her hand. 
“Wherever,” Saff answered, just happy to be outside and moving.
They’d taken her around the safe zone every day in the wheelchair, but it wasn’t the same.
There were parts of the safe zone that were too difficult to get through, so she still hadn’t seen most of it. And although James and Josh had both assured her that it was set up well, she still wanted to see it all for herself. 
They ambled through the different areas, stopping every so often for James to explain things to her, or show her different details. 
The entire island reminded her of one large military base, with barrack-style buildings for them to stay in. They'd each been assigned their own rooms, but she and Maddie had agreed to share one.
After everything they'd gone through, neither of them were willing to stay apart.
Apparently, a large network of military run safe zones had been set up along the coast, with more being set up every month.
They were still being attacked by both raiders and hordes of zombies, but according to them, more were being built than destroyed. And week by week, the attacks were becoming less and less frequent.
They’d learned from their mistakes and set up better defenses, allowing them to slowly grow and flourish. 
And maybe one day, Saff thought, allowing a tiny seed of hope to take root, safety and survival wouldn’t be such a foreign concept.
They continued moving through until, finally, Saff needed time to rest. They went to a large grassy area by the docks, and she lowered down onto the earth, relaxing beneath the warmth of the sun.
She caught the slightly excited look pass over Maddie’s face as she took a step back. “Um—mom, I have to go grab something. Can you come with me for a sec?”
Erin gave her a knowing smile before taking her hand. “Of course, honey.”
Saff watched them walking away as James sat down in the grass beside her. 
A line of boats bobbed in the calm water at the docks before them, where a group of people stood, unloading supplies from their latest trip to the mainland.
“Glad Maddie seems to be getting back to her old self,” James said from beside her.
Saff nodded, watching the seagulls coast through the air before diving into the ocean water below.
James stilled beside her, and she glanced at him, watching the way his brow furrowed in thought.
“I’ve never seen her that way,” he said, his words slow and careful. He swallowed, tilting his head back up to peer out at the ocean in front of them. “The way she was when we found you guys.”
Saff swallowed, her eyes flicking down to the grass. 
James cleared his throat softly. “I can’t bring myself to consider how it might have been if we didn’t get you here in time.”
Saff pursed her lips. She hadn’t thought about that—how the whole situation might have affected him and Erin. 
“The outbreak forced us all to do things at times that we probably wish we hadn’t,” he said softly, and Saff wondered then if Maddie had told him some details of her past. “But,” he continued, his words careful and precise once again, “you are a very brave woman. And I want you to know,” he said quietly, finally looking at her, “how proud I am of you.”
She swallowed, meeting his gaze, as a sudden tightness burned in her throat. 
Something deep within her lightened at the words, as if a long forgotten wound had finally begun to heal. 
Her eyes dropped back down as she swallowed again. “Thank you,” she whispered. 
And before she could say anything else, she heard the light click of Erin’s crutches approaching.
They both glanced up, watching as Erin and Maddie approached, the latter holding a large silver bowl in her hands. 
Saff watched them curiously, and when they were just a few steps away, Erin smiled down at James. 
“I’m getting hungry, honey,” Erin said to her husband. “Want to come with me and grab a bite to eat?”
He nodded. “Yeah, sure.” Then he gave Saff one final smile, squeezing her shoulder as if to echo the heavy weight of the words he’d just shared.
As they walked away, Saff watched Maddie step closer, placing a hand on her shoulder before lowering down into the grass beside her. 
Saff smelled it before she saw it, and a wide grin broke out across her face.
A heaping mound of freshly cooked popcorn sat in the silver bowl in Maddie’s hands. 
She laughed, a full laugh that had her shaking her head in both disbelief and amusement. 
Maddie smiled broadly at her as she popped a piece into her mouth, crunching down before holding the bowl out.
She grabbed a handful, tilting her head back to drop a few pieces in.
“Where did you get this?”
Maddie threw her a mischievous grin. “I might’ve had Josh grab it for me before we left the last settlement.”
Saff laughed again. “You had it all that time?”
Maddie nodded, shifting closer until she curled under Saff’s arm. Then she pressed a light kiss to her neck.
“I told you I wanted to take you on a date.”
Saff stared at her then, unable to form any words.
Maddie rubbed her palm along Saff’s leg in a soothing motion.
“We might not have a movie theater, but,” she lifted her hand, waving it out in front of them, “this isn’t a bad alternative.”
Saff swallowed, her throat bobbing as the tightness returned once again.
The memory of their last spoken words on the road floated back to her. She remembered her semi-delirious thoughts drifting in and out as she’d asked Maddie to describe the date to her. 
Saff’s heart beat furiously in her chest, watching the beautiful girl wrapped in her arms.
The girl she could spend every day with, and know with certainty that each one would be even happier than the last.
“I love you,” Saff whispered, the words seeping straight out from her aching heart.
Maddie pulled her head back, surprise flitting over her features. 
Then, in a moment, it was gone, as Maddie wrapped a hand around the back of her neck, pulling her into a deep kiss. 
Saff kissed her back, pouring every ounce of the aching love into it, showing her with her lips just how much she meant it. 
Time seemed to slow, and with each passing moment, it felt as if the wounds deep in their souls were tangling together, healing each other with every touch.
When Maddie finally pulled back, she gave her the small, knowing smile that she’d given her so many times in the past.
The smile that Saff still didn’t quite understand.
“I love you, too.”



Mother, did you walk
The day you saw
Darkness in dad
Or did you wait
The night til dawn
Betting on black
Sleeping on the severity
Scaring me
Deciding you weren’t coming back
And I know I might be dying
But at least I’m not here lying
Saying baby you’ll be fine
He just needs a little time
Watch your words
Keep your silence
Don’t worry baby
He just loves with violence
Fists up kid, don’t cower behind your mom
And maybe the jokes on me
Maybe I was really the dead one all along
But now, mom
There’s this girl
And even though you cut me loose
Mom, I swear you’d love her too
And now my dream is that forever
Is just one more morning we share
And maybe if I make it
That's the only mourning we’ll have to bear
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